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  Chapter 1: I Do Not Hate
Shen Xihe: “Each imperial prince has their merits, all competing for marriage. Crown Prince, where lies your advantage?”

Xiao Huayong: “I possess no talents, merely blessed with frailty. When I become Emperor, if you find me bothersome, I can die early.”

Through the jade-green gauze windows gentle breezes wafted, while behind pearl curtains, the warm chamber filled with waves of fragrance.

“Do you hate me?”

The clear, sharp voice carried a hint of repression as it broke the room’s tranquility.

That tall, straight figure stood beside the window, turned sideways. The elegant octagonal candelabra cast light through its jade shade, mixing with moonlight that crept through the partially opened window, illuminating him as an immortal descended to earth, ethereal and distinguished.

This was the Fifth Prince of the Great Xing Dynasty, Prince Xin – Xiao Changqing, beloved by the Emperor.

Only curling fragrant smoke answered him as if he were alone speaking to himself in the chamber.

His hands, clasped behind his back, tightened then loosened repeatedly until he finally turned around, unable to contain himself any longer.

His complex gaze pierced through layers – a gauze screen, jade-pearl curtains, and the misty incense smoke from the censer – falling upon the figure seated behind the low table.

Her slender, delicate fingers held a gold-inlaid jade incense spoon, gently stirring within the Five Blessings white jade incense burner.

Round and round, neither hurried nor slow.

Always like this – no matter what earth-shattering events occurred, she could remain this unmoved, as steadfast as a mountain! This was his wife, the woman he deeply loved, his Princess Xin!

A woman he could never fully comprehend.

Angrily sweeping aside the pearl curtains, causing a cascade of jeweled sounds, he strode to her front, looming over her across the table: “Gu Qingzhi, do you hate me?”

Her lowered eyelids slowly fluttered as she finally raised her head. Those soul-stirring eyes, seemingly filled with the gleam of precious jade, gazed at him calmly as her voice, clear as striking ice, responded without ripple: “Why should I hate?”

Bang! His hands slammed onto the table before her, causing it to shake, revealing his tremendous force.

This action finally drew her attention. Her gaze, about to withdraw, returned to him, those eyes flashing with infinite grace as her hands stilled their movement.

His fingers gripped the pear-wood carved table, wrinkling the elaborate silk cloth spread across it. Xiao Changqing’s voice trembled with careful control: “At noon today, I supervised the execution of sixty-nine members of your Gu family, including your nephew not yet three years old!”

Speaking this, his heart inexplicably fluttered. He stared intently at her eyes, seeking to discover any trace of hatred, disgust, or even pain.

But he was disappointed. She remained as unruffled as ever, so peaceful it bordered on cold-blooded as if he spoke of matters completely irrelevant to her.

Three years. They had been married for three years.

Whether he pampered her to the heavens, displayed intimacy with other women before her, or even allowed concubines to disrespect her, she maintained this same ethereal detachment, as if she weren’t a person living in this world at all, viewing everyone and everything with complete indifference.

“Gu Qingzhi, you are heartless, your blood runs cold.” His voice seeped through clenched teeth, suppressing the anger blocking his chest.

She didn’t love him, not even slightly. Despite thousands praising him and tens of thousands pursuing him, he was nothing in her eyes.

He thought, since she wouldn’t love, then let her hate instead. At least he could see ripples stir in those breathtakingly beautiful eyes, but he was destined for disappointment.

He favored other women – she showed no jealousy! He took her cousin as a concubine – she shed no tears! Today he executed her entire family by imperial decree – she harbored no hatred!

“Your Highness, why go to such lengths.” Her cherry lips parted slightly as her hand resumed slowly stirring the incense, each movement refined enough to paint, “Strong ruler, weak subject; strong subject, weak ruler – it’s merely a game of power. The Gu family’s current fate comes from Father’s inferior skill. Having lost, we accept the stakes willingly, without complaint. What is there to hate?”

“Today, had the Gu family won, Your Highness would similarly become a prisoner, perhaps even losing your life. His Majesty would become a puppet emperor, watching his officials’ expressions to get through each day.” After a brief pause, she continued softly: “As for the Gu family members being implicated, they are not innocent.”

Meeting Xiao Changqing’s dilated pupils, she saw her dignified figure reflected in his clear eyes: “They were born to the Gu family. When the Gu family wielded tremendous power, they enjoyed the glory and wealth their prominence brought them. Now that the Gu family has fallen, they naturally must bear the price of defeat together. In this world, who can receive benefits without paying any price?”

“I, as a Gu daughter, why should I hate?” She questioned him, her lips pink as cherry blossoms lifting slightly, “Why should I hate Your Highness? We are merely a marriage of equal status, a tremendous gamble staking life and fortune. If I weren’t surnamed Gu, if I weren’t the Gu family’s principal daughter, how would I qualify to marry Your Highness as principal wife? You see, this is the glory the Gu family brought – fortune is always sought in danger. Now only I remain of the Gu family. Please instruct me, Your Highness, how should these surviving fish be dealt with?”

Having lost power, wealth, and lives, she absolutely couldn’t lose the dignity of a great family, couldn’t lose the pride of a noble lady! The situation was already lost, defeat impossible to reverse. What use was hysteria and hatred now, except to waste energy and shatter her final dignity and cultivation?

Xiao Changqing stumbled back two steps, struck by her words. He couldn’t believe that even at this moment, she could remain so calm and rational.

She was so beautiful, as if untouched by mortal dust; yet so cold, as if lacking all human emotions.

How could such a woman exist in this world? And he was hopelessly, deeply infatuated with such a woman! Closing his eyes in anguish, Xiao Changqing turned away weakly: “You are Princess Xin, forever so. No one can change that.”

“What an unwise decision…” Gu Qingzhi laughed softly, “Your Highness aims to compete for that dragon throne in Mingzheng Hall. To defy His Majesty and oppose the officials at this time, just to protect a powerless Gu Qingzhi who has nothing but her appearance – it truly doesn’t match Your Highness’s usual wise judgment. If you persist, surely many loyal followers will distance themselves from Your Highness…”

“Gu Qingzhi!” Xiao Changqing roared, unable to contain his fury.

Gu Qingzhi fluttered her long lashes that gleamed with a dark light: “Your Highness should personally send me off with a cup of poison. His Majesty would surely be greatly pleased.”

Xiao Changqing whirled around, his bloodshot eyes like a wounded beast, fine blood vessels weaving a pattern of anguish, his lips curving into a bitter, self-mocking smile: “I know, from beginning to end you never wished to marry me, enduring three years of false intimacy for the Gu family’s sake. Now you eagerly seek death, wanting release.”

“Gu Qingzhi, don’t even think about it!”

[Reading Notes]

1. This is a fictional historical setting resembling the Tang and Song dynasties. Historical purists, please note.

2. The female protagonist is reborn – can be seen as Gu Qingzhi reborn as Shen Xihe, or Shen Xihe gaining Gu Qingzhi’s experiences through a cheat, growing up anew. The reborn protagonist is neither Gu Qingzhi nor Shen Xihe, but someone entirely new!

3. No misunderstandings, no third parties, no melodrama between main characters. A “three-no” product, strictly one-versus-one throughout. Both protagonists are purely historical figures – please don’t judge them by modern standards.

4. The female protagonist’s character is aloof. The male protagonist spends the first third pursuing marriage, the middle third pursuing her heart, final third achieving mutual love.

5. Both protagonists are highly intelligent and capable. This novel has many supporting characters. The author favors good looks – all are handsome men and beautiful women, at minimum extraordinary in bearing. All are intelligent, don’t all love the main characters, have both good and bad, and their loves.

6. The female protagonist’s skill is incense mixing, with an enhanced sense of smell as a special ability. Thus the alternate title is “Crown Princess Uses Her Sense of Smell to Expose Everyone’s True Identity”. Most incense descriptions are historically accurate, with some fictional ones serving the plot.

7. Different strokes for different folks. Your humble servant is tired of saying this, but will say once more: hostile and displeasing comments will be deleted!

8. Thanks for bug-catching, welcome pointing out logic and knowledge errors. No other discussion accepted, no accepting any pointing or guidance.

9-10… To be continued.

Chapter 2: How Cruel You Are, How Truly Cruel…
His howl carried a tinge of manic coldness.

Gu Qingzhi appeared unaffected as she covered the incense burner and set it aside. With one hand holding up her sleeve and the other reaching for the prepared tray nearby, she lifted the gold-rimmed sandalwood tray that held a wine pot and two cups. After turning the cups upright, she grasped the wine pot, about to pour.

“What are you doing?” Xiao Changqin strode forward, pressing down on her wine pot, his composed voice concealing a hint of panic.

“Your Highness need not worry.” Gu Qingzhi gently brushed his hand away, filled both cups and raised one toward Xiao Changqin, fixing him with an ambiguous smile. “Whether there is poison in the wine, Your Highness knows better than I. This cup I offer to Your Highness, with my thanks.”

Ever since the Gu family’s imprisonment, he had employed every method to maintain strict surveillance, leaving her no opportunity for suicide. The room was filled with hidden guards, eyes watching from every corner, and everything that reached her hands was checked and checked again.

Xiao Changqin gazed at her silently, his eyes so intense they seemed to pierce through to her soul, yet he remained motionless.

“What’s wrong? Does Your Highness think I could have tampered with it somehow?” Gu Qingzhi smiled softly, tilting her head back to drink the wine. “This is the Qingzhi wine I brewed myself.”

Xiao Changqin’s body jerked forward, wanting to stop her, but the cup was already empty. His gaze swept over the other cup, and without hesitation, he picked it up and drained it in one gulp: “Even in death, you won’t escape me.”

A brief laugh escaped her as Gu Qingzhi folded her hands in her lap, sitting properly while looking at Xiao Changqin: “Your Highness, with your divine appearance, even while I was still in the inner chambers, I would hear young ladies at every banquet singing endless praises of you. I still remember the first time I heard Your Highness’s name—it was five years ago when you, at merely fifteen years old, challenged the scholars of the Imperial Academy with your literary prowess, amazing everyone.”

“Amazing everyone,” Xiao Changqin scoffed quietly, gazing at her intently. “Yet I could never amaze you alone.”

Her brows creased almost imperceptibly as Gu Qingzhi smiled composedly: “Your Highness is too obsessed, or perhaps what cannot be obtained is harder to let go…”

She paused, a flash of abstraction crossing her detached eyes: “When I was nine, my mother, on her deathbed, held my hand and told me that in this life, one can do anything except let their heart fall for a man. The moment my mother closed her eyes, my heart departed with her. A heartless woman is naturally without feeling.”

Taking a gentle breath, Gu Qingzhi maintained a gentle smile on her face. “Mother said that in this world, only by being utterly detached can women live freely and happily.”

“Your Highness, look how respectfully my father treated my mother. After her passing, he refused to remarry even without an heir from the main wife, yet she still died of melancholy.”

Gu Qingzhi smiled and shook her head slightly. “That was because she was greedy. As the head of the Gu family, how could my father devote himself entirely to her? Mother deeply loved the father who respected her, yet couldn’t receive the same single-minded devotion. Unwilling to become a jealous and ugly woman, she could only suppress all her unhappiness and pain in her heart, leading to her death from melancholy—all because of emotional attachment.”

“Qing’er…” Xiao Changqin seemed to understand her meaning.

He recalled their newlywed days when he wanted to present her with all the best things in the world, his eyes and heart seeing only her until now. Yet she always remained cold and composed, decisive and rational about everything, making him feel that his offerings and even his very existence were worthless to her.

Young and proud, heaven’s favorite son that he was, he used extreme methods to provoke her jealousy, to attract her attention.

As a prince, he used the most humble methods to try to win her affection.

Yet he had never considered how to protect her heart completely after winning it.

He hadn’t thought about it, and she had never given him the chance.

Now he couldn’t even hypothesize whether, if she had truly given him her whole heart, he could have withstood the pressure from his imperial mother and father, whether he could have changed the Gu family’s fate, keeping her from any harm.

“If even my father was thus, how much more so for Your Highness.” Gu Qingzhi gazed at Xiao Changqin. “Your Highness, from the day the Emperor’s marriage decree reached the Gu family, I knew this day would come. The Gu family would inevitably crash and bleed, and our marriage would ultimately reach its end. How could I possibly develop feelings for Your Highness?”

“Among the men of the world, Your Highness is truly exceptional—accomplished in both civil and military arts, of noble character, a perfect gentleman. The only fault lies in Gu Qingzhi not being a shallow woman who sees only romance between men and women, who sees only the small world of the inner court. Therefore, Your Highness’s devoted heart was destined to be misplaced—ugh…”

Finally unable to endure the knife-like pain in her abdomen, a wet sensation carrying the scent of blood continued to descend.

“Qing’er!” Xiao Changqin rushed past the table in panic, holding Gu Qingzhi in his arms, only to see the large pool of blood beneath her. Terrified and disbelieving, he glanced at the weakened Gu Qingzhi before roaring like a trapped beast toward the outside, “Imperial physician! Quickly summon the imperial physician—”

The guards outside were so frightened they didn’t even stop to ask questions before running off.

“Your Highness…” Gu Qingzhi’s voice finally took on a note of weakness. This was the first time she lay in his arms like a fragile woman. She smiled at him, a smile like a blooming night flower, beautiful in its serenity yet shrouded in the coolness of night. “I’m not just a heartless, unfeeling woman, but also a ruthlessly poisonous one. See, I could even bring myself to harm my flesh and blood…”

“Stop talking, please stop talking!” Xiao Changqin had never experienced such pain—pain that felt like countless insects gnawing at his entire body, his heart, liver, spleen, and lungs, even his bone joints ached, making him want to howl madly.

“The Gu family is finished, and the Gu family’s daughter cannot live on. Her survival would only make it harder for people to forget His Majesty’s iron-blooded ruthlessness. And my pride, Gu Qingzhi’s pride, won’t allow me to live on… at others’ mercy.”

After the immense pain passed, Gu Qingzhi regained her composure: “A child without a mother, living in the gloomy imperial family, would face too much hardship and misery. I am this selfish—since I cannot protect him completely, cannot give him joy and freedom from worry, I am unwilling to bring him into this world of complicated human hearts…”

Large tears fell from his pain-filled eyes as Xiao Changqin spoke: “Gu Qingzhi, Gu Qingzhi, how cruel you are, how truly cruel…”

Even at this moment, Gu Qingzhi could still give Xiao Changqin a brilliantly serene smile. Her increasingly blurry vision fell on the overturned table, where not far away lay the fallen incense burner.

She didn’t want to live, and no one could stop her, no one could save her.

Gu Qingzhi, first among the capital’s nine perfections, excelled in music, chess, calligraphy, painting, women’s work, and cooking—considered the model of noble ladies. But no one knew, not even this man who had loved her for three years and shared her pillow, that what she excelled at most was the art of perfumery.

Chapter 3: The Male Lead Falls from the Sky
Incense can soothe emotions—it is an elegant pleasure.

However, the materials used in perfumery are mostly medicinal ingredients. Medicine can both save and kill; it all depends on the skill of the user.

Today’s incense contained saffron and the essence of lotus-born osmanthus flowers. She hadn’t let Xiao Changqin touch the incense—she neither loved nor hated him.

She only wanted her path to the underworld to be pure and clean, free of love, hatred, obsession, schemes, and strife.

She also believed Xiao Changqin wouldn’t die. He still had his mother, his brothers, and his obsession with the empire.

“Your Highness, may you… may you ascend to the throne soon…”

These were Gu Qingzhi’s final words to Xiao Changqin before her consciousness was swallowed by the sound of hurrying footsteps.

Go fight for the empire, go become that destined lonely soul who must kill brothers and even commit patricide…

Even in death, she maintained her smile—that frozen smile that deeply pierced Xiao Changqin’s eyes.

He was wrong, he was wrong.

Gu Qingzhi not only had a heart too cold to warm, but she also possessed the world’s most devastating cruelty!

…

In the darkness, floating up and down, Gu Qingzhi’s throat felt particularly uncomfortable. A sinking pain in her abdomen felt exactly like when she had killed the child with her own hands. Thinking of the child, Gu Qingzhi felt a slight stab of pain in her heart.

She had prepared contraceptive incense, yet somehow she had become pregnant. If not for this, why would she have had to kill him with her own hands…

Counting the time, it was just before the Gu family was framed for treason when she was still pretending to accommodate Xiao Changqin.

So, was this punishment? Would this pain follow her even to the underworld?

But she had no other choice.

The five great families—Gu, Cui, Wang, Xue, and Fan—had deep roots spanning hundreds of years. Even through several dynastic changes, they maintained their illustrious names and influence over the court.

The Fan family had declined in the previous dynasty. Gu Qingzhi had warned her father early to guard against them, but after she married into Prince Xin’s manor, she faced many inconveniences. Her father was too busy, and then a traitor emerged in the family, allowing the Fan family to coordinate inside and outside forces to set a deadly trap for the Gu family.

As the daughter of a criminal, Xiao Changqin was too naive. Even if he was unwilling, he couldn’t oppose his mother Noble Consort Rong. The best outcome for her would have been a demotion from wife to concubine, and her child—apart from Xiao Changqin, no one in the Xiao family would have cared about it.

She had always been decisive in her actions, never living at others’ mercy, and would never endure humiliation while quietly biding her time.

Did the Fan family think that betraying and harming the Gu family would restore their family’s prestige? Utterly foolish—they were merely an arrow in the emperor’s hand, aimed at the Gu family.

This time, her death would make the Fan family understand that they were less than ants.

Were they prepared to face the charge of harming an imperial heir?

If successful, the Gu family might even be cleared of treason charges.

As a daughter of the Gu family, she had done her duty to repay their nurturing grace.

As her thoughts gradually cleared, Gu Qingzhi opened her eyes. Azure sky, blue heavens, drifting clouds, and a flock of birds passing overhead.

She moved her hand, only to discover she was floating in water. Trying to move, she found her body completely exhausted. To avoid sinking, Gu Qingzhi relaxed her body, only able to move her eyes.

To her right was a cliff wall plunging into the water, its bottom invisible, barely an arm’s length away. To her left were rolling green mountains and grassy plains, the shore about twenty feet away.

“How did I end up here…” Gu Qingzhi was deeply confused.

At this moment, she could only maintain her floating state. It was impossible to swim to shore on her own. She hoped someone would pass by and rescue her, or that she could gather a bit of strength before making plans.

Fortunately, the river was calm, so she likely wouldn’t be swept too far away. She just didn’t know if she might encounter dangerous creatures like alligators in this river.

Pushing aside her scattered thoughts, Gu Qingzhi closed her eyes. Some chaotic images rushed into her mind, causing her head to spin and ache.

After a while, she reopened her eyes, her expression extremely complex.

The kind of bizarre occurrence that only happened in supernatural novels had befallen her. She was no longer Gu Qingzhi, but living in the body of someone who had just died.

This corpse floating on the mountain river was none other than Shen Xihe, the legitimate daughter of the famous Northwestern King Shen Yueshan.

The Princess Zhaoning, as bestowed by Emperor Youning.

The reason for her death in the river was that Shen Yueshan was sending her back to the capital. She had departed from her maternal uncle’s home in the Southwestern Jiangnan region, and when the boat reached Jingzhou, her maid had pushed her into the sea, and she had drifted here.

Gu Qingzhi died on the fifth day of the fourth month in the nineteenth year of Youning’s reign. Now it was the sixth day of the fourth month in the nineteenth year of Youning’s reign. Shen Xihe had been floating in the river for a night, and due to her weak constitution, had only just died moments ago when she mysteriously awakened in Shen Xihe’s body.

She closed her eyes, hoping Shen Xihe herself would return. She had no attachments left in this world and didn’t aspire to live another life.

She didn’t know how long she had been drifting. Although she hadn’t encountered any danger, she increasingly felt in her heart that she would truly have to live on as Shen Xihe.

Opening her eyes resignedly, she happened to catch sight of a black dot falling from the sky, rapidly growing larger as it plunged straight toward her.

Gu Qingzhi—no, from now on, Shen Xihe.

Though completely exhausted, she burst forth with strength in this moment of life and death, quickly turning her body to swim away. The object falling from high above was too fast—she had barely moved any distance when behind her came a “boom” as the heavy object crashed down.

The water spray and huge waves rushed toward her, making her back ache severely. At the same time, her throat filled with blood, and she bit down hard on her tongue, using the pain to fight back her dizziness. Taking advantage of the impact force, she swam toward the shore.

She quickly grabbed onto rocks at the water’s edge, panting roughly as she gritted her teeth and climbed up. Once ashore, she collapsed, gasping for air.

After a while, the stabbing pain in her throat, heart, and lungs finally eased. A breeze blew past, carrying an unusual fragrance along with the chill that brushed past her nose. This scent was extremely unique—though skilled in perfumery and familiar with hundreds of flowers, she had never encountered this fragrance before.

She struggled to support her eyelids open and saw before her something shaped like intertwined ribbons, glistening emerald green, with red stamens where they interwove.

She reached out with difficulty to grasp it, whispering almost inaudibly: “Immortal’s Sash…”

Her strength completely drained, she could no longer resist the darkness consuming her. Just before her eyelids closed, she seemed to see many people running toward her.

“Princess! Princess!”

Hearing the anxious calls, Shen Xihe finally allowed herself to lose consciousness.

…

As the sour, bitter, and spicy medicinal soup was poured into her mouth, Shen Xihe wanted to refuse, but her burning internal organs wouldn’t allow her to be willful. She cooperatively drank it down. Her cold abdomen finally gained some warmth. After finishing the bowl of medicine, she had enough energy to open her eyes.

She saw peach blossom patterned cyan silk gauze bed curtains. The warm fragrance permeating the air was a compound incense made from agarwood, frankincense, asafoetida, and other ingredients, effective for dispelling turbidity, stopping phlegm stasis, and activating meridians to clear the mind.

As this thought passed through her mind, Shen Xihe was startled to realize her sense of smell had become so keen!

Chapter 4: Only Shen Xihe Remains
“Princess, you’re finally awake.”

Shen Xihe’s surprise was interrupted by a delighted voice. She turned to look at the person who called out “Sister Zhenzhu” while turning aside.

Just from the profile, she knew this was one of her second-rank maids—Ziyu.

The “Sister Zhenzhu” she mentioned was one of Shen Xihe’s two first-rank maids, and also her wet nurse’s daughter who had grown up with her since infancy. The other first-rank maid, Lingling, was the one who had pushed her off the boat—she had been purchased by the manor at age five and had greatly won her favor.

Because of Shen Xihe’s congenital condition, Zhenzhu had studied medicine since childhood. She strode over to check Shen Xihe’s pulse first and only relaxed when she felt the pulse gradually stabilizing. She looked at Shen Xihe with concern: “Princess, are you feeling unwell anywhere?”

Shen Xihe shook her head. She also understood some medical principles and knew that the current pain in her body couldn’t be completely relieved in a short time. She asked hoarsely: “Where is Lingling?”

“Princess, Sister Lingling jumped into the water to save you, but hasn’t been found yet…” As she spoke, Ziyu’s eyes reddened.

Shen Xihe had six personal maids: the first-rank maids Zhenzhu and Lingling, followed by Ziyu, Biyu, Hongyu, and Moyu. Except for Zhenzhu, the other five had come to Shen Xihe’s side at age five. Biyu and Moyu were born in the household, while Lingling, Ziyu, and Hongyu had been purchased from outside.

They had grown up together, as close as siblings.

“Heh…” Shen Xihe laughed softly. “How noble, dying to save her mistress.”

She had pushed her into the river with her own hands, then jumped in herself. Since only the two of them were at the bow of the boat, those unaware would truly believe she died trying to save her mistress. Most likely she had already escaped to safety by now.

Even if Zhenzhu and the others were to encounter her in the future, as long as Shen Xihe was dead, she would still be considered a loyal maid, and might even be able to infiltrate back in again.

With Shen Xihe’s weak constitution, surviving a night in the river was truly a miracle.

“Princess…” The cold smile frozen on Shen Xihe’s lips made Zhenzhu’s expression change slightly. Clever as she was, she immediately understood. “Was it Lingling who pushed you off the boat?”

Shen Xihe didn’t answer directly, but instead ordered: “Have Mo Yuan report to the authorities to hunt down the fugitive slave.”

Ziyu’s face paled. The current dynasty was more lenient toward servants than the previous one, where they could be killed at will, but runaway slaves were different. A servant’s escape was already a serious crime, and combined with Lingling’s attempted murder of her mistress, it was unforgivable! “Sister Ling—” Ziyu quickly corrected herself, “Why would Lingling do such a thing?”

In Ziyu’s view, Shen Xihe was the best possible mistress in the world. She had them learn both literature and martial arts, and even for those with dull aptitude who couldn’t master either, she would teach them according to their strengths. Their food, clothing, and daily necessities exceeded even those of many officials’ daughters.

Shen Xihe didn’t respond, only gently closing her eyes.

Zhenzhu lightly tugged on Ziyu’s sleeve and led her out. The answer was obvious—Lingling had been a planted spy, and her true master had never been Shen Xihe.

As they were about to withdraw, Shen Xihe suddenly remembered something: “Did you see what was in my hand?”

Zhenzhu quickly responded: “This servant will fetch it right away.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe felt a moment of relief.

When Zhenzhu returned, Shen Xihe sat up with Ziyu’s support and looked at the three emerald-green, heart-knot-shaped objects placed in the box, emanating waves of ethereal fragrance. She couldn’t help but reach out to touch them, feeling their cool clarity: “It truly is the Immortal’s Sash.”

It had the texture and luster of jade.

Looking up, she asked Zhenzhu: “Did you see anyone else?”

Shen Xihe remembered clearly that the falling black dot had been human-shaped—someone must have fallen from the cliff. Since the Immortal’s Sash grew on the cliff face, that person might have accidentally fallen while trying to gather it.

Zhenzhu shook her head: “No one.”

“You may withdraw,” Shen Xihe lay back down. “Change it to a jade box for storage.”

“Yes.” Zhenzhu respectfully acknowledged and led Ziyu out with quiet steps.

Due to Shen Xihe’s poor health, she stayed in Linxiang County to recuperate. The search for her had already alerted both the Linxiang County magistrate and the Changsha Prefecture governor. Since the post station was too crude and the county office too cramped, they had specially arranged for a three-courtyard residence from a wealthy local family to be vacated for Shen Xihe’s recovery.

Shen Xihe remained silent all day. Zhenzhu and the others served her with extreme caution, and even though they noticed that Shen Xihe was not as warm toward them as before, they assumed it was because Lingling had hurt her heart.

The warrant for Lingling’s arrest had been issued, but so far there was no sign of her, dead or alive.

“Princess here is today’s news from the capital.” On this day, after Shen Xihe finished her morning meal, Zhenzhu presented a document with both hands as usual.

Since Shen Xihe had been rescued, she had ordered people to constantly monitor the capital’s developments, with daily court bulletins to be presented as quickly as possible.

Zhenzhu naturally relaxed her hands against her lower abdomen, quietly watching Shen Xihe. She had noticed that the Princess had changed.

The previous Princess had been intelligent but sensitive, and though born in the rugged Northwest with its fierce customs, she had remained like a delicate peony untouched by wind and sand—noble yet aloof.

Since leaving the Northwest, the Princess had become quiet and reserved. After Lingling’s betrayal, her every word and action became composed and wise, as if she had matured overnight, shedding that delicate beauty to become a flower empress looking down upon all others.

Now Zhenzhu unconsciously became more cautious in the Princess’s presence. Though the Princess never spoke harshly or showed stern authority, just her casual glance could make them feel her power.

Ignoring Zhenzhu’s scrutiny, Shen Xihe read today’s document, sent by the Northwestern King’s informant in the capital. As expected, the Fan family had been charged with framing an honorable minister and harming an imperial heir.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe’s expression softened slightly. Zhenzhu, sensing her excellent mood from this subtle change, couldn’t help glancing at the document and said: “So Minister Gu was framed by the Fan family. Though the entire Gu family has already been executed, His Majesty is willing to clear their name?”

“Our Emperor has no choice but to be willing.” Shen Xihe casually set down the document and half-reclined on the beauty couch, her eyes half-closed, appearing both drowsy and alert, her posture languid yet elegant and captivating.

Such allure made even Zhenzhu, a woman, feel her heart race—this was a charm the Princess had never shown before.

Emperor Youning had used the Fan family as a blade to pierce through the Gu family. When lips die, teeth grow cold—the Cui, Wang, and Xue families, for their interests, had to unite to suppress the Fan family. Otherwise, the Fan family’s next target might be them. At the same time, they needed to let Emperor Youning know that the power of the great families could not be shaken.

They couldn’t proceed without an opening, but Gu Qingzhi had already torn one for them—how could they not pursue and attack relentlessly?

Shen Xihe closed her eyes, enjoying the dappled morning light falling through the branches, warm light enveloping her, her skin glowing with an enchanting radiance.

Gu Qingzhi, you can rest in peace now.

From this day forward, Gu Qingzhi exists no more—only Shen Xihe remains.

Chapter 5: A Palace Envoy
Shen Xihe had been recuperating in Linxiang County for half a month. During this time, Emperor Youning, having heard of her fall into the river, sent a eunuch to express his concerns.

“Your Grace, that man is causing trouble again,” Ziyu burst in, properly performed her greeting, and immediately began complaining.

Shen Xihe was admiring the Celestial Ribbon plant. For the past fortnight, she had spent time each day observing it, deeply fascinated by its essence, though she had not dared to disturb it.

Historical records of this plant were sparse, noting only its origin, shape, and color.

Beyond these basic details, nothing else was known, and many likely had never even heard of its existence.

Shen Xihe had kept it in a jade box for half a month, yet it showed no signs of wilting, remaining as vibrantly green as ever.

Just as Ziyu finished speaking, Zhenzhu entered with Biyu and Hongyu, and they all properly greeted Shen Xihe.

Looking up at her four maids, she observed Zhenzhu in her white dress, while the others wore gowns matching their names’ colors, all embroidered with the same orchid pattern. Each possessed their own charm – some elegant, some vivacious, some delicate – a pleasing sight to behold.

After careful observation over this period, she had confirmed these maids were truly loyal to her.

“What has he done now?” Shen Xihe asked casually.

The person Ziyu referred to was the eunuch sent by Emperor Youning, who held the respectable fifth rank in the Department of Internal Service.

In the five days since his arrival, apart from delivering the imperial verbal decree on the first day to inquire about Shen Xihe’s welfare, he hadn’t come to pay his respects again. Instead, he kept sending people to urge Shen Xihe to begin her journey.

He had been living quite extravagantly these past few days, entertaining Linxiang County officials and wealthy merchants, likely collecting more money than he had saved in his entire lifetime.

“This servant saw him dragging a young lady back to his quarters,” Ziyu said indignantly. “A eunuch, yet he dares to violate a young woman, he…”

“Ziyu!” Zhenzhu cut her off promptly – how could she speak of such vulgar matters before the Princess? This eunuch had come on imperial orders to check on the Princess and personally escort her to the capital. Wielding his imperial mandate like a weapon, he thought himself an imperial envoy, and indeed, no one here dared to touch him.

“Let’s go see,” Shen Xihe said impassively.

She wore a twelve-immortals skirt in peacock blue with gold thread-embroidered auspicious patterns, high-waisted to accentuate her tall, graceful figure.

A water-blue gauze shawl with watercolor peach blossom patterns draped casually over her shoulder, flowing elegantly in the breeze.

The jade pendants at her waist chimed melodiously with each step.

Zhenzhu and the others followed behind Shen Xihe, while Ziyu’s eyes already showed signs of enchantment.

Since the Princess’s rescue, she had truly become the embodiment of grace, her every movement as natural as flowing clouds and running water, each pose worthy of a painting, beautiful as a fairy from her dreams.

Standing before Huang Degui, even this figure of divine beauty caused his eyes to grow misty with admiration, despite his not being a true man.

“This servant greets Your Grace. You need only send someone to summon this servant if you have orders. To trouble Your Grace to come personally, this servant deserves death.” Huang Degui made a show of slapping his face twice.

Shen Xihe cast a faint glance at the eunuch bowing before her, his clothes disheveled. Her gaze passed over him to the open door behind, where a pretty young woman with tear-stained cheeks clutched at her clothes, half her face visible from behind the door.

A girl from a respectable family.

A slight ripple appeared in her eyes, and her voice rang out, clear as jade beads striking together: “Master Huang, do you know… where the last servant I sought out is now?”

“Your Grace…” Huang Degui’s brow twitched, but he quickly composed himself. He had been sent to escort Shen Xihe under imperial orders; he was the Emperor’s envoy. Shen Xihe wouldn’t dare touch him. He replied casually, “Please calm your anger, Your Grace. It was this servant’s negligence. Upon returning to the capital, this servant will surely request punishment from His Majesty.”

“Moyu,” Shen Xihe called softly.

Before Huang Degui could react, a black shadow flashed before his eyes. He felt a pain in his chest as he fell backward. Before he could respond, a kick flipped him over, and his hands were instantly bound.

At this moment, his two young eunuch attendants rushed in from outside. They saw a girl in black fitted clothes holding Huang Degui down on his knees, and when they met the serene gaze of Shen Xihe standing in the courtyard, they inexplicably lowered their heads as her calm eyes swept over them.

“Your Grace, this servant is an imperial envoy. Even if there were improprieties, Your Grace shouldn’t…”

“Noisy.”

As soon as Shen Xihe spoke, the stone-faced Moyu promptly dislocated his jaw.

With the silence restored, Shen Xihe ordered: “Biyu, escort this young lady away and make sure the right people are properly warned; Zhenzhu, tell Mo Yuan to prepare for departure; Hongyu, bind these two along with Master Huang.”

The next morning, Shen Xihe departed from Linxiang County, this time traveling by land.

“Kah kah kah…” Shen Xihe’s body was still very weak. Despite half a month of recovery, she began coughing and gasping after just half a day’s journey.

“Your Grace, he refuses to eat, and he said…” Ziyu returned from delivering dried provisions to Huang Degui, agitated again. “He said he would surely remember Your Grace’s ‘gift’ today.”

Lying in the innermost part of the carriage, resting in Zhenzhu’s arms, Shen Xihe finished her medicine with closed eyes before opening them.

Her eyes were as luminous as obsidian bathed in divine essence, gleaming with crystal-like clarity, yet carrying a hint of mist like that which shrouds mountain ranges, making her clear pupils seem impenetrable.

With just a slight turn of her head, Zhenzhu understood and lifted the carriage curtain.

Through the square window, glimpsing the scenery outside, Shen Xihe said, “This isn’t the official road.”

“What?” Ziyu and the others were startled.

They had never left Shen Xihe’s side, spending most of their time in the Northwest. This was their first time accompanying Shen Xihe to visit her maternal family. Their guide was Mo Yuan, a soldier specifically assigned to Shen Xihe by Shen Yueshan, whose entire family lived in the Northwest.

Even after what happened to Linglong, they had never doubted Mo Yuan.

“I’ll go ask him clearly – abandoning the smooth official road to take these rough mountain paths, isn’t this deliberately tormenting the Princess?” Ziyu completely set aside the matter of Huang Degui and was about to leave the carriage.

But Biyu grabbed her: “We’ve always told you to use your brain, but you never listen. Mo Yuan is now the Princess’s man, and only the Prince could command him to override the Princess’s orders.”

“How could the Prince bear to torment the Princess?” In their eyes, the Princess was the apple of the Prince’s eye.

“Father has his arrangements,” Shen Xihe sat up slightly. “Help me get out for a walk.”

As soon as Shen Xihe descended from the carriage, Mo Yuan, who had been scouting ahead, strode over and bowed to her: “Your Grace, there’s a small village ahead. Given Your Grace’s recent illness, it would be unwise to continue traveling. Might we rest in the village for the night and resume our journey tomorrow?”

After a pause, he added: “This subordinate has already inquired – there’s a wealthy household’s estate in the village, and I’ve sent someone to negotiate arrangements.”

Note: In ancient times, eunuchs and servants referred to themselves as “nupu.” The term “nucai” only appeared during the Qing Dynasty and could only be used by Manchu officials when addressing royalty; Han officials did not have this privilege.

Note: “Zhongsi” was a term for eunuch envoys. If the eunuch held considerable power, they were called “Zhonggui.”

Chapter 6: A Kill
Shen Xihe stood silently before Mo Yuan for a long while, her calm gaze resting upon him. The young military officer, despite having seen bloodshed on battlefields, inexplicably felt a suffocating pressure.

“Your Grace, please be careful not to catch a cold,” Zhenzhu came down with a cloak at that moment, draping it over Shen Xihe’s shoulders.

Shen Xihe cast Zhenzhu a glance, allowing her to adjust the cloak before tugging at it herself. “Mo Yuan, be clear about who your true master is.”

Without giving Mo Yuan time to respond, Shen Xihe stepped forward, walking purposefully toward a cliff edge. “Moyu, bring Master Huang and his two men. Biyu, fetch the dark blue sachet from the third compartment of my carriage.”

Zhenzhu and Mo Yuan remained standing in place, exchanging glances, both seeing the gravity in each other’s eyes.

Shen Xihe hadn’t rebuked them or pointed out anything specific, hadn’t even shown a trace of displeasure, yet they could sense her dissatisfaction with them.

The Princess at this moment was incredibly perceptive and unfathomable, her emotions impossible to read.

Standing at the cliff’s edge, Shen Xihe took several pebbles from Hongyu’s hand, casually tossing them down, seemingly idle but gauging the depth below. After throwing several stones, she remarked, “Not deep enough. The fall alone won’t kill.”

“Shall this servant find another location?” Moyu, in her fitted black narrow-sleeved attire, immediately inquired.

“No need, this will do nicely,” Shen Xihe stepped aside, and Moyu promptly pushed the three men forward.

“Your Grace, please spare us!” The two young eunuchs turned deathly pale with fear.

Huang Degui was also terrified but still stuck out his neck defiantly: “Your Grace, this is contempt for imperial authority! This servant is an envoy dispatched by His Majesty!”

“Biyu.” Shen Xihe extended her hand, and Biyu immediately passed her the sachet. Shen Xihe tossed it to Moyu. “Push him down.”

Moyu tucked the sachet into Huang Degui’s clothes and secured it in his belt, ensuring it wouldn’t fall out during the drop, then without hesitation pushed him over the edge.

“Aah!” The sharp scream startled a flock of birds into flight.

The two young eunuchs nearly fainted from fright, but Shen Xihe didn’t immediately leave. She stood at the cliff’s edge, raising her head to gaze at the wildflowers on the opposite slope as if admiring the scenery.

About a quarter hour later, Huang Degui’s terrified screams rang out again from below, quickly drowned out by the roars of bears and tigers. The two young eunuchs were so frightened they lost control of their bladders.

Not just them, even Zhenzhu and the others stared wide-eyed, only Moyu maintaining her composure.

They now understood what Shen Xihe meant by “will do nicely” – she hadn’t wanted the fall to kill him, but rather to use the fragrance to attract wild beasts to tear him apart.

Shen Xihe’s expression remained impassive as if nothing had happened. She turned her head, her gaze falling on the trembling young eunuchs: “How did Master Huang meet his demise?”

The young eunuchs stared blankly, involuntarily shrinking their necks. After a moment’s stupor, one of them quickly responded: “Reporting to Your Grace, the Master… while escorting Your Grace back… unfortunately fell from his horse over a cliff, and then encountered fierce beasts…”

He finished speaking shakily, then knelt helplessly and anxiously in place, his frail body trembling uncontrollably.

“Very good.” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows in satisfaction. “Your name.”

“Ah?” The young eunuch who had just breathed a sigh of relief instantly responded, “This… this servant is Zhu Sheng… an attendant of the Internal Service Bureau…”

After stating his position, he suddenly realized he might have said too much, and his voice grew weaker.

Shen Xihe showed a faint smile: “A clever one. Your companion will be your responsibility.”

With that, she had them untied and taken away.

“Your Grace, these two…” Hongyu expressed some concern.

“If they all died, that would truly be contempt for imperial authority,” Shen Xihe lowered her gaze, her long lashes like a delicate gauze screen casting shadows beneath. “It’s better they live. I’m not afraid of them talking back – everything needs evidence.”

The reason she didn’t kill them directly was that bodies were difficult to dispose of and would always leave evidence. Moreover, it wouldn’t be sufficient to intimidate the other two. They needed to see clearly and know fear, so they wouldn’t dare provoke her easily.

“Tsk tsk tsk… Princess Zhaoning killing an imperial servant – what valuable leverage.” A clear voice came from the forest behind the hillside.

Moyu and the others quickly moved to protect Shen Xihe.

In an instant, an agile figure darted out from the forest, landing gracefully before them.

The newcomer wore common blue fabric robes, and was tall and slender, standing half a head taller than Shen Xihe, with striking features.

A face of indeterminate gender, long eyebrows paired with sharp black eyes, a straight nose above full lips, dressed simply but standing ramrod straight, exuding an air of vigor and unconventionality.

“Who are you?” Mo Yuan’s gaze turned sharp, killing intent already rising.

“Stand down.” Shen Xihe commanded Mo Yuan quietly, then walked straight toward the newcomer, showing no fear as she approached, speaking in a voice only they could hear, “The Crown Prince of the Shu South King, actually being female – what valuable leverage.”

The current dynasty had two kings of different surnames: the Northwest King and the Shu South King.

Two mighty lions guarding the frontiers, each commanding a hundred thousand troops. When the previous emperor was alive, though he favored concubines over his wife and indulged in beauty, the empire remained stable – no matter how absurd he became, he never wronged these two.

Bu Shulin suddenly stared at Shen Xihe, lips curled in a faint smile: “Princess Zhaoning, is this how you insult people?”

Not admitting it? Shen Xihe moved closer to Bu Shulin and took a gentle sniff: “Late Jade Women’s Fragrance…”

Bu Shulin’s expression changed slightly.

Shen Xihe had already stepped back gracefully, putting distance between them. Her incredibly enchanting eyes surveyed the surroundings: “Why the Crown Prince appears in these remote mountains, I won’t investigate. Let’s consider that we never met.”

Her nose was particularly sensitive. Earlier when Bu Shulin had darted over, the wind had carried a faint trace of Late Jade fragrance, a scent primarily made from Late Fragrant Jade, suitable for bath oils and leaving only the faintest trace on the skin.

This fragrance was delicate and sweet – something a man would never use.

Only now did she realize that the Shu South King’s only son was female.

If Emperor Youning discovered this, the Bu family wouldn’t be far from extinction.

Bu Shulin’s hand pressed on her carried sword, but Moyu had already instantly flashed in front of Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe glanced back casually: “Crown Prince, the Northwest King’s Manor, and the Shu South King’s Manor will never be enemies.”

Neither Shen Yueshan nor Bu Tuohai harbored ambitions to usurp the throne. In their hearts, the safety of the Northwest and Shu South superseded everything.

In her memories, Shen Yueshan had always appreciated Bu Tuohai, but the two houses couldn’t associate for fear of arousing the emperor’s suspicion.

Bu Shulin released her grip and gave Shen Xihe a formal salute: “Princess, I’ll return this favor to you one day.”

After these cryptic words, Bu Shulin took several leaps and vanished from everyone’s sight.

Chapter 7: Fortunate That Your Highness Isn’t Dead
Shen Xihe showed no curiosity about Bu Shulin’s words and proceeded to the next village according to Mo Yuan’s arrangements.

Staying at the wealthy household’s estate that Mo Yuan had arranged, Shen Xihe finished her evening meal and, at Zhenzhu’s suggestion, went out for a walk in the evening breeze to get some fresh air.

Standing among the mountains, she watched the sun sink inch by inch, weary birds cutting through the brilliant remaining light with their wings as they circled home. In the fields, farmers shouldered their tools and headed back as night began to fall, greeted at the village entrance by eagerly waiting children before heading home together.

Such a peaceful and beautiful scene caused Shen Xihe to become lost in thought.

As the cool evening breeze blew, Zhenzhu stepped forward to adjust the snow-white light fur draped over Shen Xihe’s shoulders. “Your Grace, it’s getting late.”

Turning around, Shen Xihe had only taken two steps when she heard the clash of blades. As she paused, Zhenzhu and Moyu had already moved to shield her.

Mo Yuan also rushed over with a group of guards, forming an impenetrable protective circle around Shen Xihe.

“Your Grace, shall this subordinate scout ahead?” The sound of clashing weapons continued unabated from beyond a mountain hollow, but they couldn’t see anyone. Mo Yuan approached Shen Xihe’s side and bowed as he asked.

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept lightly over him as she said flatly, “No need.”

Mo Yuan’s body noticeably stiffened, but he dared not disobey Shen Xihe. He was meant to be responsible for the Princess’s safety in the future – how could things work if they weren’t of one mind?

However, the Princess was so intelligent – how could she not know this path had all been arranged by the Prince? She had been cooperating until now, so why had she suddenly changed her mind? Fortunately, the person being pursued didn’t disappoint Mo Yuan’s expectations and fought their way over.

That agile figure was surrounded by more than ten attackers. He wore a fire-red fitted robe that had turned nearly black, stained with who knew how much blood. Even before he drew near, Shen Xihe could already smell the thick scent of blood.

“Without my command, no one is to move,” Shen Xihe ordered coldly, seeing Mo Yuan prepare to act.

Though surprised, Mo Yuan dared not show it, instead respectfully acknowledging with a “Yes.”

The assassins had pursued their quarry over, and though they hesitated upon seeing so many people, they noticed Shen Xihe’s group seemed merely defensive with no intention of drawing weapons to help. The lead assassin in black unhesitatingly waved his hand, commanding everyone to attack as one.

This man they had chased all the way here had cost them dearly in casualties. If they didn’t kill him, none of them would survive.

Blades swept across, blood spraying.

No matter how skilled, two fists still struggled against many hands.

“Your Grace, shall we… not offer righteous assistance?” Mo Yuan was extremely anxious.

“Those who hunt others aren’t necessarily evil or desperate; those being hunted aren’t necessarily innocent or pitiful – perhaps they brought it upon themselves.” Shen Xihe spoke without lowering her voice, stating it calmly.

Though the clash of weapons rang clear, her words still startled the pursued man enough to make him hesitate. As a blade swept across, it opened a great gash on his arm, blood spraying forth like a fountain.

The Fierce Prince Xiao Changying – Emperor Youning’s ninth son.

Was this Shen Yueshan’s choice? It seemed Noble Consort Rong’s favor truly ran deep. The Gu family had chosen Noble Consort Rong’s eldest son, Prince Xin Xiao Changqin, for Gu Qingchi, while Shen Yueshan had chosen her youngest son Xiao Changying for Shen Xihe. Both cunning old foxes were betting on Noble Consort Rong.

Today, Shen Xihe would have respected Shen Yueshan’s choice of any prince except the brothers Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying. They made her uncomfortable.

“Let’s go,” Shen Xihe quietly instructed Mo Yuan, turning to take a detour along the back path.

Mo Yuan was so anxious his temples throbbed!

The Prince had gone to such lengths hoping the Fierce Prince would owe the Princess a life debt, but today the Princess was deliberately ignoring him.

But with Shen Xihe leaving, Mo Yuan not only dared not disobey but if he insisted on helping, wouldn’t that expose their prior knowledge of Xiao Changying? Expose that this wasn’t a coincidence? Xiao Changying had never met a woman like this – one who could watch such bloody fighting without fear, without blinking, and even suggest that the pursued might deserve their fate. Most critically, she truly could just ignore his predicament and turn away with graceful bearing!

This was outrageous!

But the typically arrogant Prince had been pursued for three full days. Though none of his wounds were fatal, he was severely exhausted. His pride truly wouldn’t allow him to bow to such a woman, but reality wouldn’t permit him to hold his head high – if he missed this chance with them, he would likely become a ghost under these assassins’ blades.

With a twist of his wrist, his sword traced dazzling patterns, cold light flashing as Xiao Changying ignored the attacks at his back to kill two assassins before him with one stroke. As he spun, he threw something toward Shen Xihe.

*Ding!* With a clear ring, a fire-red jade piece landed precisely at Shen Xihe’s feet, breaking into two halves. The split didn’t diminish the majesty of its carved flying dragon, and the character “Ying” could still be read despite being broken through the middle.

She had so many guards – she was from an important family. In the Great Xing Dynasty, few noble families wouldn’t know that on each prince’s twelfth birthday, Emperor Youning bestowed jade pendants symbolizing their status, carved with their names.

Though there might be forgeries, in such matters it was better to err on the side of caution. Earlier she could pretend ignorance and leave, but now she could not.

Knowingly refusing to save a prince in peril was a capital crime that would condemn nine generations of family. If Xiao Changying died here, she would have to accompany him to the grave, and Emperor Youning would have the perfect excuse to deal with Shen Yueshan.

The sons of heaven were all extraordinary.

With a light sigh, Shen Xihe commanded Mo Yuan: “Save him!”

Mo Yuan was an iron-blooded warrior who had grown up on the bloody Northwest frontier. The men he led were all elite Northwest soldiers, each fierce enough to fight ten men on the battlefield. Dealing with these already exhausted assassins took barely any effort at all.

When Mo Yuan had finished with everyone, Xiao Changying was kneeling on one knee, completely exhausted, his sword planted in the ground barely supporting his body.

Picking up the broken jade pendant, Shen Xihe walked slowly to stand before Xiao Changying: “Please forgive this subject’s earlier failure to recognize Your Highness. Fortunate that Your Highness isn’t dead.”

*Fortunate that Your Highness isn’t dead…*

“Puh!” The already gravely wounded Xiao Changying spat out a mouthful of blood – from anger! Yet through his blurry vision, he could only see her turn away, her snow-white fur cloak trailing waves of radiant light as she floated away with light steps.

Chapter 8: The Scent of Datura
Shen Xihe returned to her chambers where attended by Ziyu and Biyu, she bathed and changed her clothes. Just as she had dried her hair and changed into light sleeping attire, Hongyu’s voice came from outside the door: “Princess, Elder Sister Zhenzhu asked this servant to seek your guidance. The last wound His Highness the Fierce Prince received was poisoned. Elder Sister Zhenzhu has used acupuncture to stop the poison from spreading, but the flesh around His Highness’s wound needs to be scraped away. His Highness is weak and unconscious – if we rashly scrape away the flesh, I fear his body won’t be able to withstand it…”

“Biyu,” Shen Xihe called softly after hearing this, her gaze sweeping across the finely carved, glossy lacquered redwood clothing stand.

Biyu immediately stepped forward respectfully and took down the snow-white fox fur cloak that was draped over the stand, placing it around Shen Xihe’s shoulders.

Drawing the fox fur close with both hands, Shen Xihe went to Xiao Changying’s chambers with her black hair still flowing loose.

It was deep into the night, but candles blazed brightly. Not only was Mo Yuan personally standing guard at the door, but numerous guards and serving maids were also waiting. Seeing Shen Xihe approach in the moonlight, they all hurriedly bowed.

Shen Xihe walked into the room expressionlessly, going straight to the bed in the inner chamber. Zhenzhu had just inserted a silver needle and stood up, looking at Shen Xihe with difficulty: “Princess, this servant can only use needles to prevent the poison from rapidly spreading to His Highness’s vital organs, but if the poisoned flesh isn’t scraped away promptly, I fear His Highness’s arm will be crippled. If we forcibly scrape the flesh, I’m afraid His Highness won’t be able to withstand the pain and will wake up – in such an agitated state, that the poison could attack his heart.

His Highness is currently unconscious, and we just tried giving him pain-numbing medicine but couldn’t get him to swallow it. Moreover, these medicines would aggravate the poison he’s been infected with…”

Although Zhenzhu believed the Fierce Prince’s will was strong enough to endure the pain, he was still a son of dragons and phoenixes. She didn’t dare take any action if there was the slightest risk – if something went wrong, not only would she, a mere servant, pay with her life, but the Shen family would also face His Majesty’s wrath.

Shen Xihe’s cold gaze fell on Xiao Changying’s exposed arm. The knife wound there was deep enough to see bone. The split wound’s flesh had turned purplish-blue and was turned outward from within. The surrounding area was severely swollen, and even the blood was an abnormal blackish-red rather than its usual color. “What’s the latest we can wait before scraping away the poisoned flesh?” she asked.

Zhenzhu looked at Xiao Changying’s complexion and said conservatively: “Half an hour.”

“That’s enough.” Shen Xihe turned to instruct Biyu and Ziyu, “Ziyu, there were datura flowers in the fields where I went walking earlier. Have Mo Yuan send someone to accompany you to gather some. Biyu, go fetch my incense implements.”

The two maids quickly obeyed and went to carry out their tasks. Zhenzhu followed Shen Xihe as she walked outside: “Princess, do you intend to concoct a hallucinogenic incense to make His Highness enter an illusory state?”

“Besides this, what other option do we have?” Shen Xihe asked after sitting down at the main seat of the main hall.

“But this incense…” Zhenzhu wanted to question further but suddenly realized she was almost overstepping her bounds. She quickly stopped and lowered her head.

“At this point, we have no other choice. If his arm becomes crippled, we won’t escape punishment; if he’s careless and the poison attacks his heart, we’ll deserve death even more.” Shen Xihe extended her hand to clean it again in the hot water Hongyu had prepared. “Either way we can’t escape a bad end, so we might as well take this risk.”

Zhenzhu’s brows twitched slightly. She looked up at Shen Xihe somewhat probingly. They had all followed Shen Xihe since childhood, especially Zhenzhu – as the daughter of Shen Xihe’s wet nurse, who had been part of Shen Xihe’s mother’s dowry, Zhenzhu understood Shen Xihe better than anyone.

She sat behind the desk, supporting her chin with one hand, eyes closed at rest. The soft yellow candlelight fell across her face, bringing out a porcelain-like luster from her unusually fair skin.

Though she still appeared so delicate – so delicate that anyone would want to protect her behind them, to shield her from all the world’s hardships, wishing only for her to bloom without worry and spread her fragrance throughout the garden.

Yet her back seemed supported by an invisible ruler, keeping it perfectly straight – the ultimate example of bending but not breaking, with resilience carrying an air of authority.

If it weren’t for the fact that the Princess remembered everything, that her physical condition was still exactly as she had always known it to be, and that the birthmark on her back couldn’t be faked, Zhenzhu would have suspected that her mistress whom she had served since childhood had been replaced by someone else.

Perhaps Lingrong’s betrayal had truly been an enormous blow to the Princess. After experiencing life and death, the Princess had truly transformed – but this transformation pained Zhenzhu’s heart.

Ziyu and Biyu returned one after another, interrupting Zhenzhu’s contemplation. Shen Xihe hadn’t missed Zhenzhu’s suspicion, but she couldn’t be bothered to address it. She was Shen Xihe now, and Shen Xihe was her. She needed to change imperceptibly, letting them adapt to an entirely new Shen Xihe.

Incense was currently in vogue, particularly among scholars and men of letters, and was also highly revered in Buddhist temples.

This led to incense-making becoming an essential skill for noble young ladies to learn. Not only could it cultivate a lady’s deportment, but families also hoped their daughters could share common interests with their future husbands from noble houses.

Shen Xihe had always been a refined young woman. Shen Yueshan had specially invited famous teachers from Jiangnan to carefully instruct her, though these masters only taught her elegant creations, never mentioning a word about harmful applications.

While others treated incense-making as merely an elegant hobby, she alone liked using these elegant things to kill and harm people.

She boiled the water infused with datura flowers mixed with several spices until it dried, leaving behind a layer of white powder.

Incense came in many forms – stick incense, coiled incense, incense tablets, incense seals, incense balls, and powder incense. Among these, powder incense in its powdered state produced the purest and richest fragrance, taking effect most noticeably. Shen Xihe was preparing powder incense.

Good incense required careful crafting and time; some special incense even needed to be made at specific hours. However, time was limited now – rough preparation would suffice as long as it achieved the desired effect.

Shen Xihe placed the ash made from burned datura stems and roots in the incense burner, used an ash presser to flatten it, and then took an incense spoon to make a slight depression in the center of the ash before pouring in the refined powder incense.

Covering her nostrils with silk, she picked up the incense burner and walked to the bedside, sitting on the edge.

After lighting the incense burner, when white smoke began curling up, Shen Xihe’s pale white hand gently fanned it, and the thin smoke moved with the air, all being inhaled by Xiao Changying.

After about half an incense stick’s time, Xiao Changying had fallen into a deep dream state. Fearing he might break free, Shen Xihe hadn’t left his side. Zhenzhu seized the opportunity, having Biyu and the others hold down Xiao Changying’s hands and feet. Taking the heat-treated knife from Ziyu’s hands, she cut into the increasingly swollen, rotting flesh.

“Cold…”

The tremendous pain made Xiao Changying struggle violently even in his hallucinatory state. His hand broke free from Ziyu’s grip and seized Shen Xihe’s hand. The enormous force instantly left purple bruises on Shen Xihe’s lotus-root-white arm, nearly causing her to drop the incense burner she was holding.

“Continue cutting.” When Zhenzhu and the others hesitated, Shen Xihe commanded without changing her expression.

Bright red blood trickled down Shen Xihe’s arm, creating a stark contrast between the striking red and the snow-like white of her skin.

Datura commonly grows near residences, along roadsides, or in grassy areas.

It’s a very common flower – though it might be hard to find in cities nowadays if you pay attention in rural areas, it’s actually quite easy to spot.

Chapter 9: The Rouge Case
“Princess…” After treating Xiao Changying’s wound, Zhenzhu saw Shen Xihe’s wrist as she pulled it from Xiao Changying’s grasp. The five deep fingerprints were shocking to behold, yet Shen Xihe hadn’t even furrowed her brow, as if she couldn’t feel the pain.

As Zhenzhu treated Shen Xihe’s wounds, her eyes reddened. Her princess was a precious branch of jade – when had she ever suffered such an injury? Such deep marks might leave scars – how terrible for a young lady to be scarred…

“It’s just a scar, and only on my arm, not on my face. Why do you all look as if you’re attending a funeral?” Shen Xihe truly didn’t mind. After Zhenzhu finished bandaging her, she stood up and walked toward her chambers. “Hongyu, Biyu, you two take turns watching over the Fierce Prince.”

“Ziyu, I’ll attend to the Princess. You go rest.” When they reached the chamber door, Zhenzhu instructed Ziyu.

Ziyu looked at Shen Xihe, and seeing her slight nod, curtseyed and withdrew.

Once inside the chamber, Shen Xihe let Zhenzhu attend to her. “If you have something to say, say it.”

After meticulously tidying Shen Xihe’s appearance and waiting until she lay down, covering her with the brocade quilt, Zhenzhu knelt on the footstool: “Please punish this servant, I shouldn’t have acted on my initiative.”

Feeling somewhat drowsy, Shen Xihe closed her eyes and silently drifted off to sleep. The room fell quiet, but Zhenzhu continued kneeling, not daring to move even slightly.

Shen Xihe woke to the sound of roosters crowing. It was still dark outside. She turned her head to look at Zhenzhu, who was still kneeling with her head bowed: “Do you know where you went wrong?”

“Please enlighten this servant, Princess.” Zhenzhu’s voice was hoarse.

“Your mistake was not understanding whose person you truly are.” Shen Xihe slowly sat up. “Having me go for a walk in the back mountains – was that Mo Yuan’s suggestion to you?”

“Yes, General Mo said it was His Highness’s order…” Under Shen Xihe’s increasingly sharp gaze, Zhenzhu’s voice grew weaker.

Shen Xihe continued: “You assumed Mo Yuan wouldn’t disobey my father’s orders, so you encouraged me. Why did I listen to your words? Because I trusted you and considered you someone who would never betray me. But how did you know Mo Yuan wasn’t being used by others? Weren’t you used by him as well?”

Zhenzhu opened her mouth but finally lowered her head in shame: “This servant knows her mistake. Please punish me, Princess.”

“Having you kneel for three hours is punishment enough.” Shen Xihe called out, “Ziyu.”

Having just risen and dressed, still somewhat drowsy, Ziyu entered the room. Seeing Zhenzhu kneeling, her sleepiness instantly vanished. Not daring to breathe loudly, she walked forward properly: “Princess.”

“Help your Elder Sister Zhenzhu up and apply medicine to her knees properly.” Shen Xihe instructed.

Ziyu hurriedly went forward to help Zhenzhu up. As she led the unsteady Zhenzhu out, they reached the doorway before Shen Xihe spoke again: “Zhenzhu, what I need is someone obedient, who understands boundaries, whom I can trust with my life – not a servant who acts clever thinking they know what’s best for me. In this regard, you don’t even match up to Ziyu.

Away from the Northwest, I’m no longer that little girl who needs a Father and Elder Brother to make decisions for everything. As we enter the capital, I can’t remain that naive young lady who only knows how to lament autumn and mourn the moon. Besides myself, no one can make decisions about my affairs.”

“Yes, this servant understands,” Zhenzhu responded solemnly and humbly.

Shen Xihe said nothing more, quietly watching the two leave as the door closed.

Each of Shen Xihe’s maids had their specialties: Zhenzhu was skilled in medicine and clever, Ziyu was innocent and good at cooking, Hongyu was obedient and skilled at embroidery, Biyu was quick-witted and good with numbers, Moyu was quiet and skilled in martial arts. Most precious of all was their loyalty.

The capital was different from the Northwest. In the Northwest, Shen Xihe was a pearl – people only sought to curry favor, who would dare scheme against her? If she didn’t wake them up now, by the time they reached the capital and suffered losses, it might cost them their lives.

The previous Shen Xihe had been too frank and unrestrained, sensitive in her thoughts. Even though she knew her mission in the imperial capital, she still tried to avoid it somewhat.

That’s why Mo Yuan and Zhenzhu had worked together to keep things from her. If it were the previous Shen Xihe, she would certainly have believed that the assassination attempt forced upon her was just a coincidence.

Her first meeting with Xiao Changying was just like in story books – saving someone’s life should be repaid with marriage…

Even someone as suspicious as Xiao Changying would surely have his doubts dispelled by her truly innocent eyes – this was what Shen Yueshan had worked so hard for.

But Shen Yueshan had forgotten that while his daughter was clever, she was truly a young lady in the flower of youth, at just the age to be captivated by romance. If she had genuinely met the extraordinarily handsome and untamed Xiao Changying this way, who knew who would be whose fatal attraction?

Shen Xihe didn’t go back to sleep. Soon Biyu hurriedly arrived, also carefully attending to Shen Xihe’s morning grooming. Just as everything was properly arranged, a maid announced from outside: “Princess, General Mo requests an audience.”

With a slight upturn of her lips, Shen Xihe said: “Let him in.”

Mo Yuan, having heard about Zhenzhu’s situation, came immediately. Looking through the beaded curtain at the young lady doing her makeup in the mirror, he lowered his head: “Princess, it was I who privately implored Miss Zhenzhu. If the Princess wishes to punish someone, please punish this subordinate.”

“Those who needed punishment have been punished. As my father’s daughter, I understand his strict military discipline, and I too know how to be fair in rewards and punishment.” Supported by Biyu, Shen Xihe stood up and slowly walked out. “Mo Yuan, I ask you once more: from now on, whose orders do you follow?”

Mo Yuan’s body stiffened, and he immediately dropped to one knee: “This subordinate follows only the Princess’s orders.”

“Good. Remember your words today.” Shen Xihe walked past Mo Yuan to the dining table. “Why was His Highness the Fierce Prince chased here?”

“This…” Mo Yuan turned around, still kneeling and facing Shen Xihe, but finding it truly difficult to speak.

“Hmm?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow lightly. “Unwilling to say?”

“Princess, His Highness the Fierce Prince went to Yangzhou to investigate the Rouge Case.” Mo Yuan said diplomatically.

The Rouge Case…

Shen Xihe smiled slightly, finally understanding why Mo Yuan was so hesitant.

This Rouge Case wasn’t about rouge and powder – it referred to women.

She knew about this case. A former Vice Minister of Personnel had a favored concubine named Rouge who was spoiled beyond control. He favored the concubine to the point of neglecting his wife, ultimately driving his main wife to desperation. The wife, having nowhere to turn, beat the concubine to death regardless of consequences, then committed suicide by swallowing gold.

A concubine being tortured to death in noble houses was quite common, but for the main wife to die for it as well – this caused an enormous stir.

The Empress Dowager sent people to investigate. What they didn’t know before investigating shocked them – Rouge had frequently encouraged the Vice Minister to sell official positions. The Personnel Ministry was in charge of evaluating the performance of court and local officials. This angered Emperor Youning greatly, and he ordered a thorough investigation.

This investigation revealed Rouge’s background and uncovered a den of criminals behind her. Their base was in Yangzhou, and this criminal organization specifically chose beautiful young women to train from childhood, sending them as concubines to noble houses to whisper in their masters’ ears…

Chapter 10: Isn’t Being Short-Lived Better?
As the saying goes, even heroes falter before beauty.

For men to conquer the world requires steel and horses, bloody battles, and mountains of bleached bones. But for women to conquer the world, they need only conquer the man who has conquered the world.

Even the wisest and most decisive men cannot escape the temptation of beauty – it’s never that beauty is insufficient, only that no man can resist its hook.

Presumably, there were many corrupt officials both in court and in the provinces. The Fierce Prince must have obtained evidence, no wonder he was pursued so relentlessly. Did he truly not know how many people this move of his would drag down?

Mo Yuan remained stiffly kneeling for a long while, dreading that Shen Xihe might ask what the Rouge Case was about. How could he explain such matters to the pure and pristine Princess?

Fortunately, from above came only: “I understand. You may go.”

Mo Yuan stood up with immense relief and respectfully withdrew.

After finishing breakfast and wiping her mouth, Shen Xihe asked Biyu: “Who changed His Highness the Fierce Prince’s bloodstained clothes yesterday?”

“In response to the Princess, it was this servant,” Biyu quickly answered.

“Were there any papers or books among His Highness’s belongings?” Shen Xihe asked further.

“This servant did not see any,” Biyu shook her head after careful consideration.

Shen Xihe stood and walked to the window ledge, taking an incense box from her fragrance cabinet and handing it to Biyu: “Go replace the incense in His Highness’s room with this, and bring me His Highness’s discarded clothes.”

“Yes.”

After Biyu withdrew, Shen Xihe sat at the round wooden table, her round, delicate fingertips lightly moving across the silk brocade.

For Xiao Changying to be pursued so relentlessly, he clearly must have possessed substantial evidence. But this evidence hadn’t yet been passed on and remained with him.

Otherwise, those behind it would have already faced punishment – how else could they be so brazen as to attempt the assassination of a current prince?

Soon Biyu brought the bloodstained clothes. Originally she had wanted to wash them first, worried about the smell affecting the Princess, but remembering the morning’s events, she brought them as they were.

Shen Xihe seemed not to notice the bloodstains, taking the clothes and spreading them out to feel inch by inch but found nothing. Her gaze shifted: “Bring His Highness’s boots.”

Though puzzled, Biyu quickly put away the clothes and went to fetch Xiao Changying’s boots. He had worn a pair of black leather cloud-top boots, with elaborate gold-thread cloud patterns sewn along the edges. Perhaps due to the protection of his long robes, the boots hadn’t been stained with much blood.

Shen Xihe found no hidden compartments in the boots either. “This isn’t right…”

“Prin-Princess, what are you looking for…” Biyu gathered her courage to ask. For an unmarried lady to handle the Fierce Prince’s shoes so thoroughly, such behavior was really…

Shen Xihe didn’t answer her, instead focusing her gaze on a small, unidentifiable flower petal stuck to the boot sole. It had been badly abraded, presumably only surviving in the pattern of the sole where it hadn’t been completely worn away.

She took silver tweezers used for incense preparation and picked up the tiny petal, bringing it close to smell carefully.

Biyu watched her mistress’s actions with wide, horrified eyes, her heart pounding violently.

“It’s half-lotus…” Shen Xihe smiled slightly, turned, and walked out, finding Mo Yuan to give quiet instructions: “Follow the trail of the Fierce Prince’s pursuit backward. Look for places with half-lotus flowers. If you find trampled areas nearby, dig them up. Whatever you find, bring it back. Go personally.”

Mo Yuan glanced at Biyu holding the Fierce Prince’s boots behind Shen Xihe, nodded somewhat uncertainly, and quickly departed.

Shen Xihe turned and walked lightly into Xiao Changying’s room, her gaze falling on the curling smoke from the incense burner – this was also a focusing incense derived from datura.

In small amounts, datura could focus the mind and calm the spirit, even treating headaches and helping with sleep. In large amounts, it would make people lose their senses and fall into inescapable hallucinations.

Xiao Changying must have been pursued somewhere not far from here, realized his strength was failing, and likely faced death. So after escaping his killers one final time, he buried his belongings in a hidden place.

If he died here, people would certainly come searching and would thoroughly investigate. He must have left a mark, at least one his people could find, so this place couldn’t be too far from here.

“My saving you wasn’t in vain.”

Having Biyu fetch her a book, she sat in the outer hall of Xiao Changying’s room reading. Mo Yuan returned after about half an hour, having dug up a mud-covered book and a fragrance pouch containing a jade pendant, which he handed to Shen Xihe.

Without any pretense of propriety, Shen Xihe sat separated from Xiao Changying only by a curtain, openly reading the account book he had nearly lost his life to protect. Inside were also two letters and several deeds. After finishing, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh: “I hadn’t imagined the people involved would be so numerous and of such high standing.”

“Princess, how should we handle these items?” Though he hadn’t read them, Mo Yuan wasn’t just a military man who only knew fighting – otherwise, Shen Yueshan wouldn’t have specifically sent him to protect Shen Xihe. He had already guessed what these were.

Shen Xihe asked: “Do you have a way to get this to His Highness the Crown Prince without leaving traces?”

“Send it to the Crown Prince!” Mo Yuan’s voice rose involuntarily before he realized his impropriety. “Princess, before leaving the Northwest, the Prince instructed this subordinate that we must never align with the Crown Prince…” He glanced at Xiao Changying through the curtain and lowered his voice, “The whole court knows the Crown Prince won’t live past two cycles, and in a few months the Crown Prince will come of age…”

Meaning he wouldn’t live past five years, and since age eight, the Crown Prince had lived in Taoist temples due to his health. He had no foundation in court – an heir apparent in name only.

All the princes were waiting for the heir to pass away, so they could compete for the supreme position.

“Is that so?” Shen Xihe’s bright eyes grew contemplative, containing a meaningful slight smile. “Isn’t being short-lived better?”

“Princess, be careful with your words.” Mo Yuan instinctively looked around at doors and windows in fright.

But Shen Xihe remained composed and calm, even directly ignoring Xiao Changying’s presence: “Mo Yuan, the Northwestern Prince’s manor is just like the recently exterminated Gu family – it cannot coexist with the Xiao imperial clan. To protect the Northwestern Prince’s manor, to protect the Shen family, and to protect all the generals who follow the Shen family in defending the frontier, I must aim for the position of Empress.”

Emperor Youning wouldn’t marry her, so she would inevitably have to marry a prince.

“Rather than gambling on winning someone’s heart, why not choose someone short-lived, allowing an imperial grandson with Shen family blood to take the throne sooner?”

“Princess…” Mo Yuan was shocked pale by Shen Xihe’s startling words.

“You may consult Father, tell him these were my words.” Shen Xihe gathered her floor-length ice-blue silk shawl. As the wind gently blew, the light gauze floated, making her appear ethereal. Her voice too became otherworldly and distant: “In a game where one bets with life and fortune, don’t place your bets too early, because once the stakes are set, there’s no room for regret.”

Chapter 11 – The Graceful Young Man
A winding path led to a secluded spot, where flowers and trees were intoxicated with color.

Having saved Xiao Changying, who remained unconscious, she could not leave. Even if local officials were summoned, they would not let her go.

Originally, seeing that the sun was pleasant and her body showed no signs of fatigue, she had sat briefly in a small pavilion in the garden.

Then she heard that the women of the estate’s owner’s family were requesting an audience. Hong Yu reported it this way: “Your Highness, Lady Ma and Miss Ma are requesting an audience, saying they have urgent matters to report to the Princess.”

“Bring them in.” Shen Xihe held no hopes for what they considered urgent matters.

She had naturally revealed her identity when staying here. The estate’s owners were merely wealthy merchants who wanted to show their faces before her. But since she was staying in their house, why not grant such harmless requests?

Soon Hong Yu led the three people in. Shen Xihe’s gaze swept across them before settling on that tall, slender figure.

He wore coarse hemp clothing, his long hair casually draped over his back, one hand behind him, his steps steady. Though his once fair skin now had a wheat-colored tone, stripped of his fine silk garments and lacking the nobility of jade ornaments, he was still Xie Yunhuai, the one whose name once filled the capital.

As jade enriches the mountain’s radiance, as pearls enhance the river’s beauty;

The name Xie Yunhuai became extraordinary because of him.

Xie Yunhuai was the eldest legitimate son of Duke Wei, the foremost of the eight noble families. He was deeply learned, graceful in bearing, dignified in manner, and elegant in observing propriety.

Emperor Youning’s princes were all accomplished in both civil and military arts, outstanding in both talent and appearance. Yet Xie Yunhuai, who had grown up alongside these dragon sons and phoenix grandsons, studying at the imperial academy, was the only one who could rival their brilliance—a dazzling star that could not be overshadowed or ignored among the many lights.

He had also been Gu Qingzhi’s fiancé, the only man she had ever paid attention to.

One was a young gentleman celebrated in the capital, who made maidens’ hearts flutter; the other was one of the capital’s Nine Perfections, a model noblewoman praised by all.

Betrothed since childhood, they should have been a perfect match of talent and beauty, made for each other by heaven and earth, but sadly they were destined to remain apart.

This consistently gentle and uncontentious young man, after his mother died with hatred in her heart in the Duke Wei mansion, angrily exposed his father’s plot to harm his wife. At his father’s remarriage banquet, in front of all the guests, he cut off his hair and severed ties with his family, never again to be a son of the Xie family.

That year, Xie Yunhuai was fourteen and Gu Qingzhi was thirteen, just as they were beginning to discuss marriage.

Afterward, he came to apologize, kneeling before the Gu family gate, and presenting the tokens exchanged between the families to break off the engagement.

Prime Minister Gu tried in vain to persuade him otherwise, still willing to give his precious daughter in marriage, but he insisted on traveling to see mountains and waters, living rough thereafter. Fearing he would fail to live up to such a precious intention, he firmly broke off the engagement, never even meeting Gu Qingzhi once before resolutely departing.

This incident only made Gu Qingzhi, who already held little hope for men, grow even colder.

Men, ah, always had something they cared about most—parents, siblings, beautiful women and wealth, the grand path of power, unfettered freedom… Only after casting aside all of these things would they find the foolish woman who had devoted everything to them.

Six years had passed in the blink of an eye. The once bamboo-like jade-pure young gentleman, though having spent years roaming mountains and fields, traversing rough terrain, still displayed in every movement the graceful bearing of a noble family’s young master.

“This humble woman and daughter pay respects to the Princess.” While Shen Xihe was lost in thought, the three approached, with Lady Ma leading the bow.

“Rise.” Bi Yu stepped forward with a calm tone, “You said you had urgent matters to tell the Princess. What matters?”

“If the Princess permits,” Lady Ma pushed forward Xie Yunhuai, “This is a renowned doctor in our area for hundreds of li around. Doctor Qi says he has matters concerning life and death to report to the Princess.”

Xie Yunhuai maintained excellent composure. Even with Lady Ma pushing everything onto him this way, he calmly stepped forward and bowed: “This humble one, Qi Yunhuai, pays respects to the Princess.”

“Tell us what sort of life-and-death matter could concern our Princess?” Bi Yu demanded.

“Your Highness, this humble one lives in Ma Family Village and often goes to the mountains to gather herbs. Yesterday afternoon while coming down the mountain, I saw several datura plants in the wild. Early this morning when I went up the mountain, I saw they had been picked. After making specific inquiries, I learned it was quite possibly the Princess’s maid who took them.”

Xie Yunhuai had changed his surname and given name, but could not change his composed dignity and grace: “Therefore, I specially came to remind the Princess that while datura is beautiful, it is poisonous and unsuitable for indoor display. Especially given the Princess’s precious noble person, prolonged exposure could be life-threatening.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected this to be the matter, though it was indeed serious.

If she were to have any mishap here because of this, many innocent people would likely be implicated, and Emperor Youning would at least make a show of demanding an explanation from Shen Yueshan.

Perhaps in Xie Yunhuai’s view, Shen Xihe’s maid had seen these beautiful flowers growing wild, and not knowing what they were, picked them to add some elegance and vitality to the Princess’s chambers. With Shen Xihe’s congenital heart condition, if she inhaled the datura’s essence, she really could lose her life. That’s why when burning incense for Xiao Changying last night, she had been constantly careful.

“How thoughtful.” Shen Xihe finally spoke. Her voice was extremely pleasant, gentle as a feather brushing over clear spring water, soft and deep. “Zi Yu, go fetch the purple pearl headdress and the mutton-fat jade double fish interwoven pearl bracelet to reward Lady Ma and Miss Ma.”

Both were overjoyed and bowed: “Thank you for the Princess’s rewards.”

Zi Yu then led the Ma mother and daughter away. Shen Xihe addressed Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi truly has a benevolent heart and skill. I often hear there are countless reclusive experts in the world, and it seems Doctor Qi’s medical skills must be excellent. I’ve had a heart condition since childhood—might Doctor Qi check my pulse?”

“This humble one is but a rural villager. The Princess is a noble jade branch of gold, surely surrounded by great medical talents. This humble one dares not make a fool of himself.” Xie Yunhuai declined unhurriedly.

“I’ve heard enough flattery. I’d like to hear some truth. Doctor Qi, just check my pulse. You need not prescribe medicines—I only want to hear your honest words.” Shen Xihe didn’t let it go but spoke again.

Xie Yunhuai had already heard that this Princess wasn’t suddenly curious about him or trying to make things difficult, but truly wanted to know about her health condition. Among the noble houses, to find such a calm heart was extremely rare. He bowed and said: “Then please forgive this humble one’s presumption.”

Hong Yu placed a piece of light silk gauze on Shen Xihe’s wrist. Xie Yunhuai stepped up to the pavilion, maintaining a slight bow, eyes straight ahead without glancing at Shen Xihe’s face, and placed his hand on her pulse.

After withdrawing his hand, Xie Yunhuai pondered for a moment before speaking: “The Princess was originally weak with insufficient blood and qi, and has just recovered from a cold. The pulse at two inches is slightly submerged, caused by excessive worry and extreme fatigue. The Princess should rest quietly and calm her mind. Also, does the Princess regularly consume sweet dates?”

“Sweet dates were recommended by the imperial physicians. Because I was premature with insufficient blood and qi, eating several sweet dates daily helps supplement qi and nourish the blood.” Shen Xihe indeed had this habit, both before and now. “Is there something wrong with this?”

Chapter 12 – Your Highness, Do Not Think Too Highly of Yourself
“Dates belong to earth with fire, sweet in taste and gentle in nature. Their sweetness first enters the spleen. Eating too many will inevitably cause the spleen to suffer,” Xie Yunhuai spoke directly. “If the Princess wishes to supplement qi and nourish the blood, ginger sugar would be better.”

“Ginger enters the lungs to benefit lung qi, enters the kidneys to dry dampness below, enters the liver meridian to guide blood medicines to generate blood.” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “It is indeed good medicine, but I’ve never been able to tolerate ginger’s pungency since birth, which is why the physicians chose dates as the next best option.”

“In Min and Shu regions, there is a fruit called sugarcane, neutral in qi and sweet in taste, benefiting spleen qi. When crushed and juiced, combined with ginger juice to make sugar, it loses its pungency,” Xie Yunhuai said.

“Doctor Qi, are you married?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

The typically calm and steady Xie Yunhuai was startled by the question, though the emotion passed in an instant: “In reply to the Princess, this humble one has no fixed residence, focused solely on pursuing medical knowledge, and currently has no thoughts of marriage.”

“I see Doctor Qi is dignified in appearance, possesses miraculous healing skills, and speaks with refinement. I’ve developed an appreciation for talent. I was thinking of finding a good match for Doctor Qi, to keep such a talented scholar by my side.” Shen Xihe slowly stood up. “Since Doctor Qi’s aspirations lie elsewhere, I won’t force the matter. That datura was collected on my orders, to be used in preparing a mind-calming incense. Doctor Qi need not worry, I know how to use this flower.”

“The Princess’s favor makes this humble one deeply anxious.” Though Xie Yunhuai spoke of anxiety, his tone remained calm without a trace of unease or nervousness. “If that’s the case, if the Princess has no further instructions, please allow this humble one to take leave.”

“Has Doctor Qi ever seen the Immortal’s Sash?” Shen Xihe didn’t grant his leave but asked another question.

“Immortal’s Sash?” Xie Yunhuai’s brow twitched as he frowned and said, “Princess, the Immortal’s Sash is a legendary item. White Elder’s claim of exchanging it for the Bone-Shedding Pill was deliberately making things difficult. The Princess shouldn’t take it to heart.”

White Elder?

Shen Xihe had heard of this person, an eccentric skilled in medicine. His medical skills were extremely high, his whereabouts elusive. For Shen Xihe’s deficient condition, Shen Yueshan had never stopped searching for this person over the years.

She hadn’t expected the Immortal’s Sash to be connected to the White Elder.

“Doctor Qi, I know nothing of any Bone-Shedding Pill. Just before you came, I happened to be reading and saw mention of the Immortal’s Sash, hence my question.” Shen Xihe asked frankly, “Might Doctor Qi tell me about this Bone-Shedding Pill?”

Realizing he had let something slip, Xie Yunhuai felt somewhat vexed but knew that if he didn’t explain, the Princess would surely send people to inquire.

So he explained everything: “A month ago…”

A month ago, this remarkable White Elder announced his time was near. Having no disciples, all his life’s learning was in his notes, along with a Bone-Shedding Pill he had developed with all his ability. This medicine could allow one to be reborn anew, hence its name.

On his deathbed, with only these two precious items remaining, he spread the word that whoever could find the Immortal’s Sash and fulfill his one wish would receive both items. If brought early enough, he could even personally teach medical principles for a month or two.

This was now the most talked-about matter in the jianghu. Shen Xihe, as a noble daughter, naturally wouldn’t know such street gossip.

Shen Xihe quietly cast her gaze on the flower bed outside the pavilion, where brilliant chrysanthemums were blooming in their glory.

Xie Yunhuai waited quietly for a moment with no further instructions. He bowed and withdrew. As he turned, his clothes fluttered, the cyan color like splashed ink flying in the wind, his steps soundless, steady yet light.

“Better to die embracing fragrance on the branch than be blown down by the north wind.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes slightly, watching that figure disappear around the corridor’s corner through a wind-blown curtain.

Xie Yunhuai was like these chrysanthemums—neither vulgar nor garish, neither fawning nor yielding.

He was the first to dare face power directly, shed his fine silk garments, step out from the brilliant high gates, cast aside wealthy splendor, and accept simple food and tea, yet remain so pure and untainted.

“Tch, to think the precious pearl of the Northwest King would fancy such a common man. Your eyes need treatment!” An unrestrained voice tinged with disdain sounded from not far behind.

Shen Xihe turned to see Xiao Changying, face somewhat pale, clearly still weak, barely able to stand steady leaning against a corridor pillar. Those narrow phoenix eyes, proud as a fox’s, cast toward Shen Xihe with a hint of scrutiny.

Beside him was a pale-faced maid, obviously they had been there for some time. The maid had been ordered to stay silent, and now her head was almost buried in her chest, her body trembling slightly, afraid of punishment.

“It seems Your Highness has recovered quite well.” Apart from weakness and pallor from blood loss, Shen Xihe could see nothing wrong with the Prince of Lie who still had the strength to mock others. “In that case, this subject can feel at ease handing Your Highness over to the Changsha Prefecture Governor.”

“What did you say!” Xiao Changying shoved away the maid trying to support him, disregarding his weak limbs from just awakening and the pain from his wounds as he strode before Shen Xihe. Though only seventeen, he was a head taller than the fourteen-year-old Shen Xihe, looking down at her scrutinizingly. “You want to hand this prince over to the Changsha Prefecture Governor!”

“Naturally. Your Highness is an unrelated man, and this subject has not yet come of age. Yesterday was an emergency that could be handled with some flexibility, not bound by minor proprieties.” Shen Xihe’s expression was calm. “Now that Your Highness’s life is no longer in danger, this subject should avoid suspicion.”

As she spoke, Shen Xihe gave a slight curtsy and turned to leave, but Xiao Changying grabbed her wrist, his gaze sharp: “Shen Xihe, playing hard to get? This prince was pursued and hunted from Guangling to Changsha Prefecture and just happened to meet you at the moment of life and death. Don’t tell this prince it was such a coincidence. Now this prince is indebted to you for saving his life as you all wished, spending days and nights together, yet you start acting aloof?”

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Changying with pity: “Your Highness, you are truly pitiful, living in the imperial family, even having to be wary and suspicious of those who save you. But Your Highness has forgotten, if you hadn’t thrown your jade pendant before this subject, I imagine Your Highness would have found release by now.”

After a pause, Shen Xihe’s gentle voice drifted out like orchid breath, “I might as well tell Your Highness, that this subject indeed knew your identity beforehand, but simply didn’t want to save you. Before this subject left the Northwest, portraits of all the princes were already memorized. Everyone knows why this subject is entering the capital, but from His Highness the Crown Prince down to the Twelfth Prince who is the same age as this subject, four princes lack principal wives. Why should this subject fancy you? Your Highness, do not think too highly of yourself.”

“In terms of nobility, you don’t match His Highness the Crown Prince; in terms of favor, you don’t match His Highness Prince Zhao; in terms of temperament, you don’t match His Highness Prince Jing; in terms of age, you’re also behind His Highness Prince Xin.” Shen Xihe’s eyes were calm as she discussed the current princes as if appraising goods, ignoring the visible throbbing of veins on Xiao Changying’s forehead. “Your only distinction is your notorious reputation. Tell me, why should this subject try to get close to you?”

Prince Lie, Xiao Changying, Emperor Youning’s ninth son, fierce as fire, known throughout the capital for his perverse cruelty—the unruly demon prince whom all in the capital wished to avoid.

Chapter 13 – Becoming Enemies Is Only a Matter of Time
“I am the daughter of the Northwest King. I can choose among the imperial sons, and I would dare say this even before His Majesty. Does Your Highness Prince Lie believe this?”

Shen Xihe changed from her gentle, graceful manner, though her tone remained light. But those misty eyes, like cold smoke in fog, revealed endless arrogance—so arrogant that she even dropped her deferential terms.

Surprisingly, Xiao Changying calmed down. His eyes, deep and black as midnight, suddenly filled with endless amusement and interest: “Shen Xihe, regardless of why you appeared here, regardless of your purpose, you’ve truly caught this prince’s interest. This prince doesn’t believe there exists in this world a woman this prince cannot obtain.”

“Would Your Highness please release my hand?” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on Xiao Changying’s hand.

The wide sleeve slipped down, revealing her bandaged arm. Xiao Changying’s gaze flickered—he vaguely remembered last night, how his fingers had dug into her delicate wrist. His eyes softened slightly, and he released his grip.

Having gained her freedom, Shen Xihe naturally let her hand fall: “In this world, even one as noble as His Majesty has things he cannot obtain. Prince Lie, remember these words, I’ll only say them once: Shen Xihe is destined to be a woman you can never obtain in your entire life. Your Highness, please do not set your heart on this subject.”

With that said, without sparing Xiao Changying another glance, she stepped away.

…

Sandalwood incense curled through the air, blue smoke rising slowly.

A thin layer veiled Shen Xihe’s smooth, fair face like congealed cream, making her exceptional beauty seem to float between visibility and obscurity, hazy and indistinct.

Mo Yuan pushed open the door and saw Shen Xihe behind her desk, tuning zither strings, her composed demeanor inspiring awe in him.

“Is it done?” Shen Xihe asked softly without looking up, plucking a string.

“Princess, your servant has had the evidence delivered to His Highness the Crown Prince, ensuring absolutely no mistakes.” Mo Yuan immediately bowed his head respectfully and replied, “The Changsha Prefecture Governor is also on his way, expected to arrive in about half an hour.”

“Zhenzhu, how is everything packed?” Shen Xihe’s long, soft fingers gently pressed the zither strings as she looked up at the docile Zhenzhu standing to the side.

“In reply to the Princess, everything has been packed and ready. We can depart at any time.”

Shen Xihe: “Issue the order, we depart in half an hour.”

“Yes.” Zhenzhu acknowledged, bowed, and withdrew.

“Princess.” Mo Yuan couldn’t help speaking after Zhenzhu left.

“What is it?” Shen Xihe turned her head to ask.

That profile, turning gently halfway from the dim light, was like a half-moon emerging from thick clouds, luminous and serene.

Mo Yuan lowered his head: “Princess, you’ve given that item to the Crown Prince. Though your servant has been extremely careful and cautious, the fact that you saved Prince Lie cannot be concealed. I fear once the Crown Prince receives the evidence, he’ll know it was offered by you. Princess first had the life-saving grace with Prince Lie, and now shows favor to the Crown Prince. Your servant worries, worries…”

“Worried that by trying to please both sides, I’ll end up with nothing?” Mo Yuan dared not say it, but how could someone as clever as Shen Xihe not understand his meaning? “I simply want to see if the Crown Prince is worth my further effort and time. As for Prince Lie… isn’t it better to let him misunderstand?”

Shen Yueshan had arranged this drama of a beauty saving a hero, yet she showed nothing but disdain for Xiao Changying, who was now convinced she was playing hard to get.

When he discovers that the thing he fought desperately to protect is long gone, would he need to guess who did it?

But he has no proof—what could he do to her?

He would understand that she came for his possessions, not for him as a person. Better to draw clear boundaries early.

“Princess, if so, we’ll surely become enemies with Prince Lie!” Mo Yuan said anxiously.

Shen Xihe was the Northwest King’s daughter, traditionally uninvolved in court politics, the changing winds of the court had nothing to do with her. Yet she specifically stole the evidence Prince Lie had obtained with such difficulty—this would send only one message to Prince Lie.

Someone behind Shen Xihe needed it!

Connecting this with the reason for Shen Xihe’s entry to the capital, it wouldn’t be hard for Prince Lie to understand that Shen Yueshan had already chosen a certain prince as a suitable match for Shen Xihe…

“Enemies?” Shen Xihe smiled dismissively. “It’s only a matter of time.”

Her right fingertip was smoothly plucked, and elegant, ethereal, ethereal zither notes cascaded from her hands, suddenly calming people’s spirits.

However, before Mo Yuan and Xiao Changying on the other side of the wall could enjoy it, Shen Xihe turned her wrist, and the melody instantly became deep, magnificent, and profound, like the sound of ancient bells.

The momentum rushed like thousands of horses trampling heartstrings, making people’s spirits tense as if the strings might snap at any moment.

Just as listeners’ breathing grew tight, Shen Xihe’s fingertips turned and swept, delicate, soft, and tinged with sorrow, very much like the singing of one departing, dispersing with confusion about where to go.

Even after the piece ended, those who had heard the music remained lost in thought for a long while.

“The zither is an elegant instrument, not to be left idle.” Shen Xihe stood, her light steps swaying the trailing long dress. “This zither is like people. Left unused too long, one forgets how to use it. If used daily, it becomes increasingly familiar. Having not played for so long, I’ve indeed grown rusty.”

In the neighboring courtyard, a nimble figure silently slipped into Xiao Changying’s room, kneeling on one knee before the bed: “Your Highness, your servant came late, please punish me.”

Xiao Changying was lying on the couch with one leg bent, head resting on one hand. He was still savoring Shen Xihe’s previous zither music.

The ancient zither has three tones—heaven, earth, and human. Very few people could connect them so seamlessly, playing them as one, rising and falling, each change perfectly placed.

“Rise. This matter is not your fault; this prince was careless.” He had been forced to let go of what he held, so naturally his people couldn’t find him easily either. “Was the item retrieved?”

The person below immediately prostrated: “Your Highness, your servant found the place marked by your signal had been dug up, the item nowhere to be found.”

Xiao Changying suddenly sat up, completely disregarding the pain from his wound: “What did you say?”

The subordinate buried his head deeply in fear: “The item was taken by someone who got there first. As for who it was, your servant is incompetent and hasn’t yet discovered.”

His fist suddenly clenched, Xiao Changying’s bright black eyes grew increasingly cold and deep, and then he gave a cold laugh: “Heh, this prince truly underestimated her.”

Xiao Changying abruptly strode down from the bed, his unsteady yet urgent steps heading outside. Seeing the courtyard mostly empty, ignoring the newly arrived Changsha Prefecture Governor, he quickly rushed to the main gate.

He could only see the distant shape of Shen Xihe’s departing procession. Her earlier zither performance had merely covered the sounds of moving luggage, allowing her to leave while he remained completely unaware.

The dust stirred up by horse hooves had not yet settled. As it seemed to fall into Xiao Changying’s eyes, his gaze turned terrifyingly dark.

Chapter 14 – Intoxicating Fragrance
“Good, good, well played, Shen Xihe!” Xiao Changying turned his head and commanded in a deep voice, “Prepare a horse for this prince!”

“Your Highness, you shouldn’t ride in your condition—” The subordinate, feeling Xiao Changying’s sharp gaze, quickly changed his words, “The Princess has just departed. Your servant will prepare a carriage; we’ll certainly catch up.”

Meanwhile, as Shen Xihe’s carriage had just reached the official road, she instructed Mo Yuan: “Prince Lie will certainly catch up. Even without proof, he’ll surely find excuses to endlessly harass us. Take the others ahead; let Zhenzhu and Mo Yu accompany me on a detour. We’ll reunite outside the capital’s outskirts.”

“Princess…”

“Mo Yuan, I only want obedient people.” Shen Xihe dropped these words lightly, allowing no argument.

Mo Yuan immediately obediently led the others away.

“Princess, are we taking the small roads?” Watching Mo Yuan, who dared not contradict Shen Xihe, lead the main group onto the official road, Zhenzhu felt this strange yet familiar Princess seemed to have deliberately left Mo Yuan behind for some reason.

Pulling the cloak closer around her shoulders, Shen Xihe’s voice was gentle and melodious: “Zhenzhu, how many years do you think I have left to live with this body of mine?”

“Princess, please don’t think such thoughts. Your body is just slightly weaker than others. This servant has heard that noble ladies in the capital are all delicate, considering it beautiful.” Zhenzhu hurriedly comforted Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe had been melancholic since childhood, precisely because of this congenital weakness she’d had since birth.

“Why panic? I know my own body best.”

Just then, a gust of wind blew through the bamboo grove, making Shen Xihe’s gauze dress and cloak dance in the wind. Even her simply arranged dark hair swayed with waves of fresh fragrance. Her seemingly fragile, slender body stood firmly, like bamboo rooted in the earth, incredibly resilient.

“We’ll go to Luoyang first.” Shen Xihe took a steady breath, seeming comfortable with the fresh air carried by the bamboo grove’s wind.

“Why go to Luoyang?” Zhenzhu was puzzled. Though it was on the way, their original route had bypassed Luoyang to reach the capital directly.

“You’ll know when we get there.”

Shen Xihe didn’t wish to say more, and Zhenzhu dared not ask further. The Princess now disliked those who dug too deeply for answers.

With Shen Xihe’s poor health, even with Zhenzhu’s care, it was already half a month later when they reached Luoyang.

Arriving at Yiyang County in Luoyang Prefecture, they found lodging at the best inn, but unexpectedly encountered Bu Shulin by coincidence.

“Is the Princess satisfied with my gift?” Bu Shulin walked directly into Shen Xihe’s private room, familiarly sitting down beside her.

Shen Xihe rose expressionlessly; she nearly kicked over the footstool, but fortunately, Bu Shulin’s martial arts were excellent, and she steadied herself.

Watching Shen Xihe move to the other side, Bu Shulin planted one foot on the other end of the bench: “The Princess truly turns her face without sentiment.”

“If not for me, you would likely not have escaped the crime of attempting to assassinate a prince.”

The “sentiment” Bu Shulin spoke of referred to the evidence Xiao Changying had obtained with such difficulty. Bu Shulin had pursued Xiao Changying to Changsha Prefecture.

Her goal was also to prevent that evidence from falling into Xiao Changying’s hands. As for the deeper meaning, Shen Xihe didn’t want to delve into it.

That day, if Bu Shulin had appeared rashly without people to save Xiao Changying, she would certainly have been exposed, as multiple forces were involved.

Shen Xihe’s appearance, bringing a troop of strong Northwestern soldiers, had made these people lay down their banners.

For Bu Shulin, it would have been certain death!

Glancing at the stunned Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe said methodically: “Therefore, it’s not you who repaid my kindness, but I who saved your life while helping you. By this calculation, you owe me two favors and one life.”

Bu Shulin, who had done nothing yet owed two favors and one life: …

“Have some water, calm yourself.” Shen Xihe handed Bu Shulin a cup of water.

Bu Shulin, still shocked by Shen Xihe’s bandit logic, took it and drank it all at once.

“The water is poisoned.”

Bu Shulin, holding the empty cup: …

Swallowing hard, Bu Shulin half-believed: “Don’t joke…”

Shen Xihe poured another cup and pushed it to her: “The antidote.”

Bu Shulin hastily picked it up and drank. Before she could put down the cup, Shen Xihe’s voice drifted over: “The cup is poisoned.”

Bu Shulin: …

Her heart could barely take it. This beautiful young lady before her, smiling so pleasantly, was more terrifying than a fierce demon.

Catching a glimpse of fear in Bu Shulin’s eyes, Shen Xihe poured another cup of water: “Still the antidote.”

This time Bu Shulin stared at the slightly swaying tea, hesitating to move.

“Just the antidote.”

Bu Shulin stared at Shen Xihe for a moment before silently picking up the cup and drinking with closed eyes!

After she heavily set down the cup, Shen Xihe asked softly: “Do you feel your limbs growing weak?”

Bu Shulin, currently circulating her qi, pupils contracted, weakly raising a finger to point at Shen Xihe: “…”

Shen Xihe’s eyes turned, gleaming with light, her gaze falling on the curling white smoke from the incense burner beside them.

A bean-shaped copper and glass incense burner with nipple patterns, bright and luminous, contained and exquisite—such a precious item couldn’t have been provided by the inn.

Looking at the dizzy Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe’s voice was clear and gentle: “I told you before about Late Jade Maiden fragrance, yet you wouldn’t change it. Did you think I already knew and was just putting on an act that day? Ordinary people indeed can’t smell it, but I’m not ordinary. When you approach me, I can smell it—the closer you get, the stronger it becomes. When I sensed you approaching, I switched the incense.”

The Intoxicating Flower was an extremely beautiful flower, sweet in fragrance, but any living thing that inhaled it would become drowsy and confused.

She and Zhenzhu had other sachets to stay alert and counter the Intoxicating Flower’s fragrance, so they were naturally unaffected.

With a thud, Bu Shulin collapsed on the table, but her eyes remained open, staring at Shen Xihe drowsily and unwillingly.

“Zhenzhu.” Shen Xihe called out.

Zhenzhu took the sachet from her waist and placed it near Bu Shulin’s nose, then extinguished the incense in the burner.

A cool essence wafted from the sachet. Bu Shulin used all her strength to breathe it in, as threads of clarity entered her brain, gradually restoring her lucidity and strength.

“The reportedly frail and pure Princess Zhaoning truly opens my eyes.” After recovering for quite a while, Bu Shulin immediately sat opposite Shen Xihe, now with added vigilance.

“Likewise.” Shen Xihe had no desire for idle chat. “Tell me, why have you come?”

“Princess Zhaoning truly wounds me.” Bu Shulin clutched her chest, acting heartbroken. “I truly came seeking you with a sincere heart.”

Shen Xihe’s obsidian-like eyes turned, her waveless pupils locking onto Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin’s brow twitched, and she quickly raised her hands: “No, no, no… I came to bring a gift, a gift…”

As she finished speaking, she immediately clapped her hands. The window was pushed open, and a person was thrown in, rolling once. Under scattered hair, their true face was revealed.

Zhenzhu’s eyes turned cold: “Lingling!”

Chapter 15: The Domineering Dragon Brain Incense
Lingrong gazed at Shen Xihe with tear-filled eyes, looking pitifully at her with what seemed to be regret and shame, along with a hint of comfort as if seeing Shen Xihe before death.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly with an indecipherable expression: “Your acting skills are not up to par.”

Lingrong’s gaze froze.

Bu Shulin cheerfully came closer: “Well, Xihe sister, how do you like my gift?”

Giving Bu Shulin a meaningful glance, Shen Xihe replied flatly: “Is that all?”

Bu Shulin blinked: “You couldn’t catch this runaway slave even with a wanted notice, and after all my efforts to find her for you, you’re so dismissive?”

“There are many who would plant spies by my side from childhood, but only the Kang Prince’s Manor would strike during my journey to the capital,” Shen Xihe said, subtly glancing at Lingrong and catching her fleeting look of terror.

Turning her gaze back to Bu Shulin, she saw him smiling somewhat obsequiously: “I knew where she would hide all along. The wanted notice was just a diversion to lower the Kang Prince Manor’s guard, waiting until I entered the capital to settle accounts with them properly.”

Shen Xihe’s meaningful smile deepened as she continued: “The Young Master making such a show of delivering her here – surely her loved ones at the Kang Prince Manor have also been taken by you. When others remain unharmed but her relatives go missing, what will the Kang Prince Manor think?”

They would naturally suspect Shen Xihe was behind it.

Shen Xihe stood up and gracefully walked slowly toward Bu Shulin. He retreated step by step until his back was against the wall.

Looking at Bu Shulin, who now appeared weak and helpless, pleading for mercy, Shen Xihe said softly: “Young Master, I thought we were both intelligent people. If you insist on testing me, I might just…”

She knew exactly what Bu Shulin was thinking – hesitating to move against her because she knew his secret of being female, not daring to act rashly, using the Kang Prince Manor as a vanguard…

“No, no, no, no…” Bu Shulin shook his head like a rattledrum. “My mistake, my mistake, don’t be angry, Sister Xihe. I promise this will be the only time.”

“But you’ve disrupted my plans,” Shen Xihe said slowly.

“I owe you, I owe you. I’ll make it up to you in the future!” Bu Shulin hastily declared.

“Very well, in that case, you now owe me one life and three favors,” Shen Xihe nodded with satisfaction.

Bu Shulin, who somehow ended up owing so much: …

“What? Is there a problem?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

“No, no, no, everything you say is right!” Bu Shulin nodded like a pecking chick.

Bu Shulin’s hidden guards outside: …

Somehow felt their master was so embarrassing!

“In that case, I need to deal with this runaway slave, Young Master…”

“I’m leaving, I’m leaving right now.” Bu Shulin nimbly escaped through the window.

After fleeing the private room, only then did he feel how fresh the air was outside. His hidden guards caught up, and he patted his chest, still shaken: “Too frightening, too frightening. To think there could be such a terrifying woman in this world. Truly, a woman’s heart is most poisonous!”

Hidden guards: …

Master, you seem to have forgotten that you’re also a woman.

To prevent Bu Shulin from having second thoughts and finding excuses to trouble them again, the guard quickly said: “This servant thinks Princess Zhaoning didn’t do anything…”

“Didn’t do anything?” Bu Shulin turned his head, eyes full of disdain and despair. “It’s over, it’s over. It’s bad enough that I can’t compare to Shen Xihe, but even the people I raise aren’t as clever as those raised by Shen Xihe.”

Hidden guards: …

“Why do you think Shen Xihe was using poison and incense as soon as she saw me?” Bu Shulin said in frustration. “She had already guessed my possible intentions and was warning me – if I became her enemy, she wouldn’t even let me breathe easily!”

The hidden guards felt their master was overthinking.

Seeing through the guards’ thoughts at a glance, Bu Shulin felt even more frustrated: “Truly hopeless!”

Just wait and see, this woman Shen Xihe was uncannily clever. Though he prided himself on his intelligence and had held his own against the old and young foxes of the Xiao family for many years, this was the first time a woman had scared him so thoroughly.

Suddenly, he found himself looking forward to the day Shen Xihe would enter the capital.

His mood suddenly improved greatly, and he left humming a tune.

Hidden guards: …

Couldn’t understand why their master’s mood had improved? Perhaps the shock had affected his brain, making him not quite normal.

After Bu Shulin and his servants left, only Zhenzhu and Shen Xihe remained in the private room. Just then, the inn’s waiter brought several servers carrying dishes.

Seeing Lingrong bound tightly and thrown to the side, they all hesitated for a moment, but they were clever and quickly pretended not to notice, setting out the dishes one by one before bowing and withdrawing.

“Moyu,” Shen Xihe called out, and Moyu immediately leaped in through the window. “Let’s eat.”

The three mistresses and servants seemed to forget Lingrong’s existence. Lingrong huddled in the corner, not daring to make the slightest sound.

After Shen Xihe finished dining and everything had been cleared away, Zhenzhu finally asked: “Princess, how should we deal with this traitor?”

Shen Xihe stood by the window, gazing at the rows of houses, their black tiles covered in a layer of sunlight looking particularly new. Beyond the rows of rooftops, willows swayed their soft branches in the wind along the distant embankment.

Her gaze was gentle: “Hand her over to Mo Yuan, turn her into a human pig, sneak into the Kang Prince Manor, and leave her in the Old Princess Dowager’s chambers at night.”

“Mmph! Mmph mmph mmph!” Lingrong began struggling violently, but her mouth was thoroughly gagged.

Zhenzhu was bringing Shen Xihe a cup of mint-scented tea to rinse her mouth. Hearing these words, even the usually steady Zhenzhu’s hand trembled, splashing two drops of water onto her hand.

Shen Xihe merely glanced lightly, as if not noticing, and took the teacup from her hands.

Moyu remained extremely calm, and upon hearing Shen Xihe’s words, grabbed Lingrong’s collar and dragged her out.

“Mmph! Mmph mmph mmph!” Lingrong struggled, her watery eyes conveying that she had something to say.

“Princess, she seems to have something to say…”

“Since when do servants get to speak while masters must listen?” Shen Xihe questioned Zhenzhu.

“Princess, this servant wouldn’t plead for such a worthless slave who plotted against her master. This servant only thought she must know much about the Kang Prince Manor…”

Before Zhenzhu could finish, Shen Xihe raised her hand to interrupt: “I don’t need to learn about the Kang Prince Manor from others. Even if it’s as strong as brass walls and iron fortresses, if I want it to fall, fall it shall.”

Giving Moyu a meaningful look, Shen Xihe continued: “With me, there is no redemption through merit. Anyone who harbors second thoughts will meet the same fate.”

Zhenzhu’s heart tightened: “Yes.”

“Prince Lie, is one stick of incense, not enough?” Shen Xihe suddenly called out.

Under Moyu’s vigilant watch, Xiao Changying leaped inside. His injuries seemed much better, his complexion ruddy, his beauty striking and bold in his red clothes like fierce flames.

“Princess, how did you know I’ve been here for the time of one incense stick?” Xiao Changying wondered privately.

Though Shen Xihe was physically weak and untrained in martial arts, and even her skilled maids hadn’t noticed his arrival, she had somehow known the exact time.

The domineering dragon brain incense, sharp and cool – she had committed it to memory at the Ma family estate.

Chapter 16: Perhaps… Is it a Younger Brother?
Her sense of smell was particularly acute. Anyone with means couldn’t help but affect refinement, and everyone liked incense, though their preferences varied. Even the same incense would carry different scents depending on who made it or used it, due to different habits of use.

While Shen Xihe could say this to Bu Shulin, she wouldn’t say it to Xiao Changying, instead asking: “Why does Prince Lie seek this subject’s daughter?”

After casually asking this, Shen Xihe glanced at Moyu, who withdrew while dragging the terrified and desperate Lingrong.

“Why does the Princess ask what she already knows?” Xiao Changying leaned against the window with folded arms. “Some things should be returned to their rightful owner.”

Shen Xihe’s misty eyes, seemingly wreathed in cold fog, flickered with slight surprise: “When did this subject’s daughter steal from others?”

Xiao Changying spoke solemnly: “Princess, those items are of no use to you. If they fall into the wrong hands, they could cause great disaster and shake the foundations of the court. This prince hopes the Princess will return them. For saving this prince’s life, I will surely repay you in the future.”

“Prince Lie is the ruler, this subject’s daughter is a subject. Saving Your Highness was my duty; Your Highness need not be concerned.” She made no mention of the items Xiao Changying sought.

“Princess, you should think this through carefully,” Xiao Changying said coldly.

Shen Xihe remained composed: “Prince Lie truly need not dwell on this subject’s daughter’s casual assistance that day.”

It was noon, the sun at its peak. Scorching sunlight poured through the window onto Xiao Changying’s back, making his face appear even colder by contrast.

Shen Xihe appeared oblivious, remaining calm and collected, radiating both righteousness and an infuriating fearlessness in the silence.

Of course, she was fearless – she was the legitimate daughter of the Northwest King. Few would dare move against her. Even the Kang Prince Manor had to sacrifice a piece they’d carefully cultivated for ten years just to cause her some trouble.

Now that person was in her hands, and even with the Emperor’s favor, the Kang Prince Manor had stirred up a hornet’s nest this time.

Xiao Changying’s lips suddenly curved gradually: “This prince is very curious.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze was steady, her expression calm as she waited for him to continue.

“Which elder brother has won the Princess’s favor? Making the Princess journey here despite her ill health, taking a circuitous route to intercept those items from my hands.”

At this moment, Xiao Changying had to admit that Shen Xihe hadn’t come for him. When he was being pursued, he’d vaguely sensed many external forces at work.

Upon first meeting Shen Xihe, he’d thought she was a honey trap arranged by Shen Yueshan. Now he realized that, just as she’d said, she truly wasn’t interested in him as a person, but in the evidence he’d obtained at the cost of half his carefully trained guards and nearly his life during six months in Yangzhou.

Shen Yueshan typically stayed out of court struggles; this evidence certainly wasn’t obtained at his instruction. Those who most wanted it would be the various princes, whether for self-preservation, curry favor, or leverage. Given how far-reaching the implications were, no one could resist being tempted.

His mother managed the imperial harem, and aside from the Crown Prince, no one was more noble than him. Those pursuing him were as numerous as fish crossing a river. In his seventeen years of life, this was the first time someone had shown such disregard for him, repeatedly outmaneuvering him!

This time he was investigating under imperial orders, yet he’d return empty-handed, surely disappointing his father greatly.

“Perhaps… it’s a younger brother?” Shen Xihe teased, subtly telling him that the items had indeed been taken and delivered to one of his brothers, so he should stop pursuing her.

Xiao Changying’s face instantly darkened: “Princess, take care of yourself.”

With those words, he leaped out the window and vanished.

“Ah, why do these people never use the proper door?” Shen Xihe sighed softly, waiting until the dragon brain incense had drifted away in the wind. Her eyes darkened slightly as she instructed Zhenzhu, “Prepare for Prince Xin’s counterattack.”

“Princess, you mean…” Zhenzhu’s expression immediately turned serious.

“The brothers are as close as hands and feet. One could say Prince Lie is Prince Xin’s right-hand man. Everything Prince Lie does paves the way for Prince Xin. The one I’ve truly offended today isn’t Prince Lie.” Shen Xihe curved her lips. “Openly, they naturally wouldn’t dare move against me. But in secret… who knows?”

With this, she effectively declared war on her brother Xiao Changqin.

Although Emperor Youning would never let Shen Yueshan’s son-in-law ascend the throne, before completely falling out, having the Northwest King’s daughter was equivalent to having military might. No matter whom Shen Xihe married, as long as they had designs on the throne, they would be a great threat to Xiao Changqin.

Thus, seizing any opportunity to eliminate her early would be the best strategy.

“Mo Yuan reports that since Prince Xin’s wife was poisoned by the Fan family, he has been at Fahua Temple praying for her for three months,” Zhenzhu pondered. “Princess, do you suspect this is just an excuse, and he’s not actually at the temple?”

Shen Xihe paused slightly, blinking: “No, he’s definitely at the temple. He doesn’t need to come personally to take action.”

Shen Xihe didn’t know how to evaluate Xiao Changqin as a person, but his feelings for Gu Qingzhi were genuine. One could see this from how even knowing Gu Qingzhi had committed suicide, he followed the path she’d laid out, willing to defy Emperor Youning to make the Fan family pay with their lives.

…

Capital City, Fahua Temple.

Incense smoke curled through the air amidst long-drawn sutras.

Xiao Changqin knelt on a meditation cushion, his bloodshot eyes staring vacantly at the memorial tablet before him, its gold characters solemn and proper: “Position of the Late Lady Gu.”

He gazed at it obsessively, dressed in mourning clothes, with short stubble, looking haggard and grief-stricken.

Soon, a straight figure knelt behind him: “Master, Ninth Master pursued Luoyang but returned empty-handed.”

Xiao Changqin’s eyes gradually focused, his voice hoarse and rough as if unused for a long time: “Kill.”

“Yes.” The figure disappeared without a sound.

Xiao Changqin took out a palm-sized wooden box from his sleeve, gently opening it to reveal a memorial tablet two fingers wide and half a finger long, inscribed in small graceful calligraphy with four characters: “Deceased Wife Qingqing.”

A black silk cord was threaded through the top of the tablet. He held it in his palm, carefully and tenderly: “You said when your mother closed her eyes, your heart went with her; did you know that when you closed your eyes in my arms, you also took my heart?”

As he spoke, tears glistened in his eyes: “I know you didn’t believe me, didn’t believe I would defy father’s orders for you, didn’t believe I would resist imperial will for you. You never gave me a chance to prove…”

A tear fell from his eye, and he slowly broke into a bitter, self-mocking smile: “You wanted me to live, wanted me to tear apart the cold imperial power, wanted me to deny everyone peace. Since this was your final wish, I will surely fulfill it, to put your spirit at rest in heaven.”

Wiping away his tears and composing himself, Xiao Changqin’s eyes roiled like dark clouds. He took the memorial tablet from the box and solemnly hung it around his neck, letting it rest against his heart.

Chapter 17: When One Plan Fails, Another Emerges
The first ray of dawn light poured down from the mountain peak. Mist swirled, purple light flickered, and thousands of rosy clouds streaked the sky. The entire Purple Mountain was shrouded in a haze of clouds and sunset glow, like a heavenly realm on Earth.

Though watching out for Xiao Changqin didn’t delay Shen Xihe’s main business. Early the next morning, she brought Zhenzhu and Moyu to Mount Laojun.

That white-haired elder lived here, surrounded by martial arts practitioners. Shen Xihe handed a scroll to Moyu: “Give this painting to the elder, no need for words.”

This place was full of all sorts of characters, so naturally Shen Xihe couldn’t bring the Immortal’s Sash. Last night she had painted it, waiting for the white-haired elder to seek her out.

While waiting for Moyu, Shen Xihe encountered a familiar face.

He wore plain tea-colored clothing of the poorest fabric, without any embroidered decoration. His black hair was simply fastened with a wooden hairpin. He came toward them in the rosy light, his handsome, refined features gentle and warm in the morning glow.

“Lady Shen.” Xie Yunhuai walked straight toward her and gave a slight bow.

His form of address made those around them who were either observing or harboring ill intentions change their expressions slightly.

Unmarried women were usually called “Miss,” with only refined noble ladies from official families being addressed as “Lady.”

Common people didn’t fight with officials – these people assumed she was just some official’s female relative passing through.

Shen Xihe, wearing a veil, nodded slightly to Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi is here as well.”

“Just watching the excitement.” Xie Yunhuai smiled openly.

“Please sit, Doctor Qi.” Shen Xihe gestured to the side.

“Thank you.” Xie Yunhuai didn’t refuse. His presence here could make others think twice.

It was hard to say whether to praise this princess’s courage. Even with her veil, her graceful figure and voice like clashing pearls and jade would let anyone guess she was quite beautiful.

Yet she came with just one maid. If she encountered someone bold enough…

“Doctor Qi need not worry, I know what I’m doing,” Shen Xihe could see right through Xie Yunhuai’s thoughts. “If I obtain the Bone-Melting Pill, might I trouble Doctor Qi to examine it?”

“Princess…” Xie Yunhuai almost blurted out Shen Xihe’s identity in excitement but stopped himself in time. “You’ll truly let me examine it?”

The Bone-Melting Pill must be real – Xie Yunhuai had only confirmed this a few days ago. No doctor could resist such a nearly miraculous medicine.

“Of course. I trust Doctor Qi’s medical skills, and medicine can’t be taken carelessly. If the elder won’t explain, we’ll need Doctor Qi to put in more effort.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Just then a breeze lifted her gauze veil slightly, and Xie Yunhuai caught a glimpse of that faint smile.

Her smile was as light as spray flying up from the blue sea or like a silken white cloud drifting beneath the blue sky – clean, gentle, graceful, yet fleeting.

Though Xie Yunhuai came from an illustrious background and had traveled far and wide, meeting many people as a doctor and seeing much beauty, he had never seen such a beautiful smile.

Zhenzhu lowered her eyes, inwardly admiring her mistress’s skill at winning people over. Examining medicine wasn’t the work of just a day or two – Doctor Qi would surely have to travel with them.

With this connection established, how could Doctor Qi refuse if they needed his help in the future?

Yet Doctor Qi clearly understood this and willingly walked into the trap.

Though she didn’t know how Doctor Qi had won her mistress’s favor or what abilities he had, Zhenzhu had learned to watch more and speak less.

They had thought Moyu would return in two or three hours, but they waited through lunch at the teahouse until sunset without his return.

“Lady, we should head back.” Zhenzhu worried about Moyu – if they didn’t leave soon, traveling in the dark would be dangerous.

“He hasn’t sent a distress signal, so Moyu hasn’t encountered danger,” Shen Xihe wasn’t worried. “Let’s set out.”

“Let me escort Lady Shen.” Xie Yunhuai worried these people might follow and harm Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe knew someone had moved against her, and Moyu must have been detained. Not wanting to involve Xie Yunhuai, she said: “Stay here, Doctor Qi. Don’t worry – such a motley crowd isn’t worth fearing.”

“I wouldn’t be at ease unless I see Lady Shen safely back to the inn.” Xie Yunhuai thought Shen Xihe just didn’t want to trouble him, given his experience in the martial world.

After a moment’s silence, Shen Xihe stopped declining: “Thank you, Doctor Qi.”

If she told him the truth now, Xie Yunhuai would be even less likely to stand aside.

She and Zhenzhu got into the carriage, with Xie Yunhuai and the driver sitting outside. The carriage swayed as it traveled into the setting sun.

When the last ray of twilight was swallowed up, the carriage reached a quiet official road. The city gates would close in half an hour, and with no villages or inns nearby, there were no other travelers.

The horse suddenly whinnied and refused to go forward. Steadying herself from the jolt, Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain to see dense, straight trees on both sides, their branches swaying in the night wind: “A dark and windy night – indeed a good time for murder.”

Shen Xihe tapped the cushion, and copper panels rose on three sides – left, right, and back – embedding into the carriage roof. Almost simultaneously, volleys of cold arrows shot from the dark forests on both sides, all striking the carriage.

“Doctor Qi!” Shen Xihe threw two silk-wrapped, delicate cotton balls to Xie Yunhuai.

Xie Yunhuai caught them, turning to see the driver pulling out a gleaming sword with his nose stuffed with a cotton ball. Without time to ask questions, he quickly stuffed his nostrils too, discovering the cotton balls had a medicinal fragrance.

At this moment, several people wielding weapons flew out from the forests on both sides. These people weren’t wearing night-raid clothes, their weapons were all different, and they included both men and women – a mixed group of various backgrounds.

The driver threw a sword at Xie Yunhuai before leaping to meet them with his sword, and Xie Yunhuai grabbed the sword and followed closely.

The sounds of clashing blades rang outside the carriage, with occasional flashes of cold steel when the wind lifted the curtains.

“Princess, they’re just bandits.” Zhenzhu glanced at their clothing and bearing.

“Bandits are good.” Shen Xihe shifted slightly, holding a bamboo fan with ultra-thin bamboo strips woven into the face, gently waving it.

Beside the fan was an elegant brown cloud-patterned incense burner with holes. Cotton-like smoke rose steadily from its lid, following Shen Xihe’s fan direction and flowing out through the holes.

Though they couldn’t smell this incense, Zhenzhu noticed the smoke was thicker than other incense.

By the light of the night pearls inlaid in the carriage corners, Zhenzhu secretly observed Shen Xihe. Because of her weak constitution, the princess couldn’t practice martial arts, so she had put great effort into the four arts of zither, chess, calligraphy, and painting, and had always loved perfuming and brewing wine.

Previously, she never knew her mistress had such deep attainment in incense-making, nor that incense could be used so ingeniously against enemies.

Meeting Shen Xihe’s glance, Zhenzhu immediately lowered her eyes: “Princess, why do you say bandits are good?”

“First come bandits, and when bandits can’t be handled, then official forces can be mobilized to suppress them.” When one plan fails, another emerges.

This was Xiao Changqin’s way of doing things.

Chapter 18: The Scent of Agarwood
“He wants to have the imperial soldiers kill the Princess under the pretense of eliminating bandits!” Zhenzhu exclaimed in shock.

Shen Xihe’s gaze shifted slightly, falling on the wafting incense smoke as she lifted the corner of her lips: “Why not? They would be credited for eliminating bandits, and these outlaws’ deaths would conveniently silence any witnesses.”

Were all imperial princes so deeply calculating?

Zhenzhu, though quick-witted herself, had never encountered such machinations. Now startled, she stammered: “How would they explain this to the Prince and the Young Master if something happened to the Princess…”

“Explain?” Shen Xihe shook her head with a light laugh, “The Princess Zhaoning didn’t stay with her escort guards, instead wandering into the wilderness…”

Raising her head to look outside, Shen Xihe continued: “Do you know Doctor Qi’s true identity?”

“Isn’t Doctor Qi just a countryside physician?” Zhenzhu had harbored doubts, after all, Xie Yunhuai’s bearing revealed his noble origins at a glance. She had assumed he came from a fallen noble house, but now it seemed that wasn’t the case.

“He is Xie Yunhuai,” Shen Xihe said softly. “If we both die here, they can easily label it as an elopement. Then it won’t be the court explaining to Father, but Father explaining to the court.”

Although Princess Zhaoning’s marriage wasn’t officially decreed upon entering the capital, Emperor Youning and Shen Yueshan had already reached an implicit agreement.

For the future imperial daughter-in-law, whose position was virtually guaranteed, to elope in disregard of the imperial family’s face – it would be entirely reasonable to charge her with offending imperial dignity.

A common village man wouldn’t fit the elopement narrative, but Xie Yunhuai would make it perfectly plausible.

“This is Xiao Changqin’s scheme,” Shen Xihe sighed again.

Xiao Changqin always planned thoroughly before acting. When he did act, his strategies were invariably complete. If he were to become emperor, he would surely be a wise ruler.

However, she and Xiao Changqin were destined to be enemies.

She didn’t hate Xiao Changqin, just as she had said that day – the Gu family and the imperial family had reached an irreconcilable point.

If the Gu family won, Emperor Youning would become a puppet, and these princes would disappear one by one without a trace. Especially now that Gu Qingzhi was unexpectedly pregnant – if she bore a son, even Xiao Changqin’s life would be in danger.

There was no right or wrong, only circumstances forcing their hands.

Emperor Youning needed to maintain imperial power, the Gu family needed to maintain the power of the scholar-official class. One side had to lose.

Not hating him didn’t mean she could calmly accept him again – after all, countless lives stood between them, impossible to cross over.

“Is Prince Xin so wary of the Princess? To go to such lengths to arrange her death?” Zhenzhu felt it was excessive.

Even if Shen Xihe was destined to oppose them in the future, even if they were annoyed that she had stolen the evidence the Fierce Prince had worked hard to gather, even if they wanted to warn her – it seemed unnecessary to mobilize so many connections, risking exposure of their power.

“For me alone, it wouldn’t be worth it,” Shen Xihe put down her bamboo fan. “He wants to see who stands behind me.”

To force out the person they assumed she had intercepted the rouge case evidence for. If successful, they might even reclaim the evidence.

Zhenzhu was about to say something when she heard a series of thuds outside. She carefully lifted a corner of the carriage curtain.

She saw the bandits suddenly turning pale, some clutching their chests, others gritting their teeth to endure, their attacks becoming extremely clumsy. Shen Xihe’s carriage driver was an exceptional warrior, and Xie Yunhuai’s martial arts had improved immensely during his years in the jianghu.

Soon, the attackers showed signs of faltering, some fleeing while grabbing their chests.

“Fierce bandits ahead engaging in combat, kill without mercy!” At that moment, torches lit up in the distance, and with a stern shout, a group of imperial soldiers charged forward.

Events unfolded exactly as Shen Xihe had predicted. She watched these men gallop forward, their fierce expressions no less savage than real bandits, yet remained completely composed.

She extinguished the incense burner and was about to release a signal ball when she heard rapid hoofbeats approaching from behind.

Removing the copper plate and lifting the carriage cover, she saw a silver figure flash past her eyes, followed by a subtle yet elegant and noble fragrance that brushed past her nose.

“The scent of agarwood…” Shen Xihe quickly rushed forward and lifted the carriage curtain, just in time to see that silver figure sweep their silver sword at the charging imperial soldiers.

In the cold night light, three heads flew into the air, blood spraying.

The ruthless display scattered the momentum of those behind, who pulled their horses to a halt. Before the leader could question, the person in the silver-white cape, back turned to Shen Xihe, spoke first in a deep voice: “Official business of the Embroidered Uniform Guard – who are you people?”

It was an Embroidered Uniform Guard – one of the Emperor’s close attendants!

When an Embroidered Uniform Guard appeared, it always signified earth-shattering matters.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard, who answered only to the Emperor’s commands, investigated corruption, supervised all officials, could directly imprison anyone below the third rank, held military tokens, and had the authority to deploy troops – their very mention made civil and military officials change color with fear.

“Forgive this official’s offense, Guard. This lowly official had no intention to interfere.” Those who had been fierce as evil spirits just moments ago, who had dared to attempt the assassination of a current Princess, now became as meek as cats before this Embroidered Uniform Guard, dismounting trembling: “This official was ordered here to eliminate bandits.”

“Eliminate bandits?” The silver-robed Guard turned to glance at the carriage, his gaze sweeping over the fallen figures. “Are there still mountain bandits here requiring official intervention?”

The minor official leading the group wore an embarrassed expression: “The Guard’s words are most correct. This lowly official’s information was mistaken.”

The silver-robed Guard turned his horse toward the carriage. As his face became clearer in the night light, Shen Xihe unconsciously furrowed her brow.

This Guard had handsome features and stern facial features, yet they seemed completely mismatched with his eyes – those silver-gleaming pupils that contained hidden radiance, as deep as an abyss or ocean.

“Who is in the carriage?” the silver-robed Guard called out clearly.

“Reporting to Your Excellency, we common folk were passing through this area, intending to return to the city when we encountered robbers.” Zhenzhu descended from the carriage and handed over their travel documents.

The Guard accepted them and glanced through briefly. Shen Xihe, sitting in the carriage, clearly caught a fleeting smile at the corner of his lips.

“Set out then, any later and you won’t be able to enter the city.” The Guard returned the documents to Zhenzhu and guided his horse to the side.

He had brought four men, who all moved their horses to the roadside. Seeing this, the government officials naturally also made way.

The carriage driver and Xie Yunhuai mounted the carriage, which slowly moved forward. Shen Xihe lifted the window curtain, meeting those unfathomably deep eyes for an instant.

“Princess, with the Embroidered Uniform Guard here, should we send word to Mo Yuan to ask if something major has happened?” Zhenzhu, having grown up in the Northwest, also knew that the Embroidered Uniform Guard didn’t appear without reason.

“No need.” Shen Xihe’s mind still held those unprecedented eyes. “Perhaps… he was just passing by…”

“The Embroidered Uniform Guard never concerns themselves with trivial matters,” Xie Yunhuai suddenly spoke from outside the carriage.

In situations like this, which had never occurred before, an Embroidered Uniform Guard would not linger for ordinary people.

Chapter 19: Eyes That Look Beyond the Ordinary
The Embroidered Uniform Guard surely could see their government uniforms, yet chose to ignore them, striking with such ruthless precision. To Xie Yunhuai, this clearly showed the protection of Shen Xihe.

“Doctor Qi, do you recognize that Guard?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xie Yunhuai had suddenly mentioned the Embroidered Uniform Guard because he’d overheard her conversation with Zhenzhu in the carriage, so there was no need to hide his identity anymore.

The Embroidered Uniform Guard appeared and vanished mysteriously. Shen Xihe had only encountered them twice before, never meeting this particular Guard.

“The fifth son of Duke Zhao’s household, born of a concubine,” Xie Yunhuai replied.

Duke Zhao, and from a concubine?

Shen Xihe’s fine eyebrows creased slightly – that person had worn the scent of agarwood.

Agarwood was the finest of all incense, with one tael worth a hundred taels of gold, far more precious than even ambergris, which the world considered valuable.

This fragrance was priceless in the marketplace, at most only obtainable by the enormously wealthy.

Though Duke Zhao’s household still held their title, they had long fallen into decline. Even their legitimate second son had married a merchant’s daughter – that grand wedding procession had been the talk of the capital for months.

How could they afford such a precious item? Perhaps it was bestowed by Emperor Youning?

Shen Xihe fell into deep thought. Before she knew it, they had entered the city, barely making it before the gates closed. Xie Yunhuai insisted on escorting them to their inn. Since he couldn’t leave the city now, he took a room at their lodgings.

After dining together, Shen Xihe noticed Xie Yunhuai’s reluctance to leave and knew he had something to say.

She personally arranged the tea set, gracefully starting from heating spring water in the small stove, dividing the tea leaves, steeping, and pouring – her movements flowing smoothly in one breath. Every movement of her white hands was pleasing to the eye.

“Doctor Qi, please have some tea.”

Xie Yunhuai looked down at the clear, apricot-colored tea. Its fresh fragrance filled his nostrils. “Jun Mountain Silver Needle. Princess seems to know me quite well.”

Shen Xihe didn’t pour tea for herself, instead serving herself a bowl of peach blossom drink. “I was close friends with the late Princess Xin. Before her marriage, she mentioned Doctor Qi to me.”

Coincidentally, Shen Xihe shared a deep sibling bond with her eldest brother, the Western North Prince’s heir Shen Yun’an. When she was eight, Shen Yun’an went to the capital for half a year. After just one month, Shen Xihe constantly called for her brother, so Shen Yueshan helplessly gave her a messenger pigeon.

Two months into their pigeon correspondence, her bird was accidentally injured and fell into the hands of Miss Gu.

Miss Gu nursed the pigeon back to health and sent it back with an apologetic note and small gifts. The current Shen Xihe would have dismissed it with a smile.

But the Shen Xihe of those days was understanding and found it quite novel. She replied with reassurances, and they ended up corresponding for six or seven years. Zhenzhu and the others only knew the other party’s surname was Gu until the letters stopped last year.

Shen Xihe knew who this Miss Gu was – unrelated to the exterminated Gu family, but from another official family in the capital. However, she had gotten into trouble late last year, her father Official Gu died during exile, and his daughter should now be serving in the imperial palace.

She could look for her after entering the capital, but currently, she was deliberately identifying this pen-friend as Gu Qingzhi, clearly having other plans.

As for whether Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had investigated this Miss Gu, Shen Xihe wasn’t worried – who said correspondence required real addresses?

Whoever she said it was, that’s who it was!

Shen Xihe’s words made Xie Yunhuai freeze, his teacup clutched tight as his mind churned.

If Gu Qingzhi and Shen Xihe were old friends, and Shen Xihe could recognize him at first sight without meeting him, it meant Gu Qingzhi must have sent Shen Xihe his portrait.

A noble lady could only paint portraits of her father, brothers, or husband – he must have been betrothed to Gu Qingzhi then.

He had never imagined Gu Qingzhi would paint his portrait…

“Doctor Qi seems quite surprised.” Shen Xihe caught the flash of astonishment in his eyes.

“Princess Xin was the most composed, steady, and clear-minded woman I’ve ever met. She had eyes that looked beyond the ordinary.” After speaking, Xie Yunhuai drained his now-cold tea in one gulp.

“Eyes that looked beyond the ordinary?” This was the first time Shen Xihe had heard someone use such unique words to describe her former self.

“The dead are gone.” Instead of explaining to Shen Xihe, Xie Yunhuai avoided the topic out of respect for the deceased.

Shen Xihe didn’t pursue it, instead suddenly asking: “Doctor Qi’s description of Princess Xin is unique. I wonder how Doctor Qi views me as a woman?”

‘Eyes that looked beyond the ordinary’ – upon careful consideration, it was an extremely apt description of Gu Qingzhi.

Shen Xihe wanted to know if Xie Yunhuai, who was so incisive, found her different as well.

Xie Yunhuai raised his eyes, meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze directly. Knowing she harbored no romantic thoughts or intention to flirt, but was genuinely engaging in serious conversation, he spoke frankly: “Princess is the most far-sighted, unfathomable, yet discreet woman I have ever met.”

He had seen Shen Xihe at Ma Family Village, knew she had saved Xiao Changying, and knew why Xiao Changying was being hunted. His return to Ma Family Village wasn’t coincidental – he too had come for Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changying hadn’t returned to the capital to report yet, indicating that the well-protected item he’d been pursued to Ma Family Village with had disappeared.

Recently, he’d discovered Xiao Changying had followed Shen Xihe to Luoyang – it was obvious whose hands the item had fallen into.

Today when Shen Xihe was ambushed, she had been thoroughly prepared, seemingly knowing exactly who was behind it.

He firmly believed that even without the Embroidered Uniform Guard’s intervention, she would have escaped unscathed. She might have even made the incident more dramatic until even the one on the dragon throne would have to bow his head in compromise to resolve it.

He was intensely curious – how had the martial, masculine Western North region produced someone with such deep sophistication, unshakeable composure, and strategic wisdom?

“Woman?” Shen Xihe tasted these words. “So there must be a man.”

Xie Yunhuai set down the teacup he’d been holding, standing up: “Princess will meet him after entering the capital.”

This was an indirect confirmation that such a person indeed existed.

After speaking, Xie Yunhuai gave Shen Xihe a slight bow and left.

Shen Xihe didn’t delve deeper into this question. She remained in the private room until Mo Yu rushed back, slightly wounded, and only retired after confirming she was unharmed.

After a good night’s sleep, early the next morning, an elderly servant in hemp clothing returned her scroll painting, leaving an address and inviting her to meet that afternoon.

The address was in the city. Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu take out the Immortal’s Cord. Every time she caught its scent, she felt refreshed and at peace, and even her occasionally restless lungs would settle down.

There were too few records of this item in books, leaving her at a loss. It hadn’t withered yet, but she didn’t know how long it could be preserved.

Finally, Shen Xihe decided to take the Immortal’s Cord to meet the White-Haired Elder.

Chapter 20: Identity Revealed
Exotic flowers and herbs filled the air with their medicinal fragrance.

Shen Xihe, being someone who enjoyed tending to plants, felt joy seeing the garden full of medicinal herbs and flowers at Xinglin Garden. Her expression softened noticeably.

She wasn’t the only visitor. There was also a tall, corpulent man who appeared to be over thirty.

He wore a glaringly purple-red gold robe with taotie patterns, round collar, and narrow sleeves, cinched with a jewel-inlaid jade belt, and six-harmonies boots.

On his head sat a soft-winged hat woven with gold thread and studded with several gems. At his waist hung a white jade pendant carved with flowering branches, also filled with precious stones in its openwork spaces, which was really…

Standing there, he looked like a pile of glaring gold. Under the sunlight, living creatures’ gazes automatically avoided him – it truly hurt the eyes.

“Miss Shen, this is Hua Fuhai, known as Hua Taoyi,” introduced White-Haired Elder, a thin old man with snow-white hair. “Hua Taoyi, this is Miss Shen from Suzhou.”

Taoyi was an honorific title for extremely wealthy individuals.

Hua Fuhai lived up to his name – renowned across China, and wealthy across the four seas.

He was one of their region’s wealthiest men, which explained his attire.

“Miss Shen.”

“Master Hua.”

They exchanged greetings. Standing closer, an elegant and distant fragrance drifted past Shen Xihe’s nose, making her lower her eyelids.

This was the scent of Yihe incense, known not only for its elegant and lasting fragrance but also its natural nobility – many other fragrances seemed vulgar in comparison.

However, Shen Xihe detected an extremely faint trace of agarwood within the Yihe scent.

Since when had agarwood become so common?

Enduring the eye strain, Shen Xihe discreetly observed Hua Fuhai more closely.

He was extremely tall – Shen Xihe’s head only reached his shoulder. His protruding belly and plump appearance made it difficult to connect him with last night’s Embroidered Uniform Guard. He rolled two walnuts in his hand, which was as white and plump as the rest of him.

White-Haired Elder said: “You both must have brought the paintings I had returned. Why don’t we display them together?”

Zhenzhu and Hua Fuhai’s servant unrolled the paintings together. Both depicted the Immortal’s Cord, and remarkably, though not painted by the same person, aside from slight differences in technique, the coloring, size, and direction of the images were identical.

If overlaid, the two paintings would largely match.

As the paintings were revealed, the two exchanged glances. Shen Xihe remained unperturbed while amusement flickered in Hua Fuhai’s eyes.

But in that glance, Shen Xihe confirmed Hua Fuhai was the Embroidered Uniform Guard from last night!

Though his eyes had changed shape and last night’s sharp alertness had vanished, those ocean-deep pupils were too unique.

With both the agarwood scent and those same eyes, even though his bearing and expression were completely different, Shen Xihe instinctively knew it was the same person!

“I have a painting as well,” White-Haired Elder unrolled his scroll, also of the Immortal’s Cord, though quite different from the other two, but depicting the same object. “Both of your paintings show the Immortal’s Cord. This old man wishes to see the real thing – where is it?”

Shen Xihe glanced lightly at Hua Fuhai, not speaking first.

After a moment’s wait, Hua Fuhai said: “Elder, I indeed found this item among the cliffs of Mount Heng. However, its roots were extremely deep. After I picked it up, the cliff collapsed and poisonous snakes suddenly attacked. While dodging, I fell with the item into the deep river below. When I awoke, it had vanished.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows – so he was the one who had fallen from the sky that day.

White-Haired Elder nodded at this and looked toward Shen Xihe: “Miss Shen?”

Shen Xihe signaled Zhenzhu, who opened the jade box she was holding, revealing the Immortal’s Cord.

The Elder’s face immediately flushed with excitement. He rushed forward to smell it, then with trembling hands, traced its length in the air, mumbling shakily: “It’s… it’s really… Finally, I’ve seen it.”

The old man began to tear up. Shen Xihe and Hua Fuhai stood silently, waiting for him to compose himself.

The white-Haired Elder rubbed his reddened eyes and directly handed the box his servant was holding to Shen Xihe, saying nothing.

Shen Xihe accepted it but said: “Elder, I found this by the riverside. I did indeed see someone fall from the sky, and the Immortal’s Cord appeared afterward.”

Shen Xihe wasn’t overly righteous – this Hua Fuhai was too mysterious, and she didn’t want to acquire things this way and incur his displeasure. She never made enemies of those she couldn’t read.

To date, she has encountered this man three times.

First, without seeing his face clearly, he climbed treacherous mountains alone to gather rare treasures.

Second, disguised, infiltrating the Emperor’s trusted Embroidered Uniform Guard.

Third, disguised again as Hua Fuhai, wealthy beyond measure.

What contradictory and incredible triple identities!

“This old man doesn’t care about such matters. As I said, whoever brings the Immortal’s Cord shall receive my legacy as a gift,” White-Haired Elder’s voice still carried traces of tears. “Whatever grievances exist between you two, resolve them yourselves.”

“Master Hua?” Shen Xihe looked toward Hua Fuhai.

“Miss Shen, I don’t want the letters or the Elder’s guidance. What I seek is the Bone-Shedding Pill,” Hua Fuhai said directly.

Shen Xihe gripped the box tightly, not answering Hua Fuhai, instead turning to the White-Haired Elder: “Elder, would you please check my pulse?”

If there were other ways to cure herself, she wouldn’t mind giving up the unproven Bone-Shedding Pill to him.

“Follow me.” White-Haired Elder led them to an inner room and carefully took Shen Xihe’s pulse.

He had already noticed from Shen Xihe’s complexion that her internal organs were deficient – heart, liver, spleen, lungs, and kidneys, all weak. These were signs of early death. After checking her pulse, he was still shocked: “That you’re still alive, girl is miraculous.”

“You were born weak, with heart and lungs weaker than normal. Excessive pampering in your upbringing led to deficient liver and kidneys, and frequent consumption of sweet dates has damaged your spleen.” White-Haired Elder shook his head. “For your condition, only my Bone-Shedding Pill, taken in small daily doses for nourishment, can save you. There is no other way.”

“Without the Bone-Shedding Pill, how long do I have?” Shen Xihe asked.

“No more than three to five years. If you encounter wind, cold, summer heat, or suffer any shock, your life could end in a single night,” White-Haired Elder said gravely.

Her only path to survival was this Bone-Shedding Pill. She asked further: “Elder, this Bone-Shedding Pill…”

White-Haired Elder smiled: “Little girl, I stake my life on this – another Bone-Shedding Pill won’t appear for a hundred years. The formula is in the letters I gave you, with detailed instructions for preparation.”

Shen Xihe took out the letters and turned to the Bone-Shedding Pill formula. It only had nine ingredients. Century-old ginseng and century-old polygonum multiflorum were obtainable, but century-old snake gallbladder and century-old golden eagle bone…

Snakes and golden eagles that could live to a hundred years were rarer than hundred-year-old humans.

Chapter 21: Miss Shen, I Have Learned My Lesson
Snake gallbladder still needed to undergo several years of complex soaking processes…

Though it appeared to be only nine medicinal ingredients, preparing these nine ingredients required many more components.

“The golden eagle bone was passed down from my ancestors, and the rest of the ingredients took me fifty years to gather,” the white-haired elder said. “This old one experienced ten failures before successfully refining it…”

Speaking with some pride to this point, the white-haired elder then cautiously continued, “Without materials to refine more, this old one scraped off a layer to test on both humans and wild creatures. For humans, it indeed has the effect of cleansing tendons, transforming marrow, and metamorphosing the body, but whether there are other harmful effects, this old one no longer has the time or materials to verify.”

The implication was clear – whether there were side effects or not would only be known after taking it.

Regardless of the potential effects, Shen Xihe had no intention of giving up. Her gaze turned to Hua Fuhai: “Hua Taoyi, while it’s true that you gathered this item, it fell into my hands, not through forceful seizure. Though my argument may be somewhat forced, this is a matter of life and death, and I am unwilling to simply hand it over.”

Hua Fuhai nodded slightly: “Miss Shen could have simply denied that this item was found by the riverside.”

If she had insisted it came from elsewhere, he would have had no proof.

*If you weren’t so peculiar, I naturally wouldn’t have admitted it.*

Though thinking this, Shen Xihe’s expression remained unchanged as she gave a slight bow: “Master Hua shows great righteousness.”

The white-haired elder looked back and forth between them, suddenly smiling: “People outside would fight themselves bloody over this old one’s little thing, yet you two remain so calm. Why don’t this old one arrange a contest, and you two can compete based on your abilities?”

Shen Xihe and Hua Fuhai’s gazes met once more, then calmly moved away in unison as they both nodded to the white-haired elder.

The white-haired elder had spent his entire life dealing with medicine, so he wasn’t going to pose any medical questions. His eyes moved between the two of them before finally settling on Shen Xihe: “Since Master Hua obtained this item first, we shall favor him slightly.”

Turning to look at Hua Fuhai, he asked: “What is Master Hua’s specialty?”

Hua Fuhai’s eyes swept over Shen Xihe – if he were to say his specialty was martial arts, how could this princess possibly stand against him?

“Unworthy as I am, I excel at the game of wei qi,” Hua Fuhai answered.

“A game of wei qi then – would Miss Shen be willing?” the white-haired elder inquired of Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe felt that Hua Fuhai was indeed acting as a gentleman: “I am willing.”

“Very well, then let it be wei qi,” the white-haired elder clapped his hands. “But let’s not be rigid with back-and-forth moves – this old one would fall asleep watching that. Since it’s Master Hua’s specialty, let Miss Shen set up an endgame position for Master Hua to solve. I can also discuss some matters with Miss Shen in the meantime.”

Though the elder claimed to favor Hua Fuhai, he had managed to keep things quite balanced.

“Please, Miss Shen, set the challenge,” Hua Fuhai agreed with grace.

“You take Miss Shen to set up the position, while I check Master Hua’s pulse,” the white-haired elder instructed his old servant.

Following the old servant’s guidance, Shen Xihe went to an elegant room. Sitting before the go board, she pondered for a long while, hesitating to make her first move.

Hua Fuhai wasn’t the real Hua Fuhai. If he had wanted to give her the Bone-Shedding Pill, he would have said so directly. Therefore, his claim about excelling at wei qi couldn’t be false – his skill must be profound.

To win this match, she would need to rely on wit.

Having made up her mind, Shen Xihe picked up the go stones, one hand holding black and one white, and began setting up the position.

Halfway through arranging the pieces, Shen Xihe’s face began to pale, and sweat appeared on her forehead. Her body was too weak – even slight mental or physical exertion would leave her gasping for breath.

“Zhenzhu, *cough* *cough* *cough*… go fetch my fragrance pouch,” Shen Xihe instructed.

Zhenzhu immediately rushed outside toward their carriage.

With intermittent breaks, Shen Xihe took an entire hour to set up the endgame position, then invited them to come in.

“The Thousand-Layer Formation…” Hua Fuhai began after one glance, but quickly corrected himself, “No, not the Thousand-Layer formation…”

Shen Xihe’s expression remained calm: “Please proceed, Master Hua.”

“Miss Shen’s board setup is exquisite. Does it have a name?” Hua Fuhai showed great interest in the position.

“The Moon Palace formation.”

“Two-quarters of an hour will be the time limit,” the white-haired elder favored Shen Xihe in the rules, then led her to another side.

Shen Xihe was short of breath and spirit, so the white-haired elder began applying acupuncture while Zhenzhu carefully took notes nearby.

In the room, there was only the soft sound of stones being placed on the board. Shen Xihe seemed truly exhausted, falling asleep during the acupuncture treatment.

Only when the final stone was placed did Hua Fuhai announce: “The position has been solved.”

Shen Xihe slowly opened her eyes at Zhenzhu’s gentle nudging, her expression still somewhat drowsy.

“Miss Shen, this old one has only a few months left to live. I notice your maid here has some foundation – would you like to leave her here to learn from me?” the white-haired elder asked upon seeing Shen Xihe wake.

Shen Xihe looked at Zhenzhu and nodded: “Indeed, I hope the elder will provide much guidance.”

“Then leave her here,” the white-haired elder nodded. “Miss Shen, please go check the board position.”

Shen Xihe felt less fatigue and breathlessness now. She stood and walked over slowly. The position had indeed been solved, and she nodded: “Master Hua’s wei qi skill is remarkable.”

As Hua Fuhai reached to collect all the captured white stones, Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop him: “Wait.”

Hua Fuhai’s hand hung suspended above the board as he slightly raised his head, his deep ocean-like eyes meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze.

If earlier it had been just intuition, now this single glance convinced Shen Xihe that Hua Fuhai was indeed the embroidered messenger from the previous night.

With a faint smile, Shen Xihe’s two slender jade-like fingers picked up a white stone from the edge and dropped it into her previously used teacup. A pale white color dispersed, and the white stone turned black. She placed the stone back in its original position.

What had appeared to be a position where all white stones were captured suddenly became one where all black stones were defeated. Shen Xihe humbly spoke: “Master Hua, I appreciate your courtesy.”

Watching the board position completely reverse, amusement spilled from Hua Fuhai’s deep ocean-like eyes: “How interesting.”

He picked up that wet black stone: “How did Miss Shen make it appear white?”

Though the elegant room had ink and brushes, he had checked all the black stones and found nothing unusual. The black stones represented him.

He hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to make black stones as glossy as white ones in such a short time, causing him to let down his guard once.

“Fragrant cream,” Shen Xihe explained. “I had my maid fetch medicine.”

This demonstrated her tacit understanding with Zhenzhu. Before entering the elegant room, Ink Jade had mentioned people keeping watch outside, so rather than giving Zhenzhu direct instructions, she had used a hint. When Zhenzhu went to fetch her fragrance pouch, there was scented cream she had prepared from aromatics in the carriage.

The cream was milky white like lacquer – apply a light layer and dry it over the incense burner.

As she spoke, Shen Xihe brought out both the fragrant cream and the incense burner.

The cream was held in an exquisite palm-sized porcelain container, while the incense burner was originally part of the elegant room’s furnishings.

Under time pressure, normal thinking would assume that if she were to employ trickery, it would be with the white stones – perhaps using ink to turn white stones black.

While changing white to black would be easy, changing black to white would be extremely difficult.

“In warfare between two armies, planting spies is not particularly clever. Making the enemy execute their trusted advisors – that is the superior strategy.” Shen Xihe’s eyes, seeming to hold a trace of frost, sparkled with profound depth.

“Miss Shen, I have learned my lesson.” Hua Fuhai stood and gave Shen Xihe a deep bow.

Chapter 22: Hearts United Forever
“You cheated – this victory is dishonorable!” Hua Fuhai’s servant was red-faced with anger, his eyes betraying anxiety.

It seemed the Bone-Shedding Pill was as important to Hua Fuhai as it was to her.

“This is called ‘in warfare, deception is fair play,'” Zhenzhu retorted righteously. “Master Hua comes from great wealth – surely in his many dealings with others, he has never employed deception?”

“We… we…” Hua Fuhai’s servant was left speechless, for of course they had. “But…”

“Stand down,” Hua Fuhai softly rebuked, then gazed calmly at Shen Xihe. “I sincerely accept defeat. Since the Bone-Shedding Pill now belongs to Miss Shen, might I copy down its formula?”

“Please do as you wish, Master Hua.” Shen Xihe handed the manuscript to Hua Fuhai.

Right there in the elegant room, Hua Fuhai had his servant grind ink and copy down the Bone-Shedding Pill formula. He returned the manuscript to Shen Xihe, then took his leave from the white-haired elder.

Shen Xihe watched as the master and servant departed, then also bid farewell. The white-haired elder didn’t try to keep her. Shen Xihe left the manuscript with Zhenzhu – she had two months to study under the white-haired elder, and it remained to be seen how much she could absorb in that time.

Zhenzhu was reluctant to part with Shen Xihe, but she knew the Bone-Shedding Pill hadn’t been thoroughly tested and might not be entirely safe. Shen Xihe needed her to learn more medical knowledge.

After returning to the inn, Shen Xihe sent someone to invite Xie Yunhuai.

“Ink Jade, send word to my brother to have people inquire about hundred-year-old golden eagles,” Shen Xihe instructed Ink Jade, then added, “Tell my brother we only need information, no need to take risks.”

This Hua Fuhai was a capable person – it was worth cultivating a favor with him.

There were many golden eagles in the northwestern desert, but in Shen Xihe’s memory, she had heard that even the longest-lived only reached about eighty years.

“Yes, my lady.”

Shortly after Ink Jade withdrew, Xie Yunhuai arrived. Shen Xihe pushed the Bone-Shedding Pill toward him: “I entrust this to Doctor Qi.”

Even though their true identities were now known, Shen Xihe still called Xie Yunhuai “Doctor Qi,” because he had said he would no longer be a son of the Xie family.

Xie Yunhuai opened the medicine box, and a refreshing medicinal fragrance wafted out. He took just one look before closing the lid: “Princess, this item is extremely precious…”

“No matter how precious, it’s not worth more than my life,” Shen Xihe said with a faint smile. “The elder doesn’t know how to use it, I cannot linger here too long, and he won’t travel with me. Doctor Qi, there’s no need for alarm – you test the medicine for me, I give you the formula, and we’re even.”

After a pause, she continued: “However, I must trouble Doctor Qi to accompany me to the capital. If Doctor Qi is unwilling to enter the city, you may stay in the outskirts.”

“I am grateful for the Princess’s trust. I will do my utmost to help the Princess recover quickly.” Xie Yunhuai gave Shen Xihe a respectful salute.

Precious medicines, formulas, and ancient works were invaluable to a doctor. Xie Yunhuai agreed with Shen Xihe that he would stay outside the city once they reached the capital.

After speaking with Xie Yunhuai for a while, Ink Jade returned with the white-haired elder’s old servant, who wordlessly returned the immortal sash to Shen Xihe.

“Princess, how should we handle this item?” Ink Jade inquired.

This thing had been offered to the white-haired elder in exchange for the Bone-Shedding Pill, thinking he needed it, but it turned out he only wanted to see it.

In his younger years, the white-haired elder had been particularly obsessed with difficult and unusual illnesses. Whenever he heard of strange ailments or terminal conditions anywhere, he would travel thousands of miles to investigate. When encountering diseases he wanted to overcome, he would research them so intently that he forgot to eat and sleep.

Later, because he traveled great distances to treat others’ illnesses, his wife watched helplessly as her parents died from severe injuries before he could return to save them. His wife resented him, divorced him, and refused all contact for the rest of her life.

Afterward, his wife never remarried. No matter how he tried to make amends, he never managed to help her overcome that emotional barrier.

Later, when he tasted poison to save his wife’s nephew, his hair turned white overnight. Only then did his wife give him a painting – the very image of the immortal sash that he had shown to Shen Xihe and the others earlier.

She had told him that when he found this item, it would mean heaven was allowing her to forgive him, and she would renew their bond. But in those ten years, his wife passed away before he could find it.

He wanted to be buried with his wife and had never given up searching all these years. Now that he had finally found it, his heart’s desire was fulfilled.

He didn’t know what use this item had, and didn’t dare rashly place it in his and his wife’s tomb. It would be a shame to destroy it, and his wife had only wanted to know such a thing existed in the world. Having achieved that purpose, after careful consideration, he decided to return it to Shen Xihe.

He didn’t care who had originally owned the immortal sash, he only knew who had brought it to him, so he had it sent back to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s fingertips brushed the green band of the immortal sash. Though she was very fond of this item, she decided to return it to Hua Fuhai.

“Ask where Master Hua is staying, and return this to its rightful owner.”

Ink Jade then inquired about Hua Fuhai’s lodgings from the white-haired elder’s old servant and personally went to deliver it.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that Ink Jade would return not only with the immortal sash but also with one of Hua Fuhai’s servants.

This servant was very respectful: “Miss Shen, my master says this item fell from heaven into your hands – it must be fated to be yours, so he gives it to you as a gift. Please don’t refuse. This item has no other use to my master, and if Miss Shen feels uncomfortable accepting it as a gift, perhaps you could consider it advance thanks for paying attention to the medicinal ingredients for the Bone-Shedding Pill in the future.”

Advance thanks?

Shen Xihe smiled inwardly – he was preemptively blocking her path to asking him for favors.

She had the Bone-Shedding Pill formula and knew what Hua Fuhai lacked. With Hua Fuhai’s wealth, he surely had extensive connections. He feared that one day when she encountered difficulties and happened to learn news about medicinal ingredients he needed, she might seek him out to make a deal.

Now with the gift of the immortal sash preceding any such event, even if she obtained such information in the future, it wouldn’t be proper to ask for compensation.

It would even be unconscionable not to inform him if she learned of their whereabouts.

“Please convey my thanks to Master Hua.” Shen Xihe accepted it.

She had liked this item originally, and even if she hadn’t, Hua Fuhai’s attitude made it clear that if she returned it now, it would only make him secretly suspicious of her – what would be the point of that?

When Hua Fuhai’s servant returned to the manor with Shen Xihe’s message, Hua Fuhai was standing by the window, his fingers holding a black go-stone – the very one he had taken back from the white-haired elder. The smooth stone turned between his fingers.

“Master, why give this item to Princess Shaoning? It’s of no use to the Princess. Why not give it to the Old Madame? It’s a rare and exotic plant recorded in the Classic of Mountains and Seas.” After delivering Shen Xihe’s message, the servant gathered his courage to ask.

He had noticed Shen Xihe’s attitude earlier – she had misunderstood his master’s intention in giving her the immortal sash.

“An item resembling a lover’s knot, given to grandmother?” Hua Fuhai’s mercury-bright eyes glanced at his subordinate. “What is the meaning of a lover’s knot?”

A lover’s knot…

It’s meaning: hearts united forever.

It was also a marriage token.

“Master, you…” The servant’s brow twitched.

Chapter 23: Continuing Revelations
“Tian Yuan,” Hua Fuhai interrupted his servant, then said, “She recognized me.”

“This… how is this possible…” Tian Yuan was utterly shocked.

Their master had been disguising himself since the age of eight and had especially sought out civilian experts to study the art. Even those who had followed him since childhood could hardly detect any flaws when their master intended to conceal his identity.

“I too don’t know what made her suspicious,” Hua Fuhai was extremely curious about this, a flash of amusement passing through his eyes. “If she hadn’t noticed something, how would she, the beloved daughter of the Northwest King, be so courteous to a mere merchant like me?”

“Your Highness, you mean the Princess knows that you…” Tian Yuan’s heart skipped a beat.

Hua Fuhai shook his head with a smile: “No, she knows I was last night’s Embroidered Messenger.”

As if thinking of something, Hua Fuhai’s smile deepened: “If she had seen through me and knew my true identity, she wouldn’t be so cautious. Don’t forget her attitude toward Fifth and Ninth.”

It was precisely because she couldn’t see clearly, precisely because she knew he could disguise himself as an Imperial Embroidered Messenger, that she remained guarded at every turn.

Crown Prince or Prince, if she truly knew his background, this Princess would likely not take him seriously at all.

“Shen Yueshan is a serious man, and his son is rigid, but this daughter of his is quite interesting,” Hua Fuhai’s eyes flickered with intrigue.

Shen Xihe, unaware she was being praised as interesting, having concluded matters here, immediately made preparations and set out from Luoyang toward the capital early the next day.

Due to Shen Xihe’s extremely poor health, they traveled slowly, only leaving Luoyang city by nightfall, forcing them to go camping in the wilderness for the night.

Ink Jade had hunted a wild rabbit and was roasting it, applying plenty of spices and honey under Shen Xihe’s guidance. As the fragrance drifted away with the sizzling sound of dripping oil, someone followed the scent to their location.

Hearing hoofbeats, Shen Xihe and Ink Jade vigilantly watched the direction of the sound. A master and servant pair appeared.

The young man’s features were somewhat handsome, wearing an unadorned cyan-colored round-collared robe, and appearing somewhat thin.

When he dismounted, he nearly lost his balance, then shyly approached and bowed to Shen Xihe: “Ladies, might I trouble you to allow my servant and me to rest nearby?”

Seeming afraid Shen Xihe and her companion might misunderstand, the young scholar hastily pulled out his credentials: “I am Guo Daoyi, a scholar heading to the imperial examinations. I am certainly not a person of ill intent.”

Ink Jade looked toward Shen Xihe, who coldly refused: “Men and women should maintain proper distance. Please leave, sir.”

But the young scholar didn’t leave, instead hesitantly trying to persuade them: “Please be understanding, my lady. The night is deep, and if we stay together, we can give each other courage…”

“I need no courage,” Shen Xihe cut him off.

“But… but I do…” the young scholar’s voice came out weakly, as he timidly glanced at the pitch-black surroundings.

“How is that my concern?” Shen Xihe coldly looked at the young scholar through the light gauze hanging from her face screen.

Ink Jade drew her long sword with a swift sound.

The young scholar seemed startled and stepped back, too afraid to say more. He could only lead his horse to a distance and huddle there. His servant also appeared quite timid, taking out some dried food as master and servant leaned against a tree, occasionally glancing in their direction.

“Princess, shall we drive them away?” Ink Jade asked in a low voice.

“No need,” Shen Xihe watched the roast rabbit whose skin had started to crack. “It’s ready to eat.”

Ink Jade immediately cut off the rabbit’s leg with a clean dagger, took a wooden plate from the carriage, sliced it into small pieces, and passed it to Shen Xihe. She and the guard disguised as a coachman shared the rest.

Due to the proper distance that should be maintained between men and women, it wasn’t appropriate for Xie Yunhuai to travel with them, so he went ahead to the capital.

As the dominating fragrance drifted over, the young scholar seemed unable to resist the tempting aroma. After much hesitation, he took a wooden box and came over, carefully asking: “My lady, might I trade this box of transparent flower rice cakes for some meat?”

Opening the wooden box revealed semi-transparent pastries, with peach blossoms made of spiritual sand faintly visible through them, exquisite.

Shen Xihe glanced at the delicate transparent flower rice cakes. Though she could make them herself, Shen Xihe, who had always held herself in high regard, saw for the first time someone else’s transparent flower rice cakes that matched her level of refinement.

“Ink Jade,” she called softly.

Understanding her meaning, Ink Jade gave half of the other rabbit to Guo Daoyi and took the rice cakes from him. She ate one piece first, ensuring there were no strange tastes or poison, before handing the remaining three pieces to Shen Xihe.

Guo Daoyi was very happy to receive the rabbit meat and sat down not far from Shen Xihe beside the fire.

Shen Xihe frowned at this, but just then she used a silver pick to sample a small piece of the cut rice cake. The perfectly soft texture and sweetness that wasn’t cloying put her in such a good mood that she decided not to take issue with him.

Her digestion was weak, so she could only taste such hard-to-digest items briefly. She didn’t even finish one piece, giving the rest to Ink Jade and the guard.

“My lady’s rabbit is fragrant from first bite through to the throat, reaching deep inside; the thick meat parts are richly fragrant and tender, the thin parts crispy and refreshing; the ribs have a unique crispy toughness that becomes more fragrant the more one chews,” Guo Daoyi ate with utmost satisfaction, and couldn’t help asking afterward, “Might I request the lady bestow the recipe? I’m willing to offer gold in exchange.”

Shen Xihe extremely disliked such people who couldn’t read the atmosphere and were about to speak when a breeze blew past.

From Guo Daoyi’s direction toward her, amid the fresh woody fragrance floated an almost imperceptible trace of Agarwood aroma.

Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered as she raised her head to examine this young scholar.

His features were delicate, his manner and expression entirely consistent with a frail scholar.

If not for this trace of fragrance, Shen Xihe would never have suspected anything about this chance-met traveler.

First playing the Embroidered Messenger, then the wealthy merchant, and now pretending to be a scholar while deliberately approaching her.

Shen Xihe feigned ignorance and coldly refused: “Do I look like someone who needs gold?”

As if not expecting this lady to be so aloof, completely dismissing him, he earnestly played the role of the frail scholar, lowering his head somewhat pitifully.

Shen Xihe glanced at him, not wanting to bother with this person’s purpose. She could sense that he at least harbored no hostility or ill intent toward her.

Letting him continue his act, she went to the carriage accompanied by Ink Jade. After a simple washing up, she raised the copper boards for wind protection and sound isolation and peacefully fell asleep.

When she woke in the morning, the master and servant pair had already gone ahead.

Shen Xihe didn’t dwell on them – whatever their purpose, it would become clear sooner or later.

After a peaceful day of travel, they found a village to stay in. Just as they entered the village, they saw Guo Daoyi walking out with two villagers, chatting and laughing. Seeing Shen Xihe’s carriage, he showed a brilliantly sunny smile and once again approached with familiar ease: “My lady, we meet again, what a coincidence.”

Shen Xihe, supported by Ink Jade, descended from the carriage. Walking toward him wearing her face screen, she passed by without a sideways glance, more clearly smelling the Agarwood fragrance, and tossed two cold words his way: “Not coincidental.”

Chapter 24: The Crown Prince Who Runs After Causing Trouble
Dusk was falling, the sky growing dim; tree leaves rustled as night’s curtain descended.

After the evening meal, Shen Xihe was pacing in the small courtyard, both digesting and exercising her weak constitution.

“Kill it! Kill it!”

“My ma says this thing bites people and is poisonous!”

“Stone it! Stone it!”

The children’s shouting, tinged with a local accent, reached Shen Xihe’s ears, along with what seemed to be the strange, terrified, and pitiful cries of some creature.

The sound seemed familiar, so Shen Xihe left the courtyard and walked toward its source.

Ink Jade hurriedly followed with a lantern. In the village, there was a large courtyard with a huge banyan tree in the center. Due to local beliefs, lanterns hung year-round for illumination, which was why the village children weren’t confined to their homes after sunset.

When Shen Xihe and Ink Jade arrived, they saw seven or eight children surrounding the old banyan tree, throwing stones at its base. An awkward shadow was dodging and shrieking, its eyes glowing.

“Ink Jade.” Shen Xihe stood at the courtyard’s edge.

Ink Jade flashed to the old banyan tree, deflecting an incoming stone with her still-sheathed sword before stepping forward to pick up the blood-stained creature.

The children were all afraid of adults, especially having been warned these were noble guests who couldn’t be offended. Seeing Ink Jade and Shen Xihe, they didn’t follow.

“Princess, what creature is this?” Ink Jade held the bleeding, struggling little thing.

Like a cat but not a cat, similar to a civet but not a civet – Ink Jade had never seen such an animal.

“Go wash it and treat its wounds.” Shen Xihe, being fastidious, didn’t want to touch or even approach the creature while it was so dirty.

Knowing Shen Xihe wanted to keep it, Ink Jade’s attitude toward it improved, though the little thing’s claws were sharp and it tried to resist, thinking she meant harm. Its struggles in Ink Jade’s hands were futile, and after she cleaned it up, she brought it to Shen Xihe.

The cleaned and dried creature was presented to Shen Xihe. Its fur resembled a leopard’s, vibrant in color with clear markings and soft, fine hair – it was an endearing little thing. Shen Xihe reached out to pet it.

The little creature crouched low, flashing its sharp claws the instant Shen Xihe’s hand came near. However, before it could harm her, Ink Jade’s hand caught it by the neck, causing it to emit “woo woo woo” cries.

A round, delicate fingertip tapped the little thing’s head as Shen Xihe asked: “Have you learned your lesson?”

The little creature continued crying “Woo woo woo,” and Shen Xihe raised her eyes to give Ink Jade a look. Ink Jade released her hold.

The little thing lay on the table, not daring to move.

Shen Xihe lifted it by the neck, looking at its underside where there was a swollen pouch: “Go to the carriage and bring the box next to the incense set.”

This was a civet cat, a nocturnal animal. Judging by the wounds on its legs, it had likely fallen into a trap and barely escaped, ending up in the village where playing children surrounded it. Like cats, its eyes glowed at night, causing the children to see it as something strange they needed to eliminate.

Civet cats have scent glands that produce civet musk, an extremely precious and rare substance.

Civet musk could not only be used in medicine for pain relief and calming the spirit, but also for opening meridians, penetrating muscles and bones, and reducing swelling.

When used in perfumery, it could make fragrances rich, mellow, and long-lasting, while also helping prevent plague.

Ink Jade brought the tools, and Shen Xihe had her hold up the civet’s tail and grip its hind legs while she opened its scent gland and gently squeezed out the musk.

At first, the civet cat struggled fiercely, making sharp, piercing cries, but feeling Shen Xihe’s gentle touch, it became docile. After extracting the musk, she carefully applied glycerin to the area.

Having had its glands expressed without pain and now feeling comfortable, the civet cat lay prone, eyes half-closed as if enjoying itself.

Shen Xihe stored away the musk and washed her hands, returning to find the little thing curled up in place, clearly intending to stay.

“Very well, I’ll keep you for a few days.” She could collect musk every three days.

The little thing was seriously injured – if released now, it couldn’t hunt or climb trees for wild fruits, and would likely starve to death.

Shen Xihe had just settled down to sleep when the civet cat ran over, actually trying to stay beside her.

“Don’t push your luck.” She tapped its head and tossed it off the bed.

The civet cat landing on the ground whimpered once but didn’t jump up again.

After sleeping for about two hours, sharp arrows suddenly shot into Shen Xihe’s room, frightening the civet cat into whimpering and jumping back onto her bed.

Shen Xihe slowly opened her eyes, her soft hand resting on the civet cat’s back, gently stroking it while ignoring the incoming arrows.

The bed faced away from the window, and those who could aim arrows at the bed from their ambush positions were all her people.

After several arrows shot in, white mist leaked from the bamboo tubes attached to them – sleeping smoke.

“Crude datura fragrance.” Shen Xihe’s brows furrowed slightly; she strongly disliked poorly made things.

“Ink Jade…”

“Help! Save me!”

Just as Shen Xihe was about to give instructions to Ink Jade, a sharp cry split the night sky, instantly lighting up lanterns throughout the village.

Shen Xihe closed her eyes, appearing expressionless but extremely annoyed.

About the time it takes to burn a stick of incense later, Ink Jade returned from outside: “A poisonous snake crawled into Young Master Guo’s room, giving him a fright.”

“And those people?” Shen Xihe asked though she knew the answer.

“Young Master Guo’s cry scared them away,” Ink Jade replied.

After all, they had only intended to use sleeping medicine to deal with Shen Xihe quietly. Guo Daoyi’s cry woke the entire village of four or five hundred people.

Were they supposed to silence the entire village?

Massacring four or five hundred villagers would certainly trigger an official investigation.

“Meddlesome.” Shen Xihe’s voice carried night’s chill.

In Luoyang he had disguised himself as an Embroidered Messenger to interrupt her plans, last night he interfered again disguised as a scholar, and tonight he timed a cry perfectly.

The first attempt brings vigor, the second wanes, and the third exhausts.

Xiao Changqin would surely withdraw now, as he didn’t need her dead. Such consistent bad luck would make him feel uneasy.

The closer she got to the capital, the harder it would be for Xiao Changqin to act.

She had originally planned to make a bigger scene, making her position clear so she wouldn’t have to deal hypocritically with the Xiao family once she reached the capital.

Yet this person of unknown background repeatedly interfered. He didn’t seem to be helping Xiao Changqin, and Shen Xihe’s anger stemmed from not understanding his purpose.

“Princess, should this servant…”

“Rest now.” Shen Xihe closed her eyes.

Her body was weak and needed proper rest. When daylight came, she would make him suffer a bit.

Shen Xihe quickly fell asleep. Not far away in another small courtyard, Guo Daoyi took a few sips of tea to soothe his throat: “Tian Yuan, quickly pack the luggage, we’re leaving immediately.”

“Master, in the middle of the night…” Tian Yuan, also in disguise, looked at the dark sky outside.

“If we don’t leave now, your master will be in big trouble tomorrow.” A trace of amusement flashed in Guo Daoyi’s eyes.

Chapter 25: All Flowers Die, Only I Survive
“Master, you saved the Princess, how could she…” Tianyuan asked, puzzled.

“Why would she need my savings?” Guo Daoyi rose unhurriedly, staring at Tianyuan who was packing their belongings. “Her traveling alone was using herself as bait. Old Five has been clever all his life, yet he completely misunderstood this Princess’s temperament…”

After a pause, Guo Daoyi gave a short laugh: “Perhaps he knew but didn’t care. People truly shouldn’t be driven mad. Our master has already forcibly driven one son insane. How interesting, truly interesting. We must hurry back to the capital – how could such a grand show begin without me?”

Thus, when Shen Xihe rose at dawn, she learned that Master Guo Daoyi and his servant had departed in the night, claiming they were too frightened by snakes to stay.

Frightened by snakes?

Was he calling her a venomous beauty?

Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward: “Very well.”

The rest of the journey proceeded without incident. Shen Xihe, accompanied by the spirit cat, entered Shang Prefecture after nine days, with five more days needed to reach the capital.

The spirit cat’s wounds had healed, and Shen Xihe had collected incense from it three times. This day, passing through rolling mountains and forests, Shen Xihe released it back into the mountains. The little creature was reluctant to leave, repeatedly turning back to look at her.

“Go on, you belong to this wilderness.”

Shen Xihe only liked growing flowers and plants, not raising living creatures, finding them too noisy.

Moreover, these beings weren’t meant to be domesticated. She knew that noble ladies in the capital had recently taken to keeping cats, but to Shen Xihe, such confinement was an erasure of their natural essence.

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that after leaving Shang Prefecture, she would encounter the little creature again. It had traveled for two days and two nights, seemingly attached to her.

Its eyes were round and moist as it circled Shen Xihe. She shooed it away several times, but it kept following.

The last time, it even came with an injury – one paw deeply cut to the bone.

Even with Shen Xihe’s cold heart, she was moved by such persistence: “This is your own choice. If you want to follow me, then follow.”

Arriving at the capital’s outskirts with the spirit cat, they successfully met with Mo Yuan and the others. Mo Yuan’s soul finally settled upon seeing Shen Xihe.

“Princess, Princess, what kind of cat is this?” Hong Yu was fascinated by the creature that looked like a fox and a cat wearing leopard fur.

However, the little creature was very aloof – besides Shen Xihe, it wouldn’t even let Mo Yu get close, let alone touch its fur.

Hong Yu could only look on longingly.

“A stray cat I picked up on the road,” Shen Xihe glanced at it. “It refused to leave, so I brought it back to keep you all entertained.”

“Princess, have you named it?” Bi Yu also loved furry animals.

“Name it?” Shen Xihe hadn’t thought about this at all, but since it was mentioned, she stroked the creature’s neck. “I heard the Crown Prince has returned to the capital?”

“Yes, with the Empress Dowager’s birthday approaching, His Majesty ordered preparations at Furong Garden months ago. The Crown Prince returned with the Empress Dowager, and his coming-of-age ceremony will be held after her birthday celebration,” Bi Yu replied.

“Hmm.” Shen Xihe responded faintly, her gaze falling on the spirit cat enjoying her caresses. “Call it Short-Life.”

“Ah?” Hong Yu and Bi Yu exclaimed in unison.

No one had ever given their pet such a name.

They didn’t want to overthink it, but why had the Princess asked about the Crown Prince before naming the cat?

This ‘Short-Life’…

“Short-Life.” Shen Xihe ignored the maids’ reactions and called softly. The spirit cat responded with a sound.

From then on, it was called Short-Life.

The deeper meaning wasn’t something for servants like them to ponder. Bi Yu cleverly changed the subject: “Princess, the two shops have been cleared out and arranged according to your instructions. What business will you conduct there?”

Shen Xihe had sent them ahead to the capital with a task: to prepare two shops inherited from her birth mother. One was in An Yi Ward, the other in Huai Yuan Ward.

An Yi Ward was before the East Market, Huai Yuan Ward before the West Market – excellent locations for business.

“Opening incense shops,” Shen Xihe was satisfied with their efficiency. “Have Mo Yuan select some clever, articulate people to contact incense merchants in Nanhai Commandery. Rinan Commandery has an incense market, and Zhuya Commandery has an Incense Isle. Give each person one hundred gold pieces to purchase large quantities of incense materials, regardless of type.”

“One hundred gold pieces?” Bi Yu managed Shen Xihe’s finances. Though three hundred gold pieces were a considerable sum, it wouldn’t strain Shen Xihe’s resources. But how much incense could be purchased with three hundred gold pieces?

“One hundred gold pieces.” Shen Xihe nodded calmly.

“Yes.” Bi Yu withdrew to make arrangements.

“Princess, what shall we name our incense shops?” Hong Yu was in charge of shop renovations.

“Name?” Shen Xihe strongly disliked naming things, but she also disliked others naming her possessions.

Her fingers stroked Short-Life’s soft fur as she raised her elegant eyebrows: “Du Huo, Du Huo Tower.”

“Du… Huo?” Hong Yu was dumbfounded.

Looking at Short-Life lying on Shen Xihe’s lap, first Short-Life and now Du Huo, it was really…

“Princess, Du Huo sounds so inauspicious,” Hong Yu truly didn’t understand why the Princess chose such strange names.

“When all flowers die, only I survive.” Shen Xihe’s eyes, deep as black jade, flickered, her gaze shallow. “How is that inauspicious?”

“Uh…”

Hearing it this way, Hong Yu suddenly felt it had an inexplicable power. The Princess carried an edge, like a prince returning victorious from battle. Hong Yu liked it: “It sounds good, Du Huo Tower is perfect.”

Bi Yu returned just in time to hear this and cast a glance at the slow-witted Hong Yu before stepping forward to ask quietly: “Princess, Du Huo is unique. Many will surely ask about its meaning in the future.”

They couldn’t just repeat the Princess’s words to everyone who asked – wouldn’t that offend everyone?

“What’s wrong with speaking directly?” Shen Xihe showed no concern.

Bi Yu looked ready to cry: “Princess…”

“Alright, I won’t tease you.” Knowing Bi Yu was considering her interests, Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Du Huo can heal as medicine and blend as incense.”

Bi Yu sighed in relief: “Princess, when will Linglong be sent to Prince Kang’s mansion?”

Linglong had been handed to Mo Yuan and tortured according to Shen Xihe’s instructions but was not yet dead.

“Tonight.”

Previously not wanting additional complications, Shen Xihe had instructed them to wait before sending the person over. Now that she had returned, it was time to let Prince Kang’s household know: that Shen Xihe had arrived.

“Tomorrow when we enter the capital, will the Princess stay at the Prince’s mansion or the Princess’s residence?” Bi Yu asked.

In the capital, there was Shen Yueshan’s prince’s mansion and also the princess’s residence specially bestowed upon Shen Xihe by Emperor Youning.

However, the prince’s mansion had a concubine forced upon Shen Yueshan by Emperor Youning – this concubine was the legitimate daughter of Prince Kang’s household, Emperor Youning’s cousin.

Chapter 26: Metamorphosis
The Northwestern Prince’s Mansion and Prince Kang’s Mansion had formed a deadly feud fourteen years ago.

Fourteen years ago, Shen Yueshan entered the capital by imperial decree to receive rewards. No one expected the imperial wine would be drugged.

Initially, thinking Shen Yueshan was merely unable to handle his alcohol, he was graciously permitted to rest in the palace. It was then that Lady Xiao snuck into his sleeping quarters.

Defiling the palace chambers and violating the emperor’s cousin, Prince Kang’s legitimate daughter.

Emperor Youning was furious. If not for the Empress Dowager discovering someone had drugged Shen Yueshan – that Lady Xiao herself had bribed palace servants to tamper with the imperial wine – Shen Yueshan might have been imprisoned.

Even so, the royal family needed to save face. How could Emperor Youning let his cousin become a concubine? Yet the fault lay with Lady Xiao. With the Empress Dowager mediating justice and pressure from the royal clan, they wanted Shen Yueshan to marry Lady Xiao as an equal wife.

Shen Yueshan could only suppress his disgust and agree. When news reached the Northwest, the Northwestern Princess Consort, pregnant with Shen Xihe, was so shocked she went into premature labor at eight months. After a difficult delivery, she gave birth to the sickly Shen Xihe before passing away.

Shen Yueshan immediately entered the palace, surrendering his Northwestern military authority, insisting on mourning his wife, and refusing to marry Lady Xiao.

Coincidentally, the Turks beyond the Northwest invaded at this time. Emperor Youning had no choice but to reprimand Lady Xiao and Prince Kang’s household, while greatly honoring the Northwestern Princess Consort and the barely-surviving Shen Xihe.

Finally, Shen Xihe was granted a fief of three thousand households with the status of a national princess, becoming Princess Zhaoning. The character “ning” in her title demonstrated imperial favor.

Shen Yunan was named heir, and Lady Xiao remained in the capital, forbidden from ever setting foot in the Northwest.

Only then did Shen Yueshan accept the urgent mission, once again leading troops to pacify the Northwestern frontier.

No one expected Lady Xiao would be diagnosed with pregnancy two months later, giving birth to Shen Yueshan’s only illegitimate daughter – Shen Yingruo – after ten months.

With a father who was the powerful Northwestern Prince and a mother who was a legitimate princess from a prince’s mansion, an uncle who was the current emperor, she should have been nobility equal to a princess. Yet her illegitimate status made things extremely awkward.

In recent years, Shen Yingruo studied alongside the Fourth Princess in the palace. Due to her cleverness and intelligence, Emperor Youning favored her and granted her the title of County Princess, somewhat improving her situation.

Prince Kang’s household not only bore a deadly grudge against Shen Xihe but also hatred for her mother’s death!

“The Princess’s residence,” Shen Xihe disliked crowds. “Have people purchase more flowers, plants, and trees.”

“Yes.” Bi Yu withdrew to make arrangements.

Feeling tired, Shen Xihe took a short nap with Hong Yu attending her. Upon waking, Hong Yu informed her that Xie Yunhuai had arrived.

Over half a month, Xie Yunhuai had figured out some approaches, though without practice he couldn’t be certain. But with only one Bone-Shedding Pill, he couldn’t randomly experiment on people. Hearing of Shen Xihe’s arrival, he came to seek her guidance.

“I will take it myself,” Shen Xihe said calmly.

“Princess, please reconsider.” Xie Yunhuai disapproved of Shen Xihe testing the medicine on herself.

“This is the only pill, and I have but three to five years to live. Better to take the risk.” Shen Xihe insisted.

“Princess, though this medicine isn’t greatly harmful, it has strong fire and drying properties. I suggest taking it with snow water,” Xie Yunhuai said carefully, knowing he couldn’t dissuade her. “One wine cup of snow water, half qian of the Bone-Shedding Pill. Princess should take it once, and I’ll check your pulse for several days before making further decisions.”

The Bone-Shedding Pill contained many strengthening medicines. Though the Bai Tou Weng was brilliantly formulated, Shen Xihe was a cold and weak woman. Xie Yunhuai was extremely cautious, prescribing half qian as the minimum effective dose, treating her as a child.

Snow water was easily obtained – many tea houses collected winter snow water, which could be bought with money.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to order Hong Yu to buy some, Xie Yunhuai lifted a small wine jar: “This is white plum snow water I’ve stored. Princess, if you wish to take the medicine, use this.”

“Thank you.” Shen Xihe didn’t refuse. While Xie Yunhuai was present, she poured a cup and scraped about half qian of the Bone-Shedding Pill. Without even furrowing her brow, she first held the medicine in her mouth, then drank the cup of ice-cold snow water in one gulp.

As the bone-chilling snow water slid into her body, Shen Xihe felt her hands and feet grow cold, yet the pill entering her body felt like a burning fire.

In an instant, Shen Xihe felt ice and fire warring within her body. Her face, already paler than most, lost all color.

Fine beads of sweat seeped from her forehead. Though in extreme pain and discomfort, she gritted her teeth, closed her eyes, and endured without a word.

“Doctor Qi, can the Princess endure this?” Hong Yu watched with tears in her eyes.

Xie Yunhuai’s expression was grave as he held Shen Xihe’s pulse, monitoring its changes, his other hand gripping silver needles, ready to apply acupuncture if needed.

Shen Xihe’s pulse changes were unusual, sometimes barely detectable, sometimes strong and full, causing Xie Yunhuai’s brows to gradually furrow.

Unable to withstand the violent clash of ice and fire, Shen Xihe collapsed onto the table with a thud.

“Princess!” Hong Yu and Bi Yu were shocked, while Mo Yu and Zi Yu guarding outside rushed in.

Xie Yunhuai pressed his lips together, preparing to apply needles.

Catching the cold glint of the needle from the corner of her eye, Shen Xihe spoke weakly and with difficulty: “I… can… endure…”

Veins stood out on Shen Xihe’s forehead and the back of her hand from pain, her pale lips tinged with blood, yet she still gritted her teeth to endure.

Xie Yunhuai held her wrist. Though her pulse was chaotic, it was gradually steadying. Using needles now would undo everything.

“Handkerchief, give the Princess something to bite on,” Xie Yunhuai commanded.

Bi Yu quickly took out a clean handkerchief, folded it, and handed it to Shen Xihe, who was trembling all over in pain but closed her eyes.

She could also feel the painful sensation slowly diminishing. Having endured the worst of it, she could withstand the rest.

She had a premonition that if taking the Bone-Shedding Pill this way proved effective, she would have to endure such suffering each time she took it in the future. If she didn’t steel herself now, she would develop fear later.

Xie Yunhuai saw her reject the handkerchief and sighed inwardly, a trace of pity crossing his eyes.

Though she was one of the most precious people in the world, where ordinary young ladies would fuss for ages over pricking themselves with an embroidery needle, she was so frail and had grown up so pampered, yet could endure such torment. He couldn’t help but see her in a new light.

For half an hour, Shen Xihe endured the pain before fainting after it subsided.

When she awoke, lanterns were just being lit. Opening her eyes, she saw Hong Yu and Zi Yu with their rabbit-like eyes, warming her heart slightly.

“Princess, let’s not take the Bone-Shedding Pill anymore, alright? When Sister Zhenzhu returns, we’ll surely find another way,” Zi Yu said chokingly while helping Shen Xihe sit up.

“Haven’t I made it through?” Shen Xihe’s face was still pale, her voice gentle. “I too wish that one day I can gallop across the grasslands with father and elder brother, racing with the wind, chasing the sun.”



Chapter 27: Another Identity Revealed
The maids’ eyes all reddened simultaneously, remembering countless times when Shen Xihe stood on the city walls, watching the Northwestern noble ladies riding horses, stirring up the desert’s yellow sand, lost in thought for long periods.

Bi Yu quickly ran out of the room, rushing to Mo Yuan: “Send Linglong over immediately, and put several venomous snakes in the vat!”

She hated everyone in Prince Kang’s household. If not for Lady Xiao’s shamelessness, how could the Princess Consort have gone into premature labor? How could the Princess be so weak? Why would she need to suffer today’s torment?

“Is the Princess alright?” Mo Yuan, being a man, couldn’t enter, but he knew everything about Shen Xihe.

“The Princess is fine.” After answering, Bi Yu curtsied slightly and left.

Shen Xihe woke late. By the time Zi Yu carefully prepared medicinal congee and brought it to her, it was already deep night.

As all was quiet, while Shen Xihe was leisurely eating her medicinal congee, a piercing scream came from Prince Kang’s mansion in the city.

The sound came from the Old Madam’s chambers. Prince Kang’s mansion suddenly lit up entirely, even disturbing people in neighboring courtyards, who inevitably sent servants to inquire.

When Prince Kang arrived at the Old Princess’s courtyard with his wife and children, they found the duty maid and Old Princess who had fainted from fright, and a horrifying vat with a bloody head protruding.

The mansion instantly fell into chaos. Prince Kang ordered guards to lift the vat, but it cracked open, releasing several venomous snakes that bit his eldest legitimate son in their frantic slithering.

Prince Kang immediately reported to authorities. Only after calming down did they recognize the nearly unrecognizable person as Linglong!

By then, the Capital Prefecture’s magistrate had personally arrived with his men, and even the Chief Minister of the Court of Judicature, whose office was just a street away from Prince Kang’s mansion, came upon hearing the news.

It was too late for Prince Kang to cover up this incident…

Shen Xihe slept soundly through the night, waking up feeling refreshingly comfortable – a sensation she’d never experienced before.

In the morning, she unusually ate millet soup and wheat cakes, moving Zi Yu to tears of joy.

She had learned culinary skills for the Princess, but the Princess had never eaten much, leaving her skills unused.

The maids were all delighted by Shen Xihe’s increased appetite. Xie Yunhuai came early to check her pulse.

“Princess’s pulse is somewhat stronger than usual. Though the change isn’t great, there are signs of improvement.” Xie Yunhuai also felt relieved. Thankfully, Shen Xihe was alright – he had worried all night.

Shen Xihe noticed the dark circles under his eyes: “Thank you for your trouble.”

“Princess…”

“Princess, the Deputy Minister of the Court of Judicature requests an audience.” Just as Xie Yunhuai was about to say something, Bi Yu came hurriedly to announce.

“Deputy Minister of the Court of Judicature?” Shen Xihe was puzzled.

If Emperor Youning were sending someone to receive her, it should be someone from the Ministry of Rites. The Court of Judicature handled criminal cases – she hadn’t even entered the city, how could she be involved in a legal matter?

“Show him in.”

With official business at hand, Xie Yunhuai naturally had to withdraw.

If nothing else, this dynasty produced abundant talent, with countless brilliant young men.

The Deputy Minister of the Court of Judicature, a fourth-rank official wielding real power, stood before her. He was barely over twenty, wearing crimson official robes with a silverfish pouch at his waist and official boots. Tall and slender with handsome features, he was a dignified young gentleman who rarely smiled.

Deputy Minister Cui Jinbai was the legitimate son of the Cui family’s third branch, a child prodigy who had made his name throughout the capital at sixteen.

Six years ago, two events shocked the capital – one was Xie Yunhuai cutting ties with his family, and the other was Cui Jinbai achieving the three highest imperial examination honors.

Though only twenty-two this year, he had already served as an official for six years. After leaving the Hanlin Academy, he first entered the Ministry of Personnel, exposing the Rouge Case, and was just transferred to the Court of Judicature this year.

Young yet already a new noble, favored by the emperor and from a prestigious family. However, he remained unmarried, making him the most desirable son-in-law in the eyes of noble matriarchs.

“This official Cui Jinbai greets the Princess.” Cui Jinbai performed a formal bow.

His back was straight, his figure proportionate, every movement displaying the elegant refinement of a noble son.

With Shen Xihe enjoying the treatment of a national princess, Cui Jinbai, as Deputy Minister, naturally had to perform a grand courtesy.

“Minister Cui is too formal.” Shen Xihe raised her hand slightly, then asked as Cui Jinbai rose, “What brings Minister Cui here so early?”

“If the Princess will allow me to report.” Cui Jinbai maintained an official demeanor. “Last night, someone entered Prince Kang’s mansion under the pretense of delivering kitchen waste, bringing a vat containing a person who had been tortured. The Capital Prefecture and Court of Judicature have verified this person as Linglong – the runaway slave the Princess was pursuing in Linxiang County.”

“Oh?” Shen Xihe expressed slight surprise. “My runaway slave disappeared for months, yet just as I reach the capital’s outskirts, someone delivers her to Prince Kang’s mansion. Why there?”

Cui Jinbai lowered his head slightly: “This official came to inquire about matters concerning Linglong, hoping for the Princess’s cooperation. Prince Kang’s Old Madam hasn’t awakened from shock, and his eldest son lies unconscious from snake bites. One misstep could cost two lives.”

“Is that so?” Shen Xihe’s tone remained neutral. “Bi Yu, please explain everything to Minister Cui.”

Shen Xihe didn’t particularly want to deal with this Deputy Minister. In their youth, they had crossed paths at many banquets, though due to gender separation, they had only exchanged formal greetings when elders were present.

But she knew Cui Jinbai was rigid and serious.

Leaving Bi Yu behind, just as Shen Xihe was about to pass by Cui Jinbai, she halted her steps.

Among the heart-penetrating winter plum fragrance, there was a very faint trace of agarwood, causing her to suddenly look at Cui Jinbai.

Cui Jinbai maintained his politely distant posture, standing straight but with his head slightly bowed. He was so tall that Shen Xihe couldn’t see his face, only his smoothly contoured jaw.

Cui Jinbai became an official at sixteen and had to serve every day except holidays – how could he have gone to Mount Heng, and when did he have time to appear in Luoyang?

A coincidence?

No, absolutely not!

Although Shen Xihe hadn’t previously had such a keen sense of smell or known Cui Jinbai’s perfume preferences, he wasn’t someone who would use agarwood fragrance.

Noble families were refined, with deep hundred-year traditions, but didn’t indulge in pleasure. Especially someone like Cui Jinbai with his upright character – he was particularly strict with himself, believing in ancestral rules. Winter plum fragrance would suit his personality and status!

Very well – not only could he infiltrate the Embroidered Uniform Guard, but also the Court of Judicature, moving freely in both civil and military circles.

To think such a capable person existed in the capital, and she had never noticed!

Shen Xihe gave a short, meaningful laugh before gracefully departing.

Returning to the back courtyard, she immediately summoned Mo Yuan: “Go investigate where Cui Jinbai is.”

“Minister… Minister Cui…” Mo Yuan turned his head in confusion to look at the outer courtyard. “Isn’t Minister Cui currently questioning Bi Yu?”

“That’s not Cui Jinbai. Go find him now, you must find him!” Shen Xihe ordered.

Once they found Cui Jinbai, she would expose this impostor.

Chapter 28: The Softening Turmeric Incense
An hour later, Mo Yuan searched everywhere but found no second Cui Jinbai, making him wonder if Shen Xihe was overthinking.

In the capital, under the Emperor’s feet, who would dare impersonate a government official, let alone the Deputy Chief Minister of the Court of Judicature, a rank four official!

“Your Highness, I’ve made inquiries. Today, Deputy Minister Cui went from his home to the Court of Judicature for roll call, then rode straight to the courier station,” Mo Yuan reported cautiously. “Calculating the distance and time, Deputy Minister Cui should have made the journey without any delays.”

This meant he couldn’t have been switched en route, especially since he had two Court officials accompanying him.

Unless he had been replaced at home – but who would dare be so brazen?

Shen Xihe listened with a calm expression. She had anticipated this outcome even before Mo Yuan went searching.

This man was certainly no careless individual. Since he had come, he must have made thorough preparations.

“Mo Yu.” Shen Xihe called out, and when Mo Yu entered, she asked, “Is he still questioning people?”

“Yes,” Mo Yu answered. “Zi Yu, Hong Yu, and Bi Yu were all summoned for questioning, as well as the servant girls.”

“What did he ask about?” Shen Xihe felt she had guessed the purpose behind this person’s impersonation of Cui Jinbai.

He was trying various ways to learn about her, but he would be disappointed.

Shen Xihe was no longer the same Shen Xihe as before.

“He asked how Lingling usually served Your Highness, how Your Highness treated Lingling, how much Lingling knew about Your Highness…” Mo Yu recounted truthfully, including how she had answered everything.

Indeed, while seemingly inquiring about Lingling, every question was actually about her. Even the sharp-witted Bi Yu and others hadn’t noticed.

Lingling was, after all, her personal maid, so it was natural that she was involved in everything. This Deputy Minister asked in such an official manner that no one would think twice about it.

By now, he had learned Shen Xihe’s temperament thoroughly from her four maids, under the guise of investigating Lingling’s matter.

Shen Xihe’s eyes, seeming to hold a faint mist, gazed outside at the golden yellow flowers blooming in layers around the straight, sturdy pines. She fell into deep thought.

Why was this person going to such lengths to learn about her?

If it was for the Bone-Melting Pills, he shouldn’t be acting now, nor should he use such methods, and he wouldn’t have given her the Immortal’s Sash.

But besides the Bone-Melting Pills, there were no other connections between them.

What was his true purpose?

“Your Highness, Deputy Minister Cui is taking his leave,” Just as Shen Xihe was pondering this person’s motives, Hong Yu came to report.

“Go invite Deputy Minister Cui over, tell him I have some doubts I’d like him to clarify.”

Shen Xihe instructed Hong Yu, then had Mo Yu close all the windows. She changed the incense in the delicate burner, covered it well, and placed it on the table. She then lifted the beaded curtain and entered the inner chamber, sitting on the soft couch, leaning against its edge.

When Cui Jinbai entered the inner chamber, he saw Shen Xihe through the beaded curtain, supporting her head with one hand, looking somewhat weak as she leaned against the bedpost. “Your Highness.”

“All of you withdraw, I have some words to speak privately with Deputy Minister Cui.” Shen Xihe instructed Mo Yu and the others, then covered her mouth with a handkerchief and coughed several times.

Cui Jinbai watched as everyone withdrew and even closed the door.

Just as he was feeling suspicious, Shen Xihe spoke softly: “My body is weak and cannot withstand drafts, I hope Deputy Minister Cui understands.”

Everyone of rank in the entire capital knew that Shen Xihe was frail – all due to the karma of Prince Kang’s mansion.

“What instructions does Your Highness have? Please speak directly.” Cui Jinbai spoke neither humbly nor proudly.

“Please be seated, Deputy Minister Cui… *cough* *cough* *cough*…” Shen Xihe raised her hand to point at the round wooden table, then covered her mouth and nose with her handkerchief and coughed for a while.

Seeing this, Cui Jinbai clasped his hands in respect before taking a seat at the table.

He happened to sit right next to the incense burner, where wisps of smoke curled up, slowly releasing an extremely faint fragrance.

The scent was subtle and lingering. Cui Jinbai had never smelled it before and took a deep breath without showing it.

“Lingling and I have been mistress and servant for many years…”

Shen Xihe spoke of some past events with Lingling, her tone full of reminiscence and sadness. They were all inconsequential matters, and she would cough every few sentences, rambling on for who knows how long.

Cui Jinbai showed great patience, and since every word of Shen Xihe’s concerned Lingling, and he had come for Lingling’s case, he listened very attentively.

“Deputy Minister Cui comes to the Court of Judicature as Deputy Chief, in charge of interrogations and detailed punishments.” Shen Xihe’s handkerchief lightly covered her lips as she suddenly changed the subject. “I would like to ask Deputy Minister Cui, what punishment should be given to someone who impersonates a government official?”

Cui Jinbai raised his eyebrows slightly and answered seriously: “For impersonating a government official, the punishment depends on their actions. If they imprisoned an official and impersonated them without evil deeds, the punishment ranges from beating with a rod to imprisonment; if they killed an official to impersonate them, regardless of whether they committed evil deeds or not, they should be beheaded.”

“Which category does Deputy Minister Cui fall into?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Cui Jinbai’s expression remained unchanged: “This official doesn’t understand Your Highness’s meaning.”

Shen Xihe slowly rose, her slender, soft fingers passing through the beaded curtain as she took graceful steps forward.

Today she wore a light purple gauze shawl with silver-threaded ruyi patterns draped over her shoulders and trailing to the floor; her off-white long dress with scattered purple daylily flowers was ethereal and elegant. The ornaments at her waist swayed gently as she walked as if dancing with the wind.

“Deputy Minister Cui… are you feeling dizzy?” Her voice was clear and ethereal, like jade stones striking together, pleasing to the ear.

Cui Jinbai raised his head to look at the pearl-inlay flower ornament on her brow.

The pearl was small but lustrous and white, appearing noble and exquisite against the red flower ornament, just like Shen Xihe herself.

Gradually, however, he found that the tiny pearl seemed to have multiple shadows.

His body weakened, and he had to support himself with one hand on the table to avoid falling.

Shen Xihe walked to his side, still covering her mouth and nose with the drug-soaked handkerchief: “It seems my Turmeric Softening Incense works quite well.”

This was Shen Xihe’s first time using the softening incense made primarily from turmeric flowers.

Cui Jinbai turned his head to look at the white Xing kiln porcelain lotus-shaped incense burner beside him, which still emitted thin wisps of smoke, and raised his hand to cover his mouth and nose.

“Beating with rods, imprisonment, beheading.” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on Cui Jinbai through the slowly drifting incense smoke. “Deputy Minister Cui, which do you think suits you?”

“Your Highness, you…”

Shen Xihe couldn’t be bothered with him: “Mo Yu!”

Just as Shen Xihe called out, before Mo Yu could push open the door, Cui Jinbai suddenly sprang up, his figure flashing as he forcefully pulled Shen Xihe into his embrace.

“Release Her Highness!” Mo Yu pushed open the door to see this scene, drawing her sword and pointing it at Cui Jinbai.

“You’re fine?” Shen Xihe couldn’t believe it.

People need to breathe, and when the fragrance enters the lungs there’s no way to resist it. Even if someone were immune to all poisons, they couldn’t escape this!

“I thought Your Highness would come to peel off the skin on my face personally,” Cui Jinbai’s voice changed. “So I put on this act, hoping to amuse Your Highness, and also… have a chance to get close to your fragrance. Alas, Your Highness didn’t give me this opportunity.”

As he spoke the last sentence, he seemed quite regretful.

Chapter 29: Growing More Curious, Growing More Delighted
“Who exactly are you?” Though held captive in Cui Jinbai’s embrace, Shen Xihe remained calm and composed.

Cui Jinbai wouldn’t dare harm her!

“Does Your Highness truly wish to know?” Cui Jinbai lowered his head slightly, asking in an extremely gentle and ambiguous tone near her ear.

“Aren’t you curious how I saw through your identity?” Shen Xihe never allowed herself to be at a disadvantage.

He was curious, extremely curious.

Over these years, he had perfected the art of transformation to such an extent that even those closest to him couldn’t see through it, yet this Princess had guessed correctly every time.

“Your Highness is truly perceptive,” Cui Jinbai spoke languidly. “But I’m unwilling to bargain with Your Highness.”

After a moment’s pause, he drew even closer, his lips almost touching Shen Xihe’s rounded earlobe: “Only because… I’m only honest with my future wife. If Your Highness is willing… ouch…”

Before Cui Jinbai could finish his flirtatious words, a sharp pain shot through his waist and abdomen, and Shen Xihe instantly broke free.

Mo Yu flew forward with her sword drawn. Cui Jinbai flipped the tablecloth, sending objects flying toward Mo Yu. By the time she had deflected these items, Cui Jinbai had vanished.

As Mo Yu was about to give chase, Shen Xihe stopped her: “No need to pursue.”

The others who had been startled also halted their movements.

Shen Xihe touched her wrist, where she wore a white jade and gold bracelet. It was three curved pieces of white jade connected by gold, and the beautifully patterned gold joints were hollow, containing tiny needles. This was crafted by a master that Shen Yun’an had found for her protection.

However, Shen Yun’an had only coated the needles with anesthetic – it would have been better if it were poison…

“Apart from my chambers, in that appearance and wearing official robes, he is the Deputy Chief Minister of the Court of Judicature. Are we to chase and kill a government official in broad daylight?” Shen Xihe glanced at everyone. “Make preparations, we’ll enter the city immediately.”

They should have entered the city earlier, but this person had deliberately delayed them for so long.

Meanwhile, Cui Jinbai had indeed been affected by Shen Xihe’s Softening Incense but had been forcing himself to endure it. Otherwise, how could Shen Xihe’s sneak attack have succeeded so easily?

Fortunately, the incense’s effects weren’t too deep. After running out and taking several deep breaths, a few cycles of breathing exercises cleared it away. However, Shen Xihe’s needle made him increasingly weak and powerless. He barely managed to hold on until reaching the Court of Judicature, heading straight for his hall where he had a private room for handling official business.

As soon as he entered the room, his vision went black, though he managed to close the door.

“Your Highness!” The real Cui Jinbai and Tian Yuan, who had been waiting in the room, were shocked and rushed forward to support Xiao Huayong.

“Your Highness, where are you unwell? I’ll fetch Master Yu immediately…”

“It’s just anesthetic, no need to make a fuss.” Xiao Huayong stopped Tian Yuan, sitting on the bamboo couch. “Remove these official robes from me.”

The anesthetic only made Xiao Huayong’s body numb; his mind remained sharp and clear.

As Cui Jinbai put on the official robes, he heard Xiao Huayong instruct: “The Emperor is waiting for your report. Just truthfully report that Lingling was a spy sent by Prince Kang’s mansion to Princess Zhaoning’s side.”

“Yes.” Cui Jinbai bowed and withdrew – he indeed needed to enter the palace immediately to report to His Majesty.

Earlier this morning, it was the Emperor himself who had inquired about this and ordered him to investigate the matter.

After Cui Jinbai left, Tian Yuan spoke worriedly: “Your Highness, we should still have Master Yu come take a look. Could this anesthetic affect the poison in your body?”

“It’s fine.” Xiao Huayong smiled dismissively. “After all, she’s just a young girl who hasn’t come of age, pure-hearted at her core.”

Such an intricate mechanism, used for self-protection, should rightfully have been laced with deadly poison.

Tian Yuan nearly popped his round eyes out of their sockets.

Your Highness is lying here incapacitated, yet still thinks she’s pure-hearted?

Was something wrong with his brain, or was his master’s eyesight failing?

These thoughts Tian Yuan dared not voice.

He had vaguely noticed that his master treated Princess Zhaoning somewhat differently from others.

Just as he thought this, he heard Xiao Huayong, his eyes like pools of silver light fixed on the ceiling, say: “She’s truly unfathomable.”

Before dawn, he had learned about Prince Kang’s mansion’s affairs even before the one on the Dragon Throne. He knew that Lingling was given to Shen Xihe by Bu Shulin, and had remained in Shen Xihe’s service since.

The Emperor sending Cui Jinbai to investigate was also prompted by his suggestion. He had arrived early, impersonating Cui Jinbai, and as Shen Xihe had guessed, used this matter to openly learn about Shen Xihe’s preferences and temperament from her maids.

He had gotten the information, and he believed the maids hadn’t lied, but the Shen Xihe they described was completely different from the one he had encountered, imagined, and observed.

He had thought he was the only one in this world wearing layers of masks, unfathomable even to those he trusted and was close to.

Unexpectedly, today he had encountered another such person.

“I’m growing more curious, more delighted…” A gentle smile spilled from the corners of Xiao Huayong’s lips.

It’s over, his master was falling hard.

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s spring-like expression, Tian Yuan’s face creased with worry.

“Your Highness, do you really… intend to seek Princess Zhaoning’s hand in marriage?”

“Marriage?” Xiao Huayong hadn’t thought as far as marriage; his earlier comment about the love knot was just to tease Tian Yuan. But after Tian Yuan brought it up, he began to seriously consider the matter.

After careful consideration, he found the idea quite appealing: “Having her as a bride in the Eastern Palace would certainly make this imperial city extremely lively.”

“His Majesty likely won’t approve…” Tian Yuan reminded me in a low voice.

Now that their master had returned from the Taoist temple, marriage would certainly be on the agenda after his coming-of-age ceremony. Rather than being forced to accept someone unsuitable, Tian Yuan also hoped his master could marry someone he truly cared for.

Princess Zhaoning was as beautiful as a celestial maiden – probably unmatched in the entire world. She would be perfect for their master.

But Princess Zhaoning had military power behind her – how could the Emperor allow such a marriage?

“Since when did he gain the right to decide my marriage?” The smile vanished from Xiao Huayong’s face, his ocean-deep eyes turning cold and murderous.

At this time, Shen Xihe’s carriage procession had arrived at Mingde Gate. Passing through this majestic gate would mark her official entry into the capital.

“Make way for the carriage ahead, make way—”

As they stopped at the city gate for the guards to verify their documents, and as Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain to look at the impressive plaque of Mingde Gate, shouts and the sound of galloping horses came from behind.

The commoners lined up behind Shen Xihe’s procession scattered to make way, as if by reflex, clearly accustomed to such situations.

The capital was prosperous, and it had become commonplace for young nobles to ride fine horses, trample flowers while admiring spring, drink a thousand cups of wine, spend money extravagantly, and disregard propriety.

Shen Xihe’s escorts were elite warriors from the northwest. In their eyes, Shen Xihe was the most noble – there was no reason for her to make way for these spoiled young masters.

Seeing that the approaching rider wasn’t even pulling his reins, charging straight at them as if they were enemy troops on a battlefield, one guard leaped up and with a single punch knocked down the horse. The young nobleman atop it crashed to the ground, his head bleeding.

A large group of young lords and ladies quickly arrived behind him, and someone shouted: “How dare you!”

“I can dare even more. Would you like to see it?” Shen Xihe walked forward from behind her carriage, holding a whip.

Chapter 30: The Basil Fragrance
The young lady’s voice was clear and ethereal, instantly drawing everyone’s attention, making them completely overlook the arrogance in her words, finding it utterly captivating instead.

In her white dress and purple shawl with exquisite embroidery, a gauze veil concealing her features, her entire bearing was noble and elegant.

However, in this prosperous dynasty, with merchants frequently coming and going, many imitated the manners of the elite, their entourages even more ostentatious than those of the noble families.

Shen Xihe’s people were dressed simply, and the two palace servants had already been sent back to the palace, so no one recognized them.

Because someone had fallen from his horse and cracked his head, those who had rushed over were furious. Some immediately took the injured person into the city to seek a physician, while others glared at Shen Xihe.

“You lowborn commoners, do you know who you just offended? That was the son of the Northern Garrison Marquis!”

“Why didn’t you make way when told?”

“Why argue with them? Take them to the Capital Prefecture!”

“…”

The angry accusations continued, making it sound as if Shen Xihe had committed some terrible atrocity.

“Silence!” Shen Xihe commanded softly, her whip lashing out to strike the most vocal complainant.

She preferred quiet and despised clamor.

No one had expected Shen Xihe to suddenly take action. Though she was physically weak, she could still wield a whip. The strike left only a faint red mark – no real injury, but it thoroughly trampled the person’s dignity.

“I’ll fight you to the death!” The person struck across the face immediately drew his sword and lunged at Shen Xihe.

These pampered young nobles wore swords merely as decoration. Before he could get anywhere near Shen Xihe, her guard kicked him flying.

Two more young lords charged forward but were just as easily dispatched by Shen Xihe’s guards. Only then did they realize that Shen Xihe was surrounded by capable warriors. They shouted to the city guards: “Commander! Commander! People are fighting at the city gate, beating the descendants of meritorious nobles!”

The gate commander, who had been restrained by Mo Yuan all this time, finally gained his freedom. He waved his hand in frustration, ordering his soldiers forward – but not toward Shen Xihe. Instead, they surrounded the group of noble descendants.

Even before the Third Young Master of the Northern Garrison Marquis’s voice had reached them, he had seen the documents Mo Yuan presented and was about to step forward to pay his respects. But when the unexpected incident occurred, Mo Yuan, following Shen Xihe’s subtle signal, held him back.

Yet these unrestrained young people, accustomed to their swagger, hadn’t noticed anything unusual and had managed to thoroughly offend Shen Xihe.

“This humble officer Sun Jinzhong, Gate Commander, pays respects to Princess Zhaoning.” Sun Jinzhong’s resonant voice rang out, stunning everyone present.

“Commander Sun need not stand on ceremony.” Shen Xihe raised her hand slightly, her gaze falling through the thin gauze onto the now-silent crowd. “I was born in the northwest and have never seen the capital’s prosperity. I’ve long heard of its grandeur, and today, just entering the gate, I’ve truly broadened my horizons. If you all wish to seek justice, there’s no need to go to the Capital Prefecture – why don’t you accompany me to the Court of Judicature instead?”

With that, Shen Xihe turned gracefully and, supported by Hong Yu, mounted her carriage.

“Your Highness, are we going to the Court of Judicature?” Bi Yu glanced back at the group of richly dressed young men and women being forcibly detained by Mo Yuan’s people, wondering how many of the capital’s prominent families were involved.

“Someone has already set up the stage so nicely for me, how could I disappoint them?” Shen Xihe’s eyes were calm and unreadable.

“This…” Hong Yu’s heart skipped a beat – this was deliberately arranged, a trap set for their princess!

“There was a scent of basil on that horse, impossible to resist.” Shen Xihe gently closed her eyes.

Basil was an imported spice, an excellent aromatic that could achieve calming effects when mixed with various herbs and flowers, but could also be used to create contraceptive or aphrodisiac incense.

The Third Young Master of the Northern Garrison Marquis hadn’t intended to charge through – he couldn’t control his horse, which was why he had called for others to make way.

Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed at first, but after the person was thrown off and the horse fell, she walked past and caught the strong scent of basil.

Even then, Shen Xihe hadn’t assumed it was a deliberate plot against her. But among the crowd that followed, there were people stirring up trouble, immediately calling her lowborn commoners – words that would provoke anyone’s displeasure.

The conflict was destined to erupt, with some inciting, others righteously indignant, and the habitually unrestrained growing increasingly angry.

“Who would do this?” Zi Yu was furious – it was too vicious, trying to make their princess offend half the powerful families as soon as she entered the city.

“A woman.” Shen Xihe let out a short laugh through her nose. “In a moment, we’ll change course and go to the prince’s mansion.”

It couldn’t be the work of the princes – they knew Shen Xihe’s people couldn’t be harmed by these decorative warriors.

Such a method, both insidious and indirect, didn’t match the straightforward forcefulness of men.

In this capital, there should only be one woman who hated her – Lady Xiao.

Combined with last night’s events, Lady Xiao must be seething with hatred for her now.

She had wanted to return to the princess’s mansion first to rest before dealing with Lady Xiao, but since Lady Xiao was so eager to present herself, she would oblige!

Leaning against Bi Yu, Shen Xihe rested, gathering her strength to properly handle Lady Xiao.

When the Court of Judicature heard that Princess Zhaoning had arrived with a group of detained noble young lords and ladies, they immediately dropped their paperwork and hurried out to receive her.

“This official Xue Heng pays respects to the Princess.” Even Xue Heng, from the prestigious Xue family and serving as the Minister of the Court of Judicature at the third rank, had to formally bow to Shen Xihe.

“Minister Xue.” Shen Xihe returned a junior’s greeting, appearing very courteous. “I’ve come to report an attempt on my life.”

At Shen Xihe’s words, the young men and women being held by her people stared in shock.

Attempting to harm a princess – with the slightest misstep, it could mean ten years of hard labor!

Xue Heng spotted two members of the Xue family among them and glared at them in anger, but addressed Shen Xihe politely: “Who would dare be so bold? Please tell us what happened, Your Highness. This official will investigate thoroughly and provide you with an explanation.”

“Just now at the city gate, the Third Young Master of the Northern Garrison Marquis’s horse lost control and charged at me. In that situation, I had no way to avoid it. The horse lost control because it was stimulated by basil incense.”

Shen Xihe cast a cool glance at the detained crowd: “They were riding together in a group, yet only the Third Young Master’s horse lost control. The incense must have been applied near the city gate, otherwise more horses would have been affected.”

“Basil incense can make horses lose control?” Xue Heng had never heard of this.

Basil had been introduced less than ten years ago, and few people knew of its effects – which made it convenient for her purposes.

“Minister Xue can try it for himself,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

Chapter 31: Even Frailer Than Her
As befitting his position as Minister of the Court of Judicature, Xue Heng was naturally cautious and immediately sent people to investigate.

Following Shen Xihe’s guidance, results came quickly – basil indeed could make horses lose control.

They also examined the fallen horse, but this proved more difficult to verify – there was no way to prove the presence of basil fragrance on the horse.

Besides Shen Xihe, no one else could smell it now.

Xue Heng immediately sent people to question Ding Jue, the Third Young Master of the Northern Garrison Marquis, who was receiving treatment. Ding Jue himself knew his horse had lost control and was angry at Shen Xihe’s servants for acting without asking questions. Upon hearing the Court officials’ explanation, he calmed down.

He had indeed smelled a peculiar fragrance before his horse lost control. After specifically smelling the basil, he confirmed that although the scent had been blended, it was extremely similar to the fragrance basil emitted.

“Therefore, I have reason to suspect that someone, upon seeing me at the city gate, deliberately tampered with the Northern Garrison Marquis’s Third Young Master’s horse,” Shen Xihe stated, standing in the main hall. Her tone was gentle and unhurried, lacking the anger or accusation typical of a victim. She spoke as casually as if discussing everyday matters.

“Otherwise, why choose this particular moment, neither earlier nor later? If they didn’t know I would be at the city gate, what purpose would there be in drugging the Third Young Master’s horse?”

Indeed, if it hadn’t resulted in a collision with Shen Xihe, even if the horse had trampled several commoners to death, as long as their families accepted compensation, the authorities wouldn’t investigate without a formal complaint.

So tampering with the Third Young Master’s horse would have been meaningless.

If it was merely a prank, wouldn’t it have been simpler to act in the outskirts, causing a fall from the horse or over a cliff?

“Your Highness’s reasoning is sound. Once this official finds evidence…”

“Minister Xue need not trouble himself about evidence. Just bring a basin of clear water,” Shen Xihe interrupted. “I have a powder that when added to water, will cause it to change color if someone who has touched basil comes in contact with it.”

Xue Heng hurriedly followed Shen Xihe’s instructions. When the water was brought, Shen Xihe added the powder and then produced some basil incense. “Minister, you may demonstrate for them.”

Xue Heng was quite eager to try. As someone who managed criminal cases, he was interested in such curious items.

After having medical officials verify that Shen Xihe’s powder was indeed made from basil, he dipped his finger in it and then placed his hand in the water containing Shen Xihe’s powder. Sure enough, a faint red color spread from his fingertips.

“Indeed it works.” Xue Heng was amazed and turned to order, “Line up and put your hands in the water one by one to prove your innocence. Know this: attempting to harm a princess carries a sentence of ten years of hard labor! Using the Northern Garrison Marquis’s household to secretly harm the Western North Prince’s family could even warrant a charge of causing dynastic chaos. This official must report to His Majesty, and then…”

Everyone understood the consequences of causing dynastic chaos without Xue Heng having to explain further. The young men and women turned pale with fright.

Those who were innocent naturally stood tall. Shen Xihe watched as one person maintained a composed expression while continuously rubbing their lowered hands.

Several people had already tested the water with no reaction. Shen Xihe slowly walked past the line of people, confirming she could smell basil on only one person, and gave Mo Yu a signal.

Mo Yu stepped forward and kicked the person down. The sudden action drew everyone’s attention.

“It’s him.” Shen Xihe gestured for Mo Yu to drag him forward and forcibly submerge his violently struggling hands in the water basin. Like with Xue Heng, threads of red spread from his fingertips.

Seeing this, the others stepped back, staring at him in shock.

“It wasn’t me, it wasn’t me! Princess, Minister Xue, it wasn’t me!” The sixteen or seventeen-year-old youth cried, tears streaming down his face.

“If it wasn’t you, why is there basil powder on your hands?” Xue Heng demanded.

“It was him, it was Ding Zhi! Ding Zhi promised me three hundred gold pieces to sprinkle the powder on Ding Jue!” The youth pointed at a tall young man nearby, crying out, “I broke my grandmother’s fragrant jade carving and took it for repairs, but no one could fix it. It needed to be completely recreated, but the fragrant jade is extremely expensive, and with Master Li’s carving fee, it would cost three hundred gold pieces… waaah…”

“You’re spewing nonsense! When did I ever instruct you?” Ding Zhi, the Second Young Master of the Northern Garrison Marquis, remained quite calm.

“But did he personally give you the powder?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Yes.” The youth nodded vigorously, red-eyed. “It was wrapped in paper when he gave it to me.”

“No matter. This powder is extremely fine – anyone who handles it will inevitably get some dust on them,” Shen Xihe said. “Mo Yu.”

Mo Yu stepped forward. Ding Zhi tried to resist but was quickly subdued by Mo Yu, who forcibly pressed his hands into the water.

Everyone craned their necks to look. At first, there was nothing, but soon a faint pink color began to spread.

Faced with irrefutable evidence, Ding Zhi dared not quibble. However, he insisted that he had acted out of hatred for his brother Ding Jue, and that this was an internal matter of their household. He claimed he hadn’t known Shen Xihe would be at the city gate; he had only wanted Ding Jue to be responsible for someone’s death. Even if it could be settled privately, the Marquis would still despise this brother.

“Does ignorance equal innocence?… *cough* *cough* *cough*…”

A hoarse voice sounded from outside the hall. Everyone turned toward the sound.

The crowd parted, and Shen Xihe turned to face the newcomer.

He wore an apricot-white straight-collared wide-sleeved casual robe, with intricate and beautiful embroidery at the collar, cuffs, and hem. At his waist hung a plain white jade pearl-inlaid dragon pattern jade pendant on a leather belt, and his feet were clad in black leather boots. He had a tall, slender figure.

His face, capable of stunning the world, was unusually pale. Below his carefully groomed sword-like eyebrows were particularly gentle eyes, though somewhat lacking in spirit. Below his straight nose were slightly pale lips, giving him a sickly appearance that nonetheless couldn’t mask his otherworldly beauty.

His features were neither harsh nor effeminate. For the first time, Shen Xihe saw in a man’s face a perfect balance of strength and gentleness taken to the extreme. It was as if his face had been meticulously carved from the world’s finest jade by the heavens themselves.

His black hair was bound by a pearl-studded golden crown with coiling golden dragons – a crown that only princes could wear.

She had seen all of Emperor Tianyou’s princes, except for one…

“Paying respects to His Highness the Crown Prince.” Xue Heng hurriedly stepped forward and knelt, while others respectfully followed suit.

“*Cough* *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong seemed to be ill. “No need for formalities…”

She had heard that the Crown Prince was physically weak, but Shen Xihe hadn’t expected him to be even frailer than herself – even speaking seemed to require great effort.

Xiao Huayong approached with the support of his attendants. At his waist hung a particularly unusual jade pendant in the shape of a half-black, half-white taiji, which swayed elegantly with his movements.

As he drew near, a strong, complex medicinal fragrance enveloped Shen Xihe.

“Attempting to harm the Princess, intending to provoke conflict between two houses, is an unforgivable crime.”

In the softest voice, he spoke the weightiest words.

Chapter 32: She Disliked Those Who Were Too Clever
“Your Highness, please forgive me. I was foolish and jealous of my third brother receiving father’s favor, which led to this grave mistake.” Ding Zhi fell to his knees with a thud, repeatedly begging, “Please spare me, Your Highness.”

With his fan-like long eyelashes slightly lowered, Xiao Huayong shifted his gaze, glancing at the person kneeling and pleading before him: “Heh… I am not the wronged party.”

Understanding immediately, Ding Zhi turned to face Shen Xihe and knelt, bowing his head in supplication: “This worthless one was blind to not recognize you. Please show mercy, Princess.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes, her clear pupils looking toward Xiao Huayong. She hadn’t noticed earlier, but now she saw that near the corner of his left eye, close to the edge, there was a tiny black mole, which added a touch of lazy nobility to his appearance.

“The Princess is the wronged party, so it’s up to her to decide,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently.

Like a gentleman of jade, gentle and lustrous.

When he smiled softly, there was an innate elegance that showed through without ostentation.

Shen Xihe was equally direct. After giving Xiao Huayong a slight curtsy to show her thanks, she turned to face Ding Zhi: “I am not one to press my advantage when in the right, but neither am I a fool. If Second Young Master Ding wants my mercy, you must at least speak the truth.”

Ding Zhi’s body stiffened, and he suddenly raised his head to meet her eyes through the screen. They were beautiful, like black obsidian, yet seemed covered by a layer of cold mist, somewhat cold and somewhat unclear.

For some reason, as soon as Ding Zhi met her eyes, he felt as though she could see right through him.

“Princess, every word I speak is true…”

“Ding Zhi.” As Ding Zhi lowered his head and was about to speak through gritted teeth, an attendant beside Xiao Huayong interrupted him, “Think carefully. Your concubine mother and your sisters – without you, and with your attack on the Third Young Master preceding this, how will the Madam of the Marquis treat them?”

One sentence struck at his vital point.

Shen Xihe glanced at this attendant, noting that he didn’t appear to be a eunuch, but rather likely a guard.

Ding Zhi immediately panicked. After a moment of stupefaction, he collapsed to the ground: “This worthless one was presumptuous and offended the Princess.”

Seeing him begin to yield, Shen Xihe’s thoughts turned, and she asked: “Did you know it was me at the city gate?”

Ding Zhi lowered his head: “Yes, I knew.”

“Who informed you?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Ding Zhi was somewhat surprised that Shen Xihe understood his difficult position. He quickly answered truthfully: “It was Chen Jing, Chen Jing from the Xuanping Marquis Manor.”

The Xuanping Marquis Manor.

It was just as she had thought.

The Xuanping Marquis Manor was the maternal family of the Xiao clan. The current Marquis of Xuanping should be the Xiao clan’s cousin, and the Old Madam of the Prince Kang Manor came from the Xuanping Marquis Manor.

“This…” Xue Heng looked toward Shen Xihe with difficulty.

If Ding Zhi said Chen Jing told him about Shen Xihe entering the city today, it implied instigation or helping Ding Zhi plot against Ding Jue, but there would certainly be no evidence. If Chen Jing denied it, there would be no recourse.

“Considering you didn’t succeed in causing great harm, fifty strokes of the rod as a warning – do you accept this punishment?” Shen Xihe asked Ding Zhi.

Ding Zhi immediately straightened his kneeling posture and bowed deeply to Shen Xihe: “This worthless one accepts wholeheartedly and thanks the Princess for the mercy of sparing my life.”

“Minister Xue, is this acceptable?” Shen Xihe turned to ask Xue Heng.

Xue Heng carefully glanced at Xiao Huayong before saying: “The Princess shows kindness in her heart.”

Shen Xihe curtsied to Xiao Huayong: “Zhaoning thanks Your Highness for upholding justice.”

Xiao Huayong extended his long-fingered hand to support Shen Xihe’s delicate one, though while touching her, it seemed more like a gesture of support: “How could we let the Princess, who has traveled a thousand li from the Northwest, suffer any grievance and cool the hearts of the Northwestern soldiers?”

From a certain perspective, Shen Xihe represented the hundred thousand troops of the Northwest, so Xiao Huayong’s words were not excessive.

“The journey has been long and tiring. Please allow Zhaoning to return to the manor first, and I will pay my respects to Your Highness at the Eastern Palace tomorrow,” Shen Xihe spoke gracefully.

“In that case, I shall await the Princess at the Eastern Palace,” Xiao Huayong naturally responded.

Shen Xihe was slightly startled. She had merely spoken politely, yet this prince, despite having an intelligent face, seemed unable to read people’s expressions.

The surprise lasted only a moment. Shen Xihe maintained a peaceful expression without responding, and after curtsying with Biyu and the others, she gracefully departed.

“Princess, His Highness the Crown Prince seems somewhat… attentive to you,” Biyu carefully chose her words after they boarded the carriage.

Somewhat?

Biyu was being subtle. This Crown Prince had publicly supported her, spoken with her, being both gentle and careful.

The way he looked at her, she could see the joy and tenderness in his eyes.

“Meeting for the first time and already acting this way, he must be a lecher,” Ziyu felt that no man in the world was worthy of her Princess!

“Perhaps it’s reciprocation for the earlier evidence?” Hongyu hadn’t seen any lustful intentions in Xiao Huayong’s eyes.

Moyu never participated in such discussions. She sat straight, holding her sword, only responsible for Shen Xihe’s safety.

Shen Xihe didn’t answer them, letting them debate.

“Your Highness, just now…” Tianyuan was anxious to death, “What if the Princess misunderstands you as a frivolous person?”

Tianyuan also felt his master had been too eager, which might make Princess Zhaoning averse, achieving the opposite of what was intended.

Even if one was delighted, one should proceed slowly, letting Princess Zhaoning see clearly what an imposing and brilliant person his master was.

“In the future, don’t be too clever in front of her,” Xiao Huayong instructed in a low voice.

Like the earlier threat to Ding Zhi, Tianyuan shouldn’t have spoken up.

“Ah?” Sensing Xiao Huayong’s warning, Tianyuan was completely unsure where he had erred.

Xiao Huayong smiled gently, raising his sword-like eyebrows: “She doesn’t like people who are too clever.”

Especially for someone to whom she might entrust her life – being too clever would make her feel difficult to deal with, keeping her distance out of respect.

Shen Xihe was unaware that her thoughts had been seen through so clearly by Xiao Huayong. After leaving the Ministry of Justice, she led her grand procession back to the Prince’s Manor.

The Northwestern Prince’s Manor was located in Heshan Ward, directly facing the Vermillion Bird Gate of the Imperial City.

Delayed by the fake Cui Jinbai and the Ministry of Justice, when Shen Xihe’s carriage stopped before the deep courtyard gates of the Northwestern Prince’s Manor, it was already noon.

The manor gates opened, with maids and servants forming two humble rows. The steward led all the household managers to welcome her, drawing many onlookers.

“This old servant greets the Princess,” Steward Shen Qing, over fifty years old with grey-streaked hair, was extremely excited and respectful upon seeing Shen Xihe.

“Uncle Qing, these years have been hard on you,” Shen Xihe comforted Shen Qing.

“Not at all, not at all. This old servant’s duties at the foot of the Imperial City cannot compare to the hardships faced by the Princess, the Prince, and the Young Master in the Northwest,” Shen Qing repeatedly shook his head.

“Paying respects to Elder Sister,” a voice as clear as an oriole’s suddenly sounded beside her.

Shen Xihe saw Shen Yingruo for the first time.

She wore an elegant hanging bun, adorned with two exquisitely carved pure gold hairpins and two light pink hair ribbons, with wisps of hair floating in the breeze at her forehead, appearing refined and otherworldly.

A golden flower ornament between her brows added a touch of nobility and beauty.

Her peach-colored long dress was paired with a light blue silk shawl, delicate and graceful.

Her skin was like congealed cream, and her eyes were bright and beautiful.

Chapter 33: Throwing People Out of the Prince’s Manor
“Rise,” Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over lightly as she lifted her skirts to ascend the steps.

Since harmonious coexistence was impossible anyway, why pretend at sisterly affection?

“Princess, Nuowa Court has been prepared according to the old servant’s instructions days ago. If anything is not to your liking, please tell this old servant…” Shen Qing led Shen Xihe toward the inner chambers while explaining, introducing the manor’s layout along the way.

The Prince’s Manor had quarters for both Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an, with names personally chosen by Shen Yueshan – Nongzhang Court and Nuowa Court respectively.

Nongzhang symbolized the birth of a son, while Nuowa represented the birth of a daughter.

Shen Yueshan had these names hung after Shen Yingruo’s birth, specifically to tell everyone he had only one son and one daughter. In all these years, Shen Yueshan never mentioned Shen Yingruo and Madam Xiao, as if they didn’t exist.

As Shen Xihe walked toward Nuowa Court, two maids approached, curtsied to her, and headed east.

“Stop,” Shen Xihe halted, and Biyu immediately reprimanded the two maids.

The maids stopped and lowered their heads. Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over them before she turned toward the east.

The east was primary, where the main courtyard was located – only the principal wife had the right to reside there.

Standing at the courtyard entrance, Shen Xihe saw servants moving about inside.

She passed through the long corridor to find Madam Xiao in the waterside pavilion, wearing an elaborate high bun with gold hairpins and a heavy formal dress, leisurely scattering fish food.

“This servant pays respects to the Princess.”

Following Shen Xihe, Shen Yingruo gave a light cough, and only then did Madam Xiao’s group notice Shen Xihe. The maids beside Madam Xiao unhurriedly curtsied to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe walked slowly to stand before Madam Xiao, her gaze cold.

Madam Xiao remained unconcerned, completely dismissing Shen Xihe’s presence.

“Who allowed you to live in the main courtyard?” Shen Xihe asked.

Madam Xiao, only in her early thirties with striking features, didn’t even glance at Shen Xihe: “I live here – what can you do about it?”

“Moyu, throw these people out of the courtyard,” Shen Xihe commanded calmly.

“You dare!” Madam Xiao hadn’t expected Shen Xihe would dare treat her this way.

Shen Xihe completely ignored her. Moyu flashed forward to restrain Madam Xiao. When Madam Xiao’s maids and Shen Yingruo’s maids tried to intervene, they were no match for Biyu and the others who had trained in martial arts since childhood.

But unexpectedly, just as Moyu began dragging the shouting Madam Xiao from the pavilion, a shadow darted out from hiding, thrusting a sword toward Moyu.

Moyu kept her focus solely on dragging Madam Xiao. Before the attacker’s sword could reach her across the pond, another long sword intercepted it.

Mo Yuan’s expression darkened slightly as he engaged the guard in combat, moving from the long corridor to the rockery, then from the rockery to the rooftop.

“Elder Sister, please calm down, please give Mother…” Shen Yingruo hurriedly pleaded with Shen Xihe, but before finishing, caught Shen Xihe’s sweeping gaze and realized her mistake. She bit her lip and corrected herself, “Please give Concubine some face. I will certainly persuade her to move out today.”

“Fourteen years – even if we excuse the first ten years of your childhood ignorance of propriety, you’ve had four years,” Shen Xihe shook off her sleeve. “Throw these maids out as well.”

Biyu, Hongyu, and Ziyu didn’t hesitate, following Moyu’s lead in pushing out Madam Xiao’s maids with their arms twisted behind them.

Moyu threw Madam Xiao outside the main courtyard gate, with several maids tumbling to the ground beside her.

The manor servants, especially those who served Madam Xiao, all shrank their necks like quails.

“Shen Xihe, you show no respect for your elders!” Madam Xiao, her hair in disarray, shouted harshly.

“Elder?” Shen Xihe stepped over the threshold, her skirts swaying slightly as she looked down at the woman. “I am Princess Zhaoning, appointed by His Majesty himself, ranked above a Duke. You are merely my father’s concubine. I overlook your failure to curtsy to me, yet you dare speak to me of being an elder?”

“You’re a Princess? I too am a Princess appointed by His Majesty, his direct maternal cousin!” Madam Xiao stood up with her maids’ support, her gaze toward Shen Xihe laced with venom.

“Oh? Is that so.” Shen Xihe nodded in realization. “Moyu, throw them out of the Prince’s Manor.”

“Elder Sister!” Shen Yingruo ran out and called loudly, dropping to her knees before Shen Xihe. “Please calm your anger.”

“Don’t beg me, beg your concubine-mother.” Shen Xihe glanced at her, then looked at the disbelieving Madam Xiao. “By her own words, she is His Majesty’s direct maternal cousin, so she is not of the Shen family.

Since she’s not of the Shen family, yet occupies our family’s principal courtyard, for such a shameless guest who disregards propriety, even if I throw her out of the manor, His Majesty in his wisdom will surely not blame me.”

“Shen Xihe—”

Before Shen Xihe finished speaking, Moyu had already bound Madam Xiao’s hands and carried her toward the main gate.

“Elder Sister, Elder Sister, please show mercy to Concubine Mother just once.” Shen Yingruo knelt, clutching Shen Xihe’s sleeve, her tear-filled eyes full of pleading.

Shen Yingruo was like a good bamboo shoot from poor stock. Shen Xihe had a decent impression of her and didn’t make things difficult: “Think carefully – are you surnamed Shen or Xiao?”

Pulling her sleeve free, Shen Xihe walked toward the outer gate, where Madam Xiao and her maids had already been thrown out.

The Shen Manor faced the Vermillion Bird Gate directly, and the guards there saw everything.

Combined with Shen Xihe’s grand arrival earlier, countless commoners and servants from neighboring official residences had gathered to watch.

They watched as Madam Xiao was thrown out by Shen Xihe, all staring in astonishment, unable to react for quite some time.

“This is our Shen Manor’s concubine, who has occupied the main courtyard for years, which our mistress only discovered upon returning today. When told to move out of the main courtyard, not only did she show no remorse, but she claimed to be more noble than our legitimate mistress.” Ziyu wasn’t one to back down, facing the pointing and muttering crowd with hands on hips, speaking righteously.

At these words, those who didn’t know Madam Xiao’s identity burst into an uproar.

What was a concubine?

Merely a plaything.

In current times, high officials often gifted concubines to each other – concubines were goods to be given away at will.

Yet she dared to shout at legitimate children.

Now no one thought throwing her out was excessive.

“Your… Your Highness… The Princess… she… she…” In the carriage around the corner, Tianyuan stuttered for a long while before managing, “The Princess is quite formidable.”

There were simply no words to describe the Princess’s forceful and fierce handling of the situation.

Though Madam Xiao was a concubine, she was still His Majesty’s maternal cousin, yet she was thrown out of the manor just like that.

He suddenly felt somewhat afraid – if Princess Zhaoning married into the Eastern Palace, would his master dare to take any beauties in the future?

Xiao Huayong was unaware of his confidant’s concerns for his future. His eyes, usually concealing their brilliance, showed waves of admiration and tenderness: “This is just the beginning.”

Just counting how Madam Xiao first used spies to push her off the boat, then tried to harm Shen Xihe at the city gate using her maternal family connections – not even mentioning the grudge between Madam Xiao and Shen Xihe’s mother – these two attempted attacks meant Shen Xihe couldn’t tolerate her.

“Let’s go back to the palace.” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in amusement as he lowered the carriage curtain. “Send people to fetch spring water from Mount Zhongnan, to brew her a proper pot of tea tomorrow when we receive her.”



Chapter 34: Have You Ever Seen Wolves Pack with Dogs? Tigers Walk with Foxes?
The manor gates slammed shut with a bang before Madam Xiao and her maids’ stunned, disheveled faces.

Left outside to be pointed at and whispered about, Madam Xiao, who had never suffered such humiliation in her life, fainted from rage.

Unaware of Madam Xiao’s fainting, Shen Xihe watched as Shen Qing shamefully knelt before her once the gates closed: “This old servant is incompetent. Please punish me, Princess.”

Shen Xihe strode forward and personally helped Shen Qing up: “Uncle Qing, you needn’t blame yourself.”

This was the imperial city. Though Madam Xiao was a concubine, only Shen Yueshan and the Shen siblings had the right to treat her as a servant – Shen Qing could not.

“Elder Sister, it was my fault for failing to properly counsel Concubine Mother. Please let her return – I willingly accept punishment.” Shen Yingruo knelt again before Shen Xihe, hands crossed touching her forehead in deep obeisance.

“Have you heard about Lingrong’s matter?” Shen Xihe asked coolly.

Shen Yingruo remained prostrate for a moment before raising her head, her bright eyes glistening with tears but filled with confusion.

“Biyu, you tell her.” Shen Xihe left Biyu behind and led the others back to Nuowa Court.

Most items had been sent to the Princess’s Manor – she would only stay here briefly, moving to her manor after dealing with Madam Xiao.

The manor servants, frightened by Shen Xihe’s forcefulness, walked more softly.

When Shen Xihe rose from her afternoon rest, Biyu and the others had arranged the luggage and, leveraging Shen Xihe’s intimidating presence, easily learned everything about the manor.

News of her throwing Madam Xiao out had spread throughout the capital, along with the morning’s events at the Ministry of Justice and Lingrong’s matter. In just half a day in the capital, all noble families and aristocrats clearly understood: that Princess Zhaoning was not to be trifled with!

They all warned their spoiled sons and willful daughters to behave properly before Princess Zhaoning.

Shen Xihe remained completely indifferent to how others spoke of her.

Though Shen Xihe didn’t care, Biyu and the others were somewhat anxious. The well-connected manor servants, eager to show loyalty and capability, had already passed this news to them.

“Princess, they’re being indiscriminate. While openly telling their sons and daughters to respect you, they’re secretly encouraging them to isolate you,” Hongyu said carefully while doing Shen Xihe’s hair.

“Isolate?” Shen Xihe’s slender hand held a peony hairpin, the fine gold beads making scattered tinkling sounds as she played with them. “Have you ever seen wolves pack with dogs? Tigers walk with foxes?”

She was not of the same rank as them anyway – why waste time with them?

Better to focus on taking care of herself.

Besides, she preferred solitude.

Hongyu was shocked.

They had all sensed the Princess had changed after Lingrong’s incident. Previously in the Northwest, the Princess had loved lively atmospheres, disliking to be alone as it made her feel like her life was drawing short.

But now…

Handing the hairpin to Hongyu, Shen Xihe’s indifferent eyes met Hongyu’s in the mirror: “This is the capital. I’m not the only princess here – there are others more noble than I.

In the Northwest, my word was law – even if I called a deer a horse, everyone would agree.

In the capital, they only unite against outsiders, digging pits waiting for me to fall in.”

Thinking of the morning’s events, Hongyu shuddered as she fixed the hairpin in Shen Xihe’s black hair, arranging the beaded strings hanging to her eyebrows: “In the future, their calling cards…”

“Reject them all. Say, I’m delicate and cannot bear the wind.” Shen Xihe adjusted her collar and stood.

“Princess, the Crown Prince of Shunan is here…” Shen Xihe had just turned when Ziyu’s voice came from outside, her expression somewhat complicated.

Without asking questions, Shen Xihe walked out of her courtyard to the covered corridor of the main hall, where she saw Bu Shulin in a moon-white turned-collar robe with matching embroidered patterns on the collar and cuffs, his foot planted on a black and blue-faced person.

“Sister Xihe, I’ve caught this bad seed for you.” Bu Shulin kicked the person beneath his foot, making him roll several times.

The person cried out in pain but immediately crawled up to kneel before Shen Xihe: “Princess, I am swine, worse than dogs and pigs…”

Then he kowtowed violently to Shen Xihe, but when he rose his face was ashen with hatred.

“Still unrepentant?” His expression earned him another kick from Bu Shulin, knocking him down again.

Seeming to have internal injuries, he coughed up blood, staining the clean flagstones of the courtyard. Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed.

Bu Shulin immediately caught this, stepping on Chen Jing: “Who told you to spit blood? Clean the ground immediately!”

Chen Jing, though a legitimate son of the Xuanping Marquis Manor, somehow had his weakness in Bu Shulin’s hands and showed no defiance, hurriedly wiping the bloodstains with his clothes.

“Sister Xihe, if you’re not satisfied, feel free to beat him – just leave him breathing.” Fierce and intimidating toward Chen Jing, but gentle and almost fawning when facing Shen Xihe.

“Meow!” Duanming jumped to Shen Xihe’s side at this moment, its tail draped over her foot.

Shen Xihe crouched to pick it up, stroking its fine fur: “Throw him out. Don’t dirty my courtyard.”

“At your command!” Bu Shulin responded loudly, grabbing Chen Jing and truly throwing him out, then dusting off his hands.

This was the second time that day someone had been thrown out of the manor, drawing curious onlookers.

Bu Shulin’s eyes darted: “This scoundrel knew only delicate young ladies were home and climbed the wall, intending mischief!”

Bu Shulin’s preemptive accusation stirred public anger, ignoring how his words might inflame the situation. Some carrying vegetable baskets threw leaves at Chen Jing while cursing.

Bu Shulin turned on his heel and swaggered back into the manor.

Shen Xihe had set out tea and refreshments in the pavilion. Bu Shulin’s eyes lit up as he happily ran in and sprawled down. Shen Xihe placed a bowl of plum drink before him.

Picking it up cheerfully, his lips had barely touched the bowl’s rim when his expression turned solemn. Bu Shulin asked anxiously: “It’s… it’s not poisoned, is it?”

“What nonsense are you speaking? Our Princess is upright and honorable – how dare you slander her!” Ziyu, unaware of what had happened in Luoyang, was angry.

A trace of a smile appeared on Shen Xihe’s lips: “It’s not poisoned. You’ve done nothing wrong.”

Only then did Bu Shulin happily gulp down a mouthful, roughly wiping his mouth afterward: “You’re not annoyed at my meddling this time?”

“I don’t mind your interference, but you needn’t go so far.” Shen Xihe’s clean, slender hands lifted her teacup with elegant, flower-plucking gestures, taking a small sip.

She knew Bu Shulin was taking revenge for her. The grudge between Shen Xihe and the Xuanping Marquis had already been established due to the morning’s horse incident – this additional matter would not change the impossibility of reconciliation.

Bu Shulin understood this too, which was why he was trying to curry favor with Shen Xihe this way.



Chapter 35: I Thought You Weren’t Coming…
In the bamboo grove, autumn winds brought refreshing coolness, while late chrysanthemums bloomed brilliantly and osmanthus flowers layered their fragrance.

Shen Xihe wore a light blue gown, with pink embroidered ribbons floating down from her bustline. Today, she hadn’t applied flower-shaped makeup, but instead wore elegant hairpins, appearing both refined and alluring.

Bu Shulin couldn’t help but prop her tilted head on one hand, gazing admiringly at the beauty: “I’ve seen many well-bred ladies from noble families, graceful and composed, but compared to you, their flowing movements all seem somewhat affected.”

Bu Shulin couldn’t imagine how Shen Xihe, who wasn’t raised as a noble lady, and who couldn’t practice martial arts, could have developed such grace – even with the distinguished tutors Shen Yueshan had invited. Every movement, and every smile naturally exuded elegance.

Previously, Bu Shulin had despised the elaborate ceremonies and customs of the noble families, finding them awkward and tedious. But with Shen Xihe, she realized that noble bearing could be this pleasing to both heart and eye.

Shen Xihe gave her a faint glance.

“Yes, yes, exactly like that,” Bu Shulin’s eyes took on an intoxicated look. “Just one turn of your eyes carries such charm.”

“If possible, I’d rather not be this way,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Bu Shulin thought of how Shen Xihe’s weakness prevented much movement, leaving her to only handle things that required little energy. Feeling somewhat frustrated, she hastily changed the subject, her gaze falling on Duanming beside them: “Your cat is somewhat…”

She almost spoke the truth – this cat was truly the ugliest she’d ever seen.

Though she hadn’t said it aloud, Duanming seemed to sense the disdain. With a meow, it suddenly pounced, unexpectedly scratching Bu Shulin’s hand and leaving three bloody marks.

The scratches were shallow, so Shen Xihe paid them no mind, instead unable to suppress an amused smile.

When the beauty smiled, it was as if a hundred flowers bloomed before one’s eyes, beautifying the romance of nature and intoxicating time itself.

Bu Shulin completely forgot the pain in her hand and unconsciously said: “Sister Xihe, why don’t you marry me?”

Hong Yu and Zi Yu, who knew Bu Shulin was female, widened their eyes, while Mo Yu directly drew his sword and held it to Bu Shulin’s throat.

Shen Xihe gave Mo Yu a look, and only then did he withdraw his sword.

Realizing what she had said, Bu Shulin felt somewhat uncomfortable. She rubbed her nose and said in a playful tone: “Actually, marrying me would be wonderful. I’d take you across the northwestern desert and over plateau valleys, traveling throughout Shu and ancient Dian. We wouldn’t care about all these complications. Whatever you want to do, I could accompany you, protect you, indulge you.”

Shen Xihe paused slightly, lowering her eyes: “Your Highness if you dare ask His Majesty to bestow marriage, I would dare to marry you.”

The atmosphere suddenly stiffened. They both knew this was impossible, not because of Bu Shulin’s female identity.

Rather, if the Shu South Prince’s manor and the Northwestern Prince’s manor were to be joined in marriage, Emperor Youning would surely be unable to eat or sleep in peace. Their wedding day would be the day when the Northwest and Shu South would have no choice but to rebel for self-preservation.

Seeming to think of something, Bu Shulin picked up the newly filled teacup, her gaze turning slightly cold as she threw her head back and drank it all: “People only speak of how wonderful power is, yet don’t realize that we who are trapped within power are all pitiful creatures.”

Shen Xihe rolled up her sleeves and pressed down Bu Shulin’s hand as she reached for more drink, gently but firmly taking away the teacup: “Why feel melancholy about spring and autumn? You speak of how common people are carefree, yet don’t know that when they fall into poverty and hardship, they can have their families destroyed because of their lowly status.

Born to nobility, we should be grateful. As for the path beneath our feet, we must walk it ourselves. If thorns entangle us, we simply cut them away. They’re just flesh wounds – when the time comes that no one dares harm you, these trivial matters will make you laugh.”

Bu Shulin felt that Shen Xihe possessed a special kind of resilience and clarity. Even talking with her could be infectious. She smiled freely: “I’ve learned from you.”

In her heart, she couldn’t help but feel regret that she wasn’t male. Otherwise, she would certainly overcome all difficulties and make plans – how would they know without trying if such beauty could belong to her?

Suddenly, Bu Shulin felt somewhat jealous of the man who would eventually marry Shen Xihe.

“Princess, the Northern Garrison Marquis has arrived with his wife,” Bi Yu reported.

“You have guests, so I’ll take my leave. I’ll come visit you another day.” Bu Shulin stood up, walked out of the pavilion, and couldn’t help looking back once at Shen Xihe, who was taking another path back to the main hall.

The Northern Garrison Marquis couple had come about the matter of the Ding brothers. Whether it was pointing out the cause of the horse’s loss of control or the later minor punishment that served as a major warning to Ding Zhi, the Marquis couple owed Shen Xihe a favor.

Otherwise, one son would have become a playboy who rode recklessly through the streets, while the other would have become a poison that disrupted the court.

The Marquis couple brought many gifts when they visited, and the Marchioness deliberately tried to get closer to Shen Xihe. However, Shen Xihe remained neither distant nor close, always maintaining a degree of detachment, so the couple tactfully took their leave early.

Early the next morning, Shen Xihe rose to dress and apply makeup, donning formal attire to enter the palace.

Today wasn’t a court day, so Shen Xihe quickly saw Emperor Youning.

“Your subject pays respects to Your Majesty. May Your Majesty be blessed with peace.”

“Zhaoning, no need for such ceremony.” Emperor Youning’s voice carried the depth of a mature man and the ease of an elder. “The journey must have been tiring. We know everything about your affairs in Linxiang County, and will surely give you an explanation.”

“Zhaoning thanks Your Majesty,” Shen Xihe responded respectfully.

“How is your father? Tell us what the Northwest is like now…”

Afterward, Emperor Youning spoke with her at length, mostly about various aspects of the Northwest, his tone heavy with nostalgia.

The previous emperor had been debauched and licentious. To please his favored concubine, he denounced the former empress, now the Empress Dowager, banishing her along with her pair of legitimate sons to the Northwest. It was Shen Yueshan who secretly provided support, and later risked everything to help, allowing the Empress Dowager to lead her eldest son Prince Qian, and younger son Youning back to the imperial city.

Unfortunately, Prince Qian encountered an enemy attack the night before they breached the imperial city – otherwise, this throne wouldn’t have fallen to the one before her now.

For Emperor Youning, the Northwest could be said to be where he grew up.

After speaking with Emperor Youning for an hour, he finally let her go, without mentioning a word about the Xiao family’s affairs.

Leaving the Supreme Hall, Shen Xihe headed left toward the Eastern Palace. Since she had promised yesterday, she naturally had to make an appearance to fulfill proper etiquette.

That enemy attack nineteen years ago had claimed not only Prince Qian and his wife but also the empress who died protecting Emperor Youning.

Upon ascending the throne, Emperor Youning posthumously titled the prince’s wife as empress and decreed that he would never establish another empress in this life, ensuring no one could shake the position of the Eastern Palace’s legitimate son.

How far had the emperor’s favor toward Xiao Huayong, the seventh prince, reached?

All princes avoided using “Hua” and changed to “Zhang,” while the Crown Prince’s allowances matched Emperor Youning’s.

The Eastern Palace was naturally extremely prosperous, even more elegant than the emperor’s sleeping palace.

Just as Shen Xihe reached the Eastern Palace’s main gate, she saw Xiao Huayong in light white round-collared robes standing at the palace entrance, already wearing a great cloak though winter hadn’t arrived, as if eagerly waiting.

Seeing Shen Xihe, his gentle and reserved eyes brightened, and he hurried over, coughing several times before saying: “You came. I thought you weren’t coming.”

His tone carried a barely detectable trace of grievance.

Chapter 36: His Highness Excels at Tea Making
Two flourishing red maple trees stood at the palace gate, their flame-like leaves drifting in the wind, reflecting in his gentle pupils as if igniting flames, his gaze intense.

“Zhaoning pays respects to Your Highness…”

“No need for formalities, no need.” Before Shen Xihe could curtsy, Xiao Huayong had already helped her up.

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Shen Xihe discreetly freed her arm.

“Ka ka ka…” Xiao Huayong seemed to have rushed over too quickly, as a series of unstoppable coughs erupted.

“Your Highness, the wind is strong here. Please speak with the Princess inside,” the palace servant beside Xiao Huayong hurriedly said.

As Xiao Huayong was supported inside while coughing, Shen Xihe, who had originally planned to just pay her respects and leave, thought: …

Well, better not argue with someone critically ill.

Shen Xihe could only follow inside with Bi Yu and Hong Yu.

Upon entering the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe’s eyes brightened. While the Eastern Palace appeared magnificent from the outside, inside it was verdant and full of vitality.

The Eastern Palace housed many rare flowers and unusual plants, many of which Shen Xihe had never seen before. A fresh fragrance drifted in the wind, making one want to close their eyes and breathe deeply.

For a moment, Shen Xihe felt she wasn’t in the deep, oppressive palace, but rather in a paradise of spectacular blooms.

“Oh, why is this courtyard full of moss?” As they passed a garden covered in moss, Hong Yu couldn’t help asking Shen Xihe quietly.

Shen Xihe looked at the golden round fruits of varying sizes on the moss, glowing as brilliantly as warm sunlight: “This is Golden Creeping Moss.”

“The Princess has good eyes,” Xiao Huayong stopped ahead, coughing lightly twice. “When the sun sets, the garden fills with radiant light, incomparably beautiful. I like to come here at night. Another day, when the opportunity arises, I’d like to invite the Princess to admire it together.”

This statement carried certain implications – how could Shen Xihe, as a subject’s daughter, stay in the palace to accompany the Crown Prince viewing gardens at night?

Unless…

Shen Xihe looked somewhat probingly at Xiao Huayong, whose gaze remained as gentle and clear as ever, so openly honest that those who doubted him felt ashamed: “Thank you for Your Highness’s kind invitation.”

She hadn’t accepted, and Xiao Huayong visibly dimmed, though he remained graceful: “Ka ka ka, Princess, please, this way.”

By now, Xiao Huayong had given Shen Xihe the impression of a good-natured young man, possessing the refined nobility of an imperial son without the aggressiveness of a royal prince.

Xiao Huayong had made many preparations. The reception hall was on a high platform, offering a view of half the Eastern Palace’s outline, with excellent visibility.

Flowering and fruit vines wound around the high platform, with grape vines bearing round, crystalline grapes. No incense was needed, as flower and fruit fragrances surrounded them, unconsciously relaxing one’s mood.

“It’s nearly noon. I’ve prepared some tea snacks, please try them, Princess.” After sitting down, Xiao Huayong had Tian Yuan lead palace servants to bring out platters of tea snacks.

The capital’s tea snacks were abundant – there were five or six types of pastries alone, all crispy outside and tender inside, with subtle fragrance and sweetness that wasn’t cloying.

There was also a Xiao Ling Zhi being roasted – this was a delicacy using only four ounces of the finest meat from lamb leg, prepared with a secret imperial recipe, available only to the royal family.

Shen Xihe had eaten it twice and couldn’t forget it. Though she had researched many times privately, she never managed to discover the recipe.

Steam rose from the small stove as Xiao Huayong, wrapped in cloth, lifted the clay pot. He filtered out the first brewing of tea water and divided it into three teacups.

His movements were slow but not at all awkward; rather, every gesture drew one’s attention.

“Please, Princess.” After Xiao Huayong poured the tea, Tian Yuan bowed and brought it before Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe accepted with both hands and upon lifting the tea lid, an amazing tea fragrance wafted up.

After smelling it, Shen Xihe took a small sip. This tea had a smoothness that other teas lacked.

Previously when tasting tea, Shen Xihe’s first reaction was to identify the type, but this cup made her completely forget about the tea’s origin, absorbed instead by the texture of the tea soup itself.

Only after the flavor faded did Shen Xihe realize she hadn’t identified what tea it was, prompting her to take another sip.

This time she tasted purposefully, yet still couldn’t determine the type.

“This is a tea I grew myself,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently, seemingly noting her attempts to identify it. “I hope the Princess doesn’t mind.”

“No, this is the best tea I’ve ever had,” Shen Xihe said honestly. “Your Highness excels at tea making.”

Xiao Huayong smiled slightly: “I suffered a serious illness in my youth, and afterward couldn’t expend much energy or concentration. I couldn’t match my brothers in studying literature or martial arts. Father Emperor pitied me and always held back my brothers’ progress. I felt guilty about this, so I simply gave up these pursuits. Over the years, the only thing I’ve persisted in is my love for tea, hence I’ve gained some insights.”

Though he was smiling, Shen Xihe seemed able to read, behind his sincere smile, an overwhelming history of melancholy.

“Your Highness, ‘Learn the arts of war and peace, to serve the emperor’s needs,'” Shen Xihe unconsciously softened her tone. “You need not learn these things; they will all be presented before you.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze brightened: “Princess, you are the first person to say such things to me.”

“Perhaps because… we share the same affliction,” Shen Xihe smiled wryly.

They were both physically weak, both longed for some unreachable things, both loved flowers and plants.

“Sharing the same fate…” Xiao Huayong murmured before breaking into another fit of coughing.

Just then, the roasted Xiao Ling Zhi was served, and Xiao Huayong had it placed before Shen Xihe: “I cannot eat roasted meat.”

Looking at Xiao Huayong’s condition, Shen Xihe understood that his fragile constitution indeed required avoiding rich foods.

Faced with such delicacies, Shen Xihe naturally didn’t stand on ceremony, though even with things she liked, she only sampled lightly.

She never easily revealed her preferences.

Once a person shows preferences, they become fatal weaknesses when known by others.

So she tasted just enough of each tea snack, neither too much nor too little, before setting down her chopsticks.

“How would you have me handle what you gave me?” Xiao Huayong suddenly asked, unexpectedly.

Shen Xihe looked up, knowing he referred to the evidence she had intercepted from Xiao Changying. No wonder this matter remained unresolved after two or three months – it turned out Xiao Huayong had been holding onto it, never releasing it.

Looking at the sincerely inquiring Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe wondered whether she had overthought matters, making her think this person was unclear to read, or if this person before her was unfathomable.

“Princess, compared to my brothers, though I may not be clever, I’m not foolish either,” Xiao Huayong’s smile remained as warm as sunlight. “You saved Ninth Brother.”

So upon receiving the evidence, he naturally knew it came from Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe suddenly probed, “Don’t you think my thoughts are devious, intentionally stirring up conflict between Your Highness and Prince Lie?”

Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe seriously before shaking his head with a smile: “What ill intentions could the Princess possibly have?”

Chapter 37: The Highest Level of Hunting
A gentleman is like a mirror, reflecting others’ ugliness.

For a moment, Shen Xihe felt that discussing schemes and plots with this man before her was a kind of desecration.

“I understand that the Princess is not acting of her own free will, yet refuses to compromise,” Xiao Huayong’s understanding and empathy were touching. “Over these years, you are the first to still hold hope for me, this Crown Prince in name only. For this regard you’ve shown me, I will certainly do my utmost to help mediate for you.”

“Your Highness, are you truly content?” Shen Xihe asked solemnly.

“Heaven has not blessed me – this isn’t mere self-deprecation,” There was a trace of melancholy in Xiao Huayong’s words. “I am not destined for longevity. Rather than exhausting myself pursuing illusory things, I’d rather cherish the present, enjoying each day as it comes.”

“Your Highness believes those words?” Shen Xihe asked again. “Has Your Highness considered how you would handle yourself if one day you were granted longevity?”

“Princess, my refusal to contend doesn’t mean I’m waiting for death,” Xiao Huayong spoke candidly. “Otherwise, how could what you gave me remain safely in my possession until now?”

His display of weakness was perfectly calibrated – if the young girl knew he had no ability to protect himself, she would likely treat him as a disposable piece.

This was truly befitting of an imperial son, Shen Xihe thought with slight satisfaction: “Since it’s been given to Your Highness, it’s entirely up to you to decide.”

Such a deeply guarded girl! His show of candor hadn’t moved her at all.

Her cool, rational clarity made even him take notice.

Xiao Huayong laughed inwardly while maintaining his gentle exterior: “I’ll give it to Second Brother. He’s upright and would never show favoritism. Those who do evil should be severely punished.”

Shen Xihe offered no comment as if avoiding involvement in the topic.

Xiao Huayong coughed several times, and just then, a palace servant knelt at the door: “Your Highness, the Third Prince, and Sixth Prince have arranged a game of cuju and request your presence to watch.”

“Princess, would you like to see the capital’s cuju?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Shen Xihe shook her head in polite refusal: “Zhaoning doesn’t care for such things.”

“Neither do I,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “I’m not as healthy as my brothers and have never played cuju. Sitting in the pavilion watching every time, it becomes tedious.”

Tian Yuan understood and immediately told the servant: “Inform the Third and Sixth Princes that the Crown Prince has guests.”

Seeing Shen Xihe about to speak, knowing she wanted to take her leave, Xiao Huayong spoke first: “Princess seems interested in flora. I’ve collected many rare flowers and plants – would you like to view them?”

Indeed, Shen Xihe wanted to see these rare plants in the Eastern Palace, learn their origins, and perhaps collect some for her residence.

So Shen Xihe accompanied Xiao Huayong to view some scenery. However, Xiao Huayong hadn’t forgotten his weakness – after introducing one courtyard, he appropriately showed signs of fatigue. Shen Xihe then took her leave, and though Xiao Huayong showed reluctance, he didn’t insist she stay.

“Your Highness, the Princess has left,” Tian Yuan returned after escorting Shen Xihe out of the palace.

By now, Xiao Huayong had already removed his great cloak and stood beneath a pomegranate tree. It was the season for pomegranates, with unripe fruits peeking out among the leaves and branches.

“Your Highness, why do you deceive even the Princess?” Tian Yuan didn’t understand.

When they had traveled outside, upon hearing of married couples causing deaths due to misunderstandings, His Highness had said that honesty was precious between husband and wife.

Since His Highness and the Princess weren’t yet married, Tian Yuan naturally didn’t think His Highness should be completely honest now, but he shouldn’t guard against the Princess like those others. Otherwise, when the Princess eventually learned everything, how would His Highness explain?

“Though I am false, she is not genuine either,” They were both acting – one appearing understanding, the other seemingly candid.

The difference was that he knew she was acting, but she might not realize his intentions were entirely false.

“Tian Yuan, if a wolf wants to eat a sheep, and the sheep is clever, how should one hunt?” Xiao Huayong’s lips held a smile.

Tian Yuan scratched his head. If a wolf wants to eat a sheep, no matter how clever the sheep is, it still can’t outrun the wolf.

Moreover, wolves hunt in packs!

Tian Yuan couldn’t follow his master’s thinking. Xiao Huayong didn’t expect him to be clever: “Dress in the grass that sheep love most.”

The highest level of hunting is to disguise oneself as the prey’s prey.

Whatever she wanted, he would become exactly that.

Back at the prince’s mansion, Shen Xihe was also thinking about Xiao Huayong.

He fit her needs too perfectly, like a pillow offered just as one grows sleepy.

Not foolish but not cunning, gentle yet proper, mild but not without spirit.

Such a person, if made to fall deeply in love with her, would surely fight for her once in his lifetime.

Even if he couldn’t clear all obstacles, with him leading the charge, her task would be much lighter, and she could handle the rest.

Everything was going so smoothly.

Yet precisely because it was too smooth, Shen Xihe disliked this feeling. Such feelings were too deceptive, leading to complacency and dependence, before finally throwing one down hard.

The result would be – destruction.

This Crown Prince would need further observation. Fortunately, she hadn’t yet come of age, so there was still time to watch and wait.

For now, she needed to deal with Prince Kang’s mansion and the Xuanping Marquis’s household.

“Mo Yuan, go arrange some matters for me.” Shen Xihe gave instructions for a series of tasks.

She had just entered her chambers, where sharp strands of borneol incense drifted through the ventilated bedroom.

Shen Xihe calmly lit her own specially prepared fragrance and didn’t dismiss Bi Yu and the others. She even took up needlework by the window, engaging in women’s work after a long absence.

Her needlework was good, though she didn’t enjoy it. Since she was putting on an act now, she casually took a handkerchief and fixed it on the embroidery frame. On a whim, she began embroidering fairy grass in the corner.

Hong Yu was outside the courtyard discussing the Eastern Palace visit with Zi Yu. Shen Xihe concentrated on her needlework, and soon lifelike fairy grass appeared on the handkerchief. After about fifteen minutes, there was a sound from the roof beam, and Bi Yu began feeling dizzy.

Mo Yu, suddenly alert, rushed in from outside with sword drawn, thrusting toward the roof. Xiao Changying, who had somehow become dizzy, avoided Mo Yu’s sword but tumbled down.

“Stop!” As Mo Yu was about to thrust his sword at the increasingly weak Xiao Changying, Shen Xihe commanded.

She put down her embroidery frame and handed a sachet to Bi Yu: “Prince Lie, my private chambers are not a place for anyone to enter as they please.”

Xiao Changying barely steadied himself using his sword as a support, Shen Xihe’s reflection growing increasingly blurred in his eyes: “You…”

He wanted to ask when she had poisoned him, but before he could speak, he passed out.

“Princess, how should we handle this?” After taking two deep breaths of the cooling sachet, Bi Yu managed not to faint.

“Strip his clothes and throw him at the entrance of the Sixteen Princes’ Residences,” Shen Xihe commanded coolly.

The Sixteen Princes’ Residences were where princes lived after leaving the palace, concentrated in one area where all the princes were neighbors.

Chapter 38: Mouse-Attracting Incense
Just as Mo Yu approached, Xiao Changying suddenly sprang up like a leaping carp, dodging Mo Yu’s attack and lunging toward Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe remained steady as a mountain, not retreating a single step. Bi Yu, at her side, swept her arm and hurled the sewing basket at Xiao Changying. While he batted away the basket, Mo Yu had already advanced from behind with his sword.

He became entangled in combat with Mo Yu, and by this time Zi Yu and Hong Yu had also entered, joining the fray.

Because Shen Xihe was physically weak and couldn’t practice martial arts, and due to propriety between men and women, guards couldn’t protect her closely. When selecting maids in her childhood, the first consideration was their physical constitution and determination. Over the years, her maids didn’t need to be clever or quick-witted, but they had to endure the hardships of martial arts training.

Though Bi Yu and the others weren’t as specialized and martially skilled as Mo Yu, they weren’t merely for show.

However, Xiao Changying was ultimately trained by martial arts masters selected from the imperial gardens. For a time, even with Mo Yu and the other two against him, they couldn’t gain the upper hand.

Bi Yu watched anxiously. Having inhaled some of Shen Xihe’s entrancing incense, she was now somewhat weakened. While needing to protect Shen Xihe closely, she could see from their martial prowess that Mo Yu and the others would soon be defeated.

“Princess…” Bi Yu looked toward Shen Xihe.

With just one word from Shen Xihe, the guards hidden outside would surround her chambers so tightly that not even a drop of water could escape, making it impossible for this prince to flee even with wings.

Shen Xihe raised one finger and gently shook it.

What Bi Yu and the others didn’t know was that Emperor Youning’s princes were all accomplished in both literary and martial arts, and each had their secret guards. Once her guards rushed in, Xiao Changying’s secret guards would also act without restraint.

Duanming ran over, landing on the table facing Xiao Changying, meowing and scratching its claws, appearing ready to pounce at any moment.

Just as it was about to spring, Shen Xihe’s delicate white hand pressed down on it. Picking up Duanming, Shen Xihe walked halfway around the table, her gaze fixed intently on the four people locked in fierce combat.

Her hand, which had been gently stroking Duanming’s fur just a moment ago, suddenly aimed at Xiao Changying. With a gentle flick of the mechanism on her bracelet, a needle as fine as ox hair and as short as an eyebrow shot out.

It struck Xiao Changying’s arm with extreme precision.

At first, there was only a slight stinging pain, but within a few breaths, his arm went numb. Xiao Changying was swept off his feet by Mo Yu’s long leg and fell to the ground.

Unlike the previous dizziness and blurred vision, this time his mind remained clear, but his limbs wouldn’t obey him.

Already affected by Shen Xihe’s entrancing incense and barely holding on, Xiao Changying now had no strength left to resist.

“Wouldn’t it have been better to surrender earlier?” Shen Xihe scratched Duanming’s nape as she slowly walked to Xiao Changying’s front.

“Do you intend to throw me at the entrance of the prince’s residence?” Xiao Changying lay on his back, his narrow eyes fixed on Shen Xihe’s face.

“I never speak empty words.” Shen Xihe turned around while holding Duanming. “Today I went to the Eastern Palace. You came looking for me so urgently because you thought there was something between the Crown Prince and me. You’re not the only one who wanted to test this – at the Eastern Palace, the Third Prince and Sixth Prince had already done so before you.”

Inviting the Crown Prince to watch polo – wasn’t that like jabbing at his sore spot?

Knowing the Crown Prince couldn’t participate, yet still not avoiding the impropriety.

Her openly going to the Eastern Palace, with so many eyes watching, was simply because since the Crown Prince went, she had to follow to probe his true intentions, just like Xiao Changying, wanting to know exactly what relationship she had with the Crown Prince.

“You princes, I know exactly what you’re thinking.” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly, her smile containing mockery. “You don’t dare to seek my hand in marriage easily, yet you’re unwilling to let me marry others.”

As she spoke, Shen Xihe, who had been pacing, made a graceful spin and looked back at Xiao Changying: “I don’t have time to teach you all a lesson one by one. Since you’ve delivered yourself to my door, I can only use you as an example to warn the others.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe tilted her head slightly and gave Xiao Changying a gentle smile, then Mo Yu dragged him out.

Shen Xihe followed closely behind. Just as they left her chambers, several secret guards indeed flew in.

Shen Xihe’s eyes shifted slightly, glancing at them: “You’re welcome to try to rescue him, but weapons are indiscriminate. I don’t wish to harm your master’s life, but if you insist on testing my people’s capabilities and accidentally cut your master a few times, don’t blame me.”

Hearing this, Xiao Changying’s eyes showed a hint of amusement. After several encounters, he had come to understand Shen Xihe’s uncompromising character.

She never took his status as a prince seriously. When she said she would cut a few times, she definitely would.

“Everyone withdraw.” Since he was destined to be used as her warning to others, why suffer more?

After Xiao Changying’s people withdrew, Shen Xihe turned and gave him a smile that clearly said: “How sensible.”

The sensible Prince Lie was then dragged to the entrance of the prince’s residence by Shen Xihe’s people, stripped to just his underwear, and left at the entrance.

Fortunately, the prince’s residence was built to one side, where common people couldn’t enter the alley, but two princes happened to encounter this scene while returning to their residence.

Thus, news spread throughout the mansions of civil and military officials that day about how Prince Lie had secretly invaded the Shen residence and was stripped and thrown back to the prince’s residence by the Shen household’s servants.

Rumors spread quickly, with each person adding and imagining details, until finally, it became that Princess Zhaoning possessed matchless beauty, and Prince Lie, upon hearing this, couldn’t wait to catch a glimpse of her face, but unexpectedly the prince’s guards were highly skilled and in the end…

This aroused many people’s curiosity about Shen Xihe’s appearance while also making them more wary of her.

She dared to throw out the Emperor’s cousin from the Shen residence, and she even dared to strip the Emperor’s son and throw him back to the prince’s residence.

These were all royal relatives, and she showed not the slightest consideration. If it were anyone else, wouldn’t they be tormented half to death even if they didn’t die?

Thinking about how the old Princess of the Kang Prince Manor still had nightmares daily, and although their eldest son had saved his life, he still spoke incoherently with high fever and sweats, with doctors practically living in the Kang Prince Manor, people became even more fearful of Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe was very satisfied with this.

As for the old Princess of the Kang Prince Manor having nightmares every night, it was simply her returning the favor in kind. She had found a spy in the Kang Prince Manor and replaced the Princess’s incense with a type that easily induced hallucinations.

Now that the Xiao family had returned to the Kang Prince Manor, it was time to add fuel to their fire.

Thus, that night, the Kang Prince Manor was suddenly overrun with mice scurrying everywhere, frightening all the women in the manor to scream throughout the night, alarming the neighbors who thought the Kang Prince Manor was being massacred.

“Princess, this mouse-attracting incense is so fun, I’ll go tonight,” Zi Yu played with Shen Xihe’s incense, looking expectant.

The reason for last night’s mouse invasion at the Kang Prince Manor was that they had secretly snuck in and lit this mouse-attracting incense.

The mice had all seemed to lose their minds, trying every possible way to enter the Kang Prince Manor, creating quite a spectacular scene.

Chapter 39: A Cup of Green Tea
“Your skills aren’t good enough, don’t leave any traces behind,” Bi Yu snatched away the incense.

The Kang Prince Manor still didn’t know why the mice were running into their residence, thinking someone had maliciously released them. They had specifically added extra guards outside.

Zi Yu lowered her head dejectedly, then heard someone announce from outside: “Princess, the Eastern Palace has sent a food box.”

Shen Xihe, who had just finished applying her flower-shaped makeup, paused. She rose and put on a shawl before walking to the outer courtyard, where she saw Tian Yuan standing there.

“Princess, His Highness asked me to deliver this food box to you,” Tian Yuan smiled eagerly. “His Highness usually enjoys experimenting with food but rarely finds someone to share with. It’s nothing precious, please don’t decline.”

Even if Xiao Huayong was willing to send food boxes from the Eastern Palace, no one dared accept them.

The princes worried about poison, while the meritorious officials worried about the Crown Prince’s ulterior motives.

The princesses would have been more suitable recipients, but the Eastern Palace was so desolate that the princesses probably considered the Crown Prince a useless person not worth pleasing.

Who would eventually rule the empire was still unknown – wouldn’t currying favor with the Crown Prince now offend the future ruler’s eyes?

Indeed it wasn’t anything precious, and since it came from the Eastern Palace, it counted as a reward. Shen Xihe had no reason to decline.

“Thank you for your trouble, Guard Cao,” Shen Xihe gestured for Bi Yu to accept it. “Please convey my gratitude to His Highness.”

Xiao Huayong had two chief guards in the Eastern Palace, a pair of brothers named Cao Tian Yuan and Cao Di Fang.

“I wouldn’t dare,” Tian Yuan bowed humbly. “Inside there’s a Royal Marrow Soup that should still be hot. Please enjoy it while it’s warm.”

After speaking, Tian Yuan bowed and took his leave.

Since it came from the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe couldn’t very well eat it. The moment she opened the food box, the fragrance wafted out, instantly arousing her appetite despite not being very hungry.

Royal Marrow Soup was a porridge made with beef marrow, japonica rice, white rice, and sesame, simmered in bone broth. It was smooth and richly fragrant when eaten. With no outsiders present, Shen Xihe finished an entire bowl and still wanted more.

There were also Imperial Consort Pastries, round as the full moon and milky white, with a melt-in-your-mouth crust and lingering fragrance.

Pine-scented, soft, and glutinous Flower-Folded Goose Cakes.

And beautifully shaped, maple-leaf red Mian Guo Zi pastries.

“Princess, please reward me with a taste!” Zi Yu watched dazzled and quickly begged to try some – only by tasting could she figure out how to make them.

Shen Xihe had a small appetite, and one bowl of soup had already satisfied her. She tried a small piece of each of the others and gave the rest to Zi Yu and the others.

Content after breakfast, Shen Xihe took Zi Yu and Mo Yu to visit the Tao residence – her maternal grandparents’ home.

Her maternal grandfather held the third-rank position of Imperial Censor, a serious old man. Her grandmother had passed away, and of her two uncles, one served as an official away from the capital while the other was a merchant. She had five older male cousins and two younger male cousins, but no female cousins.

Therefore, she received an enthusiastic welcome upon arriving at the Tao residence. Her eldest aunt-in-law, Lady Zhang, was extremely warm and gentle toward her, showing pure affection without any hint of ulterior motives.

Grandfather had gone to the Censorate and hadn’t returned yet. Three of her older cousins were at school, with only five-year-old younger cousin Tao Xun present. Her eldest uncle Tao Yuan had specially rushed back from outside.

“If Father knew you were coming to visit today, he would certainly have claimed illness to take leave,” Tao Yuan couldn’t help but say with a smile.

“That’s precisely why I came secretly,” Shen Xihe smiled gently.

Censor Tao was someone who gave even Emperor Youning headaches. All officials, civil and military, viewed him as a latrine stone – both foul and hard.

But this old-fashioned man, whom the world saw as upright, unyielding, and humorless, was just a doting grandfather without principles when it came to Shen Xihe.

“The Xiao family – how do you plan to deal with them?” After some casual conversation, seeing that Shen Xihe wasn’t distant from them, Lady Zhang asked at Tao Yuan’s prompting.

“Oh? Did they appeal to Eldest Uncle?” Shen Xihe knew they wouldn’t bring this up without reason.

“They did seek me out for reconciliation,” Tao Yuan laughed coldly. “They may have forgotten about my sister’s life, but I haven’t.”

“My lord…” Lady Zhang called out softly in disapproval.

They shouldn’t mention such things in front of the child, lest it saddens her.

“Eldest Uncle, Youyou thanks you on Mother’s behalf,” Shen Xihe stood and formally bowed to Tao Yuan.

Youyou was Shen Xihe’s childhood name, chosen before Lady Tao had given birth.

Tao Yuan had originally passed the imperial examinations, but his sister’s death led him to abandon his scholarly pursuits for commerce. The Kang Prince Manor’s people weren’t accomplished in either literary or martial arts, yet they were adaptable in business. Over the years, Tao Yuan had competed with them, indirectly reducing many of the Kang Prince Manor’s sources of income.

“What are you doing, Youyou?” Tao Yuan pretended to be angry. “Your mother was my dear sister.”

“Eldest Uncle, Youyou hopes you will think more of Aunt and my cousins in the future,” Shen Xihe said seriously. “Youyou has grown up now, and it’s right that I should collect the debts they owe.”

“Youyou, so many eyes are watching you, you mustn’t act rashly,” Tao Yuan worried for his niece.

“Let them watch,” Shen Xihe was completely unconcerned. “No matter how domineering I am, as long as Father and Big Brother are here for one day, they’ll have to endure it.”

With the Northwestern King present, no one dared criticize her willfulness.

Without the Northwestern King, no one would show her mercy no matter how cautious she was.

Tao Yuan gazed deeply at his flower-like niece: “Your Second Uncle was right, Youyou is the most intelligent woman in the world.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe uncomfortably dabbed her lips with her handkerchief.

Second Uncle Tao Cheng was purely blinded by love.

Shen Xihe’s life was envied by many. Her father held her in the palm of his hand. If not for Emperor Youning promising precious medicines only available in the palace, and Shen Xihe being truly beyond help, Shen Yueshan would never have let her come to the capital.

Shen Yun’an had always been devoted to his sister, finding endless ways to make her happy. No matter what Shen Xihe did wrong, he would joke about it and help her smooth things over.

Her maternal family cherished her beyond measure. If she weren’t Shen Yueshan’s daughter, marrying into the Tao family would have meant a life of being pampered.

Shen Xihe hadn’t planned to stay overnight at the Tao residence – too many eyes were watching her. After dinner, Censor Tao still hadn’t returned.

She could only take her leave, but unexpectedly when leaving, her third cousin Tao Qin returned home, accompanied by Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu.

Shen Xihe acted as if she hadn’t heard the greetings and had the carriage leave without stopping.

Yesterday at the Eastern Palace, Xiao Changyu had used polo as an excuse to try to see her. Today, even though she had thrown Ninth Prince Xiao Changying back to the prince’s residence, Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu was still persistent.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that early the next morning, news would come from the palace that Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu had been punished by Emperor Youning to kneel at the palace gates.

“The reason?”

“Early this morning, the Sixth Prince went to the Eastern Palace for some unknown reason and angered the Crown Prince until he coughed up blood. The Crown Prince is still unconscious,” Bi Yu reported truthfully.

Shen Xihe’s first reaction was: What a coincidence!

Chapter 40: The Sixth Brother’s Impure Intentions
Just after Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu had shown the slightest hint of courting her, he immediately provoked the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe was someone who habitually overthought everything. She believed all coincidences were carefully arranged.

The princes viewed the Eastern Palace as a fierce beast to be avoided at all costs, so why did the Sixth Prince suddenly visit? And why was it specifically this Sixth Prince, who had designs on her, who angered the Crown Prince to the point of coughing blood?

“Princess, shall we enter the palace to visit the Crown Prince?” Bi Yu asked softly.

She knew the Princess had no feelings for the Crown Prince, but if the Princess wanted to choose a husband, she seemed to currently favor the Crown Prince. The Crown Prince had helped the Princess at the Court of Justice that day, and later the Eastern Palace had sent her food. By all accounts, hearing that the Crown Prince had fallen ill with anger, the Princess should visit him.

“Go, why not?” Shen Xihe waved for Bi Yu and the others to make preparations.

The Sixth Prince courted her, the Crown Prince coughed blood in anger, and then she rushed to visit the Crown Prince. Others would surely misinterpret this as her having a deep relationship with the Crown Prince.

It would unconsciously create an illusion that she favored the Crown Prince, placing her in the Crown Prince’s camp.

That’s why her first reaction was: What a coincidence!

Of course, the simplest way to avoid creating such associations would be to not visit the Crown Prince today.

At most, rumors would spread that the Crown Prince and Sixth Prince were jealously competing for her.

But she had to make this visit. She wanted to see whether these coincidences were orchestrated by the Crown Prince himself or if there were other reasons.

As for what others might think, she didn’t particularly care.

Even if she didn’t marry the Crown Prince in the future and married someone else, she wasn’t worried this would become a thorn in his heart.

Whoever she married, it would only be a marriage of convenience, each taking what they needed.

However, in Bi Yu’s view, Shen Xihe visiting the Crown Prince at this crucial moment meant she was determined to get close to him.

As the carriage passed the palace gates, Shen Xihe’s curtain was blown open, and she saw Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu kneeling with a straight back under the scorching sun.

Seeming to hear the carriage’s sound, Xiao Changyu turned his head.

It must be said that Emperor Youning’s princes all had dragon-phoenix bearing. Xiao Changyu had sword-like eyebrows and star-bright eyes. Due to his imperial consort mother’s lineage, his features carried a slight exotic charm, his eyes particularly deep-set, his nose high-bridged, his facial proportions excellent.

Combined with his preference for martial arts, even though he was just coming of age and kneeling under the scorching sun, his whole being radiated a dazzling masculine energy.

“So… the Sixth Prince is so heroically handsome,” Zi Yu liked the tall and mighty men of the Northwest.

“Imperial sons are all magnificent,” Shen Xihe said flatly. “This capital has no shortage of talented men and beautiful women.”

She glanced at Zi Yu and Bi Yu: “In a few more years, I’ll release you. Even among commoners and lesser-born sons, there are many outstanding men.”

Her attendants would surely become proper primary wives.

“Princess, Bi Yu will never leave you for life,” Bi Yu was startled.

“Princess, Zi Yu won’t marry either. Rather than serve some stinking man, I’d rather follow the Princess for life,” Zi Yu also spoke in alarm.

Shen Xihe just smiled faintly without saying more.

Her words were sincere, and also let them know she would never give her personal maids to her future husband as concubines – concubines could only be brought in from outside.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the Eastern Palace, she saw the Empress Dowager.

She had paid respects to the Empress Dowager when she entered the palace days ago, but the Empress Dowager had caught a cold and only spoke with her through a screen.

Today the Empress Dowager still looked unwell, her face showing the ravages of time, her hair completely gray. Demoted to the Northwest in her twenties, she had endured great hardships. Even though she had lived in luxury these past twenty years, she still couldn’t erase the traces of past suffering.

However, she still looked somewhat younger than ordinary women in their sixties, perhaps due to years of vegetarian diet and Buddhist practice. She carried a calming aura of temple incense.

“Zhaoning pays respects to the Empress Dowager…”

“Rise,” The Empress Dowager personally helped Shen Xihe up before she could fully curtsy.

In the hall was not only the Empress Dowager but also Noble Consort Rong who managed the six palaces, the mother of Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying.

Noble Consort Rong’s surname was Rong. None of the women in the rear palace had honorary titles, only ranks, so they were distinguished by their surnames matching their ranks.

A woman who could bear brothers like Xiao Changqing was naturally extremely charming. Although in her forties, her black hair was still thick, her skin fair. Her high-coiled hair was adorned with just two gold hairpins and one gorgeous peony.

It made her appear as magnificent as a peony, her eyes smiling, like an amiable elder.

“I’ve long heard Princess Zhaoning’s beauty is unmatched. Seeing you today, I truly can’t take my eyes off you,” Noble Consort Rong praised with a smile.

Although Noble Consort Rong was a noble consort, she wasn’t the proper Empress. When Shen Xihe entered the palace days ago, she had only paid respects to the Empress Dowager.

Noble Consort Rong wasn’t qualified enough.

“Your Grace flatters me,” Shen Xihe only responded according to etiquette.

Seemingly unaware of Shen Xihe’s perfunctory and distant manner, Noble Consort Rong remained dignified and refined: “I’m delighted to meet the Princess. If you feel uncomfortable in the capital, you can visit me at Hanzhang Palace. Pingling is about your age and could be good company.”

Noble Consort Rong had two sons and one daughter. Sixth Princess Pingling was exactly fourteen this year.

“Your Grace is too kind. Zhaoning is weak and shouldn’t move about much. I fear I would neglect the Princess,” Shen Xihe directly refused.

“Empress Dowager…” Before Noble Consort Rong could say more, Tian Yuan came out. “His Highness has awakened and wishes to see the Princess.”

“We’ve watched over him half the day without him waking, yet the Princess just arrives and the Crown Prince awakens. Had we known, we should have invited the Princess earlier, sparing the Empress Dowager and Emperor half a day of worry,” a stunningly beautiful consort joked.

This woman who outshone all in the rear palace was Noble Lady Qin. She had entered the palace fifteen years ago and though childless, was deeply favored by Emperor Youning.

“Young people are shy, unlike you,” the Empress Dowager teasingly scolded Noble Lady Qin before telling Shen Xihe, “Go see the Crown Prince.”

The current dynasty wasn’t strict about the separation between men and women. Young men and women could interact, with propriety maintained beyond mere superficiality.

Shen Xihe gracefully paid her respects and entered with her maids.

The medicinal smell was even stronger than last time. Shen Xihe’s keen sense of smell had its drawbacks – for instance, now, what was just a slightly strong medicine smell to others nearly made her faint.

She walked several steps without showing any reaction before gradually adapting.

When she saw Xiao Huayong, he was sitting on the edge of the bed wearing a large robe, drinking a bowl of medicine in one gulp.

After drinking, he coughed several times, then composed himself and said to Shen Xihe through the beaded curtain: “Princess, please sit.”

After speaking one sentence, he seemed to struggle for breath again and coughed violently several times. Seeing Shen Xihe seated, he said with difficulty: “Princess, Sixth Brother’s intentions are impure.”

Chapter 41: Let’s See Who’s Faster
Shen Xihe had considered all the possible things Crown Prince Xiao Huayong might say to her, but she never expected him to start by speaking ill of Xiao Changyu.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning has not yet had the honor of meeting the Sixth Prince,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Xiao Huayong, holding a loose fist against his lips behind the beaded curtain, allowed a faint smile to cross his face while his voice remained weak: “Not having met yet doesn’t mean you won’t meet in the future *cough* *cough* *cough*… Princess, my sixth brother already has someone he admires. You should be careful.”

It seemed as though he had used all his strength to complete this sentence, as Xiao Huayong weakly lay back down.

Shen Xihe could hear his labored, difficult breathing.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe didn’t know how to respond, fearing to disturb him.

The room suddenly became extremely quiet, and soon Xiao Huayong’s long, drawn-out breathing could be heard.

Tian Yuan silently walked to Shen Xihe’s side, making a gesture of invitation. Shen Xihe followed him out of the sleeping chambers.

“Princess, the other day when the Sixth Prince tried to approach you using the polo game as an excuse, the Crown Prince didn’t point it out directly, but privately sent word to the Sixth Prince. We thought the Sixth Prince had already given up on the idea, but unexpectedly…”

Tian Yuan carefully chose his words as he quietly explained to Shen Xihe: “The Crown Prince learned that the Sixth Prince had schemed multiple times to approach you, so early this morning he summoned the Sixth Prince to the Eastern Palace to question him directly, and had something of a confrontation with him.”

So it turned out that Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu had been invited to the Eastern Palace by Xiao Huayong himself, whose purpose was to question Xiao Changyu about his intentions toward her.

Xiao Huayong knew that Xiao Changyu had feelings for someone else, yet he still tried to approach her. It was because he was protecting her that he became angry.

Just because she had given that evidence to Xiao Huayong, could the isolated Crown Prince, who was under the favor of both the Emperor and Empress Dowager, have grasped onto that subtle hint of warmth in her intentions and valued her so highly?

Though it made sense, Shen Xihe was unwilling to believe it.

She was someone who placed beneficial relationships above emotional ones – only absolute benefits could make people align themselves together.

Emotions were such ethereal things, scattered by the slightest breeze.

However, Xiao Huayong had been angered to the point of coughing blood – surely that couldn’t have been fake?

There were so many imperial physicians in the palace. If Xiao Huayong wasn’t faking, would he cough up blood just to gain her favor?

Shen Xihe didn’t think she carried that much weight.

This Crown Prince left Shen Xihe feeling very conflicted.

All signs indicated that he was a pure-hearted, noble gentleman as clear as a cloudless sky.

The naturally suspicious Shen Xihe still had her doubts, yet when she tried to analyze this Crown Prince using her usual suspicious methods, she couldn’t figure out what his purpose might be.

“Who is it that the Sixth Prince admires?” Shen Xihe asked.

Fang Yuan seemed to struggle, hesitating for a long while before finally whispering as he escorted Shen Xihe out of the palace: “It’s the palace dancer, Master Bian.”

Ah, Bian Xianyi – Xiao Changyu had good taste.

Of the former Nine Perfections of the capital, including Gu Qingzhi, four had already passed away.

Bian Xianyi was also from an official’s family, accomplished in both talent and beauty. Unfortunately, her grandfather had committed a serious crime, and she was sent to the Yeting Palace. However, through her talents, she managed to change her status from criminal to entertainer.

Now in the Department of Music, at nineteen years old, she was almost past a woman’s most beautiful season.

So Xiao Changyu had delayed marriage for so long because he was waiting for her – that was worthwhile indeed.

Shen Xihe smiled with an unclear meaning, then left the Eastern Palace with her lake-green silk shawl flowing in the wind.

She finally understood why Xiao Huayong had gone to such lengths to warn her.

After leaving the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe didn’t leave the palace grounds but instead made a trip to the Yeting Palace.

This was where all the criminal palace women were kept. She specifically asked to see Gu Zexiang, who was Shen Xihe’s pigeon-message correspondent for several years.

The manager naturally didn’t dare to stop her.

When Gu Zexiang met Shen Xihe for the first time, she had styled her hair in an elegant lily bun, with gold-inlaid jade hair ornaments that sparkled as they swayed, highlighting her jade-like immortal appearance. Zhenzhu flower ornaments adorned the corners of her eyes and eyebrows, displaying an otherworldly elegance.

“This servant pays respects to the Princess,” Gu Zexiang performed a proper greeting.

“Gu Xiaoyu.” Shen Xihe personally helped her up.

Gu Zexiang looked at Shen Xihe in astonishment – in this world, only one person called her Gu Xiaoyu, and that was Miss Shen, who exchanged letters with her.

Miss Shen…

“Princess, you are…”

“Yes, it’s me.” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “I need a clever maid by my side, would you be willing?”

Although Gu Zexiang was from a criminal family and currently had criminal status, doing the roughest work in the palace, if she wanted to take someone, Emperor Youning would at least grant her this small favor.

Following her would mean becoming a slave, but after a few years, she could find an opportunity to release herself from slave status, and she could become a free citizen again.

Gu Zexiang’s large eyes quickly filled with tears. She smiled and cried and hurt and harbored some hatred, letting teardrops fall one by one, but in the end, she bit her lip hard and wiped away all her tears.

With a thud, she knelt before Shen Xihe and gave her a deep, devout bow: “Princess, this servant is unwilling to leave.”

Shen Xihe quietly looked at her for a moment before sighing softly and bending down to help her up: “Are you sure about this?”

Women who enter the palace and have a chance to leave but are unwilling to do so only have one purpose – to become the Emperor’s woman.

“I’m sure, more sure than I’ve ever been.” Gu Zexiang was extraordinarily firm. “Princess’s kindness today, Zexiang will engrave in her heart. If Zexiang has a chance to repay you in the future, I will not hesitate to do so.”

“There’s no need for that. For me, it was just a small gesture.” Shen Xihe shook her head gently.

“To the Princess, it may be a small gesture, but to Zexiang it’s like being saved from fire and water.” Gu Zexiang’s still-moist eyes shimmered movingly.

“I came too late after all.” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Gu Zexiang bit her lip, holding back tears as she shook her head, took a step back to bow to Shen Xihe, then turned resolutely and entered the Yeting Palace without looking back.

The autumn wind rose, carrying the fragrance of osmanthus flowers, as scattered petals fell and a graceful figure swayed.

Gu Zexiang was undoubtedly a beauty, like the osmanthus tree at the entrance of Yeting Palace – upright and unyielding despite her circumstances.

“Biyu, have someone take care of things.” This was all she could do for Gu Zexiang.

Not having taken Gu Zexiang with her, when Shen Xihe was leaving the palace, Xiao Changyu was still kneeling at the palace gate. She ordered her carriage to stop.

Step by step, she walked to Xiao Changyu’s front. Ziyu held an umbrella for her as Xiao Changyu looked up at Shen Xihe, amazement in his eyes, but no trace of affection or tenderness.

“Sixth Prince, do you know what kind of person Zhaoning is?” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes, her gaze completely devoid of warmth. “I only like people in this world to be useful to me, and absolutely cannot tolerate anyone using me.”

Leaving Xiao Changyu with a cold, faint smile, Shen Xihe stepped past him, leaving him with these words:

“Sixth Prince, shall we see what’s faster – me killing Bian Xianyi, or you two living happily ever after after I’m dead?”

The young woman’s voice was as cold as clashing ice and jade, bringing a chill to the fierce autumn sun. A cold sensation crept up Xiao Changyu’s spine from his tailbone straight to his brain.



Chapter 42: Dudhi Fragrant Incense
“Sixth Prince, how dare he!” After learning of Xiao Changyu’s scheme, Ziyu’s face reddened with anger.

“Why shouldn’t he dare? Doesn’t he have his outstanding qualities?” Shen Xihe sat in the swaying carriage, her slender fingers threading through the pearl strings of her waist ornament.

“He may be handsome and valiant, but this servant thinks he’s still not as beautiful as the Crown Prince…” Ziyu mumbled softly.

It was strange – Ziyu most despised pretty boys and sickly young men.

The Crown Prince’s skin was almost fairer than a woman’s, his face sickly, and he would cough for ages after speaking just a few sentences, yet somehow she didn’t find the Crown Prince lacking in masculinity.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe held a pearl between her fingertips, gently rotating it as she shook her head slightly.

Biyu couldn’t stand watching Ziyu act so foolishly and poked her forehead with a finger: “Your head is full of straw. When the Princess speaks of outstanding qualities, how could she be referring to looks?”

Ziyu dodged away, rubbing her poked forehead: “If not looks, then what?”

They had only met the Sixth Prince once – surely it couldn’t be about his personality?

Biyu took a deep breath, trying hard not to get angry, telling herself that Ziyu was pure and vivacious, the Princess’s source of joy.

Only then did she suppress her exasperated frustration: “It’s that he doesn’t have the Emperor’s favor.”

The Sixth Prince had already come of age. In this dynasty, princes began participating in government at fourteen, could train in the Six Ministries at sixteen, and could be granted royal titles after coming of age. The Ninth Prince had received his title early as a special grace, yet the Sixth Prince was still just “Sixth Prince” even now.

It wasn’t that Xiao Changyu lacked ability or learning – it was because his birth mother had committed a grave error, and Emperor Youning was taking out his anger on him.

If Shen Xihe were to choose a husband, it would be best to choose someone who had fallen from the Emperor’s favor – this would allow for the greatest binding of interests.

From this perspective, the Sixth Prince appeared to be the best candidate on the surface.

“But he has nothing! Just because he’s out of the Emperor’s favor, he thinks he can win our Princess’s affection? Does he take our Princess for a fool?” Ziyu grew even angrier.

“Nothing?” Shen Xihe looked up, her cold eyes tinged with hints of amusement. “How do you know he has nothing?”

“If he didn’t have some backing, where would he get the courage to provoke the Princess? Even if he mistakenly thought the Princess was easy to fool, does he think the Prince and Young Master secured the Northwest with brute force alone?” Biyu rolled her eyes at Ziyu in annoyance.

Ziyu shrank her neck and turned to pick up some pastries, quietly munching away.

Shen Xihe also took a piece of osmanthus cake to satisfy her hunger.

The capital was different from the Northwest. In the Northwest, soldiers trained day and night and ate three meals a day, while the capital followed the custom of morning and evening meals.

“This isn’t even the crucial point.” The sweet, soft taste melting in her mouth improved Shen Xihe’s mood, so she offered some guidance to Biyu, “The Sixth Prince is past the age of twenty, and Bian Xianyi is nineteen. If the Sixth Prince wanted to take Bian Xianyi as a concubine in his residence, it would be an extremely simple matter.”

A prince having a concubine from the entertainment register would be no great scandal, nor would it prevent the Sixth Prince from marrying a noble lady as his primary wife.

“So he wants to marry the Princess, and after the Princess…” Ziyu spoke up indignantly, “he can marry his true love as his successor wife!”

Shen Xihe cast a light glance at Ziyu. Ziyu was a simple person, and she didn’t need everyone around her to be clever and astute – having someone naive was quite nice too.

“What do you think?” Shen Xihe asked Biyu.

Biyu was somewhat flattered by the attention. She straightened her back and spoke only after careful consideration: “Once Master Bian became part of the entertainment register, even if the Sixth Prince had no regard for face, she wouldn’t be qualified to be his successor wife.”

Shen Xihe gave her an approving look, encouraging her to continue.

Emboldened, Biyu shared all her thoughts: “They must both understand this, yet they still schemed this way, which means Master Bian could become the Sixth Prince’s successor wife – if His Majesty approves.”

“You mean His Majesty is pushing the Sixth Prince toward the Princess?” Ziyu asked incredulously.

Biyu glared at her: “His Majesty may be wary of the Princess, but she’s only just arrived in the capital – there’s no need for such urgency.”

Moreover, as the ruler of a nation, he wouldn’t need to resort to such unsightly methods.

Shen Xihe was very satisfied with Biyu’s response: “Indeed, it wasn’t His Majesty’s instruction, but nothing happens in the palace without His Majesty’s knowledge. If the Crown Prince hadn’t brought this into the open this time, His Majesty would likely have pretended ignorance until the end.”

Letting Xiao Changyu continue pursuing her – if it succeeded, it would solve one of his problems; if it failed, it was just an unfavored son, and beating him wouldn’t matter much.

Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi must have tested the waters and confirmed Emperor Youning’s tacit approval before daring to try. After Shen Xihe died and the Western Prince’s mansion was destroyed, they would have rendered a service – for lovers to finally become a couple, Emperor Youning might not refuse to grant their wish.

This was the difference between being favored and unfavored in the imperial family.

Ziyu listened with trepidation: “These… these people, how do their minds work?”

She muttered so softly that Shen Xihe pretended not to hear, her gaze growing cold: “I wonder if this was the Sixth Prince’s idea, or Master Bian’s…”

If it was Xiao Changyu’s idea, well, he was a prince after all – she would give Emperor Youning a face and spare his life.

But if it was Bian Xianyi’s idea…

Ziyu looked up to see Shen Xihe lighting incense on the burner. As the smoke curled up, she was somehow reminded of a similar scene before memorial tablets during sacrificial ceremonies.

Suddenly, she felt the carriage grow a bit colder.

Anxiously lifting the carriage curtain, she discovered they had unknowingly strayed from the path home. Ziyu became somewhat flustered: “Princess, aren’t we returning to the mansion?”

“Going to see someone,” Shen Xihe said before closing her eyes.

Jianfu Temple wasn’t far from the Shen mansion and had decent patronage. Shen Xihe was someone who believed neither in Buddha nor Taoism – she came to Jianfu Temple only to meet someone. Having Biyu make arrangements, they quickly secured a meditation room in the inner courtyard.

Though she didn’t believe in Buddha, she respected Buddhist sacred grounds, so she lit some dudhi fragrant incense and rested with closed eyes in the meditation room for about half an hour until there was a knock at the door.

Biyu turned to see Shen Xihe open her eyes and then went to open the door.

Mo Yuan brought in two women. The one in front wore fine silk robes with a gold hairpin, her makeup exquisite; the one behind appeared to be a maid.

After pushing the two inside, Mo Yuan closed the door from outside.

“Who… who are you?” The woman dressed as a noblelady watched Shen Xihe warily.

“Who I am isn’t important. What’s important is who you are.” Shen Xihe slowly stood up. “Should I call you Consort Luo? Or Yu Xiaodie?”

Yu Xiaodie’s gaze sharpened as she clutched her handkerchief tightly, struggling to maintain her composure.

This Yu Xiaodie was nearly thirty. Ten years ago, she had been gifted to Prince Kang, climbing from an unnamed concubine to the position of consort.

The reason Shen Xihe knew this was because she came from the same place as the rouge in the Rouge Case.

Xiao Changying’s list had recorded it.

Chapter 43: A Well-Matched Game of Schemes
Yu Xiaodie’s slender neck betrayed her tension and unease through the movement of her tendons.

“I offer you two paths,” Shen Xihe said quietly. “One leads to life, the other to death.”

Yu Xiaodie startled: “Who… who exactly are you?”

“Why be so fixated on that?” Shen Xihe smiled faintly as she glanced at Yu Xiaodie. “I am someone who can either save your life or take it.”

Though the young lady before her had youthful features, her eyes held the stillness of one who had seen life and death. She carried an extremely pleasant yet indescribable fragrance. Though her face wasn’t cold nor her gaze sharp, Yu Xiaodie couldn’t help but shiver when she drew near.

Before entering the Prince’s mansion, she had been specially trained, and after entering, she had seen much of the world.

She could distinguish between those who were all show with no substance, those who appeared casual yet could overturn heaven and earth, and those who were ruthless and meant what they said.

“What… what do you want me to do?” Over the years, Yu Xiaodie had survived many dangers by trusting her instincts, and this time she trusted them too – she didn’t want to risk not walking out of this door.

“In a few days, the court will round up everyone behind the Rouge Case, and all of you who were carefully trained will be exposed to the world,” Shen Xihe said methodically. “When that happens, you will have no place to stand in Prince Kang’s mansion.”

Yu Xiaodie’s brow twitched, but she wisely remained silent, listening carefully.

“And I intend to have Prince Kang’s title stripped and his household banished.”

Yu Xiaodie’s face went white with fear. No one had ever dared to speak openly of stripping Prince Kang’s title and banishing his household!

Prince Kang had the Emperor’s backing, and his household had been loyal to the Emperor all these years.

“As someone who’s been trained, you must have noticed what Prince Kang has been doing in recent years,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were pale and calm. “Whether it’s enough for me to save your life depends on if you’re truly surrendering to me.”

Yu Xiaodie clutched her handkerchief so tightly she nearly poked holes through it as she wrestled internally with the decision.

If the Rouge incident hadn’t happened, if there hadn’t been a Rouge Case that shocked the court and common people alike, even if Shen Xihe knew her identity, she wouldn’t have compromised so easily. She would only need to cry to Prince Kang, and this matter could be covered up.

She had worked so hard to become a Prince’s consort, and even the Princess Consort in the mansion had to yield to her.

These years of luxurious living had made her forget the name Yu Xiaodie.

Once Prince Kang’s household fell, she would have nothing…

But now the Emperor was focused on the Rouge Case, and she had heard rumors that the court had obtained solid evidence. Though she didn’t know why nothing had happened after two or three months, they didn’t feel they had escaped danger.

If her identity was exposed now, even without the later investigation, Prince Kang wouldn’t keep her.

Gritting her teeth, Yu Xiaodie said: “I only know that since two years ago, Prince Kang has been secretly forging weapons.”

She had never told anyone this crucial information before, as her fate was tied to Prince Kang’s household.

After speaking, Yu Xiaodie quickly asked: “How will you save me?”

“That’s not enough sincerity,” Shen Xihe smiled gently while gazing at Yu Xiaodie.

Yu Xiaodie stared at Shen Xihe for a long while before making her final gambit: “I can go back and find out where the weapons are being forged.”

“Now that’s a clever person,” Shen Xihe smiled approvingly.

“How will you save me?” Yu Xiaodie cared most about her own life.

“I wasn’t deceiving you about the court’s impending arrest of those involved in the Rouge Case. If you want to live, you’ll need to shed your shell like a cicada,” Shen Xihe said unhurriedly. “Hasn’t the Prince’s mansion been plagued by rats every night recently? You should spread a rumor that Lady Xiao is an ill omen, that these rats came because of her…”

Shen Xihe stopped there, having made her point.

Yu Xiaodie was clever – she immediately understood Shen Xihe wanted her to create conflict with Lady Xiao, provoking Lady Xiao to “kill” her!

It was indeed a good plan. Faking illness and death would be too complicated and easily exposed.

If Lady Xiao “killed” her, especially while Prince Kang was away, the Princess Consort and Dowager Princess would busy themselves covering it up, and their guilty consciences would create opportunities.

By the time the Rouge Case exploded, she would already be “dead,” and no one would investigate further.

At this moment, Yu Xiaodie guessed the identity of the person before her: “You are…”

Shen Xihe raised her index finger and shook it gently: “People who know too much, if they lack ability, usually don’t live long.”

Yu Xiaodie’s heart trembled. She took a deep breath, gave Shen Xihe a proper bow, then withdrew on her own accord.

Outside the meditation room, bathed in sunlight, Yu Xiaodie finally felt alive again, and the warmth made her unconsciously quicken her steps.

After Lady Xiao was thrown out of the Prince’s mansion by Princess Zhaoning, Prince Kang’s household had been waiting for the results of Princess Zhaoning’s palace audience the next day, hoping the Emperor would support Lady Xiao. But Princess Zhaoning had left the palace with many rewards.

Palace people said both the Emperor and Empress Dowager had praised Princess Zhaoning highly, so Prince Kang’s household understood that the Emperor wouldn’t interfere in Shen mansion’s internal affairs.

But Lady Xiao couldn’t slink back on her own. Without a way to save face, she could only curse Shen Xihe daily in the Prince’s mansion.

From Lady Xiao and the Dowager Princess’s cursing, Yu Xiaodie had thought Shen Xihe was an arrogant and domineering young lady.

Now she knew she was wrong, terribly wrong!

From the moment Shen Xihe threw Lady Xiao out, Lady Xiao was destined to spend the rest of her life in prison…

The rat-attracting incense wasn’t just a prank – it was to make the mansion lower its guard, to give her a reason to go out to burn incense, to later provoke conflict between her and Lady Xiao, making Lady Xiao a murderer.

Yu Xiaodie had only met Shen Xihe once, but she already felt chills down her spine.

Shen Xihe remained in the meditation room, planning to rest a while to avoid leaving right after Yu Xiaodie and drawing attention.

Despite her extreme caution and Mo Yuan’s advance arrangements, she was still very careful.

Though Shen Xihe’s thoroughness had indeed fooled many people, she didn’t know that as soon as Yu Xiaodie returned to the Prince’s mansion, Xiao Huayong received word.

“Your Highness, the Princess has met with Yu Xiaodie,” Tian Yuan reported with a bow.

“With Second Brother’s abilities, he’ll find evidence within three days at the latest,” Xiao Huayong fingered a black Go piece – still the one brought back from Luoyang.

He knew Shen Xihe intended to use Yu Xiaodie. She had given him evidence but erased Yu Xiaodie’s part, so he had been biding his time.

Additionally…

“Have arrangements been made in all locations?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Your Highness gave them two to three months – enough time for them to make arrangements,” Tian Yuan said softly.

The evidence had been delayed for three months without being submitted. Those involved who could escape had either fled with money or faked their deaths, even having funeral processions and burials.

Xiao Huayong deliberately delayed this so that when Emperor Youning received the evidence and made sweeping reforms, he would find these people either dead or fled – nearly half gone.

Of course, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let these grave criminals escape. He was just having his people in various places catch these supposedly dead or fled criminals, earning merit and gaining promotions without leaving traces.

Chapter 44: The Sacred Lotus
After resting for half a shichen, when the aloe incense had burned out completely, Shen Xihe prepared to leave Jianfu Temple.

Just as she stepped onto her carriage, an urgent cry came from behind: “Female benefactor, please wait!”

Turning around, Shen Xihe’s gaze followed the sunlight back to see a delicate-looking young novice monk, about fifteen or sixteen years old, running up to her. He performed a Buddhist greeting: “Female benefactor, the Abbot and Master Xiqing from Huguo Temple request an audience with you.”

“Master Xiqing?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly.

In the current dynasty, no Buddhist temple was more renowned than the Huguo Temple, and Master Xiqing’s reputation was especially distinguished. Even when summoned by Emperor Youning, he would be absent eight times out of ten.

Though Shen Xihe didn’t believe in Buddhism, she was curious why Master Xiqing wanted to meet her, so she turned back.

Both the Abbot of Jianfu Temple and the legendary Xiqing wore simple cassocks – if one passed them on the street, they would appear as ordinary monks.

Perhaps because of her lack of faith in Buddhism, she couldn’t see any Buddhist light or great wisdom about them.

“Venerable Abbot, Master Xiqing,” Shen Xihe performed a junior’s greeting.

Xiqing returned a Buddhist greeting: “Pardon our intrusion, benefactor. When monks were cleaning the meditation room where you rested, they noticed the aloe’s incense was pure and elegant. Was it blended by you?”

“It was.” So it was the fragrance that had attracted these high monks.

“Would the benefactor mind lighting it once more?” Xiqing asked.

Shen Xihe nodded to Biyu. The incense burner was still in Biyu’s hands, and Ziyu’s waist pouch still contained the remaining incense.

As Biyu lit it, both masters gathered around, carefully savoring the fragrance. Finally, they exchanged glances, both seeing intense joy in each other’s eyes.

“Benefactor, would you be willing to gift the incense formula to Huguo Temple?” Xiqing took out a string of Snow Zen Bodhi beads. “This humble monk offers these in exchange.”

The Snow Zen Bodhi beads resembled unopened lotus buds, smooth as white jade with a deep, tranquil luster. It was said wearing them could make one’s skin cool as ice and purify the spirit.

“Master is too kind. It’s just an ordinary formula,” Shen Xihe didn’t accept.

“The benefactor’s aloes incense is serene and lasting, delicate and moistening, refreshing to the mind and focusing to the spirit – far from ordinary,” Xiqing continued. “Huguo Temple needs to recast the Buddha statue and has been searching for superior Buddhist incense. We hope the benefactor will lend us aid.”

Shen Xihe knew that most temples would apply Buddhist incense when casting Buddha statues, and the more prosperous the temple, the higher their requirements for the incense.

“Master, I’m not being modest – it truly is an ordinary aloes incense formula,” Shen Xihe said sincerely.

“Amitabha,” Xiqing believed Shen Xihe’s words. “There are extraordinary people in this world, blessed by heaven. If this is so, the benefactor must have a special affinity with the art of incense making. Huguo Temple humbly requests the benefactor to blend Buddhist incense for our Buddha statue.”

“Master Xiqing…”

“Should the benefactor ever need anything in the future, this humble monk will assist with all his might,” Xiqing added before Shen Xihe could refuse.

Shen Xihe wasn’t a person of particularly noble character. Other young ladies would have gladly accepted the opportunity to blend incense for Huguo Temple, using its reputation to add to their glory.

Such glory didn’t interest Shen Xihe, but she felt Xiqing’s favor was worth some effort on her part.

Only benefits could move her, and so Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “Master honors me. I am willing to contribute my efforts.”

Xiqing performed another Buddhist greeting and offered the Snow Zen Bodhi beads to Shen Xihe again: “These beads have an affinity with the benefactor. Please accept them.”

This time, Shen Xihe didn’t stand on ceremony and accepted with both hands: “Thank you, Master.”

“Please leave an address. This humble monk will have someone deliver the necessary incense materials later,” Xiqing, as a high monk of Huguo Temple, was quite generous.

“Master has gifted me the Bodhi beads – some mere incense materials are hardly worth mentioning,” Shen Xihe was equally magnanimous. “When the aloes incense is ready, I will personally deliver it to Huguo Temple.”

It would be a perfect opportunity to establish her Independent Tower’s reputation through Huguo Temple.

“Amitabha, Huguo Temple thanks the benefactor for this gift,” Xiqing didn’t stand on ceremony with Shen Xihe either.

With business concluded and nothing more to discuss with the monks, Shen Xihe took her leave.

Just as she led Biyu, Ziyu, and the others out of the courtyard, someone rushed toward them from the front. Biyu blocked him: “Watch where you’re going.”

“This lowly one was careless, please spare me, noble one.” The man’s face paled as he repeatedly begged forgiveness.

As soon as he spoke, a certain aura spread out. Ziyu unconsciously stepped back. Though she didn’t show disgust, her brows knotted.

“Let him pass,” Shen Xihe instructed.

This person had been looking backward while running, which was why he hadn’t seen them, and moreover, he was someone whose life was nearly at its end – why bother with him?

Biyu let him through. The man bowed repeatedly before leaving.

“What was that smell in his mouth? So foul!” Ziyu said in a low voice once the man was far away.

Shen Xihe: “It’s Sacred Lotus.”

The Sacred Lotus’s scent wasn’t foul, but those unaccustomed to it would find it unpleasant.

“What is Sacred Lotus?” Ziyu had never heard of it.

“It’s something that only blooms in the south…”

“Emergency! The Old Madam has fallen into the water! The Old Madam has fallen in!” Before Shen Xihe could finish speaking, shouts of alarm came from the distance.

Shen Xihe typically didn’t concern herself with others’ affairs, nor was she one to join in the excitement. She continued forward with Biyu and Ziyu, paying no attention.

However, she had to pass by the pond, which was now surrounded by crowds of people drawn to the commotion. To get out, she would need to push through these people, so Shen Xihe stopped with Biyu and Ziyu to wait at the side.

They watched as a young lady, with the help of two monks, pulled an elderly woman from the water. Then the young lady, pulled by her maids, climbed out as well. Servants and maids immediately wrapped them in clothes.

Some monks led them toward the meditation rooms. Shen Xihe, wearing her veil, stepped slightly aside with Biyu and the others to make way.

“I heard that’s the Old Madam of the Pingyao Marquis Manor who fell in, and the one who jumped in to save her seems to be the illegitimate daughter recently brought back to the manor.”

“Look at how poorly dressed that illegitimate daughter is, even worse than me. Who knows how badly she’s treated in the manor?”

“Who can blame them? The Pingyao Marquis kept his concubine hidden for over ten years – any proper wife would be displeased upon finding out.”

“Such deep water and this illegitimate daughter jumped in without hesitation to save someone. She must have a kind heart…”

The discussions from the crowd reached Shen Xihe’s ears. She kept her gaze straight ahead as the Pingyao Marquis Manor’s Old Madam Yu and Miss Yu approached, supported by servants.

This Miss Yu had a delicate face as small as a palm, with fine eyebrows and large eyes. Even with her pallid complexion, it didn’t diminish her exceptional beauty. The wet hair clinging to her cheeks added a touch of delicate allure.

Her eyes, though seemingly bright and clear, lacked the innocence and purity typical of a twelve or thirteen-year-old girl – they were very complex eyes.

Especially when she passed by Shen Xihe, supported by others, the muddy smell of pond water hadn’t masked the scent of Sacred Lotus about her.

Chapter 45: She Is Mine
A very faint trace – Shen Xihe turned her head slightly, her gaze following Miss Yu’s figure for a moment to confirm she hadn’t smelled wrong.

Risking one’s life to save a grandmother – how moving such filial piety was.

Who would have thought this was merely a self-directed performance?

Even the perpetrator had likely already died from poison by now, making any investigation unlikely to find traces.

The white sap inside the Sacred Lotus stem and the water that drips from its leaf veins are poisonous – lethal in large doses – though few know this.

That man had consumed Sacred Lotus and not a small amount. He must have been the one who pushed the Old Madam into the pond, and he surely didn’t know that the person he desperately helped had already tricked him into drinking poison.

But what did this matter to her?

Shen Xihe’s expression remained unchanged as she left Jianfu Temple with Ziyu and Biyu.

Having agreed to make the aloes incense for Huguo Temple, Shen Xihe put her heart into it. The reason this batch of aloe incense had such a rich quality was that Shen Xihe had added a bit of Immortal’s Ribbon to it.

She was reluctant to give Immortal’s Ribbon to Huguo Temple.

“I wonder if this can be cultivated,” Shen Xihe wanted to grow Immortal’s Ribbon but didn’t know where to start.

“I’ve found out – the one who fell into the water yesterday at Jianfu Temple was the Old Madam of Pingyao Marquis Manor, and the lady who saved her was Yu Sangning.”

Ziyu’s voice came through the raised window. Though not particularly clever, Ziyu was naturally curious and spent her days gathering news since arriving in the capital. The Pingyao Marquis Manor’s affairs were currently the talk of the town.

This was because the Pingyao Marquis’s pursuit of the Marchioness was still fondly remembered. At their wedding feast, he had promised never to have children with other women and indeed had kept this promise for years, earning many people’s envy.

But unexpectedly, some days ago the Pingyao Marquis Manor had quietly brought back an illegitimate daughter – Yu Sangning.

A beautiful story had become a false one. How could those who once envied the Marchioness pass up this chance for sour comments?

Shen Xihe estimated the amount needed for the Buddhist incense and cut off a piece the size of a jade thumb ring, feeling extremely distressed.

After cutting the Immortal’s Ribbon, the cut edge would wither, but it wouldn’t affect the whole.

The current supply of incense materials wasn’t enough; she still had to wait for her people to return with more purchases.

“Princess, Guard Cao from the Eastern Palace has come again, bringing a food box,” Red Jade’s voice came from outside just as Shen Xihe finished putting away the Immortal’s Ribbon.

Ziyu had already rushed toward Cao Tianyuan – whenever she heard about food boxes, Ziyu couldn’t control herself.

She was still trying to figure out the pastries from last time, and now she cared more about the Eastern Palace’s food than about her mistress.

However, Ziyu was disappointed this time – what Prince Xiao Huayong sent wasn’t cooked food, but a box full of grapes.

“Princess, His Highness thanks you for visiting him yesterday. These are grapes His Highness grew himself in the Eastern Palace. These first-ripened ones are the sweetest. Though not precious items, His Highness hopes you won’t reject them,” Tianyuan presented the grapes.

Shen Xihe liked good food, and especially loved fresh fruit – she loved all kinds of fruit.

The grapes, purple as crystal and full to bursting, released their characteristic fragrance, extremely tempting.

Under Ziyu’s eager gaze, Shen Xihe nodded and accepted: “Please convey my thanks to His Highness.”

They were sent as thanks for her visit – the most ordinary of reasons. She wanted to eat them anyway, so why refuse?

Tianyuan left with a broad smile.

“Princess, wouldn’t this be inappropriate…” Biyu was still worried.

“What’s inappropriate about it?” Shen Xihe had Ziyu clean a bunch.

“His Highness keeps sending things…” Biyu couldn’t quite articulate her concern. After all, it was always food boxes – mere edibles that hadn’t reached the level of improper gift-giving.

But Eastern Palace guards delivering food boxes to the Shen residence daily, though not precious items, carried a kind of mundane intimacy.

“What others think is no concern of mine,” Shen Xihe never compromised herself for others’ opinions.

“His Highness might think too much of it,” Biyu said urgently.

“Think what?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “His Highness isn’t naive enough to think that my accepting food boxes means I regard him specially. I know His Highness wants to marry me, and I am inclined to marry him, so we interact accordingly.”

She neither played hard to get nor kept Xiao Huayong hanging while eyeing others.

When Xiao Huayong first met her, he had subtly revealed his relationship with Emperor Youning – a Crown Prince in name only.

In others’ eyes, he was the beloved Crown Prince.

This was Xiao Huayong’s sincerity. If one day she felt Xiao Huayong wasn’t suitable as a husband, she would make it clear. As for whether Xiao Huayong would be furiously embarrassed, she would handle it then.

Since her mistress understood everything, Biyu said no more and helped Shen Xihe eat grapes.

“These grapes are sweet and juicy – you all should try some.” One had to admit, Xiao Huayong’s Eastern Palace must have excellent feng shui – the grapes grown there were even slightly better than the tribute ones from the Western Regions.

However, her digestion was weak, so she dared eat only five before giving the rest to Ziyu and the others.

Early the next morning, Xie Yunhuai came to visit. He was there to check on Shen Xihe’s condition. Though he found her health hadn’t improved, it hadn’t worsened either, suggesting his method was effective.

Seeing Shen Xihe in agony again, pale and trembling as she took her medicine, Xie Yunhuai’s brows furrowed deeply.

Returning to his courtyard in the outskirts, he immediately saw a tall figure standing with his back turned, fingers playing with a black stone behind his back.

“How is her condition?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Xie Yunhuai couldn’t fail to recognize the Crown Prince: “The Bone-Removing Dan is indeed remarkably effective. If the Princess continues taking it as prescribed, once the medicine is finished, her internal organs should be regulated and she should be as healthy as anyone.”

“Are there any harmful effects?” Xiao Huayong asked again.

“The medicine’s yang fire is extremely strong. The Princess is cold-natured and weak, so every time she takes it she must endure bone-scraping, flesh-cutting pain,” Xie Yunhuai answered honestly.

Xiao Huayong’s fingers stopped turning the black stone. He slowly turned around, his exceptionally beautiful face emerging from the darkness, as if parting night’s curtain to illuminate one’s pupils: “How long?”

“About half a shichen.”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes held hidden brilliance, his gaze slightly cool: “It can’t be suppressed?”

After a moment’s contemplation, Xie Yunhuai said: “These days I’ve drafted a medicinal bath formula. If it works, the Princess could take the medicine while soaking in the bath, avoiding the pain.”

“There are obstacles?”

“One of the ingredients is the extremely cold Snow Lotus from Tianshan. After trying several formulas, I found ordinary Snow Lotus isn’t good enough.” Xie Yunhuai took out the formula and handed it to Xiao Huayong. “It requires premium Tianshan Snow Lotus, which only blooms at the mountain’s peak. I’ve already posted a reward for someone to collect it.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t go three days without his pulse reading now – he worried about unexpected effects from the Bone-Removing Dan. He would have to wait for Shen Xihe’s maid Zhenzhu to return before he could personally make the trip.

Seeming to see through Xie Yunhuai’s intentions, Xiao Huayong’s black pupils, gathered with silver light, fixed on him: “She is mine.”

Chapter 46: Scheming for Tianshan Snow Lotus Together
The midday breeze swept through the deep mountain valley, emerging from the dense forest shade and carrying natural fragrance through the small window.

Robes swaying gently, dark hair stirring slightly, Xie Yunhuai lowered his gaze: “Your Highness, I admire and respect Princess Shaoning, but harbor no romantic feelings.”

The glossy black stone began turning rhythmically between fingers again as Xiao Huayong’s tone took on a hint of languor: “Let’s hope so.”

A faint smile appeared on Xie Yunhuai’s lowered face: “Your Highness, Princess Shaoning will never belong to anyone.”

Xiao Huayong’s dark eyes took on a cool tint.

As if unaware, Xie Yunhuai slowly raised his head, fearlessly meeting his gaze, the smile at his lips deepening.

Their eyes met – one growing dark and cold, the other calm and unruffled.

“Duke Xie already knows you’re here,” Xiao Huayong said quietly.

Xie Yunhuai’s expression sobered slightly as he cupped his hands in greeting: “Thank you for informing me, Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong gave a slight nod before steadily departing Xie Yunhuai’s small fenced courtyard.

Early the next morning, Shen Xihe heard that the Crown Prince’s illness had suddenly worsened the previous night. The Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu, who had been punished to kneel for a day at home, was summoned to the palace by Emperor Youning and made to kneel at the Eastern Palace gate.

“Why did it suddenly worsen?” Shen Xihe frowned.

“This servant doesn’t know either,” Biyu shook her head.

Though they had people in the Six Departments and Twenty-Four Offices, none had access to the Eastern Palace.

“Keep an eye on any news,” Shen Xihe instructed.

She had never doubted that Xiao Huayong’s illness was real – after all, he had left the palace at age eight because his severe condition made palace treatment unsuitable.

Although Emperor Youning still assigned great scholars to teach him, how could that compare to being immersed in court affairs?

Other princes could attend court by age fourteen, but he was nearly coming of age and had still never attended court or dealt with any state matters.

Because of this incurable strange illness, he had missed far too much.

However, this time when he supposedly coughed blood after being angered by Xiao Changyu, Shen Xihe somewhat suspected Xiao Huayong had manipulated his weak condition.

Now that Xiao Changyu had been punished and the hints meant for her had been given, Xiao Huayong should have achieved his goals. There was no need to fake illness anymore, so had it truly worsened?

By noon, word had spread inside and outside the palace that the Crown Prince’s condition was severe. From the Imperial Physician-in-Chief down to the medical officers, none in the Imperial Medical Office could help. Emperor Youning was furious and berated the entire office.

Just as he was about to take action against the Physician-in-Chief, a young medical officer tremblingly proposed an idea that gained unanimous approval from the office – but they lacked one ingredient.

“What medicine?”

“Tianshan Snow Lotus,” Biyu said, then added, “The supreme grade.”

“What makes it supreme grade?” Shen Xihe knew Tianshan Snow Lotus had different qualities but didn’t know how they were evaluated.

“They say the flower must be nearly two chi long.”

Shen Xihe was slightly startled. She had seen many Tianshan Snow Lotuses, all about one chi long, at most one chi and three or four cun: “That must be rare.”

“Indeed. For the Crown Prince’s sake, His Majesty has posted an imperial notice offering a thousand gold reward to whoever finds supreme grade Tianshan Snow Lotus,” Biyu said softly. “He even sent the Sixth Prince out of the palace to search for it personally.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Emperor Youning’s doting on Xiao Huayong always involved such grand gestures, yet he never truly considered Xiao Huayong’s position.

Whether renovating the Eastern Palace, making other princes defer to him, or posting imperial notices – what did the Eastern Palace have beyond empty glory?

If not for Xiao Huayong’s weak health occasional bouts of illness, and people’s tendency to be lenient toward the weak, there would have been complaints long ago. Who knows how poor his reputation might have been otherwise?

Xiao Huayong surely understood this clearly.

This made Shen Xihe think even more highly of him.

Not only was Xiao Huayong estranged from Emperor Youning, but he also wasn’t close with his brothers either. When they each pursued their interests in the future, he wouldn’t be hampered by brotherly sentiment or indecision.

However, Xiao Huayong’s constitution seemed too weak. She wasn’t afraid of difficulties or of fighting alone with her son against the Xiao clan, but she worried whether he could survive until they had children.

Without an heir, what could she use to compete?

“Biyu, have our people in the palace watch for an opportunity to obtain a copy of the Crown Prince’s pulse diagnosis,” Shen Xihe needed to understand Xiao Huayong’s condition. “Send a message to the Hua residence in Luoyang – I want to discuss business with Hua Taoyi.”

“Princess, that person is very strange. We haven’t confirmed his identity yet…” Biyu disagreed.

Biyu didn’t know that the former Imperial Investigator Hua Fuhai, Cui Jinbai, and Guo Daoyi were the same person. She only thought Hua Fuhai was suspicious because Shen Xihe investigated him and didn’t want Shen Xihe to take risks.

“Someone who can discover the whereabouts of something as rare as the Immortal’s Ribbon must be able to find supreme grade Tianshan Snow Lotus,” Shen Xihe said. “If we’re interested, we must show sincerity. Even purely beneficial relationships require mutual giving to last.”

Since she was now planning for Xiao Huayong, helping with his urgent needs was a way of showing her attitude.

She wouldn’t just accept favors without giving anything in return – Shen Xihe never owed anyone.

“Princess…”

“Princess, Under-Secretary Cui from the Court of Judicial Review is here again,” Red Jade reported from outside.

“He dares to come?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

When she saw Cui Jinbai again, she understood why he dared come – because he was the genuine Cui Jinbai.

Shen Xihe deliberately stood closer to him and detected only the refreshing scent of winter plum, without any trace of eaglewood.

His movements and mannerisms were very similar to the Cui Jinbai who had sought her at the post station. To strangers, it would be truly difficult to notice anything amiss. If Shen Xihe hadn’t known they were different people, she would have been deceived too.

She had to admire the impersonator’s skill.

“Undersecretary Cui, I was rude last time,” Shen Xihe deliberately probed.

Cui Jinbai knew she was referring to when she had exposed the Crown Prince’s disguise and used poison needles on him: “Princess is too kind. I’m here about a murder case…”

Through Cui Jinbai’s account, she learned that someone had died outside Jianfu Temple yesterday – an escort from the south. This morning they had questioned everyone who might have seen this escort, and finally came to ask Shen Xihe.

“Isn’t that…” Ziyu was surprised to see the portrait – it was the man who had bumped into them yesterday.

“The Princess saw the deceased?” Cui Jinbai glanced at Ziyu.

Shen Xihe nodded to Biyu, who explained the whole situation: “Under-Secretary Cui should question the Pingyao Marquis Manor’s people. He ran hurriedly from where the Old Madam fell in, and right after that someone discovered the Old Madam had fallen into the water.”

Cui Jinbai carefully asked for details once more, ensuring nothing was omitted, before taking his leave.

Chapter 47: Three Deaths
The case of the bodyguard’s poisoning was solved on the second day, and the identity of the murderer was shocking – it turned out to be a concubine from the Pingyao Marquis’s household. This concubine had been the Marquis’s wife’s maid, whom she had personally given to the Marquis.

It was said that this bodyguard had some distant relation to the concubine. Her original intention was to have the bodyguard destroy Yu Sangning’s reputation, but things went wrong, and in her panic, she ran into the elderly madam who was alone by the pool.

The reason Yu Sangning was able to appear at the right time was that she had been kidnapped by this bodyguard.

“The Pingyao Marquis’s wife is truly vicious,” said Ziyu, who had learned the details of the matter and was sharing them with Shen Xihe to cheer her up.

In truth, Shen Xihe didn’t enjoy hearing about such inner household schemes, but she didn’t stop them. She hoped that Ziyu and the others would better understand just what kind of place these noble households of the capital were – places that harbored filth and corruption. The more they heard, the more worldly they would become.

“What evidence did the Court of Justice find?” asked Hongyu.

“They found gold that the concubine had given him – this concubine liked to mark her money with secret symbols,” Ziyu explained. “She was interrogated overnight and confessed. Then early this morning, she took poison and died in her cell.”

Shen Xihe sat nearby, finishing the final stitches on her previous handkerchief, completing the image of an immortal’s sash.

“That Miss Yu from the other day, how old is she?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

“She’s the same age as the Princess, already of marriageable age,” Ziyu answered.

Shen Xihe was born in winter and wouldn’t come of age until the end of the year.

“She looked so young,” she had thought Yu Sangning was only twelve or thirteen that day. “But her thoughts are meticulous and her methods ruthless.”

“Princess…” Biyu’s eyelid twitched, “You mean…”

“For a legitimate daughter of marriageable age, even if her stepmother despised her, dealing with marriage matters wouldn’t raise any eyebrows. Why would she need a concubine to act?”

Shen Xihe put away her thread and spread out the handkerchief to examine it closely. “After this incident, the Pingyao Marquis’s wife can’t escape the crime of using a concubine to harm her stepdaughter. She saved the elderly madam, transforming from a lonely girl into someone beloved by the old madam, while also planting a thorn in the Marquis’s heart.”

“Princess, you’re saying… this was all a scheme orchestrated by Miss Yu herself!” Ziyu couldn’t help but swallow nervously.

“The bodyguard was poisoned with Guanyin lotus, and Miss Yu carried the scent of Guanyin lotus,” Shen Xihe nodded slightly.

Shen Xihe had possessed a keen sense of smell since childhood, a fact known to all her maids.

Ziyu’s scalp tingled: “To think the entire capital is sympathizing with this Miss Yu.”

“That’s also one of her objectives,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “No matter how many people might secretly mock the Marquis’s wife, young ladies wouldn’t easily accept an outsider of illegitimate birth. After this incident, some will surely sympathize with her, and it will no longer be difficult for her to socialize with the capital’s young ladies in the future.”

By becoming acquainted with ladies of status, she could meet young gentlemen, allowing her to plan for her future.

“Princess… Ziyu is scared…” Ziyu looked terrified. The people of the capital were all so frightening – she missed the Northwest!

“What are you afraid of?” Biyu poked her forehead again. “You have the Princess protecting you.”

Shen Xihe also spoke gently to Ziyu: “What’s so frightening about them? The most frightening person is sitting right in front of you.”

She had thought Ziyu would be more scared, but surprisingly, Ziyu’s reaction was different: “That’s right, that’s right! Princess is the most clever, seeing through her little tricks at a glance!”

In Ziyu’s eyes, everything Shen Xihe did was clever, while others were just cruel.

This made Shen Xihe laugh helplessly. After laughing for a moment, she asked Biyu: “Still no news from Yu Xiaodie?”

Just as Biyu was about to shake her head, hurried footsteps approached, and Mo Yuan personally delivered a scroll to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe opened it to find a route map, and asked Mo Yuan: “When does she plan to act?”

“Tonight.” Yu Xiaodie had secretly copied the route map and was restless, eager to leave the Kang Prince’s mansion immediately.

“Very well.” Shen Xihe handed the scroll to Biyu. “Go fetch the box from my dressing table.”

Biyu took the scroll into Shen Xihe’s chambers and retrieved a long, narrow box. Shen Xihe gestured for it to be given to Mo Yuan.

“Inside is an incense that can confuse people’s minds. Give it to Yu Xiaodie, and all of you fully cooperate with her.”

“Yes.” Mo Yuan withdrew with the incense.

That night, Shen Xihe retired early as usual, but the Kang Prince’s mansion was far from peaceful.

Because today, the Second Prince, Prince Zhao, had presented evidence in the rouge case, and Emperor Youning had flown into a rage. All officials of third rank and above, along with royal princes and nobles, were urgently summoned to the palace, leaving the inner household members in a state of anxiety.

Madam Xiao, who had been thrown out of the Shen mansion, had been cursed as a harbinger of disaster every day lately. These rats were proof, and tonight she had finally found evidence that Yu Xiaodie was responsible. The Kang Prince’s wife, accompanying the old Princess Consort, refused to believe Yu Xiaodie was responsible and rebuked Madam Xiao.

So Madam Xiao took her maid to confront Yu Xiaodie herself. They had barely exchanged a few words when Yu Xiaodie’s maid and Madam Xiao’s maid began fighting in the courtyard, with their attendants rushing out to join the fray.

Yu Xiaodie held Madam Xiao back and whispered in her ear: “That’s right, I had people call you a harbinger of disaster. Aren’t you one? Look how much face you’ve made the prince’s mansion lose. A noble princess willingly debasing herself, trying to drug someone only to be caught red-handed.

Because you became a concubine, all the young ladies of the prince’s mansion suffered, having to marry beneath their station. Aren’t you a harbinger of disaster? Thrown out of the mansion, yet you still have the face to live, still dare to run back to your family…”

Yu Xiaodie had lit the incense Shen Xihe had given her in the room. Madam Xiao was already angry, and upon smelling this scent, she became even more enraged. Yu Xiaodie kept holding her back while continuing to humiliate her. Madam Xiao lost control of her emotions, pulled out a gold hairpin from her head, and stabbed down at Yu Xiaodie.

At this moment, Madam Xiao had completely lost her reason. Yu Xiaodie grabbed the gold hairpin from her hand and pushed her away. When she regained some clarity after hitting her head, she turned to see Yu Xiaodie with the gold hairpin in her chest.

She trembled in terror as Yu Xiaodie gripped the hairpin and fell, using her other hand to pull it out, blood splattering onto Madam Xiao’s face.

The huge commotion startled the servants outside, who rushed in en masse, all witnessing this scene.

Yu Xiaodie’s maid immediately screamed at the top of her lungs: “Murder!”

As it happened, a doctor who had just finished examining the Kang Prince’s eldest son heard the commotion and ran over with the steward who was escorting him. He immediately checked Yu Xiaodie’s pulse and declared her dead.

The prince’s mansion immediately fell into chaos. The Princess Consort, saying they needed the Prince’s decision, had Yu Xiaodie’s body detained.

Soon after, the room where Yu Xiaodie’s body was kept mysteriously caught fire. By the time they extinguished it, Yu Xiaodie had been burned to charred remains.

Upon investigation, there were clear signs of oil on the charred corpse – this was deliberate arson to destroy the body.

When Shen Xihe woke early the next morning and heard about this, she handed Moyu a medicine bottle: “Put this medicine in the food that the Kang Prince’s mansion sends to the prison.”

Last night, the incident had alarmed the patrolling imperial guards, and Madam Xiao had been taken away immediately.

“Princess, wouldn’t it be better to let her suffer worse than death in prison?” Biyu asked in a low voice.

Shen Xihe spread her arms, allowing Hongyu to dress her: “Biyu, remember this – as long as someone is alive, variables exist. Only death brings true closure.”

Chapter 48: Is She in Trouble?
Madam Xiao’s imprisonment hardly caused a ripple. Neither Emperor Youning nor Prince Kang had time to concern themselves with her at present.

The rouge case implicated royal relatives and noble officials, with the main conspirators being Wei Tao, the consort of Princess Ruyang, the head of the Imperial Clan Court who was Emperor Youning’s cousin within five degrees of mourning, and Duke Xu’s household, one of the three great ducal families.

Emperor Youning’s heart pounded and his anger flared as he looked at the dense register of names.

The House of Beautiful Women these three had established had, over thirty years, gifted courtesans to capital nobility, frontier commanders, and local officials. Even as emperor, he hadn’t managed to establish such deep and widespread networks of informants.

Moreover, because of these courtesans, many local officials had become “in-laws.” He dared not imagine what kind of dark existence the common people in those regions endured.

The Imperial Censorate moved overnight, and Wei Tao and other core members of the House of Beautiful Women were imprisoned in an instant.

All royal clan members who committed crimes were held in the Imperial Clan Court, and Madam Xiao was no exception.

Late at night, Xiao Huayong secretly infiltrated the Imperial Clan Court. In the most heavily guarded cell was the current prime suspect Wei Tao. Nearly sixty years old, his hair showed no trace of gray, only his stern, darkened face bore the marks of time.

Even wearing only undergarments and manacles, he showed no sign of dishevelment. Watching the flickering lamplight on the table, he said: “Since you’ve come, why not show yourself?”

Xiao Huayong emerged from around the corner, standing outside the cell, one hand behind his back, fingertips turning a black piece.

Wei Tao’s steady gaze faltered upon seeing Xiao Huayong. He suddenly laughed, and as he laughed, he shook his head and sighed: “I’m getting old, my eyesight isn’t what it used to be. I never imagined the Crown Prince would be such a formidable hero.”

“Uncle, you should know why I’ve come,” Xiao Huayong’s expression was calm, showing no interest in small talk with Wei Tao.

Wei Tao stared at Xiao Huayong: “What can Your Highness offer me?”

“Aunt Ruyang’s life, and Wei Zhengye’s title,” Xiao Huayong replied.

Wei Tao grew agitated, jumping down from the stone bed and grabbing the cell bars: “How can you save her?”

After the case broke, he had tried his utmost to keep Ruyang clean of it, but Emperor Youning was fond of collective punishment.

“His Majesty has been secretly forging weapons, raising warhorses, and training private guards, depleting the treasury. If Aunt Ruyang could expose you all with the wealth you’ve accumulated over thirty years, claiming she knew nothing of your private dealings, His Majesty would surely pardon her, earning himself a reputation for mercy.”

The reason Emperor Youning and his mother had been able to seize power was due to Shen Yueshan’s military protection, the Gu family’s secret support among the noble houses, and Princess Ruyang, his illegitimate elder sister, coordinating from within.

There was already the precedent of the Gu family’s wrongful execution, and Shen Yueshan sending his daughter to the capital in a show of weakness. Rumors of Emperor Youning’s cold-heartedness and ingratitude were spreading. If he were to punish Princess Ruyang collectively now, the court officials would surely be horrified.

Without her consort, Princess Ruyang posed no threat, and she would replenish his treasury. Why wouldn’t he show magnanimity just this once?

“His Majesty…” Wei Tao listened with mounting terror. That Emperor Youning was secretly building an elite private army terrified him, and while no court official had caught wind of it, the Crown Prince knew it inside and out, which frightened him even more.

Wei Tao took a deep breath: “That wealth…”

He was about to say the wealth had been completely plundered when he suddenly realized something and sharply looked at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s expression was extremely calm, yet his too-handsome face carried the steadfast dignity of one who held heaven and earth in his grasp: “It’s in my hands.”

Wei Tao’s hands began to tremble involuntarily. That wealth had been plundered a year ago, which meant the Crown Prince had known everything about the rouge case a year ago. Perhaps this recent exposure happened because he had already laid his plans and allowed it to surface.

This was a net, and everyone was in it, moving step by step according to his will.

It took Wei Tao quite a while to still his trembling hands. He stepped back two paces and gave Xiao Huayong a deep bow.

Rising, he struck his jaw, causing a gold tooth to fall to the ground. He crushed it under his foot, revealing a tiny purple bead inside. He picked it up, cleaned it, and handed it to Xiao Huayong.

“Your Highness, take this to the deaf-mute old gatekeeper at the Beitian Ward in the southern city. He will give you the map of the palace’s secret passages.”

The palace had secret passages. The reason Emperor Youning and his brother’s forces had succeeded in their bloodless palace coup was thanks to these passages.

The ones who truly knew about the passages were Princess Ruyang and her husband, but Ruyang was clever. She let others discover one passage to claim credit. After Emperor Youning secured his throne and inquired about the passages, that one had been destroyed, and those who knew about it were silenced by the emperor.

Emperor Youning had never suspected Princess Ruyang and Xiao Huayong had only learned this secret by chance.

Seeing Xiao Huayong take the token for the passage map, Wei Tao gave a bitter laugh of resignation. They had thought they’d fooled everyone, not knowing this far-reaching Crown Prince had long seen through everything.

Having achieved his goal, Xiao Huayong turned to leave. Passing by the ordinary cells, he heard a faint sound and happened to see Madam Xiao collapsed on the ground, convulsing. Soon she began bleeding from seven orifices.

Glancing at the food box marked with the Kang Prince’s seal outside the cell, a gentle smile appeared on Xiao Huayong’s lips: “How… fierce indeed.”

Tianyuan had been waiting for Xiao Huayong in the Eastern Palace. Seeing the Crown Prince return, treading through the night, wrapped in moonlight, starlight in his eyes, he could sense His Highness’s pleasure from afar.

“Your Highness, did you succeed?” Tianyuan assumed Xiao Huayong had achieved his goal of obtaining the item from Consort Wei.

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong’s fingertips lightly turned the black piece.

“Your Highness, word came from the provinces – the Princess wants to see Hua Fuhai,” Tianyuan quickly reported the important matter.

Xiao Huayong’s gentle expression between his brows vanished: “Is she in trouble?”

Of Shen Xihe’s character, while Xiao Huayong couldn’t claim to understand ten parts of ten, he knew seven or eight. Given her cold and aloof nature, why would she actively contact someone she’d only met once unless she needed something?

Tianyuan hurriedly shook his head: “Your Highness, you ordered us not to trail the Princess.”

Regarding Yu Xiaodie’s matter, they had been watching Yu Xiaodie because of her connection to the rouge case, and they had guessed Shen Xihe would use Yu Xiaodie as a piece in her game. Not wanting to disrupt Shen Xihe’s plans, they had only paid slightly more attention than usual – normally their people didn’t dare monitor Shen Xihe.

Tianyuan didn’t understand why his master, though concerned about the Princess, wouldn’t keep a closer watch on her.

He vaguely remembered the last time he accidentally asked about it. His Highness hadn’t rebuked him for overstepping but had instead gazed at the pomegranate in the courtyard, which was gradually taking on a thin layer of pale yellow, and said: “She would surely dislike it.”

Xiao Huayong wrote a letter with his left hand and handed it to Tianyuan: “Have the merchant company’s people deliver it to her.”

Xiao Huayong was very curious about what matter could make Shen Xihe lower herself to seek him out, and he felt somewhat worried as well.

Chapter 49: No Right to Refuse
“Your Highness, though the capital is close to Luoyang, you’ve replied to the Princess on just the third day. With her intelligence, she’ll surely guess we have special means of communication,” Tianyuan’s eyelid twitched as he looked at the unfolded letter.

He felt that his usually prudent and thorough master became a bit… clouded by love when it came to the Princess.

Xiao Huayong glanced at Tianyuan, then lowered his head to gaze at the black chess piece gleaming with a dark light in the moonlight, his expression gentler than the moonlight itself: “In the future, she will know more and more about my affairs.”

Regarding Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong had to admit, from his initial curiosity upon receiving her evidence, to finding her increasingly interesting after several tests, to her ability to anticipate his surprises each time – that she drew him in more and more.

He had reached marriageable age, and marriage was natural. But Shen Xihe’s appearance made him unwilling to sit back and watch his father’s machinations regarding his marriage.

He felt himself growing somewhat fond of her. As for how deep this fondness ran and how far they could go – they would see as they went along.

Shen Xihe received both the news of Madam Xiao’s death and Hua Fuhai’s reply together. The former was expected, but the latter surprised her: “Luoyang is over eight hundred li from the capital. I only sent the message to Luoyang the evening before yesterday, and at the earliest, he would have received it last night…”

The letter said he was in the capital – how did Hua Fuhai in the capital know about a letter that had reached Luoyang?

Even an urgent messenger couldn’t achieve that!

“Indeed, he must be a capital noble.” One letter revealed too much information to Shen Xihe.

The letter stated that the meeting place would be determined by Shen Xihe, with the reply to be given to the messenger.

“Hua Fuhai is quite considerate,” since the appointment was with the Princess, he hadn’t presumed to decide the meeting location.

“Considerate?” Shen Xihe neither agreed nor disagreed with Hongyu’s words. She felt this gesture wasn’t about showing gentlemanly courtesy.

Yet she couldn’t figure out Hua Fuhai’s purpose. However, since the letter bore Hua Fuhai’s signature, it wouldn’t be proper to have a servant write the reply – it would seem disrespectful.

So she wrote the location herself, just five characters, and gave it to Hongyu to pass to the waiting messenger.

“Princess, should we have someone follow the messenger?” This might be an excellent opportunity to discover Hua Fuhai’s identity.

“No need,” Shen Xihe said quietly. “In dealing with others, sincerity is paramount.”

Having someone trail him now would irritate anyone who discovered it.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that when her letter reached Xiao Huayong, he placed it in his box with great satisfaction: “This way, we have private correspondence.”

Tianyuan’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. He suddenly felt a wave of sadness – his master became a different person when it came to the Princess!

When Shen Xihe’s carriage left the city, the gates were under strict inspection. The capital’s citizens vaguely sensed that they had awakened to find the city shrouded in dark clouds, making the entire capital feel oppressed and stifling.

Outside the city, Shen Xihe let Yu Xiaodie out of the carriage and gave her a bundle: “Inside are new identity papers and some travel money. From here on, you have a new life.”

Yu Xiaodie accepted it and made a deep, respectful bow to Shen Xihe before turning and leaving decisively.

Pleased with Yu Xiaodie’s discretion, Shen Xihe instructed Biyu: “Have Mo Yuan send someone to protect her secretly.”

The carriage continued, turning into an elegantly constructed estate in the mountains. This was Shen Xihe’s place. She had barely arrived and sat down when Hua Fuhai called.

Unlike his previous golden brilliance, this time he wore magnificent deep purple, adorned with countless ruby and sapphire ornaments that Shen Xihe couldn’t count – hardly different from a walking jewelry vault, still painful to the eyes.

Amidst the clear, distant fragrance of Yi and Xiang, there remained a faint trace of Duojialuo, making Shen Xihe smile slightly.

Through the gauze screen, Xiao Huayong couldn’t see Shen Xihe’s smile, but he could sense it – just an inexplicable intuition that she was laughing at him, at how hard it was to maintain this pretense.

“Hua Taoya, I want to ask Hua Taoya for a favor,” Shen Xihe didn’t expose him, instead speaking seriously.

“Please instruct me, Princess.” Shen Xihe hadn’t concealed her identity in this message.

“Hua Taoya has widespread connections and friends everywhere. I’d like to ask Hua Taoya to find someone capable who can help me inquire about premium Tianshan snow lotus,” Shen Xihe went straight to the point.

Xiao Huayong was startled. He rarely found himself surprised, and for a moment, his heart skipped a beat. But the emotion passed quickly, and his expression soon returned to normal: “May I ask, Princess, is this snow lotus for the Crown Prince of the Eastern Palace?”

Emperor Youning had posted imperial notices – everyone knew the bedridden Crown Prince was waiting for premium Tianshan snow lotus to save his life.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe admitted straightforwardly.

Xiao Huayong’s heart accelerated again for two beats – this loss of control was unprecedented. Fortunately, he hadn’t forgotten his current identity, and after feigning contemplation, he asked: “How does the Princess propose to conduct this business with me?”

“I’ll grant you the Northwestern markets,” Shen Xihe said casually.

The Northwestern markets controlled the region’s economic lifeline. Since the traders were fierce foreigners like the Turks and Uighurs, only the Northwestern army could keep them in check – this was a great power held by the Shen family.

“The Princess can grant me the Northwestern markets?” Xiao Huayong expressed slight surprise.

“I don’t speak empty words,” Shen Xihe nodded.

If the real Hua Fuhai were sitting before Shen Xihe, who knows how excited he would be? Though his business had spread throughout the realm over the years, including areas inhabited by foreign tribes in the Northwest and Southern Sichuan, they couldn’t establish deep roots without military support.

The horses of the Northwest, the tea of Southern Sichuan – these were trade lines they wanted to develop deeply but had remained peripheral for years.

Of course, the Northwest offered more than just horses – cattle, sheep, Hetian jade, and precious medicines, all worth their weight in gold.

“In ancient times, one would spend a thousand gold pieces for a beauty. Princess…”

“A hundred thousand gold pieces for a beauty?” Shen Xihe interrupted.

Xiao Huayong faltered, only able to follow with a smile: “It seems the Crown Prince must be exceptionally handsome.”

Shen Xihe thought seriously for a moment, then said earnestly: “Among all men in the world, none can surpass his appearance.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Though he knew Shen Xihe was deliberately changing the subject, he still felt pleased, unable to suppress a rising excitement in his heart.

“Princess, what if I refuse?” Xiao Huayong asked deliberately.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Would the positions of Imperial Censor and Deputy Minister of the Court of Judicature be enough?”

Xiao Huayong hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to use both carrot and stick.

“Hua Taoya, I have no evidence, but if rumors spread, His Majesty is suspicious by nature. He would likely rather err on the side of caution and purge the Imperial Censorate. Cui Jinbai would certainly lose his position as Deputy Minister, and would never be trusted with important posts again. Oh, and that Candidate Guo would hardly escape unscathed either.”

Shen Xihe’s smile was light: “I rarely cooperate with others, but when I choose to cooperate with someone, they have no right to refuse.”

Chapter 50: He Is Different From All of You
No right to refuse…

No…

Right…

Xiao Huayong had been appointed Crown Prince before he was even a month old. The Emperor’s obvious favoritism toward him left him isolated, yet no one dared to oppose him. Never had anyone told him he had no right to refuse.

Shen Xihe’s words weren’t groundless. What she said made sense – she need only spread some rumors or make some subtle moves, and the vigilant Emperor would launch a massive purge, destroying much of what he had painstakingly built.

“Your Grace, even when a deal falls through, goodwill should remain. By forcing this transaction, aren’t you concerned about making enemies?” Xiao Huayong asked with darkened eyes.

“There’s a common saying: When you owe too much, you stop worrying. I have so many enemies already, one more makes little difference,” Shen Xihe said dismissively. “I gave Hua Taoyi a choice – peace or war, it all depends on his decision.”

After her move against Cui Jinbai last time, this person knew she had seen through him. Since she already held such leverage over him, it would be more dangerous not to address it openly.

“Your Grace favors the Crown Prince, yet seeks to ally with me without questioning my identity,” Xiao Huayong smiled meaningfully. “What is your intention? Aren’t you worried that if the Crown Prince learns of this, it might be disadvantageous to you?”

“When did I say I wanted to ally with you?” Shen Xihe corrected. “Cooperation is merely a temporary mutual benefit. Whether we can continue to get what we want depends on whether our interests conflict in the future. When that time comes, may the best person win.”

Xiao Huayong was momentarily speechless, feeling conflicted: “Your Grace is truly unsentimental, speaking of future confrontation before we’ve even begun cooperating…”

“Not unsentimental, but sincere,” Shen Xihe corrected again. “I dislike engaging in hollow pleasantries with clever people. If we’re clear with each other from the start, there won’t be resentment when we eventually cross swords.”

Xiao Huayong seemed to understand and nodded: “Since Your Grace has considered the future, you must have guessed that I too have a prince backing me… Or perhaps I am one. Why not favor me instead?”

“I already answered that,” Shen Xihe repeated. “I dislike engaging in hollow pleasantries with clever people.”

Xiao Huayong had long noticed that Shen Xihe was different from typical gentle and virtuous young ladies. She was extremely strong-willed and would never submit to or comply with men. Therefore, rather than those who were exceptionally clever, she was more patient with those who were ordinary yet not mediocre, because she disliked being controlled by others.

Though his guess was correct, Xiao Huayong felt strange: “Does this mean the Crown Prince is a fool?”

Shen Xihe lifted her chin, her tone cooling: “Hua Taoyi, mind your words.”

Through the layer of white gauze, Xiao Huayong couldn’t see the reaction of the naturally reserved Shen Xihe, but he could sense her displeasure.

Was she displeased because someone had insulted him?

Xiao Huayong was delighted inside: “I spoke out of turn. I’m still curious what makes the Crown Prince worthy of Your Grace’s protection? Perhaps… I still have a chance?”

“He is different from all of you,” Shen Xihe said flatly. “Hua Taoyi, I choose to cooperate with you now because I think we needn’t clash too early and let others benefit from our conflict.”

Who would dare to infiltrate the Emperor’s trusted Embroidered Uniform Guard and manipulate his valued talents?

The person before her was undoubtedly a prince, but she had never interacted with any of the princes before. Although she understood something of their personalities from their actions, she couldn’t hastily conclude which one he was.

The only thing she could be certain of was that he was not Xiao Changqing.

Even the one in the Eastern Palace hadn’t been completely cleared of suspicion in her mind.

She proposed cooperation with this person at this time for several reasons. First, as she said, she didn’t want to engage in a life-or-death struggle too early and benefit others.

Second, he already knew she had seen through him, so finding a reason to bring things into the open would prevent suspicion in the shadows.

Third, with more interaction, she would eventually peel back his final layer of disguise.

Fourth, letting his influence penetrate the Northwest would make it easier for her to control more information about him.

Fifth, promoting Northwestern commerce would help the people there live more comfortably.

The snow lotus was just a pretext – even without it, she would have found another reason to do what she did today.

“Your Grace has been frank with me, and I have no way back. I look forward to your guidance in the future.” Xiao Huayong raised his tea cup in a distant salute to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe also raised her cup with both hands and thus their agreement was reached.

After taking a sip, Shen Xihe didn’t put down her teacup, but kept one hand on the lid, lowering her gaze to examine it carefully, as if studying the patterns on the cup.

Xiao Huayong, well-versed in the tea ceremony, naturally recognized this as a subtle signal to take his leave.

He couldn’t help but laugh – when it came to burning bridges after crossing them, no one was quicker than Shen Xihe.

He took the hint and rose to bid farewell. Shen Xihe disliked false courtesy and didn’t say a single word to detain him, yet maintained perfect etiquette by personally seeing him at the main gate.

“Your Highness, how did it go? What did the Princess say?” Tianyuan had been waiting in the carriage at the foot of the mountain. His master had found his wit lacking and feared he might give away their identity if he appeared too often before the Princess.

Xiao Huayong ignored Tianyuan and instead lifted the carriage curtain. Through the overlapping trees up the mountainside, he could still faintly see a corner of the estate. His eyes softened with tenderness: “She said I’m different from others.”

“Huh?” Tianyuan was confused.

Seeing his master’s gentle expression, Tianyuan thought to himself: Could it be… could the Princess have confessed her feelings to His Highness?

But then he realized – no, the Princess had met with Hua Fuhai, not knowing it was his master in disguise.

Looking over his master’s appearance as Hua Fuhai, Tianyuan shook his head like a rattle drum – the Princess wouldn’t be interested in that.

Xiao Huayong lowered the curtain and turned to see Tianyuan’s eyes darting around while shaking his head. He took a folding fan from beside him and tapped Tianyuan’s head: “She promised Hua Fuhai the Northwestern market and asked him to find premium snow lotus for me.”

“Is this why Your Highness is so pleased?” Tianyuan found it hard to express his thoughts.

The premium snow lotus was something His Highness had schemed to get for the Princess, though she didn’t know it. Although she had gone to some trouble, in the end, it was for herself. Yet look how happy it had made their master – since when had His Highness been so easily pleased?

“She thinks of me, willing to deal with merchants for my sake. Should I not be pleased?” Xiao Huayong was dissatisfied with Tianyuan’s reaction.

“You should, you should, you absolutely should!” Tianyuan immediately put on an envious smile. “The Princess truly has a sincere heart for Your Highness. As soon as she heard you needed snow lotus to sustain your life, she anxiously sought it out for you. This shows how important Your Highness is to her.”

He would swear that if the Princess didn’t have other motives, she would never have approached Hua Fuhai for snow lotus. But since his supremely intelligent master chose to ignore this, what could he, a mere subordinate, do but go along with his master’s wishes?

Chapter 51: Only Interested in Benefits
Shortly after Xiao Huayong left, Shen Xihe returned to the Shen mansion. Before she could enter Nüwa Court, she saw Shen Yingruo approaching in plain white clothes, her eyes red. After paying her respects to Shen Xihe, she said, “Elder Sister, I wish to set up a memorial hall for Aunt in the Prince’s mansion.”

Concubines had no right to lie in state, nor could they be buried in the Shen family’s ancestral tomb. Their memorial tablets weren’t qualified to be placed in the Shen family ancestral hall either.

“I think if there were a chance to choose again, your aunt wouldn’t want to enter the Shen family. Don’t let her die with regrets on her final journey,” Shen Xihe said softly. “Set up the memorial hall in Prince Kang’s mansion. That’s where she spent her happiest and most dignified days.”

As Madam Xiao’s daughter, Shen Yingruo had the duty to hold vigil for her deceased birth mother and handle her funeral arrangements. Shen Xihe wouldn’t stop her, but she also wasn’t generous enough to allow this eyesore on her territory.

“Elder Sister, please allow me to set up the memorial hall in my courtyard within the mansion. I won’t take a single step beyond the compound,” Shen Yingruo pleaded.

Shen Xihe was about to speak when she suddenly remembered that outsiders didn’t know Madam Xiao died by her hand – they believed she died from the food box sent from Prince Kang’s mansion.

Apart from being thrown out of the Northwestern Prince’s mansion by her, Madam Xiao had no further connection. Even if her murderer was caught, it wouldn’t be linked to Shen Xihe. It would be difficult for anyone to connect Madam Xiao’s poisoning to Shen Xihe.

After all, Shen Xihe was just a young lady not yet of age – she likely wouldn’t have such thoughts or means. Moreover, secretly poisoning the food box sent to Madam Xiao wasn’t an easy feat.

“It’s your courtyard, do as you please,” Shen Xihe left these words before turning to enter her courtyard. “Biyu, pack up. We’re moving to the Princess’s mansion tomorrow.”

She disliked Shen Yingruo. Although she saw no hatred or resentment in Shen Yingruo’s eyes, the mansion was large enough, but she still didn’t like living under the same roof.

Madam Xiao’s poisoning wasn’t thoroughly investigated. They carelessly found someone from Prince Kang’s mansion to take the blame and closed the case.

Under the massive waves stirred up by the Rouge Case, Madam Xiao’s matter wasn’t worth mentioning. After several days of searches and arrests, the prisons were almost full, making everyone in court fear for themselves.

Wei Tao and other masterminds were sentenced to immediate execution. Princess Ruyang offered tens of thousands in gold that her husband Lord Jingxian and others had extorted. The Emperor, considering that she had been deceived and remembering her past merits, and given her advanced age, allowed her to divorce Wei Tao and granted her eldest son the title of Earl. All her children and grandchildren moved to the Earl’s mansion, severing ties with the Wei family.

While Beijing was in an uproar, Shen Xihe secretly investigated the blueprints Yu Xiaodie had sent several times with Moyu and others and truly found where Prince Kang was privately forging weapons.

It was in the deep mountains outside Beijing, requiring crossing several mountain ranges to reach. Shen Xihe didn’t go personally due to her physical condition, but according to messages from Mo Yuan and Moyu, it was heavily guarded.

“His Majesty has many sons, each accomplished in both civil and military affairs. Prince Kang wouldn’t be foolish enough to dream of gaining the throne,” In fact, when she heard Yu Xiaodie say Prince Kang was secretly forging weapons, she suspected this wasn’t something Prince Kang would do. “It’s useless to him, yet he puts in such effort – he must be serving His Majesty.”

“His Majesty is secretly forging weapons?” Biyu was shocked.

As the supreme ruler commanding all under heaven, what wasn’t his? He did not need to rebel, so why secretly forge weapons?

“Weapons are for soldiers’ use. Secret weapon forging must mean secretly building an elite force,” Shen Xihe trimmed branches and leaves, her fingertips caressing a green leaf. “Whether for assassination or to replace the Northwestern Army, it would be of great use.”

“Replace the Northwestern Army!” In the hearts of Biyu and others, the Northwestern Army was irreplaceable.

They were all people of the Northwest, their families had been there for generations. They deeply understood that the Northwestern Army was the stabilizing force for the Northwest and the faith of its people.

It wasn’t just martial prowess that could let Northwestern people live in peace and prosperity. For generations, the Shen family heads had bravely resisted the Turks externally while prioritizing agriculture and caring for the people internally.

“His Majesty won’t tolerate the Northwestern people only having eyes for Father,” Shen Xihe gave a short laugh. “This is a challenge to imperial power. Father doesn’t want to end up like the Gu family, nor can he easily hand the Northwest over to officials who know nothing about it to dictate terms. These years, the relationship between ruler and minister has become hostile due to Northwestern governance.”

Shen Yueshan wasn’t someone who craved power – if possible, he would rather be a carefree knight-errant. But he was the Shen family heir, shouldering the Northwestern responsibilities that the Shen family had carefully managed.

Ten years ago, Shen Yueshan had given Emperor Youning a chance. That year, the Governor’s Office and Qingzhou Prefecture almost rendered Qingzhou unlivable.

When he saw these court-appointed officials deliberately inciting conflicts between ethnic minorities and Northwestern people, marginalizing minorities, and being unable to create ways for Qingzhou people to make a living, even secretly poisoning beggars to maintain a facade of peace, he knew that relinquishing power meant abandoning the Northwestern people to fend for themselves.

So Shen Yueshan hoped she could carefully choose an emperor with an inclusive heart.

To avoid breaking completely with Emperor Youning before the new emperor’s ascension.

However, Shen Xihe wasn’t a woman who placed hope in others. Hearts change easily – who knows if someone’s nature might shift after becoming emperor?

She preferred to handle things herself. Wouldn’t it be more reliable to become Empress Dowager and personally nurture an enlightened ruler?

If they proved unfilial or unbenevolent, she could depose them and adopt another.

A few days after Shen Xihe moved to the Princess’s mansion, the Rouge Case concluded. It was said that the main perpetrators who had fled to various places were all caught by local officials, and this efficiency finally greatly pleased Emperor Youning.

In his joy, he greatly rewarded those who had rendered service – it was said the highest was promoted three ranks.

Shen Xihe felt this was Emperor Youning using the opportunity to further suppress the noble families.

Affected by the Rouge Case, civil and military officials were mostly still apprehensive. To pacify them, Emperor Youning had Noble Consort Rong hold a chrysanthemum appreciation banquet in the Lotus Garden, broadly inviting noble ladies. The invitation arrived before Shen Xihe immediately.

“Sister Xihe, you must save me.” Shen Xihe, who hadn’t planned to go, was pestered by Bu Shulin. “They say it’s a chrysanthemum appreciation banquet, but it’s a matchmaking banquet. I heard news that Consort Li plans to ask His Majesty to decree a marriage between me and Princess Anling!”

“Can you escape the fate of marrying a princess?” Shen Xihe asked.

Just as she couldn’t escape the fate of marrying a prince, as the only son of the King of Shunan, Bu Shulin was destined to marry a princess.

“That’s why I’ve come to seek Sister Xihe’s advice. If I marry the princess, won’t His Majesty become suspicious?” Bu Shulin pestered Shen Xihe.

“What’s that to do with me?” Shen Xihe’s attitude was cold.

“Sister Xihe, I admire you…”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, he received a profound look from Shen Xihe and immediately wisely shut his mouth.

“I don’t like to discuss feelings, I only like to discuss benefits,” Shen Xihe was satisfied with his perceptiveness. “Say something substantial.”

“If you can help me handle this Princess Anling situation, I’ll send three thousand sets of fine armor to the Northwestern Army!” Bu Shulin gritted his teeth.

The Shunan Prince’s mansion had their own unique method of forging armor – light yet sturdy, something Shen Yueshan had long coveted.

Shen Xihe smiled: “Since you sincerely asked for my help, how could I refuse?”

Chapter 52: Different Upbringings Need Not Be Forcibly Merged
Flying eaves, bracket sets, glazed tiles, white jade steps, pavilions and towers, painted beams, and ridges.

Flowered walls, moon gates, artificial mountains, and pools, surrounded by flowers and trees, with various chrysanthemums adorning the entire garden.

When Shen Xihe arrived, the Lotus Garden was filled with laughter and the sound of string and bamboo instruments. While some familiar young men and women gathered in groups of three or five, most young ladies clustered together, with the young men forming their circles.

At a glance, there were talented scholars and beautiful ladies everywhere, too many to take in at once.

“Princess Zhaoning arrives—” a eunuch’s loud announcement brought the entire garden to silence.

There was simply too much curiosity about her. Since her arrival in the capital, she had sent a marquis’s son to the Court of Judicial Review, thrown out His Majesty’s cousin from the prince’s mansion, left Prince Lie at the mansion gate, and caused the Sixth Prince and Crown Prince to become jealous rivals over her…

Each incident was earth-shattering. Never had any young lady been so bold and daring, not only daring but also causing these noble descendants to suffer in silence.

Yet she lived in seclusion, refusing all invitations. To this day, those who had seen her full appearance could be counted on fingers.

Seeing her today, there was an anticipation as if waiting for someone who had been called a thousand times to finally appear.

The young lady’s figure was graceful, wearing a light white narrow-sleeved short jacket with a hint of gray, covered by a moon-white half-sleeve coat with gold flower patterns. Her long skirt was bound at the chest, sweeping the ground elegantly, with a light purple precious flower-patterned shawl around her shoulders.

Her black hair was styled in double knife buns, adorned with two matching purple jade flower hairpins with beaded strings on either side and a pearl-adorned purple jade peony ornament in the center. Her smooth, full forehead was framed by peony-shaped temple ornaments, with a gold flower design between her brows.

Her makeup was exquisite, elegant yet noble.

The flowing jade light was insufficient to capture her grace, and the gentle moonlight was inadequate to describe her pure beauty.

When she appeared, all the beauty in the garden dimmed.

“Noble Consort,” Shen Xihe walked directly to where Noble Consort Rong sat among the imperial consorts and titled ladies.

“Princess, you’re too formal,” Noble Consort Rong made a gesture of support, taking the opportunity to introduce the young lady beside her. “This is Pingling. You’re of similar age, perfect companions.”

Princess Pingling wore a rose-pink upper garment and a primrose-colored multi-paneled long skirt, both with exquisite embroidery. She wore a crown adorned with gold and silver pearl flowers, her features outstanding, her appearance lovely, with bright eyes that seemed to ripple with intelligence.

“I’ve long heard Princess Zhaoning is a beauty, and now that I see you, you’re truly incomparable,” Princess Pingling had an open, cheerful nature. “I’m a year younger than you, so let me call you Sister Zhaoning.”

As she spoke, Princess Pingling first gave Shen Xihe a peer’s greeting.

“Princess,” Shen Xihe returned the greeting with a faint smile.

“They say the Northwest has rough customs, but seeing Princess Zhaoning today, her elegant demeanor is no less than that of noble families,” the Marquise of Zhenbei, remembering past kindness, took the lead in praising Shen Xihe.

Naturally, many titled ladies and imperial consorts joined in. Their gazes toward Shen Xihe held only admiration and goodwill. Shen Xihe was destined to be a prince’s consort – which prince would depend on His Majesty’s decree. They wouldn’t have too deep an association with her, so establishing good relations was sufficient.

The gazes of imperial consorts with sons contained some evaluation and scrutiny.

After Noble Consort Rong introduced Shen Xihe to everyone, she had Princess Pingling lead Shen Xihe to join the other young ladies.

Pingling led Shen Xihe to a group of richly dressed young ladies. There, Shen Xihe also met Third Princess Anling, who was fond of Bu Shulin. At sixteen, she was a gentle and graceful beauty.

“What were you discussing just now?” Princess Pingling asked after they had exchanged greetings.

“We were talking about our cats,” Princess Anling answered with a smile.

Cats were household pets, and currently, it was fashionable for noble ladies to keep them. If a household didn’t keep one or two cats, they would be unable to join conversations at gatherings and would be isolated.

“The Princess comes from the Northwest, naturally doesn’t know about cats,” a voice interjected. “I’ve heard the Northwest is impoverished, and the poor eat anything, often stewing cats.”

At these words, many unconsciously frowned, developing feelings of rejection toward Shen Xihe. They all loved keeping cats, and suddenly hearing about stewing cats seemed extremely cruel.

“‘You’ve heard’? Where did you hear this?” Shen Xihe looked at Chen Jiaxu, the legitimate daughter of the Xuanping Marquis’s mansion.

“I don’t recall where, but the Northwest is full of barbarians…”

“During the previous emperor’s reign, the Turks invaded dozens of times each year, two or three times a month. The Northwestern men fought bravely to defend against their enemies. In the wilderness, to survive, when hungry and thirsty, they dug into mouse holes for food and drank snake blood to quench their thirst,” Shen Xihe calmly interrupted her. “They sacrificed their lives and shed their blood so that Miss Chen could live peacefully in the capital and enjoy playing with cats. What right does Miss Chen have to call Northwesterners barbarians?”

Shen Xihe’s tone was gentle, without any aggression, yet it left Chen Jiaxu speechless.

Her light-colored eyes glanced at Chen Jiaxu: “Without the fierceness of Northwestern men and women, you might now be lying in a Turkic khan’s tent, barely clothed.”

“You—” Chen Jiaxu glared at Shen Xihe angrily.

Shen Xihe hadn’t used a single vulgar word, yet her words were deeply insulting.

“What did I say that was incorrect?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows in question.

Chen Jiaxu’s chest heaved with anger, but she couldn’t utter a word in rebuttal.

“Princess, your words suggest that the peace of the entire realm is due to the Northwest?” Another person stepped forward, her voice cool. “The peace in the Northwest is indeed due to the Northwestern Army, but this prosperous era of peace is achieved through contributions from all civil and military officials. Princess, you’re being too partial.”

Shen Xihe turned to look – it was the Wang family’s daughter, Wang Yuhui.

Cloud-piled emerald hairdo, bright white teeth, with an air like a secluded orchid.

“Miss Wang,” Shen Xihe turned to face Wang Yuhui. “Noble families’ character should be dignified, not arrogant. When Miss Chen insulted the Northwest, I spoke about the Northwest.

If you must bring up the realm’s peace, I’d also like to know how much the Wang family has contributed to it? So much so that Miss Wang can disregard noble family etiquette, rashly interrupt others’ conversation, and lecture me from on high?”

Shen Xihe’s words were like needles, piercing Wang Yuhui’s heart.

Noble ladies should be careful in speech and action. Interrupting rashly was a breach of etiquette, and she had indeed made a mountain out of a molehill, deliberately making people think Shen Xihe was arrogant, elevating the Northwest while belittling the capital’s officials.

“Now that Miss Wang puts me on such a pedestal, should I also assume all noble ladies of the capital share your conduct?” Shen Xihe gave a derisive laugh. “Miss Wang, our upbringings are different, there’s no need to force them to merge.”

With these words, Shen Xihe turned and left.

She had always disliked dealing with these ladies who only wanted to cling and depend on others, viewing men as their whole world. If it weren’t for Bu Shulin’s three thousand sets of fine armor, she wouldn’t have come today. At least she had found a reason to draw a clear line between herself and these people.

Shen Xihe, thinking she could find some peace, had just walked to a secluded pavilion when a crisp voice called out from behind: “Princess Zhaoning, Princess Zhaoning!”

She turned to see a lively young girl in a goose-yellow half-sleeve coat and pomegranate-colored waist-bound dress, wearing her hair in a hanging bun with butterfly-wing golden hairpins, running toward her with lifted skirts.

Chapter 53: Do You Think I’d Have to Pay with My Life?
As she ran, the golden butterfly in her hair seemed poised to take flight.

“Princess, Princess, may I join you?” The young lady appeared no more than twelve or thirteen years old. From running so hastily, her small face was covered with a thin layer of blush. Her eyes sparkled brightly as she gazed at Shen Xihe.

“No.” Shen Xihe rejected her heartlessly.

The young lady wasn’t hurt at all and continued smiling adorably. “I promise I’ll be very good and won’t disturb your peace. I… I just want to be with you. I don’t like being with them either.”

Her large eyes blinked repeatedly as she stared pitifully at Shen Xihe, looking very much like Duanming at home when it wanted fish.

Shen Xihe didn’t drive her away. Instead, she found a place to sit, waiting for Bu Shulin to come find her.

The young lady cheerfully sat down beside Shen Xihe, cupping her face in both hands and staring intently at her. “Sister Xihe, you’re truly beautiful…”

Biyu, who accompanied Shen Xihe, was somewhat speechless. This young lady’s skill at pushing boundaries was quite remarkable.

From a distance, it had been “Princess Zhaoning,” up close it became just “Princess,” and after exchanging a few words, it turned into “Sister Xihe”…

She was yet another young lady enchanted by their Princess’s beauty. Such young ladies were extremely common in the Northwest, and Biyu was quite used to it.

“Sister Xihe, I’m the seventh daughter of the Xue family, named Jin Qiao,” Xue Jin Qiao informed her softly, as if truly afraid of disturbing her. “The ‘Jin’ from ’embracing jade with respect,’ and the ‘Qiao’ from ‘tall tree family.’ My nickname is Qiao Qiao.”

“Qiao Qiao?” Shen Xihe called with a light laugh.

“Yes!” Xue Jin Qiao responded crisply, her eyes instantly filled with light, radiating vitality.

Biyu didn’t even look, and Xue Jin Qiao’s maid had lowered her head so much it seemed about to sink into her chest.

“I’ll remember that. I have an appointment,” Shen Xihe politely dismissed her.

“Mm-hmm… oh?” Xue Jin Qiao, who had been utterly bewitched, nodded before finally processing Shen Xihe’s words. She opened and closed her small mouth, pouted somewhat dejectedly, then slowly got up and shuffled away, turning back to look with each step.

After shuffling past the moon gate, she poked her head back in: “Sister Xihe, can… can I visit you at the Princess’s mansion? I absolutely won’t disturb you, I just want to see you…”

“No.” Coquettish charm and pouting did not affect Shen Xihe, this woman with a heart of stone.

Xue Jin Qiao left with a pout.

“Only now do I realize how well you treat me,” Bu Shulin remarked with feeling as she emerged from behind the rockery?

She had always felt that Shen Xihe wasn’t particularly friendly toward her, but now, seeing such a charming young lady eagerly approaching only to be rebuffed—even Bu Shulin’s heart had softened a bit—while Shen Xihe remained unmoved, she realized how well Shen Xihe treated her by offering tea.

“You’re more useful,” Shen Xihe responded heartlessly.

Bu Shulin: …

The implication is that if she weren’t useful, she’d receive the same treatment.

Unexpectedly, Shen Xihe continued: “If you weren’t useful and sensible, Huangzhong Temple would have been your precedent.”

Bu Shulin: !!!

So her treatment was much worse than this pretty young lady’s.

Suddenly, the memory of her past poisoning incident at the Luoyang Inn surfaced again…

Biyu covered her mouth to hide her laughter; their Princess just loved teasing Young Master Bu.

Seeing Biyu laugh, Bu Shulin realized Shen Xihe was deliberately teasing her, but actually, they were all wrong—Shen Xihe was telling the truth.

Having already idealized Shen Xihe in their minds, they simply refused to believe this cruel reality.

“Sister Xihe, how exactly will you help me?” Bu Shulin asked seriously.

“You fear Princess Shang because you’re worried about your identity being exposed. We need to solve the problem at its root,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Today you’ve dispelled the Third Princess’s thoughts, but there’s still the Fourth Princess, Fifth Princess, and Sixth Princess. His Majesty will surely want to bestow a princess upon you. There’s one method that might make His Majesty give up the idea of matching you with a princess, and even if he persists, you won’t be exposed.”

“What method?” Bu Shulin’s eyes brightened.

“Male preference,” Shen Xihe said.

Bu Shulin shook her head: “I’ve thought of this method, but it’s not easy to fake. His Majesty certainly won’t believe it easily. Whoever I pretend with might be strictly investigated and closely monitored by His Majesty. If they slip up, it would be disadvantageous.”

Unless it was a death-sworn warrior who could withstand severe torture, anyone could recognize a death-sworn warrior, which would be equivalent to confessing without being forced. Bu Shulin wasn’t willing to take this risk without a death-sworn warrior.

“I’ve found you an excellent candidate,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

“Who?”

“Deputy Chief of the Court of Judicial Review, Cui Jinbai.”

Bu Shulin instantly turned to stone. Had her ears deceived her?

Cui Jinbai, Emperor Youning’s trusted minister, who was being groomed as a potential regent!

Wasn’t this walking straight into a trap?

“If you trust me, just throw yourself at him,” Shen Xihe smiled mysteriously before leaving with Biyu.

At today’s Chrysanthemum Viewing Banquet, many eligible young ladies and gentlemen were invited. Shen Xihe wasn’t sure if Cui Jinbai would come, so she made a special trip to see for herself and create an opportunity for Bu Shulin.

After finishing her conversation with Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe had just returned to the main garden of the Chrysanthemum Viewing Banquet when she saw the bored Xue Jin Qiao standing by the lotus pond. Several elegantly dressed noble ladies walked past, exchanging meaningful glances as they looked at Xue Jin Qiao, who had her back to them.

One of them walked over and deliberately bumped into Xue Jin Qiao, pushing her into the pond.

She had originally intended to ignore it, but then she heard the lady who had pushed her say: “Rushing to curry favor with others when they won’t even look at you. Our noble families have always been at odds with those in power. Today, I’ll teach you a lesson for bringing shame to our traditions.”

Shen Xihe, who had already started walking in another direction, stopped in her tracks: “Biyu, go find a bamboo pole.”

“Yes.”

While Biyu went to find a bamboo pole, Shen Xihe adjusted her shawl and turned toward the pond. When the group saw Shen Xihe, they became somewhat flustered but tried to maintain their composure.

Xue Jin Qiao was pulled out by her maid and was glaring fiercely at the person who had pushed her in, like an angered young beast about to pounce. Shen Xihe extended her hand through the air to stop her.

She approached step by step, closing in on the lady who had done the pushing. The others, intimidated by Shen Xihe’s aura, couldn’t help but retreat.

The one who had pushed wanted to retreat as well but forced herself to resist, unwilling to submit.

Shen Xihe stood before her, reached out, and directly pushed her into the pond. Just then, Biyu returned with a bamboo pole. Shen Xihe took it and used it to press against the lady’s back, forcefully pushing her down.

Shen Xihe’s actions shocked everyone pale with fear, except for the soaking-wet Xue Jin Qiao, who clapped and cheered without regard for etiquette.

“I… kakh kakh… Prin…”

The lady held down by Shen Xihe’s bamboo pole occasionally managed to surface for air. When she tried to swim to the side, Shen Xihe’s pole thrust down hard, cutting off her path, before pressing against her back again.

“Princess, Princess, please calm down…” The ladies who had come with her finally came to their senses. Some hurriedly tried to persuade her, while others immediately ran off to spread the news. “Someone will die, Princess!”

“Oh, so you know someone could die?” Shen Xihe revealed a cold smile. “I thought you didn’t know. But if you cause someone’s death, you’ll certainly have to pay with your life. But if I take her life right now, do you think I’d have to pay with mine?”

Chapter 54: She Dared to Say It
Shen Xihe’s words, which didn’t sound like a joke, frightened the noble ladies pale as ghosts. Having reached marriageable age, they were no longer naive young girls. They clearly understood that even if Shen Xihe truly drowned the person in the water, the Northwest King would have a thousand ways to force the victim’s family to back down.

“Princess, we spoke rashly and offended you. We’re willing to accept your punishment, but please spare Yingrao’s life.” A taller lady fell to her knees before Shen Xihe, pleading for Hu Yingrao in the water.

Shen Xihe glanced at her, then noticed Noble Consort Rong approaching hastily with others. Seeing Hu Yingrao’s struggles weakening, she tossed aside the bamboo pole. “Biyu.”

Biyu leaped forward, stepping on the railing, swift as a swallow, and pulled Hu Yingrao out, throwing her before Shen Xihe.

“Kakh kakh kakh kakh…” Hu Yingrao coughed violently while gasping for fresh air.

“What happened here?” Noble Consort Rong and her group arrived. As the host of the Chrysanthemum Viewing Banquet, she surveyed the two thoroughly soaked ladies.

Those accompanying Hu Yingrao stammered, unsure how to explain, while Shen Xihe stood there appearing completely uninvolved.

“Yingrao!” Hu Yingrao’s mother, Lady Liu, rushed forward and embraced her seemingly half-dead daughter. She knelt before Noble Consort Rong, pleading, “Noble Consort, you must help us! Yingrao has feared water since childhood—this could have killed her!”

Lady Liu had already learned everything from the maid who came to report. Though she was furious at Shen Xihe’s arrogance, she knew she had no right to challenge Princess Zhaoning, the beloved daughter of the Northwest King.

“Let’s have the physicians examine both ladies who fell in the water first. Young ladies are delicate; we mustn’t let this develop into a lasting illness.” Noble Consort Rong had naturally heard some details of the incident and didn’t dare take responsibility, having already sent someone to summon His Majesty.

Everyone moved to the pavilion exterior. After the physicians examined them and prescribed medicine for preventing cold, Emperor Youning arrived with several princes.

The Emperor had come to Furong Garden today, bringing various princes and ministers. Since this was meant to be a gesture of goodwill, it couldn’t only target the inner palace members.

“Zhaoning, what happened?” Emperor Youning immediately asked Shen Xihe upon arriving.

“Your Majesty, today I had a minor disagreement with the ladies from the Chen and Wang families, so I left alone to find a quiet place to clear my mind,” Shen Xihe replied unhurriedly. “The Xue family’s seventh daughter saw me alone and, worried I might be lonely, came to join me. Wanting solitude, I declined her kind intention.

Unexpectedly, upon my return, I witnessed the Hu family’s daughter deliberately pushing Miss Xue Seven into the lake, and said…”

Shen Xihe deliberately paused here, her beautiful eyes sweeping across several ministers, including Vice Minister of Rites Hu Zhengyang and Minister of Personnel Xue Kui.

“She said the noble families were above associating with those in power, and that Miss Xue Seven seeking my company brought shame to their traditions.”

The discord between noble families and those in power was common knowledge, and something emperors were pleased to see as a means of checks and balances. However, it couldn’t be stated openly—wouldn’t that suggest court officials had different factions rather than being united in serving His Majesty and the common people?

Especially the phrase “bringing shame to their traditions,” which implied contempt and insult toward those in power.

Sure enough, when Shen Xihe spoke these words, the faces of all nobles present darkened.

“I was angry, so I gave her a small lesson using the same method she used to bully Miss Xue Seven,” Shen Xihe finished, looking at Emperor Youning. “Your Majesty, the Chen family’s daughter repeatedly called the Northwest barbarians. When I argued with her, the Wang family’s daughter said I was elevating the Northwest to curry favor with the capital’s officials. The Hu family’s daughter also said associating with me brought shame to their traditions.”

After methodically listing everyone’s offenses, Shen Xihe continued: “One person’s words might be prejudice, but when so many speak this way, I truly wonder who looks down upon the Northwest people so much that they dare act so presumptuously?

It makes me wonder if I and the people of the Northwest are not Your Majesty’s subjects, but rather foreigners deserving such exclusion and contempt.”

Shen Xihe’s pointed implications made the present ministers secretly draw sharp breaths.

She dared to speak so boldly, even subtly criticizing His Majesty!

The princes who had never dealt with Shen Xihe couldn’t help but look at her, while only Xiao Changying held back his laughter.

He knew that she would never respectfully defer to anyone who crossed her path.

Yet she spoke with reason and evidence, using implications everyone understood but no one could fault.

“Your Majesty.” The first to step forward wasn’t from the Chen, Wang, Hu, or Xue families whom Shen Xihe had named, but rather her maternal grandfather, Censor Tao. When he stepped forward, the patriarchs of the four families all twitched their eyelids. “When women meddle in court affairs, it shows their husbands and fathers have failed to teach them properly. How can the empire be peaceful if households are not? Children’s words and actions reflect their parents’ teachings.

Mere young ladies wouldn’t speak of dividing the realm unless they’d heard treasonous talk. ‘Barbarians’ refers to the Turks—for the Chen family’s daughter to call the Northwest barbarians shows intent to divide the realm, a crime worthy of death!”

Censor Tao, nearly sixty, knelt his tall, thin frame straight before Emperor Youning: “I beg Your Majesty to investigate thoroughly and not tolerate such villains who care nothing for the court, the emperor, or the people.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but mentally applaud her grandfather. She’d long known her maternal relatives both doted on her and possessed sharp tongues.

In recent years, because of him, everyone feared the Censorate as much as the Imperial Guard.

Cold sweat broke out on Hu Zhengyang’s forehead. He hurriedly knelt beside Censor Tao: “Your Majesty, I harbor no disloyalty and am willing to accept punishment for failing to teach my daughter. Heaven sees all—my loyalty to Your Majesty is clear as day. My wayward daughter’s words were never my teaching.”

“Your Majesty, I too know not where my unfilial daughter heard such outrageous words. I failed to teach her properly and am willing to accept punishment.” Marquis Chen Zhong of Xuanping also quickly knelt to admit wrongdoing.

Finally, Wang Zheng, one of the Three Executives, leisurely stepped forward. Unlike Chen Zhong and Hu Zhengyang who had knelt, Wang Zheng merely bowed deeply to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, the Wang family’s daughter knows nothing of state affairs. I’ve raised them somewhat ignorantly, causing them to speak carelessly without understanding the gravity. I request Your Majesty’s punishment.”

Compared to Chen Jiaxu and Hu Yingrao, Wang Yuwei had indeed made a mountain out of a molehill, not directly insulting either the Northwest or Shen Xihe.

The Wang family was truly a great noble clan—to become one of the Three Executives, Wang Zheng as family head possessed no ordinary mind or methods.

“Lord Wang.” Shen Xihe turned to Wang Zheng. “I’ve heard that noble family teachings include speaking cautiously but acting decisively. Noble ladies are praised precisely because they strictly observe aristocratic standards. If your Wang family’s daughter is truly ignorant, she should have remained silent. Her offense cannot be dismissed with your single phrase about careless speech.

She has violated noble family precepts, tarnished noble reputation, and damaged noble integrity!”

Chapter 55: They Bullied Her
Shen Xihe’s words made the seasoned Wang Zheng suddenly raise his head, his sharp eyes staring directly at her.

Only noble family descendants knew their precepts. Rather than keeping them secret, they proclaimed them to demonstrate their foundation of propriety. Children born to noble families absorbed these rules naturally from childhood, seeing them as natural, while others found them overly strict. Apart from noble children or commoners aspiring to emulate them, no one studied these precepts deeply.

How could Shen Xihe, not yet of age, know these family precepts and their serious consequences so well? How could Wang Zheng not be alarmed?

“The Princess speaks wisely. The Wang family will severely punish any child who violates clan rules,” Wang Zheng slightly bowed to Shen Xihe, smiling.

His firm attitude told Shen Xihe that even if Wang Yuwei had violated family rules, it was their private matter—any punishment would be handled behind closed doors.

This was the way of noble families. People called them pedantic and rigid, with so many rules that one could hardly breathe.

But few knew that everything had its pros and cons. The abundance of talented people from noble families wasn’t empty talk—certain excellent traditions and virtues were indeed more deeply rooted in noble houses.

Just as now, while Chen Zhong and Hu Zhengyang would blame their children, Wang Zheng protected his. Noble families taught their children to show tolerance and protection outwardly while maintaining strict discipline internally.

When Wang Zheng spoke of punishing Wang Yuwei, it wasn’t just for show or damage control after Shen Xihe’s exposure—he would have severely punished Wang Yuwei behind closed doors regardless.

However, after Shen Xihe’s words, Wang Yuwei’s punishment would be even more severe.

Having achieved her goal, Shen Xihe said no more.

After deliberating briefly, Emperor Youning said: “Marquis of Xuanping, Vice Minister Hu has failed in discipline. Forfeit one year’s salary, reflect for ten days, and submit a letter of repentance.”

He paused, then addressed Wang Zheng: “The Wang family’s daughter spoke inappropriately. I trust Minister Wang will enforce strict discipline.”

“We thank Your Majesty for your grace,” Chen Zhong and Hu Zhengyang hurriedly kowtowed.

“I will punish severely to uphold family traditions,” Wang Zheng also declared.

“National peace and prosperity is what I and all officials desire,” Emperor Youning swept his gaze across those present. “This achievement requires all officials to perform their duties. Both civil and military officials contribute to this prosperous era. I wish for you all to work together in unity for the people’s benefit.”

“Your Majesty is wise. We shall obey your imperial will,” Wang Zheng said.

The other officials repeated this in unison.

“Today is a rare leisure day, let’s speak no more of these matters,” Emperor Youning smiled at everyone. “Where is my Commander of the Imperial Guard?”

The Imperial Guard was one of the dynasty’s twelve guards, the emperor’s personal guard responsible for patrolling the capital’s curfew.

Emperor Youning had placed Bu Shulin in the Imperial Guard, appointing her to the high position of Commander.

As everyone searched but couldn’t find Bu Shulin, Princess Anling ran in with reddened eyes. Seeing so many people present, she immediately composed herself and greeted Emperor Youning.

With so many people present, Emperor Youning couldn’t ask why his daughter had been crying. Since nobody would dare bully a princess, it must be some other sorrow. Emperor Youning told the officials to continue enjoying the flowers while he took Princess Anling to a side hall.

Shen Xihe understood everything clearly. She had dealt with Hu Yingrao not only because Hu Yingrao dared not bully her but used her as an excuse to bully others, but also to create an opportunity for Bu Shulin through Hu Yingrao’s incident.

When she left the garden, she had sent word to Cui Jinbai. She drew everyone away and had the Northwest King’s palace people lead Princess Anling over.

It seemed Bu Shulin had seized the opportunity, letting Princess Anling catch her and Cui Jinbai in their “affair.”

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected Bu Shulin to be so wild. As she walked out of the main hall with Censor Tao, she saw Cui Jinbai approaching, with two inconspicuous teeth marks on his jaw…

Cui Jinbai’s expression was so dark it could drip water, and no one dared approach him.

“Youyou, if you dislike these occasions, let’s return,” Censor Tao, thinking of how those people had ganged up to exclude his granddaughter, grew gloomy.

As he pondered how to torment these ignorant ladies’ fathers and brothers, Censor Tao completely overlooked that his precious granddaughter hadn’t suffered at all…

“Youyou will leave first.” Shen Xihe had accomplished her goals—securing three thousand elite troops—and didn’t want to waste energy staying.

Censor Tao escorted Shen Xihe to her carriage outside the garden, watching it leave before returning to attend to the emperor.

“Did it work?” As soon as Shen Xihe entered the carriage, she saw Bu Shulin lying inside.

“When I take action, how could it not?” Bu Shulin raised an eyebrow.

“Sit up,” Shen Xihe instructed.

Bu Shulin reluctantly sat up, and Shen Xihe saw a bruise on the half of her face that had been hidden: “You… what happened?”

“Sister Xihe, you didn’t tell me that bastard Cui Jinbai would fight!” The angry Bu Shulin’s speech caused her face to hurt, making her hiss softly as she looked reproachfully at Shen Xihe.

“He knows martial arts?” Shen Xihe truly hadn’t known that Cui Jinbai, from a noble family, knew martial arts. She did know the fake one was quite skilled.

Noble sons might practice some boxing for health, but learning martial arts, especially to the point of being able to hurt Bu Shulin who had trained since childhood, was extremely rare.

“He caught me off guard,” Bu Shulin pointed at the bruise on her face. “Otherwise, how could his amateur skills hurt me?”

Bu Shulin spoke truth. Shen Xihe had paved the way, and Cui Jinbai came as agreed, thinking Bu Shulin had summoned him. Before Princess Anling arrived, Bu Shulin naturally had to detain Cui Jinbai, but unexpectedly he knew some martial arts and caught her by surprise.

She subdued him in just a few moves and pinned him down, but Cui Jinbai struggled desperately. Then Bu Shulin heard footsteps and guessed it must be Princess Anling—this was Shen Xihe’s plan, and it had to be foolproof. That’s how much she trusted Shen Xihe.

She had intended to pretend to kiss Cui Jinbai, but he struggled fiercely just then, causing her teeth to catch his jaw when she subdued him again. Princess Anling saw this exact moment.

“Despite complications, it succeeded,” Shen Xihe nodded after hearing this.

“Is Cui Jinbai truly reliable?” Bu Shulin was still somewhat worried—one slip could expose the great crime of deceiving the emperor.

“Don’t worry, you’re still useful,” Shen Xihe reassured Bu Shulin with potentially hurtful words. “I won’t harm you.”

Bu Shulin: …

While Shen Xihe was satisfied, news of what happened in Furong Garden reached Xiao Huayong shortly after she left.

After hearing everything, Xiao Huayong only summarized with one sentence: “The Chen family, Hu family, and Wang family—they bullied her.”

Tianyuan: …

Chapter 56: An Inexplicable Meeting of Minds
“Your Highness…”

Tianyuan wanted to say that although they had started the trouble, Princess Zhaoning hadn’t suffered any losses. On the contrary, they were the ones who had been tormented by Princess Zhaoning and punished by His Majesty.

The Princess hadn’t lost a single hair and had won both in substance and face.

But Tianyuan swallowed the words that had come to his lips. His gaze fell on the black jade Go piece in His Highness’s hand.

When it was first brought back from the white-haired elder in Luoyang, His Highness would only look at it occasionally when he thought of it. Lately, he had become reluctant to part with it.

“The Chen family, the Hu family, the Wang family.” Xiao Huayong’s fingertip tapped the black piece lightly on the Go board, touching it once for each name he spoke. In the quiet warm pavilion, the piece and board made low, crisp clicking sounds as they met.

“I seem to recall that Chen Zhong received the Tubo tribute mission three years ago?”

Chen Zhong was the Marquis of Xuanping, a hereditary title. He was a jinshi scholar and now held the position of Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial.

“Yes,” Tianyuan answered stiffly, knowing Chen Zhong was finished.

“He also accepted quite a few rare treasures from the Tubo prince.” Xiao Huayong’s smile gradually flattened. “In recent years, Tubo has been testing our borders, with several successful raids. How could they be so coincidental without someone leaking border defense maps?”

“Your Highness…” Tianyuan’s eyes widened – this charge was enough to cost the Marquis of Xuanping his life.

“Chen Zhong won’t let her off easily. Even if he doesn’t know she was behind Madam Xiao’s death, he’ll view her driving Madam Xiao out of the prince’s residence as the root cause.” Xiao Huayong ordered, “It’s time to change the Minister of the Court of State Ceremonial anyway, perfect for putting our person in place.”

“Yes.” Tianyuan acknowledged.

“As for the Hu family…” Xiao Huayong contemplated.

Tianyuan was already growing alarmed and hurriedly said, “Your Highness, if three families that have just made enemies with the Princess suffer misfortune in succession, His Majesty might grow suspicious of her.”

He wasn’t trying to stop His Highness from seeking justice for the Princess, but His Highness’s moves were too big and likely to be exposed under His Majesty’s watchful eye. When that happened, all those who followed His Highness would blame the Princess.

Xiao Huayong cast a sideways glance at Tianyuan: “You speak well. We’ll deal with Chen Zhong first. The Hu family won’t escape the spring imperial examinations next year. As for the Wang family…”

“Lord Wang is shrewd and calculating, and the Wang family’s roots run deep. Your Highness should be cautious,” Tianyuan warned in a small voice, shrinking his neck.

He wanted to switch places with Difang and let Difang follow His Highness. His Highness was no longer the clear-minded prince of before – now he had to risk his life constantly to advise His Highness against becoming a benighted ruler!

“When did I say I would personally move against the Wang family?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows. “Give all our evidence of the Wang family’s crimes to Fifth Brother.”

“Prince Xin?” Tianyuan was startled.

“The Gu family’s destruction came about because the noble houses weren’t united. While the Fan family was the chief culprit, the Wang family surely helped push things along.” Xiao Huayong’s silver-bright eyes gazed out the window. “If not for Fifth Brother’s princess consort setting up a final gambit at the cost of her life, today’s Minister of Personnel would be Wang Zheng. Fifth Brother will settle this account with him.”

“If we give the evidence to Prince Xin, and he realizes someone is trying to use him as a blade to kill another – will he… proceed according to Your Highness’s plan?” Tianyuan worried.

He worried that Prince Xin would grow suspicious of the Crown Prince and report him to His Majesty.

“Even knowing it’s a trap, he’ll still proceed without hesitation.” Xiao Huayong was certain. “Our Emperor may be cold-hearted, but his sons are all romantics. Fifth Brother is still at Fahua Temple, refusing to return despite His Majesty sending people to urge him repeatedly. It’s a silent resistance.”

Only hatred could bring him back.

Shen Xihe knew nothing of Xiao Huayong’s arrangements, nor of the several letters Xiao Huayong sent to summon Xiao Changqing back from his vigil at Fahua Temple.

After returning to the Princess’s residence and dropping Bu Shulin off, she also began considering how to bring down Chen Zhong.

The Chen family was Madam Xiao’s maternal family. Previously affected by the rouge case, they had to keep a low profile. Madam Xiao’s death had been so sudden that they had no time to attend to it, but recently they had begun privately inquiring into the circumstances before her death – they were starting to suspect her.

“The Court of State Ceremonial is a very good place.” Shen Xihe’s hand gently stroked Short Life’s back. “The most suitable place for charges of collaborating with the enemy and betraying the country.”

“Meow!” Short Life’s spine inexplicably shuddered.

Bu Shulin, who had been eating a guifei cake, also froze with her mouth open. Crumbs of the cake fell as she stiffly turned her neck, her wide eyes meeting Shen Xihe’s in horror as the latter continued to pet the cat gently.

Bu Shulin had been sent to the capital as a hostage at age six and had grown up safely among all the shrewd characters there. She wasn’t a good person and had blood on her hands, but she had never been struck with crimes that would lead to the execution of entire families right from the start.

Shen Xihe was three years younger than her, yet her ruthlessness and sharpness were beyond Bu Shulin’s reach.

“What kind of person is Chen Yi?” Shen Xihe asked softly as if she hadn’t noticed Bu Shulin’s fear.

Chen Yi was Chen Zhong’s eldest legitimate son. The Chen family had risen through military merit but gradually declined until the old marquis contributed to Emperor You’s ascension to the throne and regained their title. Chen Yi had inherited his ancestors’ valor and was now in the military in Southern Shu.

“If I tell you he’s loyal, brave, and upright, would you spare him?” Bu Shulin blinked, put down her guifei cake, and asked Shen Xihe seriously.

“No.” Shen Xihe replied flatly. “The Marquis of Xuanping’s household and I are like fire and water, and as a member of that household, he is destined to be my opponent. Since I’ve moved against the Marquis’s household, I won’t give my enemies a chance to make a comeback.”

“If that’s the case, why ask me what kind of person he is?” Bu Shulin didn’t understand.

“If he’s treacherous and cunning, I’ll use him as an entry point to tear apart the Marquis’s household,” Shen Xihe answered. “If he’s loyal and upright, I won’t target him directly but will find another way to deal with Chen Zhong. Whether he gets implicated or not won’t be my concern.”

Bu Shulin felt relieved – she knew Shen Xihe wasn’t someone who would use any means necessary.

Just then, Shen Xihe poured cold water on Bu Shulin’s relief: “Don’t overestimate my conscience. My conscience depends on the urgency of the situation. When I have time to plan carefully, naturally I don’t want to harm the innocent. But if I don’t have time…”

She left the rest unsaid. When the nest falls, can any eggs remain intact?

Noble houses, powerful families, official circles – which of these places wasn’t interconnected, where pulling one thread wouldn’t affect the whole?

United in fortune and misfortune, just like the Gu family. At their peak, one person’s success elevated the whole clan; in their fall, the entire family was executed. This was the bloodiness beneath power transitions.

“Neither of us is a sage. In this imperial city of swords and daggers, we’re all fighting bloodily just to survive. Showing mercy to any enemy is cruelty to oneself,” Bu Shulin said seriously. “Though we haven’t interacted much, I know you’re not someone who harms others unprovoked.”

After all, when Shen Xihe first entered the city, the Marquis of Xuanping’s household tried to use the Northern Marquis’s household to take her life.

Chapter 57: The Second Cup of Green Tea
Shen Xihe smiled slightly at Bu Shulin’s words: “So far, as you say, I haven’t wrongfully harmed any innocent person. But in the future…”

“You won’t in the future either,” Bu Shulin cut her off, looking at her with admiration. “You’re not as cold-blooded and ruthless as you think. Your gentleness is just hard for others to notice.”

Just as when she killed Huang Zhongsi – it was only for that noble lady who had been violated by the eunuchs, though others thought she was merely showing Emperor You her strength or wanted to eliminate future trouble.

Just as when she spared Yu Xiaodie – a dead person would be safest, and she should have silenced her permanently to prevent future problems.

After all, if Yu Xiaodie could help her trap Madam Xiao to save her own life, she might also turn against her in the future to save herself.

Yu Xiaodie had helped her, and she had saved Yu Xiaodie’s life – they were even.

Rather than saying she was cold and ruthless, it would be more accurate to say she didn’t like owing anyone anything.

“Haven’t you suffered enough losses at my hands?” Shen Xihe asked with an ambiguous smile.

Bu Shulin coughed lightly in discomfort: “If you had wanted to harm me since you had already seen me that day, it would have been simple to frame me for stealing the evidence. That way you wouldn’t have been entangled with and resented by Prince Lie and Prince Xin.

Although you took three thousand elite soldiers from me, you did help me resolve the trouble with Princess Shang.”

Apart from the loyal servants who had grown up with her, no one had ever thought she was a good person.

Bu Shulin’s words sounded fresh to her: “What kind of person is Chen Yi?”

“You can feel free to move against him. The Marquis of Xuanping’s household is full of bad seeds. Chen Yi is skilled in martial arts and well-versed in military strategy,” Bu Shulin sneered. “But he’s recklessly ambitious and bloodthirsty. To climb up, he deliberately sent people to brutally kill Tubo merchants and provoke conflicts.”

However, this fellow was also cunning. Each time he used the battles as cover to thoroughly silence everyone involved, leaving no evidence.

Otherwise, her father would have long since dealt with him according to military law. Yet he had achievements in suppressing rebellions and killing enemies. If not for the King of Southern Shu keeping him in check, who knows what state Southern Shu would be in by now?

“The year before last, he even submitted a memorial to His Majesty claiming my father was unfair in rewards and punishments, deliberately downplaying his achievements,” Bu Shulin felt angry just thinking about it. “I suspect he was specially sent by His Majesty to cause trouble for my father in Southern Shu.”

In their eyes, Emperor You had many faults – cold-blooded, selfish, power-hungry, fickle, and petty. But he had sat firmly on the throne for nearly twenty years and was definitely not simply a confused ruler. He was very skilled in using people and would certainly know what kind of person Chen Yi was.

“In that case, I’m helping your father eliminate a major trouble,” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows. “Should you gift me another two thousand elite soldiers to show your gratitude?”

Bu Shulin: …

She was wrong, truly!

How could she pour her heart out to this woman whose mind had more holes than a sieve, just because of a moment of emotion?

Unable to handle this, Bu Shulin immediately made her escape: “There are urgent matters at the residence, farewell!”

Watching Bu Shulin disappear in a flash, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh in amusement.

“Ah, Sister Biyu, wouldn’t it be nice if Young Master Bu were a real man?” Having witnessed this from outside, Ziyu couldn’t help whispering to Biyu. “Since Lingling’s betrayal, the Princess has rarely been so cheerful. The few times she has been were mostly because of Young Master Bu.”

Biyu cast a glance at Ziyu: “If Young Master Bu were a real man, the Princess wouldn’t be so close to her.”

“That’s true…” Ziyu hung her head dejectedly.

Shen Xihe pretended not to hear their whispers and instead summoned Mo Yuan, giving instructions regarding arrangements for the Chen family.

A few days later, Mo Yuan reported to her: “Princess, someone is already setting up a trap for Chen Yi.”

“Someone?” Shen Xihe was surprised and alert. “Who?”

“Your servant is incompetent and couldn’t trace the source,” Mo Yuan lowered his head in shame.

“At this time, who would move against the Marquis of Xuanping’s household?” Shen Xihe couldn’t figure it out no matter how hard she thought.

Before she moved against someone, she always had to understand them thoroughly. As far as she knew, the Marquis of Xuanping’s household had no enemies except her – at least none who wanted to see them executed and their property confiscated.

While Shen Xihe was wondering about who was plotting against the Marquis’s household, Xiao Huayong, the mastermind behind it, had just received Tianyuan’s reply that everything was arranged. At this moment, he was examining a pot of golden moss transplanted into a porcelain container: “It shouldn’t wither easily. Find an opportunity to send it to the Princess’s residence, saying it’s my congratulatory gift for her move.”

“…Your Highness, you’re still unconscious…” Tianyuan reminded him softly.

Xiao Huayong’s hand paused slightly: “Still no news about the snow lotus from Tianshan?”

“Not yet.” It had only been a few days, and it took time to reach Tianshan Mountain.

“But I miss her…” Xiao Huayong suddenly wanted to see Shen Xihe after not seeing her for so long.

Tianyuan stayed quiet as a chicken, not responding.

After pondering for a while, Xiao Huayong said: “It’s normal for me to improve for a day.”

Tianyuan’s lips twitched, but even so, the next day he had to personally carry a pot of golden moss to the Princess’s residence to find Shen Xihe.

“Princess, this is what His Highness asked your servant to bring to you,” Tianyuan resignedly conveyed Xiao Huayong’s message. “His Highness woke up last night and seemed to improve this morning. Upon hearing that the Princess had moved to the Princess’s residence, he sends this to congratulate you on your relocation.”

“The Crown Prince is awake?” Shen Xihe was slightly surprised at how sudden it was.

“His Highness has been talking in his sleep these past few days, and the physician said His Highness was clear-minded during these times. Yesterday he fully regained consciousness,” Tianyuan helplessly covered for his master’s lie. “His Highness also said that if it’s convenient for the Princess, he requests your presence in the palace today to continue their conversation. His Highness is unwell and doesn’t know when he might fall unconscious again.”

Shen Xihe: …

She still hadn’t seen Xiao Huayong’s medical records and knew nothing about his specific condition. But the way he put it – what did he mean by “doesn’t know when he might fall unconscious again”?

His Highness had always been outside the palace and had only recently returned, so it was impossible to inquire about anything. Was he saying he frequently fell unconscious?

Since the Crown Prince was so anxious, worried about falling unconscious again before he could tell her some matters he considered urgent, Shen Xihe naturally couldn’t delay. After midday, she entered the palace, first paying her respects to the Empress Dowager before heading to the Eastern Palace.

When she arrived, palace servants were already waiting at the Eastern Palace. As they led them in, before entering a small courtyard, they heard Tianyuan’s worried persuasion: “Your Highness, please wait for the Princess in the bedroom. The Princess has already entered the palace and will be here shortly. You shouldn’t be in the wind…”

“cough cough cough… It’s… it’s fine… cough cough cough.” Xiao Huayong’s voice was extremely weak, accompanied by intermittent coughing. “The room… cough cough cough… has a strong medicine smell… afraid it might bother her… cough cough cough… she doesn’t like the smell of medicine…”

When had she ever disliked the smell of medicine? Was it because she had reacted strongly to the pungent medicine smell the last time she entered the bedroom?

Chapter 58: Would You Climb the Tower with Me?
Shen Xihe turned around at the hanging flower gate and saw Xiao Huayong sitting at the stone table with his back to her.

He wore a heavy black cloak with a luxurious white fox fur collar, his black hair completely bound up in a jade crown. He was surrounded by blooming osmanthus trees, their fragrance filling the air.

On this cloudy day, the sun hid behind cotton-like white clouds. The gentle, unobtrusive sunlight fell softly upon him, making even his seated silhouette appear like a painting.

A breeze stirred, scattering delicate flower petals. Shen Xihe caught one that drifted toward her as she walked toward Xiao Huayong.

This seemingly frail man was like the osmanthus flowers – pure as untouched dust, with a fragrance that carried far.

“Princess.” Tianyuan saw Shen Xihe and bowed first.

As Xiao Huayong stood and turned around, Shen Xihe had already reached him. She performed an elegant curtsy.

“Princess… *cough* *cough* *cough*… too formal…” Xiao Huayong steadied her first, though he seemed very weak, and withdrew his hand after conveying his meaning. “Princess… please sit.”

Shen Xihe sat across from Xiao Huayong. The wind was cool today, and she too wore a cloak, though hers was much thinner than his.

After not seeing him for several days, Xiao Huayong’s complexion had grown even paler, almost translucent. His gentle eyes lacked their usual luster, his half-closed lids making the tiny mole at the corner of his eye appear even more languid and graceful.

Just as Shen Xihe sat down, servants brought tea and snacks – jade dew balls, sweet winter cakes, and rice brocade…

The last plate served was rice brocade. Xiao Huayong’s lowered gaze fell on it: “The Double Ninth Festival approaches… *cough* *cough*… I fear I won’t have the strength to celebrate… so I ordered these made in advance… *cough* *cough* *cough*… rice brocade, to share with the Princess… consider it an early celebration…”

Rice brocade was a flower cake that every household in the capital ate during the Double Ninth Festival.

During the Double Ninth Festival, even in the Northwest, there was a custom of climbing heights. The capital was even more lively, with drinking chrysanthemum wine, eating flower cakes, wearing cornel, wearing chrysanthemums, and climbing heights all being essential activities.

In Xiao Huayong’s physical condition, drinking wine and climbing heights were impossible, and even flower cakes had to be eaten sparingly.

“Climbing heights doesn’t necessarily mean climbing mountains or towers,” Shen Xihe said softly. “I was weak since childhood. Every Double Ninth Festival, my father and brother would accompany me up to the city wall of the Northwest Border…”

On one side they could see the common people celebrating joyously within the walls, with lanterns and decorations; on the other side was the vast desert, solemnly and majestically keeping foreign barbarians at bay.

Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an would find different ways to please her. On days when other young ladies could freely gallop on horseback, they were always so careful, afraid she would become melancholy.

One year during the Lantern Festival, Shen Xihe caught a cold, but she had already made plans with Shen Yun’an to see the lanterns. Shen Yueshan forbade her from going out, and she became stubborn and unhappy.

Shen Yun’an set aside his dignity as heir and, on the day she recovered, knocked on every household’s door, begging them to light lanterns that day. He took her up to the city wall to see the entire city lit up with lanterns just for her, finally cheering her up.

These memories were sweet just to think about.

“From the Imperial City walls… *cough* *cough*… one can see all the capital’s splendor…” Xiao Huayong said. “If by the Double Ninth Festival my health is decent… *cough* *cough*… would you climb the tower with me?”

Shen Xihe had just returned from those distant memories. She smiled faintly: “Yes.”

She also wanted to experience what it felt like to stand on the city wall, though she most wished to do so with her brother.

Having prepared himself for rejection, Xiao Huayong was overjoyed when Shen Xihe agreed immediately and began planning the arrangements in his mind.

Standing to the side, Tianyuan looked helplessly to the heavens.

What happened to only being better for one day?

Xiao Huayong did not attempt to hide his joy. Shen Xihe composed herself: “What instructions did Your Highness summon me for?”

What instructions? He just wanted to see her.

Tianyuan listened intently, wondering how his master would cover up this lie.

If he didn’t say something that made the visit worthwhile to Shen Xihe, it would be impossible to get her to come again next time, and it would also severely diminish her regard for Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong had originally prepared other things to tell Shen Xihe, but the fleeting look of yearning in her eyes just now made him change his mind: “With the festival approaching… *cough* *cough*… does the Princess wish to see her family?”

Shen Xihe looked up, staring at Xiao Huayong.

Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an guarded the Northwest and couldn’t leave without imperial orders. This was why when Shen Xihe’s life hung by a thread in Linxiang County, Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an, who cared for her so deeply, could only send letters and people to check on her.

Too many eyes were on Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an. If they secretly left the Northwest, someone would immediately cause unrest and expose their dereliction of duty. Emperor, You would seize the opportunity to purge the Northwest.

“Your Highness…” At this moment, Shen Xihe felt somewhat grateful to Xiao Huayong. Whether there were feelings or not, he had been thoughtful toward her.

“I can ask His Majesty for a decree of grace…” Xiao Huayong smiled warmly at Shen Xihe. “*cough* *cough*… though only for one person.”

This was an enormous favor. For Xiao Huayong, it might just be opening his sick mouth to speak. Emperor You would want to show his favor to Xiao Huayong – his son rarely asked for anything in over ten years, so he would certainly agree.

But it was different for Shen Xihe. She needed to see Shen Yun’an, to tell him her thoughts and learn more about the people Shen’s family had planted in the capital.

If she accepted this favor from Xiao Huayong, she might find it difficult to repay him.

After careful consideration, Shen Xihe still decided to owe this favor: “Zhaoning thanks Your Highness for your consideration. I wish to see my brother.”

“Since the Princess agrees to climb the tower with me… *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong showed a satisfied smile. “Asking for a decree for the Princess is nothing…”

“No, climbing the tower with Your Highness is just a small matter…”

“Asking for a decree is also just a small matter… *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong interrupted Shen Xihe. “For you and me, they are both small matters, yet for you and me they are both precious… *cough* *cough* *cough*…”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong began coughing violently. Tianyuan quickly handed him a cup of water.

Shen Xihe had never met someone like him before, someone who showed you his utmost kindness yet never sought anything in return, someone whose intentions were completely imperceptible, showing pure and refreshing kindness.

His kindness was just right – impossible to reject yet leaving no burden on one’s heart.

People who could achieve this could only be of two types: the purely good, or… those who thoroughly understood human nature.

The former inspired shame and the latter inspired fear.

She stared steadily at Xiao Huayong, wanting to know which type he was.

Chapter 59: The One Who Will Never Hurt You
“Ahem… Why is the Princess looking at me this way?” Xiao Huayong cast a puzzled glance.

Shen Xihe spoke directly: “I’ve been perceptive since birth, and though I haven’t met many people, I’ve never encountered someone I couldn’t see through. Your Highness, you are the first. I want to see what kind of person you are.”

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly twice before meeting her gaze frankly: “Princess need not investigate what kind of person I am, only believe that I will never hurt you.”

Such deeply emotional words, yet they didn’t move Shen Xihe’s hardened heart at all. She even found these words somewhat laughable and remained noncommittal.

“Princess need not believe these words now,” Xiao Huayong said softly, seeing through Shen Xihe’s thoughts. “Just remember them, and let time prove their truth.”

What a certain tone, what a confident voice, what an arrogant attitude.

This man’s promises were different from others – he didn’t swear to heaven, nor was he rushing to prove himself. He was calm and composed, carrying himself with complete assurance.

Afterward, Xiao Huayong didn’t dwell on this topic. Their conversation turned casual, and during their chat, Shen Xihe accompanied Xiao Huayong in having some rice wine.

Xiao Huayong was well-read in many subjects. No matter what they discussed, he could converse pleasantly with Shen Xihe. Before they knew it, the sun had set in the west, and only then did Shen Xihe rise to take her leave.

“Princess, His Highness the Crown Prince is truly learned and talented. I’ve never seen anyone who could chat so enjoyably with the Princess,” Ziyu finally spoke up with dancing eyebrows once their carriage had passed through the palace gates, having held back for so long.

Shen Xihe was physically weak, and to keep herself from idle thoughts, she had read many books. Shen Yun’an would fall asleep at anything except military texts, and Shen Yueshan wasn’t one for reading either.

It was precisely for this reason that her maternal grandfather’s Tao family, known for their literary heritage, particularly treasured Shen Xihe.

“If only His Highness the Crown Prince had a stronger constitution,” Ziyu sighed after praising Xiao Huayong.

In her view, the Crown Prince was truly wonderful – unmatched in appearance and extensively talented. Moreover, he particularly understood their Princess.

All his gifts touched the Princess’s heart, and he even planned to have the Young Master come to the capital to accompany the Princess during the New Year.

Biyu glanced at Ziyu – only this fool hadn’t understood the Princess’s intention in naming him “Short-life.”

If the Crown Prince had a stronger constitution, their Princess would treat him the same way she treated Prince Lie.

However, the Crown Prince’s effort to obtain an imperial edict allowing the Young Master to enter the capital and accompany the Princess during New Year moved Biyu, leading her to speak well of him: “His Highness the Crown Prince truly puts his heart into caring for the Princess.”

Regardless of feelings or motives, the Crown Prince was genuinely attentive to the Princess.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly but said nothing.

Tianyuan was deeply worried: “Your Highness, if you request an edict to allow Young Master Shen to enter the capital, certain people might become restless…”

He worried about things backfiring. While Xiao Huayong helping Shen Yun’an enter the capital wasn’t particularly concerning regarding the various princes and factions, what he feared was the Emperor taking action. If anything were to happen to Shen Yun’an, how could they face the Princess?

“Shen Yun’an is no fool, and Shen Yueshan is no brute,” Xiao Huayong shed his sickly demeanor. “Tianyuan, I want to marry her – I want both the person and the heart.”

He wanted not only to let Shen Xihe know that he wasn’t marrying her for benefits but also to make this clear to Shen Yueshan and his son.

If he wished to win her heart, their marriage couldn’t begin under the name of a mutually beneficial alliance.

“I’m planning for the future…”

He couldn’t possibly hide from Shen Xihe forever. Eventually, she would know his true face. When the time was right, he would remove all his disguises before her. He only hoped that before then, he could move her heart a bit more.

Since she valued Shen Yueshan and his son so highly, the more devoted he was to her, the more they would likely support their union.

When that day came, if she became angry about his current deception, he could hope they would speak up for him.

Tianyuan felt his master was truly putting his heart and soul into winning the Princess. In all these years of maneuvering in court politics, his master had never schemed so meticulously with such careful thought.

He somewhat didn’t want to relay the recently received news, yet dared not conceal it: “Your Highness, there’s news about the Snow Lotus.”

“Speak.”

“Wandering knights spotted it at the peak of Tianshan – it’s a perfect-grade Snow Lotus.” Tianyuan respectfully reported, “We sent people and posted bounties at the Hunters’ Guild. Many skilled people took the job, but none could climb to the peak.”

The mountain peak was bitterly cold, with thin air making breathing difficult. Even highly skilled martial artists had perished below the summit. Despite the generous reward offered, everyone now shied away from the task.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong pondered briefly: “I’ll go myself.”

Tianyuan dropped to his knees with a thud: “Your Highness, even without the Snow Lotus, the Princess will only suffer somewhat when taking her medicine – she can endure it. You cannot risk going to Tianshan!”

The peak’s climate was harsh, with frequent blizzards and avalanches, plus fierce beasts and birds. Many who went never returned. Tianyuan had worried Xiao Huayong would personally attempt this venture since receiving the news.

Xiao Huayong fixed Tianyuan with a cold gaze.

Tianyuan knelt straight, head bowed in silence.

After a long while, Xiao Huayong finally sighed softly: “She is weak, and each time she takes the medicine, it’s like walking through death’s door.”

This was true. After meeting Xie Yunhuai, he had written to ask Old Whitehead. Surviving was fortunate – if one couldn’t endure, they would fail to catch their breath and instantly perish.

Xie Yunhuai and Shen Xihe probably thought that as she took the medicine more often, the pain and torment would lessen, but they wouldn’t.

They had all underestimated the potency of the Bone-Removing Dan.

“Rest assured, would I take such risks without fifty percent certainty?” Xiao Huayong comforted Tianyuan, “I’ve been to Tianshan’s peak before.”

Over these years, what treacherous mountains hadn’t Xiao Huayong visited in search of a cure for the strange poison in his body?

“Your Highness…” Tianyuan’s eyes reddened.

“There are golden eagles on Tianshan too. Perhaps I might find traces of a hundred-year-old golden eagle at the snowy peak. Even if not for the Snow Lotus, I would need to visit Tianshan’s peak for my own sake,” Xiao Huayong added.

Tianyuan bit his lip. Knowing that when his master spoke to him so gently to this extent, he couldn’t be dissuaded, he wiped his eyes and asked: “When does Your Highness plan to depart?”

“Naturally, after the Double Ninth Festival,” Xiao Huayong smiled, the expression reaching the beauty mark at the corner of his eye, radiating limitless charm.

This would be their first appointment outside the palace – it couldn’t go wrong.

“Hmm, and incidentally find someone to torment…” He was still smiling, though this smile carried more coldness than before.

If he was leaving, his illness would have to worsen, leaving him unconscious in the Eastern Palace, with his body double taking his place.

Such a good opportunity – it would be wasteful not to use it.

“Who has Your Highness chosen?” Tianyuan had a vague guess.

“How about Wang Zheng?” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously.

Let the Fifth Prince deal with the Wang family’s foundation. Before that, he would give Wang Zheng a taste of what was to come.

Chapter 60: The Crown Prince Fainted from Anger Again
“Princess, His Highness the Crown Prince has fainted from anger again.”

Shen Xihe: …

Just the other day, she had enjoyed a pleasant conversation with Xiao Huayong, and yesterday she had heard his condition was improving.

She raised her hand, signaling Hong Yu to pause her grooming, and turned to look at Biyu beyond the beaded curtain: “How did he come to faint from anger?”

“The eldest young master of the Marquis of Wanping came to the Crown Prince to file a complaint, saying the Minister of Protocol had accepted bribes and wronged him regarding his inheritance of the title…”

Through Biyu’s narration, Shen Xihe understood the cause and effect.

The Wanping Marquis’s household was also an old meritorious family in the capital, their title having descended from a three-generation hereditary Duke to a Marquis.

Qu Yanguang’s father had still been a Marquis, but by his brother’s time he became a Baron, and by the next generation would become a Viscount.

Qu Yanguang’s background was somewhat complicated. His father, the former Marquis of Wanping, had been the second legitimate son, neither accomplished in letters nor martial arts nor was he a wastrel – he simply loved to travel.

He had married young to keep him settled, but later while traveling he encountered an accident and was saved by Qu Yanguang’s grandfather, who was an herb farmer with only one daughter.

The Marquis of Wanping had lost his memory then, and having been robbed of everything, could only stay in the mountains with Qu Yanguang’s grandfather. Over time, he developed feelings for Qu Yanguang’s mother, and under his grandfather’s blessing, they performed the ceremony and wrote a marriage contract, becoming legitimate husband and wife.

Later, after Qu Yanguang’s grandfather passed away, they moved from the mountains to town, opened a medicine shop, and Qu Yanguang set up an art stall. The couple lived quite harmoniously, and soon Qu Yanguang was born.

Not long after Qu Yanguang’s birth, the Marquis of Wanping disappeared one day, and this disappearance lasted seven years.

The Marquis had been forcibly taken back to the Wanping residence by servants. His father had passed away, his elder brother had died in an accident, and the great Wanping household was waiting for him to inherit.

Though he couldn’t remember these people, he knew it was all true. As a man, he had to shoulder the responsibility of the Wanping household. He sent people to fetch Qu Yanguang and his mother, not knowing that when he was taken away, Qu Yanguang’s grandmother had ordered him to kill the mother and keep the child.

By coincidence, Qu Yanguang and his mother had escaped disaster and gone into hiding.

Seven years later, Qu Yanguang’s mother fell gravely ill. They had no relatives left, and with no one to care for eight-year-old Qu Yanguang, his mother carefully inquired about the Marquis’s identity and sent him a letter.

Before the Marquis could arrive, Qu Yanguang’s mother passed away, and ultimately the Marquis brought Qu Yanguang back to the manor.

There was much trouble over his mother’s status – the current wife couldn’t become a stepmother, and the deceased wife couldn’t be considered a concubine.

Fortunately, Qu Yanguang’s birth mother had left a letter for the Marquis before her death, stating that her husband wasn’t the Marquis of Wanping. The Marquis erected her tomb under the identity she had married him with, and after the Marquis’s forceful argumentation, Qu Yanguang became the legitimate eldest son.

As a compromise, no heir apparent could be appointed while the Marquis lived.

Later when the Marquis passed away, the title was inherited by the Marchioness’s legitimate son, the second legitimate son.

The Ministry of Protocol’s duty: To distinguish legitimate from illegitimate heirs for those inheriting titles.

The reason Qu Yanguang couldn’t inherit the title was due to the current Minister of Protocol, Marquis Xianping Chen Zhong’s judgment.

It was said that Qu Yanguang had endured humiliation for three years to gather evidence.

“Why was the complaint brought before the Crown Prince?” Shen Xihe picked up Short-life who had run over to her.

“Word from the palace is that the Crown Prince’s recovery was due to acupuncture methods contributed by Qu Yanguang to a physician in the Imperial Medical Office,” Biyu replied with downcast eyes. “When His Highness inquired yesterday and learned of this, he summoned Qu Yanguang, who filed his complaint on the spot.”

After the Crown Prince sent people to verify, he summoned the Marquis of Xianping early this morning. The Marquis spoke outrageous words in the Eastern Palace, causing His Highness to faint.

“Outrageous words?” Shen Xihe asked.

“It’s said… the Marquis of Xianping told His Highness not to meddle in affairs that don’t concern him, implied His Highness wouldn’t live long, and even mocked him for having no power or influence…” Biyu tactfully related what she had learned, as the original words were truly too unspeakable.

“How could the Marquis of Xianping, who rose to be one of the Nine Ministers as Minister of Protocol, be such an unrestrained person?” Shen Xihe didn’t believe it.

That day in the Lotus Garden, the Marquis’s cautious nature had been somewhat evident.

“It’s true, overheard clearly by the Minister of Rites and the Director of the Imperial Clan Court who had come to discuss His Highness’s coming-of-age ceremony,” Biyu also felt it unlike the Marquis’s character, but there were witnesses. “The Marquis has been imprisoned.”

If the Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu could make Xiao Huayong cough blood and kneel at the palace gates, forcing him to seek Snow Lotus in Tianshan, who was Chen Zhong to act so?

Xiao Huayong had just recovered – if anything happened to him, it would be a capital offense!

However, this matter wasn’t over. The next day at court, a memorial from Southern Shu was presented, listing various evil deeds committed by the Marquis of Xianping’s heir Chen Yi over the years to accumulate merit, though previously there had been no evidence.

Three days ago, Chen Yi had shown his true colors and was caught with ironclad evidence.

When Inspector Tao’s impeachment rang out clearly in the great hall, it was like a slap across Emperor Youning’s face.

Years ago, the King of Southern Shu had repeatedly submitted memorials requesting Chen Yi’s transfer, while Chen Yi had also filed complaints about the King’s unfair rewards and deliberate suppression. Emperor Youning had always sided with Chen Yi.

Now with ironclad evidence, the Censorate listed several crimes of the Xianping household, including embezzlement of tribute goods.

It should be known that all tribute items were first recorded with the Ministry of Protocol, which would assess their value and determine the quantity of return gifts.

Before all his officials, Emperor Youning ordered the Imperial Investigators to search the Xianping residence, where they found five chests of gold, silver, and jewels, including some precious treasures from foreign lands, even more beautiful and exquisite than those in the national treasury.

These treasures were brought into Mingzheng Hall, and Emperor Youning’s face darkened as he looked at them – so he, as Emperor, had only received what the Marquis of Xianping had left over!

The Marquis of Xianping Chen Zhong and Chen Yi were both sentenced to immediate execution, the Xianping estate was confiscated, the women were sent to the palace as servants, and the male members were sentenced to exile three thousand li away.

“Who exactly is orchestrating this?” Shen Xihe fell into deep thought.

Just one day – in one day the Xianping household had completely crumbled, several times faster and more ruthless than her methods.

Although she would have plotted similarly, she couldn’t have done it so cleanly and decisively. At least the Marquis would have had a chance to bite back and plead innocence, and if he had managed his affairs well over the years, perhaps someone might have worked to overturn the verdict.

But when this person struck, Chen Zhong didn’t even have a chance to breathe before becoming a dead man.

“Princess, could it be… His Highness the Crown Prince?” Biyu asked softly.

“What would be the purpose?” Shen Xihe asked. “Besides eliminating the Xianping household, what would he gain? He has no one to place in the Minister of Protocol position. Moreover, if he were orchestrating this, he shouldn’t have put himself at the forefront.”

After all, Chen Zhong had first angered him to fainting, then immediately the memorial from Southern Shu arrived timely, followed by the Censorate’s impeachment.

“Every step of this was calculated with absolute precision.”

This series of bombshells forced Emperor Youning to make a clean-cut, shocking all his officials.

Chapter 61: “Would She Be Close to Me?”
Such a grave crime with ironclad evidence was a challenge to imperial authority – Emperor Youning had no choice but to strike decisively.

Shen Xihe didn’t believe this was the Crown Prince’s doing. Looking at the whole picture, the Crown Prince seemed more like a chess piece.

Because of his prior involvement and uncertain fate, no one dared speak up for Chen Zhong. When Chen Yi’s misdeeds and Chen Zhong’s embezzlement came to light, none dared plead for mercy.

Without the Crown Prince’s involvement, even if impeached for other crimes, people would surely have spoken up demanding a thorough investigation, allowing Emperor Youning to consider their opinions and delay accordingly.

“Investigate Qu Yanguang – perhaps then we can guess who’s behind this conspiracy,” Shen Xihe instructed Mo Yuan.

Not only did Shen Xihe send Mo Yuan to investigate Qu Yanguang, but Emperor Youning thought similarly – or rather, all the clever people in the capital believed the Xianping household had been targeted for a long time, and the plotter was whoever stood behind Qu Yanguang.

However, since his father’s death and separation from the Baron of Wanping’s household, Qu Yanguang had spent these three years in mourning, renting a thatched cottage in the countryside, tending herbs daily, studying, and avoiding contact with others.

After the Xianping affair concluded, Emperor Youning restored to Qu Yanguang the title he had been wrongfully denied, while his brother was sentenced to three years imprisonment for bribing officials.

Upon returning to the Wanping household, Qu Yanguang focused entirely on exam preparation, never leaving home or interacting with others.

“Princess, we discovered that just over the hill from Qu Yanguang’s cottage, less than half an hour’s walk away, is the Fourth Prince Prince Ding’s estate.”

Shen Xihe: “Who did you say?”

“The Fourth Prince, Prince Ding,” Mo Yuan replied.

“So it was him…” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised, yet felt it made sense. A trace of regret passed through her misty, fog-like eyes.

The Fourth Prince, Prince Ding Xiao Changtai, was widely known as a prince who loved nature rather than court politics, living freely like a wild crane.

His princess consort was Ye Wantang, once one of the capital’s Nine Beauties. Their loving marriage was the envy of others.

He didn’t participate in politics, declining several official positions offered by Emperor Youning. He spent most of the year away from the capital, traveling to scenic spots with Ye Wantang.

Though very different in personality from Gu Qingzhi, Ye Wantang got along well with her, often telling Gu Qingzhi how fortunate she was.

Suddenly, Shen Xihe’s gaze sharpened. She had always felt that whoever impersonated Hua Fuhai must be someone who could move freely and connect with people from all over – Prince Ding fit perfectly.

Thinking of how he had once jokingly proposed to marry her, Shen Xihe felt Ye Wantang deserved better.

“Princess, in three days Prince Ding is hosting a banquet at his residence for the Princess Consort’s birthday. Will you attend?” Usually, Biyu would skip these invitations since Shen Xihe had instructed them to decline them all.

Only because Mo Yuan mentioned Prince Ding today did Biyu think to ask.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe nodded.

She would go meet Xiao Changtai.

“Old Fourth’s birthday banquet will surely be lively. I’d like to join in the festivities too,” said Xiao Huayong, lying on his sickbed having just seen off the imperial physician, one hand behind his head, staring listlessly at the canopy.

Tianyuan’s legs gave way and he dropped to his knees: “Your Highness, please spare your servant!”

If this continued, never mind others – his master would be the death of him first.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes shifted to glance at Tianyuan’s bitter expression, turning on his side and propping his head on one hand: “I won’t go as myself.”

Though Tianyuan’s expression improved slightly at these words, he still pleaded earnestly: “Your Highness, why must you go?”

This time Xiao Huayong had included himself in the scheme, making himself a chess piece, deflecting trouble to implicate Prince Ding. Now everyone probably thought Xiao Changtai, who spent his days wandering freely like a crane, was the most fearsome person.

“Youyou will be there,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved up, his gaze gentle.

He had recently received intelligence from the Tao family that Shen Xihe’s childhood name was Youyou – like the deer’s call, as pure and spirited as a deer. It truly suited her perfectly.

Tianyuan held back his tears – his master became possessed whenever it concerned the Princess or anything related to her.

“Now that Old Fourth’s ambitions are exposed, Youyou will surely misunderstand. If I don’t go and she later mistakenly identifies Hua Fuhai as Old Fourth, what if Old Fourth notices and takes advantage?” Xiao Huayong argued forcefully.

Tianyuan: …

He wanted to shake his master – if the Princess were so easily fooled, would you still treasure her so? Would you need to be so careful?

He admitted Prince Ding was also a crafty old fox with centuries of cultivation, but against the Princess, who would come out worse was uncertain!

His master was truly contradictory. When the Princess was before him, he stayed constantly vigilant, hiding his true nature.

When she wasn’t present, he saw her as weak, pure, and kind, thinking everyone might bully her.

What logic was this?

“Your Highness, the Minister of Protocol position is now vacant – perhaps consider who should fill it.” Better to worry about proper matters than have his mind full of the Princess and be blinded by love!

“When did I say I wanted to seize this position?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Tianyuan: !!

Forgetting hierarchy, Tianyuan raised his head. Seeing Xiao Huayong wasn’t lying, he desperately protested: “Your Highness, you clearly said to clear out the Minister of Protocol position for your use…”

Xiao Huayong insisted righteously: “I did not.”

Tianyuan felt the world spinning. He had already relayed this to his master’s advisors and followers. After their efforts, everyone was waiting for rewards. If his master went back on his word, wouldn’t he be blamed? Wouldn’t they think he had falsely transmitted orders?

Those hungry wolf cubs would tear him apart!

“Hahahahaha…” Having successfully reduced Tianyuan to despair, ready to hang himself with his belt, Xiao Huayong burst out laughing. “Alright, alright. The Minister of Protocol position isn’t suitable for our people. Whoever’s person takes it now would be suspected by His Majesty.”

Tianyuan stared pitifully at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong asked: “In three days, at Prince Ding’s birthday banquet, should I go?”

Tianyuan gave Xiao Huayong a resentful look: “Your servant will guard the Eastern Palace well.”

Xiao Huayong nodded with satisfaction: “Have them support the Right Assistant Minister of Rites’ promotion to Minister of Protocol, then promote the Director from Personnel to fill the Right Assistant Minister position, arrange our person as the new Director in Personnel, and use connections to have the new Minister of Protocol bring one of our people into the Protocol Ministry as a clerk.”

The Emperor was still in his prime – showing one’s hand too early wasn’t wise. These people were still young and vigorous, they needed to be tempered step by step. In seven or eight years, they would be ready for greater responsibilities.

Tianyuan listened in amazement – this could work?

This way, how could His Majesty know whose people were whose?

“You may go. Relay the message to them,” Xiao Huayong waved his hand.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

Tianyuan respectfully withdrew. Just as he left the hall, he heard Xiao Huayong seemingly talking to himself: “The Grand Tutor’s daughter is quite tall. If I disguise myself as a lady, would she be close to me?”

Tianyuan stumbled, nearly falling flat.

Chapter 62: The Unusually Tall Lady
No matter how desperate Tian Yuan felt, nothing could prevent Xiao Huayong from secretly visiting the Crown Prince’s Grand Tutor and beginning to learn about the preferences of noble ladies in the capital…

Shen Xihe remained completely unaware. She had been busy these days – the people she had dispatched to purchase spices from other regions had returned with a shipment via the escort agency, and the Duhuo Building had been properly settled.

During her time in the capital, she hadn’t been idle. She had already instructed Hong Yu to purchase and train servants. However, since perfume-making wasn’t a skill to be mastered overnight, she first had to hire several perfume artisans at high wages and establish a workshop in the suburbs.

Shen Xihe divided her time between crafting the Zhetihuan incense for the Huguo Temple herself and teaching Hong Yu various fragrance formulas. Hong Yu already possessed knowledge of perfume blending, as she had always been the one responsible for Shen Xihe’s cosmetics.

The Duhuo Building wouldn’t limit itself to selling just incense – Shen Xihe planned to offer fragrant balms, creams, oils, waters, and perfume beads as well. No woman could resist beauty and fragrance; profit was secondary – what mattered was using the Duhuo Building to infiltrate the inner quarters of the capital’s civil and military officials’ households to obtain firsthand intelligence.

“This fragrance…” Shen Xihe had created a new scent and lit it for Bi Yu and the others to experience. The fragrance was intense yet not harsh, and most importantly, as it dispersed, a wave of warmth rose like steaming vapors.

“Cold-dispelling incense,” Shen Xihe declared with satisfaction after waving the fragrance toward herself to sample it.

“Is this the cold-dispelling incense that the Kingdom of Dandan presented during Emperor Wu of Han’s time?” Hong Yu’s eyes sparkled with recognition.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly: “Winter approaches; this fragrance will surely be in high demand.”

“Princess, this formula…” Hong Yu gazed expectantly at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe handed her the already-prepared formula: “Even with the formula in hand, you must practice diligently.”

Hong Yu studied it carefully several times, closed her eyes to confirm she had committed it to memory, and then burned the formula to prevent it from falling into others’ possession.

Shen Xihe took a small box of the cold-dispelling incense and handed it to Mo Yu: “Have Mo Yuan deliver this to the Eastern Palace as a gift for His Highness the Crown Prince.”

She had received many favors from Xiao Huayong before; today she would return one.

“Princess, for the Defined Prince Consort’s birthday gift, would a glass screen be suitable?” Bi Yu inquired after taking inventory of Shen Xihe’s possessions and drafting a list of potential gifts.

Shen Xihe replied: “Send that purple sandalwood five-stringed pipa.”

Among the capital’s Nine Perfections, each was renowned for a singular skill – Bian Xianyi for her dancing, Ye Wantang for her mastery of the pipa.

That purple sandalwood five-stringed pipa was one of Shen Yueshan’s war trophies, adorned with red agate, tortoiseshell, and mother-of-pearl inlays forming exquisite patterns. Its like could not be found anywhere else in the world, and its strings were crafted from precious silk that produced an incomparable tone.

Shen Xihe herself excelled at the guqin; keeping such a fine pipa in her possession would be like hiding a bright pearl in the dust.

“Yes, Princess.”

The Defined Prince Consort’s birthday celebration couldn’t be too grand, as the Empress Dowager’s birthday would follow in less than a month. It was merely to demonstrate filial piety, and the Defined Prince and his consort would show appropriate restraint.

Among the sixteen princely residences, Prince Xiao Changtai ranked fourth, and his residence neighbored that of the fifth-ranked Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin.

Word had it that Xiao Changqin had returned from Fahua Temple yesterday; whether he would appear at the Defined Prince’s residence today remained uncertain.

Just as Shen Xihe pondered this, her carriage suddenly shook, as if lightly struck by something. As she steadied herself, she heard a maid outside apologizing: “Please forgive us, we were careless and disturbed the Princess’s carriage.”

Bi Yu lifted the carriage curtain to reveal an extremely simple vehicle, appearing even more modest when compared to Shen Xihe’s felt-covered carriage pulled by two horses.

The carriage had only a cover for protection against wind and rain, with an open compartment containing a lady wearing a bamboo-moon-colored upper garment, a sky-blue floor-length skirt, and an ink-colored cape. Only her sleeves and collar were embroidered with simple white pear blossoms, and her modest hair arrangement was adorned with just a few pear blossom pearl hairpins.

She maintained a dignified bearing and proper posture, with plain features and cool eyes.

This was Qin Zixie, granddaughter of the Crown Prince’s Grand Tutor. Her father was a professor at the Imperial Academy – an entirely family of refined scholars.

Seeming to sense Shen Xihe’s gaze, Qin Zixie acknowledged her with a slight nod, then stepped down with her maid’s assistance.

She was extraordinarily tall – the tallest lady Shen Xihe had ever seen, even taller than Bu Shulin. This very trait had made finding a marriage match difficult, leading to her remaining unwed at nineteen years of age.

Ordinary young men would appear short beside her; Shen Xihe estimated she was about as tall as her brother.

“Princess,” Qin Zixie approached, “Our household’s carriage disturbed yours; I offer my apologies on their behalf.”

Qin Zixie’s voice, like her appearance, was neither delicate nor fine as most ladies’ voices were – not rough, but hardly melodious.

“Miss Qin need not concern herself; it was merely an accident,” Shen Xihe also descended from her carriage, as they had arrived outside the Defined Prince’s residence.

Qin Zixie acknowledged Shen Xihe’s words with a nod of thanks, then proceeded inside with her maid.

“She…” Hong Yu’s eyes followed Qin Zixie’s departing figure, thinking this lady, though proper in etiquette, was truly proud.

“The Qin family has always been thus,” Shen Xihe wasn’t bothered.

A family of scholars for generations, the Qin family had produced two Crown Prince Grand Tutors and one Imperial Academy Director under the current dynasty. Qin Zixie’s father was also designated to be the next Imperial Academy Director, merely waiting for the current director to retire.

Teachers who educated others naturally tended to be more serious and formal than most but harbored no ill intentions.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to step forward, Bi Yu quickly pulled her back while Hong Yu steadied someone who had nearly collided with them.

“Forgive me, Princess. I stumbled and almost bumped into you,” the person Hong Yu had steadied quickly apologized with a bow.

Shen Xihe recognized the delicate face – even more lovely than during their brief glimpse at Jianfu Temple. It was none other than Yu Sangning, the concubine-born daughter brought back by the Marquis of Pingyao’s household.

Shen Xihe’s gaze moved from her demurely lowered eyes to the nervous young lady clutching a handkerchief nearby – presumably Yu Sangzi, the Marquis of Pingyao’s legitimate daughter. Then she noted the carriage parked to the side and Yu Sangning’s maid who had come around from behind Yu Sangzi.

The positioning was quite interesting.

If Shen Xihe hadn’t misread the situation, Yu Sangning would have deliberately walked from the other side of the carriage toward Yu Sangzi, who hadn’t noticed Shen Xihe standing there and had purposely pushed her, causing Yu Sangning to stumble toward Shen Xihe.

Others might have found Yu Sangzi’s pushing reprehensible; a more passionate observer might even have stood up for Yu Sangning.

Indeed, Yu Sangzi lacked magnanimity, which made it easy for Yu Sangning to manipulate, providing Yu Sangning an opportunity to establish a connection with Shen Xihe without leaving obvious traces.

She smiled enigmatically, not sparing either of them a glance as she moved forward.

Unexpectedly, Qin Zixie, who had reached the entrance, had stopped in her tracks. As Shen Xihe approached, she cast a cold glance at the following Marquis of Pingyao sisters and sneered: “How unsightly their machinations.”

With those words, she reached out and took Shen Xihe’s hand.



Chapter 63: A Subtle Trace of Agarwood
“Come with me.” Qin Zixie firmly gripped Shen Xihe’s hand as they entered the Defined Prince’s residence gates.

Most of her hand was concealed within her wide sleeve; Shen Xihe could only see half her fingertips, which were long and slender yet stronger than most ladies’.

Shen Xihe disliked physical contact and was about to pull away, but Qin Zixie released her hand first as they passed through the gate: “Your status is noble; inevitably some will try to curry favor with you. You must keep your eyes sharp.”

While it was said that imperial censors couldn’t tolerate even a grain of sand in their eyes, the Qin family was known for having the sharpest tongues in the capital.

She must have witnessed Yu Sangning’s scheme directly and, disapproving and not knowing her character, feared she might be taken advantage of, hence the well-intentioned warning.

“Miss Qin worries too much,” Shen Xihe replied distantly.

She would neither associate with Yu Sangning nor grow close to Qin Zixie.

Seemingly detecting Shen Xihe’s coolness, Qin Zixie glanced at her, gave an almost imperceptible nod, and walked ahead.

At this time, the Ye family’s female relatives were greeting guests behind the screen wall in place of Ye Wantang, leading them one by one to the Lotus Water Pavilion where the banquet was set.

This was the most beautiful spot in the Defined Prince’s residence – two water pavilions built above the crystalline waves, connected by a winding corridor over the water, facing each other with an arched bridge between them for passage.

The pavilions were spacious, each containing over ten low tables. A stone platform extended from the other side between the pavilions, where musicians played and dancers performed.

“Sister Xihe!”

As soon as Shen Xihe appeared, Xue Jinqiao, who had been waiting in the women’s pavilion and scanning constantly for her, immediately spotted her and rushed over.

Though the corridor was wide enough for three to walk abreast, and Qin Zixie walked ahead of Shen Xihe, when Xue Jinqiao rushed toward Shen Xihe, Qin Zixie suddenly stepped aside.

Somehow Xue Jinqiao stumbled, pitching forward, but Qin Zixie’s maid caught her arm and steadied her, preventing her face from hitting the stone floor.

“Thank you, Sister Qin.” Xue Jinqiao bowed in gratitude after being steadied.

“We are not familiar; do not call me sister,” Qin Zixie cast a cold glance at Xue Jinqiao. “A noble lady should move with grace, stand with dignity, and sit with poise.”

“Yes, Sister Qi- Miss Qin.” Xue Jinqiao obediently lowered her head at the rebuke.

Shen Xihe had no interest in watching this scene and walked past them with graceful steps.

Seeing this, Xue Jinqiao playfully stuck out her tongue, then lifted her skirts to catch up with Shen Xihe, thoroughly maintaining her “I’ll listen but won’t change” attitude.

“Princess Consort.” Shen Xihe entered the pavilion and greeted the Defined Prince’s consort.

She was just twenty years old, wearing a purple-flowered chest-high dress with a red begonia wide-sleeved outer robe, her hair adorned with gold hairpins and ornaments paired with a bright begonia silk flower, appearing quite resplendent.

“Please rise, Princess, no need for such formality.” Ye Wantang personally helped her up. “I only returned home a few days ago and haven’t had the chance to see you. Princess, you truly are beautiful…”

Ye Wantang’s admiring gaze held a trace of bewilderment. She had watched Shen Xihe approach without missing a detail – her graceful bearing and noble aloofness gave her a sense of déjà vu.

Up close, she came to her senses; they were similar yet different.

That person’s coolness had tended toward coldness, while Shen Xihe’s coolness leaned toward nobility.

“Princess Consort is too kind,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Princess, please take this seat.” Ye Wantang arranged for Shen Xihe to sit closest to her.

Across from Shen Xihe sat a splendidly dressed young noblewoman with a languid bearing and striking beauty – the Third Prince Duke Wang Xiao Changzhen’s consort. She wore a bright red Hu-style outfit and was carelessly examining her hennaed nails as if she were alone.

This Duchess Consort was one of the capital’s notable ladies – she was a princess of Xiliang.

After Xiliang’s defeat, to pacify its people and take control more quickly, Emperor Youning had arranged for Duke Wang to marry her.

Emperor Youning’s harem was neither particularly large nor small compared to previous emperors, but his princes’ households were remarkably simple.

The Crown Prince had died young. After the Second Prince, Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin’s primary wife passed away, he had only one secondary consort and never remarried.

The Third Prince Duke Wang Xiao Changzhen and Fourth Prince Defined Prince Xiao Changtai each had only one primary consort – no secondary consorts, not even concubines.

The Fifth Prince Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s primary wife had recently passed away; his household had only two concubines.

The remaining princes, including the Crown Prince, were still unmarried, with no officially recognized women in their Eastern Palace or princely residences.

“This is my third sister-in-law, the Duchess Consort,” Ye Wantang introduced.

“No need to greet me formally; I’m not one of your Great Zhou noble ladies,” Li Yanyan spoke first, never looking up from her nails.

Duchess Consort Li, named Yanyan, was a woman who could lose control at any moment, but Duke Wang would always protect her, cleaning up whatever mess she made.

Shen Xihe took her at her word and ignored her as well.

This made Li Yanyan raise an eyebrow and glance over, though her gaze merely swept past.

“Princess, I too have been to the Northwest…” Ye Wantang, worried Shen Xihe might feel awkward, actively engaged her in conversation.

The Defined Prince couple often traveled everywhere and had naturally visited the Northwest, greatly praising its security and local customs.

As they talked, a beautiful young lady approached gracefully. She first bowed to Ye Wantang, then turned to bow to Li Yanyan, when suddenly Li Yanyan grabbed her teacup and hurled it at her.

Unexpectedly, the lady dodged, and the cup shattered on the floor, sending fragments flying toward Shen Xihe.

The incident happened so suddenly that Bi Yu couldn’t push Shen Xihe away in time. Just as a shard was about to strike Shen Xihe’s face, something flew past from the side, knocking it away barely half an inch from her face.

Ye Wantang and Li Yanyan both sighed in relief, then saw it was a chopstick. Looking over, everyone noticed one chopstick missing from Qin Zixie’s table and stared in amazement.

No one had heard that the Qin family’s ladies knew martial arts.

Qin Zixie ignored these stares, maintaining her proper posture and forward gaze.

The commotion drew attention from the other pavilion. Duke Wang and the Defined Prince arrived together, and the Defined Prince surveyed the scene: “Miss Qin’s maid shows remarkable skill; this prince offers his thanks.”

So it was Qin Zixie’s maid, everyone realized.

But Shen Xihe couldn’t help looking at Qin Zixie. Her attendants Bi Yu and Hong Yu, who constantly watched over her, had been distracted by the lady’s sudden dodge and hadn’t anticipated the fragments flying in her direction.

This was an accident no one could have predicted, yet Qin Zixie’s maid either had been watching her constantly or possessed such exceptional skills to help her avoid harm just in time.

She couldn’t help but look toward Qin Zixie nearby. As wind blew across the lake, amidst various fragrances, a subtle trace of agarwood wafted in the air.

Chapter 64: True Humiliation
Shen Xihe was extremely sensitive to the scent of agarwood, but in the water pavilion filled with people of status, each wearing their perfumes suddenly wafting on the wind, she found it difficult to pinpoint its direction.

She cast a faint glance at the Defined Prince who had arrived with Duke Wang.

Just then, Defined Prince Xiao Changtai looked her way. He stepped forward, took a cup of wine from Ye Wantang’s table, and approached Shen Xihe: “For startling the Princess, this prince will punish himself with a cup of wine. I hope the Princess will be forgiving.”

Shen Xihe rose, standing one table apart from the Defined Prince. She could smell the premium sandalwood fragrance from his body – mellow, rich, and penetrating, but not agarwood.

So he wasn’t the one impersonating Hua Taoyi, Cui Jinbai, and the others.

“It’s nothing,” Shen Xihe hadn’t been startled. She raised her cup in a distant toast to the Defined Prince and took a small sip.

Her attitude was quite cool. After expressing his apology, the Defined Prince returned to Ye Wantang’s side. Shen Xihe glanced at Duke Wang again, but the distance was too great to determine if the agarwood scent came from him.

Though only two men were present, Shen Xihe wasn’t certain if the trace of agarwood might be from some noblewoman using it mixed with other fragrances. Still, she couldn’t help wondering, having caught the scent just as the two princes arrived.

“I bestow favor upon you, and you dare to dodge?” Li Yanyan spoke languidly. She stood up, her trailing fire-red dress sweeping behind her as she circled the table, bent to pick up a fragment of the teacup, and slowly walked toward the lady she had thrown it at.

The lady seemed to fear her like a tiger, continuously backing away until she hid behind Duke Wang.

“Yanyan.” Duke Wang Xiao Changzhen’s tall frame blocked Li Yanyan’s path, his sharp, thick brows slightly furrowed.

“Oh? She’s not even officially entered the household, yet you’re already protecting her?” Li Yanyan’s long, deep eyes held a touch of cold mockery. “What’s this? So afraid I’ll hurt her?”

“Yanyan, stop this.” Duke Wang reached for Li Yanyan’s hand holding the shard.

But Li Yanyan dodged first, stepping back to distance herself from Duke Wang. She glanced at the lady behind him, then fixed her gaze on him: “You truly mean to protect her?”

“Yanyan, let’s return home.” Duke Wang held back as he stepped forward to grab Li Yanyan.

Li Yanyan gracefully twirled away, her brilliant skirts scattering like sparks, easily evading Duke Wang.

She gave a short laugh: “Since you insist on protecting her…”

With those words, a fierce light flashed in her eyes as she raised her hand and slashed.

Every lady in the pavilion held her breath in shock until blood began trickling down Li Yanyan’s face, prompting screams from some of the noblewomen.

“Yanyan!” Duke Wang rushed toward Li Yanyan.

This time Li Yanyan didn’t dodge but pushed him away.

A gash had opened on her porcelain-white cheek, the shocking red making others fearful, yet she remained nonchalant. Dropping the porcelain shard, she acted as if nothing had happened: “Since you can’t bear to part with your new love, I’ll apologize to the Princess myself.”

Shen Xihe had heard of Li Yanyan’s ruthlessness and madness but was still shocked.

How much did women typically care about their appearance? Some valued their beauty more than life itself, yet she didn’t even blink.

“Doctor! Quickly call for a doctor!” Ye Wantang was the first to recover her senses, hastily giving orders.

Li Yanyan smiled faintly: “No need. It’s just a cut, not fatal.”

With those words, she turned to leave, walking unhurriedly as if taking a casual stroll. Only small drops of blood fell from her cheek, leaving plum blossom-like spots on the clean floor as she walked.

Duke Wang caught up in one bound, lifting Li Yanyan from behind. Ignoring her fierce struggles, he grabbed her handkerchief with one hand and pressed it tightly against her face wound.

As he rushed out of the Defined Prince’s residence, he shouted for his guards to summon a doctor.

Shen Xihe, uninterested in drama, was the first to look away. She saw the abandoned lady gazing after the departing ducal couple, biting her lip, her eyes filled with hatred and unwillingness.

Shen Xihe raised her dark eyebrows and called softly: “Lady Liang.”

Liang Danpu came to her senses and turned around, only to see Shen Xihe grab another teacup and throw it at her.

This time Liang Danpu didn’t dodge; the cup shattered precisely at her feet.

Seemingly frightened, Liang Danpu’s eyes immediately reddened.

Everyone looked at Shen Xihe with confusion and displeasure, some even thinking she’d gone too far. However, remembering how she had dealt with Wang Yuhui and the others, they dared not voice their anger.

After all, Chen Jiaxue had been sent to the imperial palace, the Marquis of Xianping’s household had collapsed overnight, Hu Yingrao had been punished to kneel in the ancestral hall for three days, and Wang Yuhui had received fifty strikes with the discipline ruler.

Now the ladies needed no family reminders to know better than to provoke Shen Xihe.

Just then, Shen Xihe grabbed another teacup and threw it at Liang Danpu, who quickly dodged this time.

“Princess, you’re going too far!” One lady who couldn’t bear to watch anymore stood up in protest.

Shen Xihe merely gave her a faint glance.

“Fool.” Qin Zixie coldly threw out two words at the lady who had stood up to intervene.

“You, you all…” That lady was so angry her chest heaved.

“Princess…” The Defined Prince was about to speak, looking troubled.

Ye Wantang, seeming to understand something, tugged at his sleeve and shook her head slightly.

“Lady Liang didn’t dodge the first time because she knew the cup would land at your feet. You dodged the second time because you knew it would hit your body,” Shen Xihe said with an ambiguous smile. “You must have also known earlier that the Duchess Consort’s cup would only land at your feet. Why did you dodge?”

Tears quickly welled up in Liang Danpu’s eyes: “Danpu doesn’t understand what the Princess means.”

Shen Xihe gave a low laugh. She stood up, adjusting her lilac butterfly-patterned shawl, and walked gracefully to Liang Danpu: “You dodged because I was behind you. If the Duchess Consort had injured me, you could have reaped the benefits.”

“Princess!” Anger flickered across Liang Danpu’s face. “Though Danpu is of humble status, I cannot allow the Princess to humiliate me like this!”

“Humiliate?” Shen Xihe laughed. “I merely spoke the truth, and you call it humiliation? Would you like to know what true humiliation feels like?”

As she spoke, Shen Xihe extended her foot, revealing her pearl-decorated cloud brocade upturned shoes, and swept three broken teacup shards into one pile.

“Bi Yu!”

At Shen Xihe’s command, Bi Yu flashed behind Liang Danpu, gripped her shoulders with both hands, forcibly turned her to face the pile of porcelain shards, and then kicked the back of her knees.

With a thud, Liang Danpu’s knees hit the broken porcelain. She let out a piercing cry as the tears that had been lingering in her eyes finally streamed down.

All the noble ladies present, including Ye Wantang, inexplicably felt pain in their knees.

Chapter 65: He Had Done His Homework Thoroughly
The noble ladies who had witnessed Shen Xihe using a bamboo pole to prod Hu Ying into the pond at Furong Garden already knew of her ruthlessness. Yet they never imagined Shen Xihe could still refresh their understanding – her methods made their scalps tingle with fear.

Especially the young lady who had just stood up in indignation to accuse Shen Xihe of going too far – she was so frightened that her face turned pale as she collapsed back into her seat.

Even at the gentlemen’s banquet just a waterside pavilion away, the various princes and noble sons were too shocked to recover their composure. Xiao Changying directly sprawled against the pavilion’s railing, staring intently at this side with an appreciative smile, practically ready to applaud. The others cast thoughtful glances at Xiao Changying, while Qin Zixie also swept a cold look.

“Princess… you… are abusing your power…” Liang Danpu’s forehead was covered in fine beads of sweat as she spoke through gritted teeth with hatred.

Though Liang Danpu maintained a tough exterior, her heart was filled with panic. She had thought her schemes were brilliant. She had deliberately come to provoke Li Yanyan, aiming to drive a wedge between the couple. As soon as she entered, she spotted Shen Xihe.

Every single incident involving Shen Xihe since her arrival in the capital had been terrifying – she was a fearsome person that everyone avoided.

When the teacup was thrown, it had landed near her feet. If Shen Xihe hadn’t been behind her, she naturally wouldn’t have dodged. She might have even subtly moved toward it, letting everyone witness Li Yanyan’s tyranny and intolerance. This would have helped her gradually bring down Li Yanyan.

But Shen Xihe happened to be behind her. While she wasn’t certain if the fragments could harm Shen Xihe, she had to try if there was even a possibility! Once Shen Xihe was injured, she could successfully set up a formidable enemy for Li Yanyan.

She never expected Shen Xihe to see through her deliberate intentions! Even more unexpected was how Shen Xihe would deal with her so directly, contrary to convention.

“The Prince Dai’s wife is a proper royal consort, who had her face cut because of startling me.” Shen Xihe turned to face Yu Sangning, though her gaze flickered toward Liang Danpu behind her. “Shouldn’t you be begging forgiveness for this? Since you don’t understand propriety, I shall teach you. If you feel wronged, you’re welcome to file a complaint against me. I’ll await you at the Princess’s residence.”

With those words, she lifted her hand with a slight movement of her fingertips, releasing her grip on Liang Danpu’s jade ornament.

“Biyu, personally escort Lady Liang back to her residence, and report everything that happened here to the Liang household, without missing a single detail,” Shen Xihe commanded softly.

“Yes, my lady.” Biyu supported Liang Danpu and headed toward the exit.

Shen Xihe gracefully stepped back to her position, standing behind the low table: “I grew up in the Northwest, where both men and women are straightforward. I dislike beating around the bush, and I especially dislike those who take me for a fool while thinking highly of themselves.”

Everyone present felt a lingering fear, secretly grateful they hadn’t offended this harbinger of destruction.

By this point, anyone who wasn’t a fool could see through Liang Danpu’s intentions. Recently, there had been widespread rumors that Consort Zhao intended to arrange for Liang Danpu to become Prince Dai’s concubine. Prince Dai was already twenty-four and had been married for six years, yet still had no children, causing his mother Consort Liang great anxiety.

It was no secret that Liang Danpu admired Prince Dai. Given the occasion today, since Ye Wantang had invited Prince Dai’s wife, she certainly wouldn’t have invited Liang Danpu.

Liang Danpu had come uninvited, but with her status, she could only have gained entry through Consort Zhao’s influence. She could have simply offered congratulations to Ye Wantang and left, but she deliberately sought out Prince Dai’s wife.

She had blatantly provoked Prince Dai’s wife – everyone knew Li Yanyan’s temper. The Princess Consort’s anger was expected, and she had used this opportunity to play the victim. Not content with just sowing discord between the Prince and his wife, she had even tried to use Shen Xihe against Li Yanyan.

She must have eaten a bear’s heart and a leopard’s gall to be so bold – even Ye Wantang, the Princess Consort of Prince Ding, wouldn’t dare to do such a thing, yet she dared!

Such fearlessness – was it because she thought herself clever enough that no one could touch her?

Did she think she was the only smart person in the world?

Though some still felt Shen Xihe was cruel, it didn’t prevent them from feeling that Liang Danpu deserved it!

Yu Sangning listened until her hands and feet turned cold, especially after that seemingly casual glance from Shen Xihe earlier that had carried a hint of a smile.

Her instincts told her that Liang Danpu’s public punishment by Shen Xihe today was partly because of her earlier actions.

Shen Xihe must have seen clearly how she had tried to use Yu Sangzhi to curry favor at the prince’s mansion gates, and when Liang Danpu followed the same pattern, it provoked her anger.

This Princess…

When Yu Sangning thought of Shen Xihe, she couldn’t help but feel admiration.

Xihe was the sun goddess, and she lived up to her name – radiating brilliant light, supreme and untouchable.

She was incredibly grateful that today she had only harbored thoughts of seeking connection with Shen Xihe, without any intention to harm her. Otherwise…

Shen Xihe was not only incredibly intelligent, but she also acted with unrestrained arrogance, completely disregarding the need for evidence.

Just like with Liang Danpu’s situation – she had no evidence, and Liang Danpu would never admit to anything, but she hadn’t taken Liang Danpu’s life, merely inflicted some surface wounds.

Whether the Liang family acknowledged their fault didn’t matter – they wouldn’t risk offending Shen Xihe and the Northwestern Prince’s mansion behind her over such minor injuries.

Having successfully made an example to warn others, Shen Xihe maintained a peaceful expression. She mentioned feeling a bit tired after speaking, casually poured herself a cup of osmanthus drink and drank it, as if nothing had happened earlier.

Ye Wantang, as the hostess, quickly tried to liven up the atmosphere after the servants had cleaned everything: “Everyone’s in for a treat today – I’ve invited Master Bian to dance for us.”

Just then, drum sounds rose from the stone platform. Everyone looked over to see Bian Xianyi in flowing red robes, dancing gracefully.

She would sometimes leap into the air, sometimes bend and twist, sometimes kneeling on the ground, her toes skillfully tapping the drum surface, her body striking the drum face, her dance steps as light as flying, her spinning like snowflakes drifting, her movements blooming like flower buds.

Bian Xianyi’s dance was, as always, breathtakingly beautiful and captivating.

“Nothing special,” remarked Shen Xihe as she joined others at the railing to watch. At some point, Qin Zixie had come to stand beside her.

Shen Xihe initially ignored Qin Zixie, but as people crowded together, the chaotic mixture of various perfumes assaulted her brain. She unconsciously stepped back, especially when the breeze carried the scents to her sensitive nose, making it even harder to bear.

Just then, a faint trace of agarwood wafted past her nose. This time she precisely identified it as coming from Qin Zixie beside her. If it had been only agarwood, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have thought much of it.

But the main fragrance on Qin Zixie was a perfume derived from lotus flowers – the lotus scent was subtle and lingering, seeming to fade yet persisting endlessly.

Such an elegant and pleasant fragrance indeed suited Qin Zixie’s taste, but this type of perfume would never use agarwood as a harmonizing note.

Just as Shen Xihe hesitated over this detail, someone pushed past to get a better view of Bian Xianyi’s dance. Shen Xihe’s eyes flashed, and she deliberately stumbled against Qin Zixie, her hand seemingly accidentally landing on Qin Zixie’s chest.

The soft feeling caused Shen Xihe to quickly pull away from Qin Zixie’s embrace.

It was a woman!

Shen Xihe thought she had concealed her probing action well, but Qin Zixie had seen it all. Where others couldn’t see, the corners of her lips curved up ever so slightly for just a moment.

Silly girl, he had done his homework thoroughly.

Chapter 66: She Rejected Me
“Bravo!”

Just then, as Bian Xianyi finished her dance, applause and cheers erupted from all around.

Shen Xihe still found this Qin Zixie somewhat suspicious. Even though she had personally verified her female identity, her naturally suspicious nature wouldn’t let her dismiss it so easily.

If someone hadn’t aroused her suspicions, that was fine, but once they did, she had to investigate thoroughly until she had reasonable explanations for all questionable points.

“Master Bian’s dance skills are outstanding, truly a feast for the eyes,” Shen Xihe suddenly spoke up as the cheering began to die down. “However, Lady Qin just remarked that such exquisite dancing was merely ordinary. Might Lady Qin show us an even more sophisticated dance technique?”

At these words, everyone was startled and turned to look at Qin Zixie.

Even Bian Xianyi, who had always been extremely proud of her dance skills, came over. After paying her respects to Ye Wantang, Shen Xihe, and the others, she said, “I am obsessed with the joy of dance. I humbly request Lady Qin’s guidance.”

Little fox, Xiao Huayong laughed inwardly with mock reproach.

Outwardly maintaining the appearance of a proper, rule-abiding noble lady, she replied: “Three years ago, I was fortunate enough to travel through Luoyang with my grandfather. We happened upon a courtesan dance competition and saw the performances of Master Bai and Master Qi. Since then, all other dances have seemed ordinary in comparison.”

Bai Fugong and Qi Xiaoren were famous courtesans of Luoyang, admired by thousands, with wealthy nobles willing to spend fortunes on them.

Even Bian Xianyi had to concede: “I’ve long heard that Master Bai and Master Qi’s dance skills are unparalleled. If I ever have the fortune to witness them, I must earnestly seek their guidance.”

The trap Shen Xihe had set was easily deflected by Xiao Huayong, but the mention of Luoyang caught her attention – Luoyang was where she had first met Hua Fuhai.

“Does Lady Qin have deep connections to Luoyang?” Shen Xihe asked directly.

Others strangely noticed that while Qin Zixie was extremely aloof toward others, she showed great patience with Shen Xihe: “My grandfather travels between Luoyang and the Eastern Capital yearly to tutor His Highness the Crown Prince. I’ve accompanied him several times.”

The Crown Prince…

Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered briefly before she nodded slightly, not pursuing the matter further.

But Bian Xianyi suddenly spoke up: “Lady Qin grew up with His Highness the Crown Prince. Could you tell us about his preferences? His coming-of-age ceremony approaches, and we should prepare appropriate birthday gifts.”

Shen Xihe turned to give Bian Xianyi an expressionless glance.

Everyone knew about Shen Xihe’s close association with the Crown Prince now. Bian Xianyi was trying to create friction between Shen Xihe and Qin Zixie.

However, people were genuinely interested in this question. The Crown Prince had left the palace at age eight, only returning occasionally for festivals. Most civil and military officials had never seen him or gotten to know him. For his coming-of-age ceremony, they needed to show proper respect.

If not to curry favor with the Crown Prince, at least they didn’t want to unknowingly offend him.

“How did Master Bian come to know that I grew up with His Highness?” Xiao Huayong asked coldly. “I have never even met His Highness. Is Master Bian not satisfied with the Sixth Prince’s favor, that you seek the Crown Prince’s attention as well?”

She might as well have directly accused her of being fickle in her loyalties.

Not many people knew about Bian Xianyi’s private relationship with the Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu, and having it exposed publicly made several noble ladies look at her rather unkindly.

Though Xiao Changyu might have fallen from the Emperor’s favor, he was still a handsome and dignified royal son. He naturally had admirers, including noble ladies pursuing the position of his princess consort. These people looked at Bian Xianyi as if she were an enemy.

“I spoke out of turn and shouldn’t have groundlessly speculated about Lady Qin and His Highness,” Bian Xianyi quickly apologized with a pleading smile. “Please don’t take offense, Lady Qin. My relationship with the Sixth Prince is pure and proper. Given my humble status, how dare I harbor thoughts of seeking connections above my station?”

Put this way, it seemed as if Qin Zixie’s words were merely revenge for her implications about Qin Zixie and Xiao Huayong, deliberately bringing up Xiao Changyu and her relationship. This diffused much of the hostility.

“The wind is strong here. Let’s continue our conversation inside the pavilion,” Ye Wantang spoke up to smooth things over, not wanting more disruptions to her birthday celebration.

Everyone gave a face to the birthday girl Ye Wantang and returned to the pavilion, after which the birthday banquet concluded perfectly in harmony.

When leaving, after exiting the mansion gates and reaching the street, Shen Xihe encountered Qin Zixie again. Sitting in her carriage, she said to Shen Xihe: “I feel we’re kindred spirits. Might I invite the Princess to be my guest?”

Shen Xihe didn’t even lift her eyelids: “I don’t enjoy socializing with others.”

Xue Jinqiao, who had also left the mansion, nodded with satisfaction.

“Princess, since you’re suspicious of her, why not accept and investigate further?” Once back at the Princess’s residence, Biyu finally asked.

Biyu didn’t know that Shen Xihe’s suspicions were aroused by the agarwood scent. She thought it was because Qin Zixie’s maid had helped so promptly that it raised doubts. As a martial artist herself, Biyu knew that without constantly watching Shen Xihe, one couldn’t have reacted so quickly.

Why were Qin Zixie and her maid monitoring Shen Xihe’s every move?

“Not this time, but next time…” Shen Xihe’s gaze deepened.

Agarwood came from hollow honey trees under extremely strict conditions, aged and fermented over time, and was extremely rare.

But it wasn’t limited to one person’s use. For instance, the Emperor’s bed was scented with agarwood and ambergris among other fragrances. Shen Xihe had detected agarwood on Emperor Youning as well, though mixed with ambergris and other scents.

There were five types of agarwood, and Shen Xihe had been fortunate enough to smell them all. The person impersonating Hua Fuhai and Cui Jinbai had used the highest grade agarwood, with a rich and complex fragrance of supreme nobility.

Emperor Youning used the same type, though not as pure. What she smelled on Qin Zixie today was similar but fainter than the previous instances. When she deliberately touched Qin Zixie to test her, Qin Zixie must have noticed.

She wasn’t sure about this person’s relationship with Qin Zixie, or if there was any relationship at all. Regardless, she wouldn’t take the bait to investigate, which would only make her the fish biting the hook.

Next time, if he appeared again in another identity, once she was certain, she would play along without showing her hand.

Biyu didn’t understand Shen Xihe’s thoughts and said nothing more.

Back in the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong thoughtfully fingered a black jade chess piece: “She rejected me.”

Xiao Huayong had seen through her probing. Since she still had suspicions, logically she should have agreed to investigate him further.

“Could it be that she found Qin Zixie too boring?” Xiao Huayong pondered.

Alarm bells rang in Tianyuan’s mind, and he quickly said: “Your Highness, there are no more ladies in the capital who match your height!”

Even Qin Zixie was slightly shorter than Xiao Huayong, though not by much. With careful attention to clothing, it wasn’t easily noticeable, and no one would investigate a lady’s true height.

He truly feared his prince would find another lady to impersonate – he felt he would go mad, and if those who followed the prince knew, they would all go mad together!

“Your Highness, the Princess has sent a gift.”

Chapter 67: She Must Care About Me
To divert Xiao Huayong’s attention, Tianyuan hurriedly ran into the main hall and respectfully presented the cold-dispelling incense that Shen Xihe had sent.

“When was this delivered? Why didn’t you tell me earlier?” Xiao Huayong carefully received and opened it, releasing an intense fragrance.

“It arrived this morning when you weren’t here…” Tianyuan protested innocently.

His master hadn’t even returned to the Eastern Palace last night. Previously, Xiao Huayong had to sneak carefully past the palace guards when leaving the palace, but since obtaining the secret passage map from Prince Consort Wei, he now came and went freely without hindrance.

“Find an incense burner.” Xiao Huayong noticed a note attached describing the cold-dispelling incense.

Tianyuan immediately brought over an exquisite incense burner. After washing his hands and changing clothes, Xiao Huayong lit the cold-dispelling incense. A gentle warmth spread with the fragrance, enveloping him.

Tianyuan watched his prince close his eyes, his lips curving slightly upward in extreme enjoyment and satisfaction.

Unless his eyes deceived him, he detected a hint of sweetness in that faint smile.

He really couldn’t bring himself to tell the Crown Prince the cruel truth right now, preferring to wait until the incense burned out to let His Highness enjoy a few more moments of happiness.

Unexpectedly, the prince fell asleep in the warm sunlight, forcing Tianyuan to wait until Xiao Huayong awoke.

“I haven’t slept so well in ages,” Xiao Huayong felt refreshed upon waking.

This cold-dispelling incense had been improved by Shen Xihe, retaining its warming properties while adding a mind-calming effect.

“Tianyuan, store this incense burner carefully. We’ll use it exclusively for this incense in the future,” Xiao Huayong instructed.

After quietly putting everything away, Tianyuan returned to stand behind Xiao Huayong, took a deep breath, and said: “Your Highness, word from the Imperial Medical Office – the Princess has been inquiring about your medical records.”

“She’s asking about my medical records?” Light sparkled in Xiao Huayong’s eyes. “She must care about me.”

Tianyuan: …

In previous years, when other princes and officials inquired about your medical records, they had ulterior motives. How is it that when the Princess does it, it becomes a sign of care?

Forgive his directness, but he didn’t think the Princess was showing concern.

“If it wasn’t out of concern, she would have inquired before coming to the capital or right after arriving,” Xiao Huayong had his interpretation. “Why would she wait until now unless she’s worried about my health after repeatedly hearing about my fainting spells?”

Ignoring Tianyuan’s complicated feelings and speechlessness, Xiao Huayong declared seriously: “I should faint less often in the future to avoid frightening her.”

Tianyuan: …

Tianyuan was numb inside now, his heart like dead ashes, having lost all hope of awakening his usually brilliant prince to reason.

So he swallowed back his suspicion that Shen Xihe wanted the medical records to determine if Xiao Huayong was fit for marriage.

What ill intentions could the Princess possibly have?

How could the Princess not be kind and touching?

How could she be someone who only pursued profit?

He kept hypnotizing himself with these thoughts. Without such self-hypnosis, he feared he would soon be banished to the frontier by his prince.

After thoroughly convincing himself, Tianyuan asked: “Should we give the Princess your medical records?”

“Yes.” The silvery light in Xiao Huayong’s eyes scattered into gentle fragments. “She’s a stubborn girl. If we don’t give them to her, she won’t easily give up. Better to give them to her early and avoid exposing her people.”

Tianyuan: …

After repeating his three self-hypnosis questions, Tianyuan managed to ask with a straight face: “How should we provide them?”

The version kept at the Imperial Medical Office was meant for the Emperor and others to see.

According to those records… it might frighten your precious one.

Any woman who saw such medical records would likely abandon all thoughts of marrying such a person.

He’d better ask for specific instructions – he couldn’t bear the responsibility of causing his prince to lose his treasure.

Xiao Huayong’s expression grew serious, and after a long silence, he replied resignedly: “Give her the version from the Imperial Medical Office.”

Tianyuan’s eyelid twitched, his heart quickening – could his master still be saved?

But that hope was instantly crushed: “She doesn’t understand medical principles, and her maid who knows medicine is still in Luoyang. When she gets my records, she won’t consult anyone she doesn’t trust. Tomorrow, Xie Yunhuai happens to be going for her follow-up examination. Go inform Xie Yunhuai – he’ll know what to say.”

Tianyuan: …

He had been too naive, truly!

“Yes, Your Highness.” Tianyuan withdrew dejectedly.

That night, Shen Xihe received Xiao Huayong’s medical records.

Due to her expertise in perfumery, she knew some medicinal ingredients and properties, but she was completely ignorant about medical records. After a casual glance, she set them aside. As Xiao Huayong had predicted, the next day after enduring another bout of the bone-melting pill’s effects, she showed the records to Xie Yunhuai.

“Doctor Qi, please look at these medical records and tell me about the patient’s condition.”

After reviewing them, Xie Yunhuai’s gaze grew complex. He lowered his eyelids, preventing Shen Xihe from seeing the emotion in his eyes.

“Just ordinary weakness.”

“Only weakness?” Shen Xihe felt that couldn’t be right. She was also weak and would get breathless from exertion, but not to Xiao Huayong’s extent.

“This person is different from you, Princess. Your weakness is congenital, while his developed later in life,” Xie Yunhuai explained.

“What of his life expectancy?” Shen Xihe asked.

“May I ask who this person is to the Princess?” Xie Yunhuai countered instead of answering.

“Someone… I’m considering entrusting my life to you,” Shen Xihe answered frankly.

As the former heir to a Duke’s mansion, Xie Yunhuai surely knew more about Xiao Huayong than she did, so she indirectly revealed whose medical records these were.

Xie Yunhuai raised his head, gazing deeply at Shen Xihe: “Judging solely from these pulse readings, the weakness is undeniable. As for whether it affects lifespan, that cannot be determined.”

Shen Xihe nodded.

Looking at her pale face, drawn from enduring the bone-melting pill’s torment, Xie Yunhuai added: “Princess, don’t be so frank in the future. Those who grew up in the capital wear countless masks. They speak one way to people and another to ghosts. The only difference is that some are easy to understand, while others are unfathomable.”

Hearing Xie Yunhuai’s pointed words, Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “Including you?”

“Yes, including me.”

Shen Xihe watched him quietly as Xie Yunhuai gazed back with veiled eyes.

Her eyes seemed covered by a layer of frost, making them hard to read clearly, while his pupils were too deep to see their bottom.

“Doctor Qi.” After a while, Shen Xihe suddenly smiled. “I’m quite close with Sister Gu. She’s always wondered why you broke off the engagement back then. If you hadn’t, she wouldn’t have had to marry into the royal family.”

Xie Yunhuai’s dense long eyelashes trembled slightly. He lowered his eyes again and remained silent for a long time.

Just when Shen Xihe thought he wouldn’t answer, he said: “Princess, the reason I studied medicine is that my mother died from medicine wrongly prescribed by a doctor. The medicine wasn’t poisonous, just inappropriate for her condition. She drank the wrong medicine for three years before dying, and all of this was orchestrated by Duke Xie.”

A flash of shock crossed Shen Xihe’s eyes.

Xie Yunhuai smiled self-mockingly: “Carrying such hatred, how could I bear the responsibility of being someone’s husband?”

Chapter 68: The One Who Knows Her Best
Shen Xihe was stunned by what she heard.

The affairs of the Xie Ducal Manor had caused an enormous stir, and Xie Yunhuai’s severing of his hair and familial ties had shocked the capital. She knew that Xie Yunhuai had directly accused the Duke of plotting against his first wife at the Duke’s second marriage banquet, but she hadn’t known the method of the plot had been like this.

The Duke of Xie – a man universally praised throughout the capital for his virtue, a person who had etched the principles of loyalty, filial piety, benevolence, and righteousness into everyone’s impression of him.

Back when Xie Yunhuai severed ties and accused him of plotting against his wife, no one believed him. Everyone said Xie Yunhuai couldn’t handle the grief of losing his mother and failed to understand his father’s suffering of losing a wife in middle age, especially given the Xie Manor’s limited family members.

Moreover, cutting off his hair and severing family ties was itself against filial piety. It was said that at the celebratory banquet, the Duke was overwhelmed with grief, and even blamed himself for failing in his duties as a father and not considering Xie Yunhuai’s feelings about losing his mother at such a young age. He had even expressed wanting to call off the marriage then and there.

“How could it have come to this…” Shen Xihe felt heartache for the refined gentleman before her.

“He had someone he loved in his youth, but she was already betrothed to another. It was only under such circumstances that he married my mother.” Xie Yunhuai felt an inexplicable urge to confide in Shen Xihe.

These painful memories that had been buried deep in his heart seemed to find an outlet at this moment.

“Everyone said he cherished his first wife dearly, claiming he didn’t even keep concubines, let alone bedchamber attendants. My mother probably believed this too.”

Xie Yunhuai gave a bitter smile. “His second wife was the woman he loved in his youth. I don’t know when he learned she had been widowed for many years, nor do I know when they rekindled their relationship. He wouldn’t let her be a concubine but wanted to be with her, so my mother had to make way.”

Even so, the widely respected Duke of Xie couldn’t bear the reputation of a wife-killer. So he spent three years achieving his goal. From when his mother first fell ill, for exactly three years, he meticulously planned, making his wife drink the wrong medicine daily, watching her wither away bit by bit, all while pretending to care deeply and asking after her health each day.

The current dynasty had a law: Taking a concubine or female guest as the wife was punishable by one and a half years imprisonment.

A concubine could not be elevated to the position of principal wife. Once a concubine, even if the principal wife died, one could only marry again through proper channels, not elevate a concubine to principal wife status.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe thought of Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi. Xiao Changyu must have been unwilling to make Bian Xianyi a concubine, which was why he planned to marry her, let her gradually die from illness, and then take Bian Xianyi as his next proper wife.

“Doctor Qi…” Shen Xihe felt apologetic for bringing up painful memories without knowing the full story.

But Xie Yunhuai shook his head with a slight smile, indicating he was fine. “He had always been kind to others, and his scheme was intricate. Even if I had dragged those doctors to court, they wouldn’t dare implicate him. They could only admit to their medical incompetence, which isn’t illegal. Since they hadn’t committed fraud or deliberately poisoned anyone, even under pressure from the Duke’s manor, they would at most receive a beating.”

This was precisely why he couldn’t stay at the Xie Manor for another moment – he feared that one day he might lose control and kill his father.

Xie Ji didn’t deserve the honor of having his life taken in exchange!

“I am someone who cut off his hair and severed ties with his father, universally condemned as unfilial and dishonorable. If Lady Gu were to marry me, she would face criticism for life.” One’s body, hair, and skin are received from one’s parents; filial piety is the foundation of all virtues.

Xie Yunhuai’s actions back then had indeed drawn public condemnation, and with such precedent, he had destroyed any chance of an official career.

Xie Yunhuai’s hands, with their prominent joints covered in scars of varying depths, slowly organized his medical equipment. “Moreover, if I had left the Duke’s manor and immediately married Lady Gu, Minister Gu would have faced a dilemma. If he urged me to return to the manor, he would hurt me; if he didn’t, people would likely spread rumors that he had instigated my severance of family ties, especially given that the Gu family had no direct male heir.”

Every word Xie Yunhuai spoke came from the depths of his heart, and he spoke truly.

Between him and Gu Qingzhi, neither had failed the other. They were simply fated to meet but not to be together.

“Why wouldn’t you break off the engagement with her in person?” Even if he couldn’t explain the full situation, wouldn’t it have been better to speak with her directly?

“Your Highness, my reputation was in tatters back then. If I broke off the engagement, others would say I knew my place or didn’t dare offend the Minister’s daughter. For Lady Gu, this wouldn’t have damaged her reputation. But if I had personally broken off the engagement with her, it would have been different.”

Shen Xihe quietly looked at Xie Yunhuai, finally understanding his reasoning.

Indeed, marriage was arranged by parents. His seeking Minister Gu to break off the engagement was straightforward. If he had insisted on meeting Gu Qingzhi one last time, rumors would have spread in the capital about them having been in love or worse.

At that time, the Gu family was already under intense scrutiny, with countless eyes watching their every move, ready to make a scandal out of the slightest thing.

He simply didn’t want to tarnish her reputation.

“What if she had been willing to live in seclusion with you…”

“She wouldn’t have.” Before Shen Xihe could finish, Xie Yunhuai cut her off decisively. “Your Highness, she is Lady Gu, the model of propriety among capital ladies, the foremost among noble daughters.”

A young woman who had cultivation, responsibility, and gratitude etched into her very bones would never abandon the mission she should shoulder as the Gu family’s daughter for the sake of personal feelings.

Xie Yunhuai stood up and shouldered his medicine box. “If she had wanted to, she had thousands of ways to avoid marrying into the royal family, but she chose to proceed without hesitation because she is Lady Gu.”

With these words, Xie Yunhuai bowed to Shen Xihe and took his leave.

He paused at the doorway, his body still, slowly turning his head to show half his profile to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness, the same applies to you.”

Shen Xihe stared blankly as Xie Yunhuai walked away step by step until he disappeared.

She gazed absently out the window, where at some point a fine drizzle had begun to fall diagonally. She unconsciously walked to the window, watching the misty rain, and couldn’t help but laugh softly: “I never expected that the one who would understand me best would be you.”

Just as Gu Qingzhi had thousands of ways to avoid marrying into the royal family, so did Shen Xihe.

However, they both chose to stake everything on this one move, because responsibility made it impossible for them to refuse.

Even though the Gu family ultimately fell to ruin, Gu Qingzhi had no regrets or shame in her heart – she had done her best.

Xie Yunhuai told her all this to let her know she still had a choice. He didn’t want her to fall into the vortex of royal power, because once you step in, it’s either life or death. Even if you emerge as the final victor, you’ll be exhausted, surrounded by devastation.

But what of it?

She could indeed choose to be her father and brother’s precious daughter for life, pretending to be naive and ignorant, enjoying the peace and comfort they fought so hard to create for her. But if Shen Yueshan and the others were to fall from grace, how could she fare any better?

She would probably be too ashamed to even be buried with them in death.

They were family, meant to support each other and work together – that’s what being family meant.

Power was an invisible hand that controlled everyone’s hearts, forcing each person into the game whether they wished it or not.

The Shen family had no way to retreat, and as a member of the Shen family, she had no choice but to do her part!

“The misty rain falls, the autumn wind rises. Some appreciate the rainy scene, some hope for the rain to end quickly, and some…” Shen Xihe’s pale hand reached out the window, feeling the coolness of the autumn rain, “wait for the rain to stop.”

Chapter 69: Not a Shred of Trust in the Crown Prince
A sudden storm had dropped flowers and leaves, spreading a layer of dampness across the capital and bringing with it a chill.

The mischievous Duanming had run off somewhere and came scampering back soaking wet. Hongyu felt sorry for it, seeing its fine fur matted against its body and still dripping water. As she and Ziyu approached with absorbent cloths, the naughty cat shook itself vigorously, spraying water all over the two of them.

Biyu couldn’t help but laugh at the sight, and when Shen Xihe turned to look, she too couldn’t suppress a smile.

“Meow!” Duanming, thinking it had shaken itself dry, pounced toward Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s smile vanished as she quickly stepped back. Duanming missed its target and, looking up to meet Shen Xihe’s stern gaze, immediately curled into a ball, gazing pitifully at her while making low, whimpering sounds.

“You’re this filthy and still trying to jump on our mistress?” Ziyu seized the opportunity to grab it by the scruff of its neck and lift it.

“Meow! Meow! Meow!” Duanming flailed its four short legs but was still forcefully carried away by Ziyu for a bath.

“Your Highness, Prince Li is here to visit,” a servant came to report.

“Tell him I won’t see him,” Shen Xihe coldly refused.

She didn’t care how others viewed her, nor did she need anyone to judge her manners and upbringing. When visitors came calling, she simply refused to see them if she didn’t wish to.

“His Highness said… if you won’t see him, he’ll have no choice but to intrude upon your chambers again,” the servant reported nervously.

Biyu saw Shen Xihe’s lowered eyelids slowly lift, her pitch-black pupils turning rightward toward the door.

Though her mistress’s expression remained unchanged and her eyes calm, Biyu could sense a cold murderous intent.

“Tell him if he dares, it won’t just be about removing clothes – I’ll flay him alive,” Shen Xihe said with deceptive mildness, emphasizing each word. The servant’s legs trembled as he hurriedly withdrew to deliver the message.

This servant had been transferred from the Shen manor by the steward for his quick wit and loyalty. He had never imagined his mistress could be so… fierce. He didn’t dare relay some of her words, but fearing Shen Xihe more, he stammered out the message to Xiao Changying with his eyes closed.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Changying showed no anger. Instead, he handed over a scroll: “Give this to Her Highness. I will wait here for a quarter-hour. If she still refuses to see me, I shall take my leave.”

Shen Xihe had thought Xiao Changying would retreat, but the servant nervously presented the scroll. Biyu took it and opened it before Shen Xihe, causing both their expressions to change dramatically.

“Summon Mo Yuan!” Shen Xihe commanded gravely.

This was a defense map of the Anxi Protectorate. The northwest had three major protectorates and three governorships – the former being imperial troops stationed for peacekeeping without involvement in civil affairs, the latter directly managing local matters.

During the previous emperor’s reign, Shen Xihe’s grandfather had served as both Protector-General of Anxi and Governor of Yanqi. When Emperor Youning ascended the throne, rewards were given for meritorious service, and Shen Yueshan, who had the greatest merit in supporting the new emperor, became the King of the Northwest. The entire northwest region and all protectorates came under his control, with the governors becoming subordinate to the Northwestern King.

If this defense map of the Anxi Protectorate fell into enemy hands, the city might be lost.

Even if it didn’t reach enemy hands, if Emperor Youning got hold of it, the lightest punishment would be removal from power, the heaviest would be execution!

Mo Yuan quickly arrived. Shen Xihe showed him the defense map, and his face went pale. “This…”

His reaction made Shen Xihe’s heart sink. She wasn’t involved in political matters and had only suspected this might be genuine, but Mo Yuan had confirmed her suspicions.

“Your Highness, shall we see Prince Li?” Biyu anxiously reminded her that the prince had only promised to wait a quarter-hour.

Shen Xihe held the map, remaining extremely calm. After a quick analysis, her gaze became resolute: “No.”

“Your Highness!” Mo Yuan was shocked.

“If he had no ulterior motive, he would have already presented this to His Majesty to make up for losing evidence in the rouge case,” Shen Xihe slowly rolled up the scroll. “Coming to me with it now means either he wants something from me, or he’s unsure if it’s genuine. If I see him, I’ll only give him the upper hand.”

After rolling up the scroll, Shen Xihe handed it to Biyu: “Return this to him personally…”

She paused, then curved her lips: “Tell him that, considering our previous dealings, I kindly remind him not to be too clever.”

“Your Highness, will this work?” Mo Yuan wasn’t doubting Shen Xihe, but the stakes were enormous. If Prince Li angrily handed it to His Majesty in a fit of pique, the consequences would be unthinkable!

“We can only gamble,” Shen Xihe thought for a moment, quickly went to her study, wrote a letter, sealed it, and handed it to Mo Yuan. “Deliver this to Hua Fuhai’s people, and have him send it to Father as quickly as possible.”

Hua Fuhai had his own message delivery system – the last letter arranging their meeting had arrived faster than an eight-hundred-li urgent dispatch.

When Xiao Changying heard the message Biyu brought, he would certainly become suspicious. As long as Father saw this letter before the prince’s doubts were resolved, he could make the real defense map fake as quickly as possible.

Then they could claim this map was deliberately circulated after discovering spies in the army and traitors in court, meant to lure out enemies and see who would betray their country.

“Your Highness, this Hua Fuhai…”

“It’s fine. Even if he reads my letter, he won’t understand it,” Shen Xihe interrupted Mo Yuan. “It’s written in a code that only Father, Brother, and I know.”

It was a game Shen Yunan had created while studying with Shen Xihe – who knew it would prove so useful at a critical moment.

Xiao Changying hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to react this way, making him suspect that what Biyu had returned unchanged might be fake or contain some hidden scheme.

“Your Highness, should we seek the Crown Prince’s help?” Biyu suggested after sending Xiao Changying away.

Since the Crown Prince had managed to suppress the evidence from the rouge case for so long, he could surely help them buy time.

“This is an enormous weakness – I absolutely will not hand it to anyone else,” Shen Xihe firmly rejected the idea.

At this moment, Biyu realized that Shen Xihe didn’t have even a shred of trust in the Crown Prince.

“Don’t worry, Xiao Changying won’t act rashly for at least two days. Keep watching him. If His Majesty truly learns of this before Father…” Shen Xihe’s eyes grew cold. “I’ll have to strike first and expose the weapons Prince Kang’s manor has been secretly forging for His Majesty.”

That would create confusion and pin the theft of the defense map directly on Prince Kang’s manor.

Shen Xihe hadn’t wanted to contact Xiao Huayong, but her letter still let him know she had urgent business.

“Your Highness, do you wish to read the letter?” Tianyuan asked.

“If she sent it to me, she must be certain that even if I read it, I wouldn’t understand,” Xiao Huayong focused on carefully carving a parasol tree leaf. “Send it to the northwest urgently.”

“Something major must have happened, or she wouldn’t have reached out to me,” After giving the order, Xiao Huayong’s gaze deepened. “Have our people in the northwest investigate, quickly.”

When news arrived that evening, Xiao Huayong had just finished carving the leaf, which bore Shen Xihe’s likeness.

After listening, Xiao Huayong gave a light laugh: “Ninth Brother has grown capable. Since he’s so talented, let him go establish merit in the northwest.”

Chapter 70: He Exceeded Her Expectations
“Send Prince Li to the Northwest?” Tianyuan’s eyelid twitched as he quietly sought confirmation.

“Is there a problem?”

Xiao Huayong gently lifted the parasol tree leaf, holding it toward the incoming light. Looking at the exquisite silhouette in the soft glow, his eyes seemed to blend with the rosy light, warmth rippling through them as his lips curved upward.

“Your Highness, when Prince Li was being hunted down and fled to the Princess’s presence, the Northwestern King’s manor also played a part…” Tianyuan reminded him nervously, shrinking his neck.

When Consort Wei’s family had ordered Xiao Changying’s death over the rouge case, various factions had shown their capabilities. The Northwestern King had also acted, secretly protecting Xiao Changying without directly saving him, creating an opportunity for Shen Xihe to rescue him instead.

This indicated that Shen Yueshan had thoughts of arranging a match between Shen Xihe and Xiao Changying.

Now, sending Xiao Changying to the Northwest – if he won the Northwestern King’s favor, Tianyuan feared his master would regret it.

Xiao Huayong’s smile faltered briefly before he let out a short laugh through his nose: “He has no chance.”

Xiao Huayong understood Shen Yueshan’s plans. He wanted to support Fifth Brother – Fifth Brother and Ninth Brother were born of the same mother and shared a deep brotherly bond. If Fifth Brother ascended the throne, Xiao Changying would be second only to the emperor. Considering this brotherhood, as long as Shen Yueshan didn’t cling to power, the Shen family would have a good ending, and Shen Xihe wouldn’t have to be trapped in the palace’s scheming.

For Shen Xihe, his precious pearl, Shen Yueshan had calculated every step. Without abandoning his responsibilities as Northwestern King or betraying the peace of the Northwest region, he had chosen what he thought was the best path for Shen Xihe.

Unfortunately, Shen Xihe hadn’t taken to Xiao Changying.

Thinking of this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help feeling pleased, his lips curving up again. Though he didn’t know why Shen Xihe disliked Xiao Changying, he was certain that Shen Yueshan would never force her against her will.

Therefore, Xiao Changying had no chance.

Once Xiao Changying went to the Northwest, he would have someone subtly inform Shen Yueshan about how Xiao Changying had tried to threaten Shen Xihe with the defense map. Then he’d see how Xiao Changying could win Shen Yueshan’s favor.

Sensing his master’s strong displeasure, Tianyuan had done his duty as a subordinate by speaking up. Having said what needed to be said, he quickly slipped away.

While Shen Xihe was dealing with Xiao Changying, news of the missing Anxi Protectorate defense map spread in limited circles the next day. The rumors were detailed but lacked evidence.

The source of these rumors was unknown, but Emperor Youning convened the ministers of the Three Departments and Six Ministries to discuss it. Some believed there was no smoke without fire and that Shen Yueshan should be summoned to the capital immediately to explain.

Others suggested it might be a ruse to drive a wedge between the emperor and the subject. If His Majesty summoned Shen Yueshan, leaving the northwest undefended, enemies might attack. Who would take responsibility if the northwest fell while unmanned?

As the two sides argued, Emperor Youning summoned his adult sons to hear their opinions.

At this moment, Xiao Changying was troubled. He had an intercepted defense map but couldn’t confirm its authenticity. If it were fake and he presented it, he would bear the blame for any plot to remove Shen Yueshan.

It wasn’t the right time to step forward.

He also knew that if he didn’t present it now, he could never do so later, as that would suggest deception toward the emperor.

No, he had another way!

So amid the ongoing argument, he stepped forward: “Father, I have a suggestion.”

“Let’s hear it.” Emperor Youning was getting a headache from the two sides arguing. These old foxes deliberately argued without offering solutions, knowing the gravity of the situation and fearing punishment if they gave the wrong advice.

“Both sides make valid points. Why not let me go to the Northwest to secretly investigate whether this is true?” Xiao Changying volunteered.

This way, if the defense map was genuine, he could find a legitimate way to handle it; if fake, he could investigate who had gone to such lengths to deliver a false map to him and why.

In the end, the ministers unanimously supported Xiao Changying’s proposal, though they debated who should go. After considering everyone’s calculations for a while, Emperor Youning still feared sending Xiao Changying.

“Your Highness…”

Since the news from the palace arrived, Shen Xihe had been standing in the small pavilion holding Duanming, silent for a long while. Biyu waited anxiously.

“Someone is helping us,” Shen Xihe said softly.

This person’s methods were superior to hers – making the real seem false and the false seem real, making something likely true become impossible to verify. The thief of the defense map probably wasn’t even sure if they had stolen a genuine map.

This made Emperor Youning carefully consider how to respond, questioning not only the map’s authenticity but also why someone would steal it or spread such rumors. The more he thought, the more uncertain he became.

In the Northwest, once Shen Yueshan heard the rumors, he would naturally have countermeasures.

And the map’s thief, aiming to deal with Shen Yueshan rather than commit treason, wouldn’t cause external chaos.

At this point, unless they sent the real map to enemies who then captured Anxi, there would never be proof that this map was genuine, as Shen Yueshan had enough time to respond.

“Who could it be?” Biyu felt relieved – they had overcome the major crisis regarding the defense map.

“I don’t know…” She should have been isolated in the capital, with only Bu Shulin possibly helping her.

But Bu Shulin certainly didn’t possess such wisdom…

“Your Highness, Guard Cao has brought food,” Hongyu led Tianyuan to the entrance.

Shen Xihe turned to see Tianyuan carrying a food box, stopping outside the pavilion: “Your Highness, the Eastern Palace served crab and pheasant today. The crab is rich, the pheasant tender. His Highness had orange stuffed with crab and pheasant soup prepared. His Highness is weak and can’t eat much, so he asked me to bring some to you.”

After speaking, Tianyuan presented the food box, which Shen Xihe gestured for Biyu to take.

Tianyuan added: “Your Highness, His Highness asked me to relay a message to you.”

Shen Xihe looked at Tianyuan, understanding. She stepped down from the pavilion and walked to his side. Tianyuan moved closer and respectfully said: “His Highness says that regarding the Anxi matter, Your Highness need not worry.”

Having delivered the message, Tianyuan immediately stepped back, bowed respectfully, and withdrew.

Shen Xihe’s heart stirred – this had been Xiao Huayong’s doing!

Of all people, she hadn’t considered Xiao Huayong.

It seemed his power and wisdom far exceeded her previous assessment.

By helping her like this and openly acknowledging it, he was showing his stance and sincerity, telling her he was willing to ally.

She felt his sincerity, but his strategy and capabilities had exceeded her expectations. She would need to carefully reconsider everything.

Chapter 71: I Want to Learn How to Cook
At this moment, Xiao Huayong, supported by palace servants, sat down slowly in Mingzheng Hall with a deathly pale face.

“Seven Prince, if you have matters to discuss, you should simply send someone to summon Father. Your health is fragile – you mustn’t be so careless with it in the future.” The Youning Emperor’s tone of reproach couldn’t mask his concern.

“Father *cough* *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong began, breathing heavily, “When I heard about the Anxi matter… and remembered meeting Princess Zhaoning *cough* *cough*… discussing the Zhengzheng Festival, I was moved and promised her *cough* *cough*… to request an imperial edict permitting her elder brother to come to the capital… to accompany her during the festival *cough* *cough* *cough* *cough*…”

After a severe bout of coughing that left his face flushed red, Xiao Huayong struggled to say: “Please grant this request, Father.”

The Youning Emperor looked at his sickly appearance with considerable helplessness: “It’s just one imperial edict – why did you need to come personally? Look at what state you’ve gotten yourself into!”

Xiao Huayong, still coughing lightly, gazed at the Youning Emperor with filial devotion.

“Father will issue the edict tomorrow,” the Youning Emperor said gently, then teased, “Seven Prince, how would you feel if Father arranged your marriage to Zhaoning?”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes notably brightened, but that spark vanished in an instant. “Cough* *cough* *cough* *cough*… Father, I don’t have many years left…”

“Nonsense. The Imperial Physicians have said that if we can find premium snow lotus, your health will surely improve gradually with proper care.” The Youning Emperor’s warm palm patted his shoulder gently. “Yong’er, your grandmother and I both hope for your well-being, looking forward to seeing you marry and have children.”

“Father… I will *cough* *cough*… take good care…” Xiao Huayong struggled increasingly to speak.

The Youning Emperor heaved a deep sigh: “Rest here awhile and share the evening meal with Father.”

“Mm.”

Early the next morning, Shen Xihe received the Youning Emperor’s edict. The palace servant who delivered it specifically pointed out to Shen Xihe that the Crown Prince had personally gone to His Majesty’s chambers yesterday to request it.

The Crown Prince requesting an imperial edict for Princess Zhaoning, permitting the Western Northern Prince’s heir Shen Yun’an to enter the capital and accompany Princess Zhaoning during the festival, aroused much envy. The capital had no shortage of military officials’ family members who were stationed long-term at the borders.

Some naturally made sour comments, while others were purely envious.

Shen Xihe ignored all this. Upon receiving the edict, she was exceptionally happy – she could finally see her elder brother.

After her initial joy, she contemplated how to express her gratitude to Xiao Huayong. Both the Anxi matter and her brother’s permission to enter the capital were thanks to him.

“He… seems to enjoy studying food preparation.” Shen Xihe recalled how every time she visited the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong would prepare exquisite dishes and often send food boxes to her. “I’ll make him a bowl of wontons.”

As they were an unmarried man and woman, many gifts would be inappropriate, but food seemed the best way to express gratitude while avoiding controversy.

Shen Xihe knew how to cook – when she was in the Northwest, she would often experiment with dishes for Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an.

A bowl of wontons wasn’t difficult, though in the Northwest she had mostly just prepared the filling, leaving the servants to handle the dough-kneading, wrapping, and cooking.

Her strength didn’t allow her to knead dough to achieve the right texture, but she would personally handle the wrapping and cooking of the wontons.

She prepared two types of filling: one seafood filling combining pork with deboned fish and shrimp, seasoned with pepper, Sichuan pepper, green onion, and a special sauce.

The meat filling used deboned pheasant meat mixed with walnuts and pine nuts, with the same seasonings.

She cooked a bowl for Xiao Huayong while having Ziyu cook another bowl for Tian Yuan, sending both to the Eastern Palace simultaneously.

Considering Xiao Huayong’s weak constitution and limited appetite, Shen Xihe only cooked three wontons, worried that if she made more, he might force himself to finish them and harm his digestion.

Thus, seeing the exquisite but tiny portion of wontons that wouldn’t even fill a tooth gap, Xiao Huayong’s expression was somewhat caught between laughter and tears.

“Your Highness, the wontons were personally made by the Princess, to express her gratitude for your assistance,” Biyu said with a lowered head.

“Please convey my *cough* *cough* *cough*… thanks to the Princess.” As Xiao Huayong spoke, he noticed another food box in Biyu’s hands. “What’s that…”

“The Princess specifically had Ziyu cook a bowl for Guard Cao as well,” Biyu quickly responded.

Tian Yuan’s eyes immediately brightened, then suddenly feeling something amiss, he secretly glanced at his master, met those cool eyes, and hastily shrank his neck.

“What… kind of fillings… are they?” Xiao Huayong asked casually. “I have some… dietary restrictions.”

Biyu: “All the fillings were prepared by the Princess…”

The honest Biyu explained all the fillings, as Shen Xihe had instructed, saying everything clearly in case Xiao Huayong couldn’t eat them.

Xiao Huayong only registered that although not all the wontons were cooked by Shen Xihe, she had prepared all the fillings!

“Leave them here *cough* *cough* *cough*… Tian Yuan, escort Biyu out of the palace,” Xiao Huayong instructed gently.

Tian Yuan could only lower his head and obediently escort Biyu out. Biyu thought “out of the palace” meant out of the Eastern Palace, but Tian Yuan escorted her to the palace gates.

When Tian Yuan returned, unsurprisingly, not even a drop of soup remained from either bowl of wontons.

A faint, tantalizing aroma still lingered in the air. Tian Yuan licked his lips: “Your Highness, how were the Princess’s wontons?”

Xiao Huayong’s portion had only six wontons, while Tian Yuan’s had twenty. Xiao Huayong ate with great satisfaction, feeling slightly full, and lounged lazily on the imperial couch with his legs naturally extended and heels crossed, the picture of contentment.

“Tender, smooth, with a lingering fragrance,” Xiao Huayong said in an excellent mood.

Tian Yuan swallowed: “Your Highness, shall we have wontons for the evening meal?”

He wanted to eat them, desperately wanted to eat them!

Xiao Huayong cast Tian Yuan a glance: “The Eastern Palace will no longer serve wontons.”

Tian Yuan: !!

“Why?”

“I can no longer eat wontons made by others,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

Tian Yuan: …

If the Princess were to marry into the Eastern Palace in the future and make everything for you, wouldn’t you only be able to eat food made by her? Without the Princess, wouldn’t you starve to death?

While Tian Yuan was still grumbling internally, Xiao Huayong suddenly put down his book and moved his long legs off the couch: “It seems she truly loves food.”

With that, Xiao Huayong headed toward the Eastern Palace’s kitchen. Tian Yuan hurried after him: “Your Highness, where are you going?”

“To the kitchen.”

“What for?”

“From today onwards, I want to learn how to cook.”

Tian Yuan: !!

“Your Highness, whatever you want, just have the cooks make it. Why trouble yourself learning these things?” Watching Xiao Huayong awkwardly wielding a knife to cut vegetables, while the kitchen staff stood trembling nearby, faces pale with fear of him accidentally cutting his fingers.

“If my cooks knew what she likes, she would surely send her maids to learn,” Xiao Huayong continued his movements without pause. “But if only I know what she likes, then only I can teach her personally.”

Naturally, it wouldn’t be appropriate for maids to learn cooking from the Crown Prince.

Tian Yuan listened to the bang-bang-bang of vegetable chopping – no, vegetable mincing – and watched his master’s expression, soft enough to drip water, feeling even deeper despair.

His Highness was bewitched, completely bewitched!

Chapter 72: What a Coincidence, I’m the Same
After sending a bowl of wontons, Shen Xihe still decided to personally visit and express her gratitude the next day.

“Your Highness, your hands…” Shen Xihe noticed several of Xiao Huayong’s fingers wrapped in cloth and grew curious.

Standing behind Xiao Huayong, Tian Yuan hurriedly lowered his head, forcefully suppressing his unruly upturned lips.

He had followed the Crown Prince since he was five years old. His Highness was intelligent and perceptive – whether it was astronomy, geography, calligraphy, or martial arts, he learned everything more quickly and with greater understanding than others. Tian Yuan had always thought Xiao Huayong could master anything with ease.

Who would have thought he’d be defeated by a kitchen knife?

Xiao Huayong looked at his bandaged fingers, his gaze faltering briefly before speaking casually: “The weather has turned cold… *cough* *cough* *cough*. When I was young, I developed chilblains at a Taoist temple. When the weather turns cold… *cough* *cough* *cough*, they easily recur.”

Shen Xihe turned her head slightly. Outside the carved window lattice, maple leaves were red, osmanthus fragrance was thick, and chrysanthemums were in full bloom.

She had never had chilblains herself, though she’d heard they could recur in cold weather, but she vaguely felt it wasn’t quite that early in the season.

Meeting Shen Xihe’s half-believing gaze, Xiao Huayong coughed lightly before adding softly: “I’m physically weak…”

So it was because of his weak constitution that they recurred easily?

Still somewhat doubtful, Shen Xihe didn’t pursue the matter further: “I came today to thank Your Highness for your assistance.”

“Such a small matter… the Princess need not concern herself…” Xiao Huayong’s voice was feeble, then he added with a hint of suggestion, “Princess *cough* *cough* *cough*… the wontons the Princess made yesterday were quite… delicious.”

Shen Xihe pretended not to catch his meaning: “I’m glad Your Highness didn’t find them disagreeable.”

“How could I find them disagreeable…” Xiao Huayong hastily objected, triggering a bout of urgent coughing. After a while, he finally settled down, “I’ve loved wontons since childhood… *cough* *cough* *cough*… but somehow, when others make them, just the smell makes me feel *cough* *cough* *cough*… greasy.”

Tian Yuan: …

His master was shameless enough to lie just to get another taste of the Princess’s wontons!

If Jiu Zhang, who carefully prepared His Highness’s meals, heard this, wouldn’t he cry?

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to be so direct. She could only say: “Zhaoning will write down the recipe for Your Highness.”

“*Cough* *cough* *cough*… much obliged, Princess.” Xiao Huayong seemed to have been waiting for just this.

Tian Yuan cleverly had palace servants prepare writing materials.

Shen Xihe asked seriously: “Besides expressing gratitude, I have another question about my presumptuous visit today.”

Xiao Huayong: “Please ask, Princess…”

“How did Your Highness learn of the Anxi matter?” This was Shen Xihe’s main purpose.

Since Xiao Huayong had expressed wanting to work together with her, she didn’t bother trying to figure it out or make inquiries elsewhere, instead asking him directly.

Shen Xihe figured that for Xiao Huayong to know so quickly, he either had people in the Northwest or was watching Xiao Changying. Either way, it proved Xiao Huayong had many useful people at his disposal.

However, given that Xiao Huayong only acted after Xiao Changying approached her, the latter seemed more likely.

“To be honest with the Princess…” Xiao Huayong’s sickly face showed a weak smile, “I have my people in every prince’s residence.”

Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered – he had said “prince’s residence,” not “Fierce Prince’s mansion!”

Meaning he had people in every prince’s household!

For someone who had left the palace at age eight to achieve this was truly astounding.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe raised her eyes, fixing her gaze on his sickly appearance, “what are your thoughts on the Northwest?”

The corners of Xiao Huayong’s lips curved into a smile: “The Northwest King is valiant and skilled in warfare… the heir is invincible in battle *cough* *cough* *cough*. As long as the Turks are not eliminated, the Northwest cannot do without fierce generals. Separate civil and military administration is unsuitable for the Northwest at present.”

“In past years, weren’t the three Protectorate Generals and three Area Commands ruling jointly quite good?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly.

Xiao Huayong shook his head gently: “Mutual restraint is suitable for the capital and localities, but not for frontier territories *cough* *cough* *cough*… Everyone has private interests… Some pursue profit with utter ruthlessness… The frontier people are the ones who suffer…”

Before Shen Yueshan, the Northwest was governed by six divided Protectorate Generals and Area Commands. Though they hadn’t lost territory to foreign enemies, there were frequent conflicts. Foreign tribes easily provoked troubles, leading to constant warfare. The Northwest people’s suffering was unbearable.

After Shen Yueshan became the Northwest King, directly governing all six commands and unifying the Northwest’s development with equal emphasis on civil and military affairs, the Northwest finally gained true peace and recovery from warfare.

“Your Highness also says everyone has private interests. The Northwest King’s power is enough to establish an independent state – how can a monarch tolerate this?” Shen Xihe said.

It was understandable that the Youning Emperor couldn’t tolerate Shen Yueshan. Shen Yueshan had reorganized the Northwest, making it increasingly prosperous. Foreign enemies trembled at his name. The common people were simple – they didn’t care who was emperor, only respecting whoever kept them fed, clothed, and living in peace.

Shen Yueshan was like a god in the Northwest. The people gradually forgot the Youning Emperor’s existence. Though Shen Yueshan had no greater ambitions, who could guarantee Shen Yun’an wouldn’t? Even if Shen Yun’an didn’t, could anyone guarantee his sons wouldn’t either?

The Northwest – the entire Longyou Circuit – hadn’t it been an independent country’s territory during the time of the Five Services and Sixteen States?

Moreover, the Northwest bordered Qin Prefecture to the east, extended beyond the flowing sands to the west, connected to Shu and Tibet in the south, and bordered the northern desert. Passing through the Northwest, one could directly take the Central Plains.

Who could rest easy letting someone’s family control it generation after generation?

If they encountered someone with ambition, it would be like nurturing a tiger – the empire would be in danger.

“Eliminate the Turks, reorganize the army, strengthen the imperial guards, reform internal governance.” Xiao Huayong gave Shen Xihe twelve characters.

Eliminate the Turks so the Northwest would have no strong external threats. Reorganize the army for unity, centralizing military power in the emperor’s hands.

Strengthen the capital’s imperial guards’ training, and build an army stronger than the Northwest army, so even if Northwest military leaders had the heart for rebellion, they wouldn’t have the courage.

Clean up the Northwest’s internal governance, appointing officials who truly understand governing the Northwest and prioritize its people’s welfare.

After speaking, Xiao Huayong said softly: “The key is using the right people.”

With the right people, the Northwest would naturally be peaceful and loyal to the court.

“It can’t be accomplished in a day,” Shen Xihe sighed lightly.

She gained new insight into Xiao Huayong. He was a crown prince with a grand vision and ambition. If he could become emperor, he would surely become a wise ruler praised in song and story.

“Your Highness, do you know what I seek?” Shen Xihe raised her warm teacup and took a small sip.

“The Shen family’s safety and well-being, and the Northwest… to remain undisturbed,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly.

His gentle smile bloomed on his pale face, instantly making people feel close to him while involuntarily feeling regret.

“Can Your Highness provide this?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Yes.” His answer was clean and crisp, resounding with certainty.

Shen Xihe looked at him quietly, her calm eyes showing no emotion. Suddenly she smiled: “Your Highness, I am someone who doesn’t trust others, nor will I entrust my fate to others.”

She didn’t say she didn’t trust him, only telling him what kind of person she was.

Xiao Huayong’s pale lips spread into a wider smile, and he said to her: “What a coincidence, I’m the same.”

Chapter 73: The Dulive Tower
Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows and couldn’t help but smile genuinely: “Your Highness, never has anyone made me feel so at ease in conversation.”

Even without trust, without letting down her guard, without complete honesty, there was still an inexplicable sense of comfort.

“It’s my fortune…” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“Your Highness.” Shen Xihe gazed at him deeply. “What do you seek in a wife?”

Xiao Huayong lowered his head under cover of coughing, contemplating for a moment before saying: “To not betray.”

His requirement was just these three short words – he only needed his wife not to betray him.

“Would it matter if she were weak-willed?” He only wanted loyalty, without considering how a gentle nature could be easily manipulated and used by others.

“This Eastern Palace is filled with lethal schemes *cough* *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong lowered his eyes and said, “If she’s willing to enter the Eastern Palace… but can’t stand firm, falling into traps *cough* *cough* *cough*… I won’t save her… If I’m harmed because she’s been used, it’s my incompetence, and I won’t blame her…”

For a moment, looking at Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe felt as if she were looking in a mirror.

They were so similar at their core, both resolute in trusting only themselves.

Lost in thought, her gaze wandered for a moment before she suddenly smiled, picked up her teacup, and drained it: “It’s getting late, Zhaoning takes her leave.”

Xiao Huayong stood up without trying to keep her. He accompanied Shen Xihe while she wrote down the wonton recipe, then, supported by Tian Yuan, personally escorted her to the Eastern Palace gate.

“Your Highness, please remain.” Shen Xihe stood before the gate, watching the fire-red maple tree in front, its leaves swirling in the gentle breeze. “Your Highness, you are wonderful.”

With a slight smile at Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe departed gracefully, her shawl around her shoulders.

Today she wore a crimson floor-length dress with an apricot-yellow shawl. As she disappeared beneath the red maples, she was like a dazzling sunset slowly sinking. After she vanished, the world seemed to darken, all its brilliance withdrawn.

Xiao Huayong remained standing at the palace gate long after she disappeared: “She said I am wonderful.”

Tian Yuan: …

His Highness’s slightly foolish smile was truly too much for Tian Yuan to look at directly. He could only lower his head: “Your Highness, there are people outside the palace.”

The Eastern Palace was absolutely secure – all its people had been replaced over time to become Xiao Huayong’s people. Some didn’t realize this, still thinking these were their own informants, but beyond the palace gates was different.

Xiao Huayong immediately pressed his fist to his lips, breaking into heart-wrenching coughs, nearly half his body leaning on Tian Yuan as he supported him inside.

“If Your Highness wishes to marry the Princess, why say such things earlier?” Tian Yuan had been terrified earlier.

What kind of things to say to someone you want to marry – about not being able to stand firm, about not saving them if they fall into traps?

Once inside, Xiao Huayong stood before the gradually reddening pomegranate tree and sighed deeply: “Those are the words she’ll believe.”

He would have liked to say some words of love, he knew how to make grand romantic promises too, but if he dared say such things, from tomorrow Shen Xihe would probably avoid him like a snake or scorpion.

A person without sentiment views love as a joke – otherwise, when he said last time that he wouldn’t hurt her, she wouldn’t have remained unmoved and even found it laughable.

She didn’t want love – she only wanted mutual benefit and comfort.

Tian Yuan’s eyes widened: “How can there be such a woman in this world!”

Princess Zhaoning wasn’t even fifteen yet, was she? In all their years traveling the four seas with His Highness, he’d seen many women. Even the coldest ones at most just didn’t easily fall in love, or feared falling in love, or didn’t dare hope for love, but deep down still longed to be truly loved.

Princess Zhaoning was someone truly without sentiment, someone who truly didn’t need genuine feelings!

“This… must be what they mean by an otherworldly immortal,” Xiao Huayong laughed softly.

Tian Yuan: …

Meeting such a difficult woman, not only did his Highness not find it troublesome, but he seemed to enjoy it.

Not even daring to express his feelings directly, having to rely on deception and schemes to pursue marriage – didn’t His Highness find this pathetic?

He found it beneath their dignity, but he didn’t dare say so!

He seriously suspected his master would ascend to the throne faster than he would capture the Princess’s heart.

“Your Highness, shall I have the wonton recipe taken to the kitchen?” Tian Yuan asked about the paper weighted down with a paperweight after they entered.

Xiao Huayong got there first, took the recipe, examined it carefully, then placed it together with the address note from when Shen Xihe had arranged to meet him: “Who said anything about having the kitchen make them?”

If not to make them, why need the recipe?

“This recipe was written for me.” Xiao Huayong put the brocade box away carefully. “Tomorrow morning, go to the Princess’s mansion and say that the wontons made according to the recipe in the Eastern Palace – I couldn’t eat them.”

Tian Yuan: …

He had overestimated their Highness, truly!

When Tian Yuan brazenly conveyed this message to Shen Xihe, she too was stunned for a moment.

“Princess, somehow, even following your recipe exactly, His Highness just says they don’t taste right,” Tian Yuan said, going against his conscience.

“Wait a moment, I’ll prepare another bowl of filling for you to take back.” Shen Xihe had just received Xiao Huayong’s favor, especially in requesting Shen Yun’an’s entry to the capital. Since she had initiated it, even though she was skilled at taking advantage, her principles wouldn’t let her refuse Xiao Huayong’s desire for a bowl of wontons.

Shen Xihe prepared a large bowl with two types of filling and placed it in a food box: “In autumn daylight, have the cook wrap all the filling into wontons and store them in the ice room. Whenever His Highness wants to eat, just take out a few and boil them in water – the taste will be the same.”

Tian Yuan hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to have such a method. Now his Highness’s scheme to find excuses to have the Princess make wontons every few days would fall through.

For some reason, Tian Yuan felt a secret satisfaction in this misfortune.

When Tian Yuan returned with two large bowls of filling and conveyed Shen Xihe’s message, Xiao Huayong’s smile overflowed with endless fondness: “Trying to gain even a small advantage from her is truly difficult.”

Shen Xihe paid no mind to what Xiao Huayong thought. According to her filling portions, they could make over a hundred wontons – stored in the ice room, that would last Xiao Huayong quite a while. She didn’t spare any thought for Xiao Huayong, focusing entirely on preparing the residence for Shen Yun’an.

At the same time, she collected more and more flowers and plants, beginning to carefully plan the Princess’s mansion. As various spices arrived from different regions, Shen Xihe made more and more fragrances. She hired several perfume makers, training them at a good pace, and they did excellent work.

After the workshop produced a batch of good quality products and Hong Yu personally inspected them, they were moved to the Dulive Tower.

And so Shen Xihe’s Dulive Tower opened for business.

On opening day, two shops used the fragrances Shen Xihe had created with purple velvet incense, spreading an aroma that could be smelled for ten li.

It was as if a fragrant mist hung over all of the capital, making an instant name for itself.

Tian Yuan immediately informed Xiao Huayong of this.

“Dulive Tower?” Xiao Huayong repeated the name, an indescribable feeling stealing over him.

Chapter 74: One Cup Each for Us
“Dulive Tower,” Xiao Huayong read, then repeated it, “quite an audacious name.”

“Your Highness, how should we celebrate the Princess’s shop opening?” Tian Yuan asked.

“Send a Tengshi fragrant cup…” Xiao Huayong pondered, a smile spreading from the corner of his eye along his beauty mark, “one cup.”

Tian Yuan: “?”

The Tengshi fragrant cups were tribute items from the Western Regions – drinking vessels that emitted a cardamom-like fragrance. Not only were they fragrant, but drinking strong alcohol from them had a sobering effect. They were rare treasures, and both of the only two existing cups had ended up in the Eastern Palace.

Gifts were always given in pairs – who would ever give just one?

“If I send one cup, she won’t take it out to serve guests.” Xiao Huayong gently traced the tiny mole at the corner of his eye with his little finger. “Perfect – one cup each for us.”

Tian Yuan: …

He didn’t want to say more and was about to withdraw after acknowledging with a “yes,” but Xiao Huayong called him back.

“Go personally and see if Dulive Tower has any Bihanxiang incense. If they do, buy it all.” How could he let others possess what she had gifted him? “Leave word with the manager that all future Bihanxiang incense should be sent to the Eastern Palace.”

“Yes,” Tian Yuan responded, then after some thought, added, “Your Highness, shall we buy only Bihanxiang incense, nothing else?”

It would be a good opportunity to curry favor with the Princess.

Xiao Huayong gave him a bland look: “Have you forgotten? She said herself that she doesn’t lack for gold.”

Whether opening an incense shop was to pass time or had other purposes, there was no need for him to curry favor with such methods.

Doing so wouldn’t win her favor – it would only annoy her.

When Dulive Tower opened, its fragrance spread for miles. Shen Xihe had only meant to establish its reputation, using it as a way to tell others this was an incense shop. She never expected her stock of incense products to sell out in just three days.

“Bring me the account books,” Shen Xihe immediately asked to check the ledgers upon hearing the news.

Dulive Tower’s incense was priced slightly higher than other shops, but her store sold not just incense but everything related to it. Before opening, Shen Xihe had reviewed the quantity of various items, estimating it would last two months.

Beiyu took the account books from the shop manager and handed them to Shen Xihe.

There were three thick volumes of accounts. Shen Xihe went through them one by one. She required every customer to leave a name, making note of regular and major customers. These customers would reserve goods and send gifts during festivals and holidays.

The gift-giving was just a pretext. Shen Xihe’s purpose was to ensure every sold incense product could be traced. They wouldn’t sell to those unwilling to leave their name and address, and anyone found impersonating others would be blacklisted from Dulive Tower.

While this couldn’t completely prevent people from causing trouble, if anyone did make problems, she could only make an example of them.

Dulive Tower was part of Madam Tao’s dowry – anyone with even slight connections could verify this in the Capital Prefecture’s records. Shen Xihe didn’t hide this fact, intending to discourage petty troublemakers from even trying.

If anyone still caused trouble, they wouldn’t be ordinary people – they would be targeting her specifically.

Turning page by page, Shen Xihe’s gaze paused on Eastern Palace’s Cao Tianyuan’s entry, then looked down to see Bihanxiang incense – he had bought all of her stock.

Bihanxiang wasn’t easy to make. The quality of what Hong Yu currently produced wasn’t good enough – only the five boxes Shen Xihe made herself were up to standard.

“Princess, Officer Cao also left word that the Eastern Palace wants all future Bihanxiang incense,” Beiyu reported timely when she saw Shen Xihe reach this entry.

This was how reservations worked – wealthy customers could leave advance orders for future incense products.

“Only Bihanxiang?” Shen Xihe turned two more pages but saw no other purchases from the Eastern Palace.

“Yes,” Beiyu nodded.

Shen Xihe nodded. It seemed Xiao Huayong simply liked Bihanxiang incense and hadn’t made excessive purchases of other products to show off or curry favor, which would have disrupted her business and its purpose. Her impression of him improved a bit.

Shen Xihe spent an hour going through the account books. Apart from merchants heading south, no one had made excessive purchases. Everything was normal.

Closing the account books, Shen Xihe said, “You’ve all worked hard. Ten taels reward for the manager, and rewards for the accountants, servers, and cleaners too.”

“Thank you for the Princess’s reward!” The manager was delighted – this was half a year’s salary! He became even more dedicated, “Princess, the shop has no more goods to sell…”

“The workshop has some emergency stock you can use first, and I also have several new items here.” Shen Xihe gave Hong Yu a look, “Take these back to display too.”

Hong Yu quickly had people bring several boxes. Even before opening them, fragrance wafted out.

When opened, various scents spread out, making people unconsciously take deep breaths.

One box contained bowls, spoons, and chopsticks made of fragrant wood. Two boxes held fans – one of fragrant wood fans, one of silk fans dyed with fragrances, and plain white fans treated with fragrant materials. These suited both men and women and could be bought plain for adding one’s poems and paintings.

During incense making, some fragrance materials inevitably went to waste. Shen Xihe had thought of a solution – using these materials to make fragrant solutions for dyeing silk, or grinding them into powder to treat paper. Wood unsuitable for incense was given to craftsmen to make utensils.

It was originally meant to avoid waste, planned for future shop stock, but unexpectedly needed so soon. The manager left satisfied with the goods.

“Money is truly easy to make in the capital.” Beiyu calculated the accounts and found that Dulive Tower had made over a hundred gold pieces in just two days!

“That’s just the first two days.” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Though her goods were a bit expensive, they were durable. There were wealthy people who wanted to try everything, or who, seeing Dulive Tower’s setup, wanted to stock up on goods. Future business wouldn’t be bad – making a hundred gold pieces monthly shouldn’t be a problem.

Beiyu knew this too, but she still calculated carefully. Barring accidents, annual profits of ten thousand silver taels should be possible.

Just thinking of this number made Beiyu’s eyes shine – she was a money lover responsible for managing the Princess’s finances.

Shen Xihe smiled helplessly. Beiyu suppressed her excitement and handed a register to Shen Xihe: “Princess, these are the congratulatory gifts from various households. I’ve already recorded them.”

Dulive Tower had opened quietly. Shen Xihe hadn’t invited anyone – she neither deliberately advertised that this was her business nor tried to hide it. Those who found out sent congratulatory gifts. Such gifts couldn’t be politely refused, so she accepted them and recorded them for future reciprocation.

Shen Xihe casually flipped through and saw that Xiao Huayong had sent her a Tengshi cup: “Bring the cup here.”

Gifts from the Eastern Palace were naturally kept separate. Beiyu quickly brought it.

Opening the brocade box, Shen Xihe took out the Tengshi cup and froze – her likeness had been carved onto the cup’s surface!

Chapter 75: Temporarily More Appealing to the Eye
The reason for her likeness being carved on the cup goes back to two days ago.

When Xiao Huayong ordered one cup to be sent, Tian Yuan, after retrieving it, felt compelled to remind his master: “Your Highness, I’ve learned that the Princess doesn’t enjoy drinking. I fear she might give this cup to the Prince.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Just imagining someone else using a matching pair of cups darkened Xiao Huayong’s face: “Bring me the cup!”

To prevent this from happening, Xiao Huayong, risking Shen Xihe’s displeasure, made a few light strokes on the cup’s surface, subtly capturing Shen Xihe’s likeness.

Carved items were common, with ordinary people carving wooden figures, so having a portrait on a cup wasn’t unusual.

Though Xiao Huayong, in his self-deception, believed his carving was flowing and natural without any obvious intent, Shen Xihe immediately recognized her silhouette.

Her fine eyebrows slightly furrowed as she held the cup in silence.

Beiyu glanced at the pattern: “Princess, shall we put it away?”

Since the figure on the cup resembled the Princess so closely, she naturally couldn’t give it to others. But seeing Shen Xihe’s reaction, Beiyu sensed her displeasure, meaning she probably wouldn’t use it either. It would have to be stored away, wasting such a fine item.

“No need.” Shen Xihe suddenly smiled, gently placing it back in the brocade box. “My father, brother, and I will be separated in the future. This would be perfect to give to Father, to remind him of his thoughts of me.”

Beiyu’s eyes lit up.

Indeed, while it couldn’t be given to outsiders, it could go to the King. When he missed the Princess, he could look at the cup.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyelids, the smile lingering on her lips.

She didn’t know Xiao Huayong’s intentions in giving her this gift. They’d had pleasant conversations at the Eastern Palace days ago, both understanding each other’s needs – a win-win situation. But she didn’t want him to presume too much. Someone aspiring to rule the world shouldn’t be bound by romantic sentiments.

Giving this item to the Northwestern King was also a warning to Xiao Huayong – if he didn’t want her father to see him as someone preoccupied with romance, he should think twice about such gifts.

The day before Zhengyi Month, Shen Yunʼan arrived in the capital travel-worn, appearing exhausted before Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe was reading in the courtyard, with Duanming circling its feet, when a voice suppressing joy called out from behind: “Youyou!”

Shen Xihe’s body stiffened, the book unconsciously falling from her hands. She suddenly stood and turned, facing Shen Yunʼan in his snow-blue collared robe, his tall figure blocking much of the sunlight at the moon gate.

His joyful smile revealed white teeth, creating fine lines at his eyes’ corners, with deep affection about to burst forth from their depths.

He opened his arms, and Shen Xihe lifted her skirts and ran to him.

Shen Yunʼan strode forward, embracing her fully, lifting and spinning her once. Mindful of her weak constitution, he restrained himself and set her down, his rough, thick, warm hands gripping her shoulders: “Let brother have a good look at you.”

The siblings were spiritually connected – today Shen Xihe also wore a moon-white upper garment with a snow-blue embroidered skirt.

She had changed, becoming more confident, elegant, and bright, making Shen Yunʼan’s expression relax: “Youyou has grown more beautiful.”

“Brother has grown darker,” Shen Xihe said, suppressing a laugh.

Shen Yunʼan shared some resemblance with Shen Xihe. He was handsome and dignified, but the northwestern wind and sun had darkened and roughened him, making him quite different from the capital’s men. Years of training had made him burly – when not smiling, his stern stance might frighten timid young ladies to tears.

“Naughty,” Shen Yunʼan lightly tapped her nose. “Come, let’s go inside and talk. Brother has brought you many things…”

Shen Yunʼan chatted continuously. He’d brought several carriages of items, but couldn’t wait for them, riding ahead alone. The Emperor had graciously allowed him to return home after the Double Ninth Festival, letting him stay for over half a month.

“I could have come earlier, but the Anxi matter just got resolved…” Shen Yunʼan’s smile faded slightly.

“The Anxi matter?” Shen Xihe asked with concern. “Tell me about it, brother.”

“Your letter arrived just in time, otherwise the consequences would have been unthinkable.” As usual, Shen Yunʼan skipped details to spare his sister’s weak constitution, changing the subject, “Father had just arranged things when Prince Lie arrived. According to Father’s information, Prince Lie threatened you with the defense maps, but when he visited, his words suggested he deliberately warned you. What happened?”

“He just gave me the maps, I don’t know his intentions. After seeing the defense maps, I avoided meeting him to raise his suspicions,” Shen Xihe said fairly.

Xiao Changyingʼs only threat was insisting on seeing her or he’d visit her chambers at night – he hadn’t mentioned using the defense maps.

Shen Xihe never slandered anyone, even enemies. She knew Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunʼan had once favored her marriage to Xiao Changying, but she wouldn’t distort facts or deceive even her closest family just because she didn’t want to marry him.

Shen Yunʼan fell into thought: “If so, without his help, this matter would have been hard to resolve.”

Shen Xihe neither agreed nor disagreed: “Who leaked the northwestern defense maps?”

“The Anxi Deputy Protector.” Shen Yunʼan’s eagle-like eyes flashed coldly. “Father has executed him.”

Shen Xihe: “Did you find out who was behind it?”

“He was born in the Northwest, enlisted at fifteen, achieved many merits over thirty years to become Deputy Protector, never leaving the Northwest. After his arrest, a recently favored concubine took poison and burned many things.”

Shen Yunʼan’s expression darkened: “Further investigation revealed this concubine was a servant bought into the household ten years ago.”

Such a deeply planted chess piece – trying to trace who had arranged the sale now would be like searching for a needle in the sea.

Thus, the trail ended there.

“It wasn’t His Majesty,” Shen Xihe first eliminated the Youning Emperor.

If it had been him, he would have known as soon as the defense maps were stolen and would have acted immediately.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s sharp insight, pain showed in Shen Yunʼan’s eyes: “Youyou has grown up.”

The capital was truly a place that devoured people – his sister had become so astute in just a few short months.

Knowing Shen Yunʼan’s misunderstanding, Shen Xihe smiled lightly: “I was always like this, just had no use for it in the Northwest.”

“Yes, yes, yes, it’s Father’s and my fault for holding back my sister’s talents,” Shen Yunʼan laughed indulgently.

Shen Xihe snorted softly, then asked seriously: “Could you learn from Prince Lie how he obtained the maps?”

This was the only breakthrough point for investigating the matter.

Shen Yunʼan looked gently at his peerlessly beautiful sister: “Youyou, do you truly have no intention of marrying him?”

“None.”

“Have you set your heart on the Crown Prince?”

Shen Xihe shook her head: “He’s just temporarily more appealing to the eye.”

Chapter 76: It’s Because His… Life Will Be Short
“Temporarily… appealing?” Shen Yunʼan was speechless.

He looked at Shen Xihe carefully. She spoke of marriage with such detachment, without any trace of shyness, as if discussing something completely trivial.

Mo Yuan, constrained by Shen Xihe’s authority, had only said she changed her mind to marry the Crown Prince, nothing more.

Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunʼan assumed Shen Xihe had somehow met the Crown Prince and developed mutual affection. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have stolen evidence from Xiao Changying’s hands to give to the Crown Prince.

Originally, learning that Shen Xihe favored the Crown Prince, Shen Yueshan was furious – angry that the Crown Prince had ill intentions, somehow seducing his precious daughter. But knowing Shen Xihe’s stubborn nature, if they forcibly separated them after she had given her heart, with her fragile constitution, she might not survive the distress. Shen Yueshan had no choice but to grudgingly accept it.

This time when Shen Yunʼan received imperial permission to visit the capital, he intended to thoroughly investigate this Crown Prince.

Now it seemed things were completely different!

“Youyou.” Shen Yunʼan snapped back to reality, extremely worried. “You… have no feelings for the Crown Prince?”

Shen Xihe took a sip of water, and gently set down the cup, her bright eyes clear and profound: “None.”

That simple word made Shen Yunʼan’s heart feel as if it had been plunged into ice water. His throat grew dry: “Youyou, who? Who hurt you?”

The man’s eyes tinged red, his back tense like an enraged lion ready to pounce and tear his enemy to pieces.

In his view, his sister had been innocent and carefree. If she hadn’t experienced heartbreak, how could she have no girlish expectations of marriage?

It had become so severe that she seemed indifferent to whom she married. Shen Yunʼan’s heart ached intensely, wanting to tear this person to pieces!

Understanding her brother’s assumption, warmth filled Shen Xihe’s heart. She placed both hands on his wrist: “Brother, I’ve never given my heart to anyone. Otherwise, how could you still see me well and alive?”

With Shen Xihe’s constitution, if she had truly been hurt by love, how could she have survived?

Only then did Shen Yunʼan suppress some of his emotions. His cold gaze swept over Beiyu, Hong Yu, and the others, then softened when meeting Shen Xihe’s eyes, still cautious: “Really?”

“Really.” Shen Xihe nodded solemnly.

Shen Yunʼan finally loosened his clenched fist: “If so, why…”

“Brother, I’ve been weak since childhood, unable to handle emotional fluctuations, always reserved,” Shen Xihe showed a peaceful smile. “In the Northwest, I feared worrying you and Father, and naturally was coquettish and clingy before you, but my heart has always been this detached.”

Shen Yunʼan clenched his jaw, muscles tensing.

“Brother, I have you and Father, Grandfather, and Uncle’s love. You are all my blood relatives, I trust you. But I won’t trust an outsider,” Shen Xihe said softly. “I think in this life, I probably cannot fall in love…”

She knew how cold-hearted she was. Bu Shulin said she wasn’t as heartless as she thought, but that was just his partiality.

The examples Bu Shulin listed were merely within her principles of conduct.

“Youyou…” Shen Yunʼan’s eyes reddened again, this time not from anger but deep pain.

Seeing him like this, Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed as she clutched her chest: “Brother, don’t be like this, I feel unwell.”

“Youyou, what’s wrong?” Shen Yunʼan jumped up in fright, supporting her shoulders while shouting at Hong Yu and the others, “Doctor, call the doctor—”

“No need.” Shen Xihe stopped him, gripping his hand. “Brother, see? I care for you and Father. Your slightest worry makes my heart ache. Like this, how could you trust me to give my heart to a man?”

Shen Yunʼan froze.

Indeed, his sister couldn’t bear distress or shock. If she truly developed feelings for a man, wouldn’t she suffer and worry for him? How many times could her heart endure such torment?

“Youyou, return to the Northwest. Brother will marry the princess…”

If someone must be a royal hostage, it should be him!

“Brother, you’re not a child, don’t be foolish.” Shen Xihe scolded him sternly. “Don’t you care about your marriage? Don’t you care about the Shen family’s legacy? Don’t you care about the soldiers who’ve followed the Shen family? Don’t you care about the commoners who’ve been cleared of suspicion? Can you not care about the blood shed for the Northwest’s current peace?”

“I don’t care!” Shen Yunʼan almost howled. “My sister, forced to such a state, why should I care about these things? Youyou, brother only wants you to live well, happily, each day…”

His words stunned Shen Xihe. The feeling of being loved and cared for was so warm. A happy smile bloomed on her face: “But I care. I also want my brother and father to be happy every day. I’m not crying, nor am I unwilling or forced. If I truly returned to the Northwest, and you stayed in the capital to marry the princess, I think my days would have no purpose. I would die of depression.”

“Youyou!”

“Brother.” Her gentle voice interrupted him. “Haven’t you noticed I’m happier here than in the Northwest?”

Shen Yunʼan choked. He had noticed. In the Northwest, she always lacked vitality, weak and melancholic. They thought it was just her sensitive nature due to her weak constitution.

Seeing her again now, her eyes held a vibrancy absent in the Northwest, spirited and bright, like the moon emerging from clouds, radiating so brilliantly one dared not look directly at her.

“Here, I’m needed. I have hope and purpose to live for.” Shen Xihe raised her head, her bright eyes meeting Shen Yunʼan’s. “Brother, this is where I belong. For you all, I will live more diligently and happily.”

Cold tears slid from Shen Yunʼan’s eyes, his hands trembling with heartache.

“Brother, do you want to make me sad?”

Seeing Shen Xihe frown, Shen Yunʼan hastily wiped his tears, giving her a foolish smile.

“Pfft.” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh.

The depressing atmosphere dissipated. Shen Xihe handed Shen Yunʼan a cup of hot water. He held it: “You chose the Crown Prince because you think he’s… easy to control?”

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “He’s not one easily controlled. I chose him because he… won’t live long.”

“Pffft—” Shen Yunʼan spat out the water he’d just drunk, choking severely. “Keh-keh-keh…”

Shen Xihe took a handkerchief from Beiyu and passed it to him, her gaze somewhat reproachful.

Shen Yunʼan grabbed the handkerchief and wiped it messily, looking at her as if seeing a ghost: “You… say that again.”

“Short-lived.” Shen Xihe repeated.

Duanming, mistaking itself for being called, immediately bounded over: “Meow!”

Chapter 77: When Noticed, It Had Already Taken Root
Shen Yun’an: …

He stared at the person and cat, feeling somewhat frantic and unsure of what to do.

He felt he needed to calm down right now.

Shen Xihe wasn’t in a hurry, her fingertips gently stroking the short, fine fur.

After quite a while, Shen Yun’an finally calmed down. He placed both hands on the table, staring intently at Shen Xihe: “Are you truly certain about this?”

“Mm.” Shen Xihe nodded firmly, “Brother, this is the best outcome for me, for you, for the Shen family, and for the Northwest.”

Fearing Shen Yun’an would overthink, Shen Xihe spoke gently: “If His Majesty doesn’t make a move, then so be it, but once His Majesty acts, we can…”

The treasonous words about regicide remained unspoken: “The Crown Prince is the heir apparent, his ascension would be legitimate.”

“Are you certain he… won’t live long?” Shen Yun’an thought through it and felt this plan was feasible.

Having his sister become a widow early would allow them to arrange for her to fake her death and leave the royal family. If she met someone else she liked, she could marry again. If truly no one could move her heart, then she could live peacefully with their family in the Northwest forever.

“He… seems to have a strange illness, even weaker than me.” Shen Xihe paused before adding, “However… he keeps it well hidden.”

“How can you tell?” Shen Yun’an asked.

“Every time I see him, I seem to sense the aura of a kindred spirit,” Shen Xihe replied.

Shen Yun’an: …

Please no, if this Crown Prince was as emotionally detached as his sister, he would worry instead.

“Tomorrow, when I enter the palace, I’ll go to the Eastern Palace to meet him.” Shen Yun’an had to verify personally no matter what.

Shen Yun’an had received special imperial permission to come to the capital, permission that the Crown Prince had requested. After paying respects to His Majesty, going to the Eastern Palace to express gratitude was only natural. Shen Yun’an felt this was a matter between men, so he didn’t bring Shen Xihe along.

To be honest, even knowing his flower-like sister wanted to marry this man, regardless of feelings, just thinking that his sister had considered marrying him made Shen Yun’an unconsciously critical when looking at the Crown Prince.

Face as white as if powdered, coughing in the wind, so weak he seemed like he could fall over in a breeze.

Speaking even a few words would lead to a bout of coughing. Shen Yun’an couldn’t help but ask: “Your Highness, I, Buwei, am straightforward. Please allow me to ask boldly – does Your Highness have consumption…”

Shen Yun’an’s courtesy name was Buwei.

The Crown Prince was coughing so much that Shen Yun’an had to ask. Consumption was contagious – he couldn’t bear to let his precious sister marry such a person. Even if they needed someone who wouldn’t live long, it shouldn’t be like this.

“World Son, you—”

Xiao Huayong raised his hand to stop Tianyuan, lightly coughing twice: “I only have asthma. If it were consumption, how could I… have a place in this palace?”

Shen Yun’an knew this too. He was deliberately needling Xiao Huayong, firstly because he genuinely felt uncomfortable thinking about his sister marrying him, and secondly to test this Crown Prince’s temperament and tolerance.

The test results were barely satisfactory, which made Shen Yun’an even more uncomfortable: “Why did Your Highness request imperial permission on my behalf?”

“It wasn’t for the World Son’s sake.” Xiao Huayong corrected him, “The Princess… agreed to climb the tower with me on the Double Ninth Festival. I am grateful for the Princess’s… kindness.”

Shen Yun’an’s eyes widened: !!

Climbing the city tower together every Double Ninth Festival was his way of making his sister happy. Now it had become his sister’s way of making another man happy!

Shen Yun’an’s gaze toward Xiao Huayong grew even more unfriendly.

Yet Xiao Huayong seemed not to notice: “The Princess and I merely returned to the capital at similar times… others avoid me, only the Princess is willing to be close to me… fearing I’m sensitive to cold… she prepared to warm incense for me, worried about my poor appetite, made wontons for me… often visits the Eastern Palace…”

Shen Yun’an listened to him trying his best to suppress his cough while speaking slowly. Each sentence made his fists itch.

Thankfully he had enough sense to realize this person probably couldn’t take one of his punches, which made him even more unhappy. Finding someone so weak meant he couldn’t even vent by throwing a punch – one wrong move and the person would be gone…

With no way to release his frustration, Shen Yun’an said with a fake smile: “Youyou, she’s just like that, can’t bear to see pitiful people.”

“So, the Princess’s childhood name is Youyou?” Xiao Huayong automatically ignored the sarcasm, his eyes gaining a glimmer of spirit, “What a coincidence, my milk name is Luming.”

Tianyuan: !!

How did he not know his master had such a childhood name?

Shen Yun’an: …

How infuriating, why did he suddenly reveal his sister’s childhood name?

“It’s too early for Your Highness to speak of fate and coincidence.”

Xiao Huayong coughed softly again for a while: “World Son, I believe Heaven won’t disappoint those who are sincere…”

“Sincere?” Shen Yun’an sneered, “A son of the imperial family is not worthy of being sincere.”

Xiao Huayong was silent for a moment before saying softly: “World Son, all people have hearts, they just belong to different places. My heart yearns for Youyou.”

“Your Highness had better call my sister Zhaoning.” His face is so thick, already using that name so casually, Shen Yun’an grew angrier, “How many times has Your Highness met my sister? How many words have you exchanged? Yet you dare speak of yearning? Is Your Highness’s yearning so casual?”

Faced with Shen Yun’an’s aggressive questioning, Xiao Huayong wasn’t annoyed at all, maintaining a gentle attitude: “Though we’ve met only a few times, I was fortunate to talk with her from midday until sunset. I have never yearned for anyone else, nor do I know what yearning is…”

Speaking such a long sentence without gasping, Xiao Huayong paused for quite a while before continuing: “I only know that with her: I think of her when awake, dream of her in sleep; everything I see makes me imagine her, everything I hear makes me miss her.”

When awake he thinks of her, when asleep he dreams of her; anything he sees makes him think of her, anything related to her that he hears makes him miss her immediately.

Xiao Huayong’s tone was so sincere that even Shen Yun’an could feel his genuine emotions, but he still didn’t believe it: “How could it be so deep after just a few meetings?”

“These feelings leave no trace of their beginning, when noticed, they had already taken root.”

He didn’t know how such feelings came to be, by the time he noticed them, they had already taken deep root in his heart.

“Your Highness…” Shen Yun’an had never felt such intense feelings from one person toward another. He felt that even if this deep affection was acted out, it must contain at least half genuine feeling to be so convincing, “Have you considered that you cannot accompany her for life? Forgive my disrespect, but has Your Highness thought about her future…”

Xiao Huayong lowered his eyelids, his long lashes like fine gauze casting a shadow: “Birth, aging, illness, and death cannot be predicted. How many seemingly healthy people are gone in the blink of an eye? As long as the Princess doesn’t reject me, I will indulge in this one selfish desire.”

Shen Yun’an coldly sneered in his heart: “Your Highness, perhaps you don’t know, my sister is a woman who has no interest in matters between men and women. If Your Highness had no feelings for my sister, I could be more at ease, but since Your Highness has feelings, I cannot support Your Highness and my sister’s union. To avoid Your Highness developing resentment after marriage when your desires go unfulfilled…”

“I am willing to swear on my life to protect her forever and never harm her.”

“Even if you pine for her alone all your life, you’ll have no regrets or hatred?”

Xiao Huayong smiled, his eyes like deep oceans collecting silvery light: “If I pine alone for life, it can only mean I’m not good enough.”

Chapter 78: The Crown Prince… Is Not To Be Underestimated
Shen Yun’an ultimately couldn’t stand staying in the Eastern Palace any longer!

Xiao Huayong’s love-laden words made even a grown man like him feel uncomfortable.

“Your Highness, aren’t you worried that the World Son will tell the Princess everything you said?” Tianyuan truly couldn’t understand.

His master clearly had feelings for the Princess yet concealed them as indifference, but showed a completely different face to her brother, as if eager to pour out everything he wanted to say to the Princess.

“Between siblings, no matter how close, some things can’t be spoken.” Xiao Huayong’s fingertips caressed a black Go piece, a faint smile escaping his lips. Otherwise, why would he have spoken so explicitly?

Tianyuan thought about it and found it reasonable. Even he couldn’t help but shiver at those passionate vows his master had just made. The World Son had fled because he couldn’t take it – asking him to relay those words to the Princess would be too much to ask.

“Aren’t you concerned that the World Son… might think you’re too sentimental?” Tianyuan really couldn’t imagine Xiao Huayong saying what he had just said.

“Different identities lead to different inclinations of the heart.” Xiao Huayong gave a short, light laugh. “Youyou don’t believe in love. When it concerns herself, she naturally remains cold and composed. Buwei is Youyou’s brother – rather than a cold and unfeeling but qualified emperor, he would prefer to entrust his sister to someone who adores her madly.”

If he had truly shown Shen Yun’an the same attitude he showed to Shen Xihe, that would have been what got him rejected.

After all, who in this world wouldn’t want their cherished treasure to be loved and cherished by more people?

Tianyuan finally understood why Xiao Huayong had acted that way earlier, and couldn’t help but sigh: “Your Highness, are you tired?”

He had put in more than his full effort to marry Princess Zhaoning, calculating every angle. Even just watching made Tianyuan tired.

“Don’t you find it interesting?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows, flicking the black piece into the air before catching it with a reverse grip. “Never has there been a person or thing that made me scheme so thoroughly. The days in this palace are too hard to endure – it’s rare to have something interesting…”

As he spoke, the smile on his lips was as gentle as a spring breeze brushing over willows by the riverbank, creating ripples across the lake water.

The Crown Prince’s entertainment was beyond the understanding of a common person like Tianyuan.

After returning home, the more Shen Yun’an thought about it, the more he felt the Crown Prince was slick-tongued and untrustworthy. Yet when faced with Shen Xihe, he couldn’t bring himself to repeat Xiao Huayong’s words. He didn’t want to simply tell his sister that the man had feelings for her – wouldn’t that be helping him?

One had to admit that Xiao Huayong had calculated human nature perfectly.

As a brother, even though Shen Xihe repeatedly emphasized that she was cold-hearted and would never develop feelings for anyone, Shen Yun’an subconsciously still hoped someone would love and cherish his sister, and hoped she would marry someone who truly cared for her.

Moreover, he didn’t believe that his sister, a living person, truly did not need love. It was just that she hadn’t met the right person, which was why she remained unmoved. So how could he tell Shen Xihe that Xiao Huayong had feelings for her?

Unable to speak of the feelings, yet unable to repeat those sickeningly sweet words, he could only stew in frustration!

“Brother?” Seeing Shen Yun’an return with a dark face, Shen Xihe asked with concern, “Did something happen?”

Unable to vent his pent-up frustration, Shen Yun’an could only sullenly ask: “Why did you agree to climb the city tower with him?”

Shen Xihe: “It was just a consoling gesture. I didn’t know you would come to the capital then, and I didn’t want to be bothered by others on Double Ninth Festival, so I simply agreed to go with him.”

Shen Yun’an’s expression remained displeased: “You even made wontons for him and prepared to warm incense!”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile.

In the Northwest, Shen Yun’an was known as a fierce warrior, famous as the God of Death, yet only in front of her would he act like a child. He would get jealous not just of outsiders but even their father. Every year when sending gifts to both father and son, they had to be the same, otherwise, he would argue for ages.

It always ended with Shen Yun’an winning verbally but suffering physical punishment from Shen Yueshan. Yet he never learned his lesson and would dare to do it again next time!

“Hmph!” Shen Yun’an hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to laugh and angrily snorted, crossing his arms and turning away.

Shen Xihe moved with light steps around to face Shen Yun’an, who snorted again and turned his head to the other side.

She placed both hands on his head and slowly turned it back: “The warming incense was to thank him for dealing with the Sixth Prince…”

Shen Xihe told him everything about what Prince Xiao Changtai had intended to do.

Shen Yun’an’s fist slammed onto the table with a bang: “The Sixth Prince has some nerve!”

“Brother, I’m not so easily fooled.” Shen Xihe held his fist. “The wontons were about the An Xi matter…”

She then explained how Xiao Huayong had taken preemptive action, creating a smokescreen to gloss over the An Xi situation.

After hearing this, Shen Yun’an furrowed his brows: “Every matter is significant. This Crown Prince… is not to be underestimated.”

“Mm.” Shen Xihe nodded. “This is good too. He won’t need to rely entirely on us. When he ascends to power later, he won’t feel unable to face me. I’ve asked about his intentions toward the Northwest – whether they’re true or false will be clear from his future actions.”

“Since he has such extensive connections, what purpose does he have in marrying you?” Whatever deep-rooted feelings – Shen Yun’an had heard them sound sincere but didn’t believe a single word. Who knew what schemes he was hiding?

“His illness must be from palace struggles. I’ve checked – twelve years ago, no royal family members were punished.”

This meant that whoever was responsible for making Xiao Huayong so miserable, forcing him to leave the palace and nearly losing his claim to the throne, had not been punished.

“I really can’t think who else…” Shen Xihe cast a subtle glance, “could make His Majesty not even bother with superficial gestures.”

“His Majesty… how could he?” Shen Yun’an was shocked. Throughout history, emperors being wary of their heirs was common, but that usually happened in their twilight years. Eleven years ago, His Majesty had been in his prime…

“Back then, His Majesty was forced to make him Crown Prince to appease the loyal ministers.”

Whether it was the civil officials led by Minister Gu or the military commanders represented by Shen Yueshan, they had initially followed not Emperor Youning but Prince Qian.

When Prince Qian suddenly died, how could these loyal supporters who had bet their lives on him willingly step aside at the final moment? How could they watch Youning’s confidants take power?

At this time, Emperor Youning had to stabilize their hearts and make them clearly understand he would reward merit. Making the deceased prince’s wife empress and his newborn motherless son Xiao Huayong the Crown Prince was the best reassurance.

Moreover, establishing a Crown Prince then could temporarily pacify the imperial consorts with sons and their backing forces.

Otherwise, just the struggle for heir apparent would have made his confidants turn against each other in bloodshed, let alone those who had originally supported Prince Qian.

It could be said that establishing an heir was a crucial move in stabilizing his throne!

“But that’s too early…” Though Shen Yun’an knew royal families were heartless, he felt acting so early was too blatant.

Chapter 79: The Princess’s Silver Tongue
“I think the timing was just right.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “At eight years old he contracted a strange illness, forcing the Crown Prince to leave the palace for treatment. All these years of poor health made the court officials treat him as a mere figurehead. Not only was he too weak to study literature or martial arts, but no faction supported him either. How much trouble did this save His Majesty?”

If they had waited until the Crown Prince grew up to act, it would not only have been harder to move against him but would have caused more factional turmoil in court.

“The royal family is heartless.” Shen Yun’an sighed softly, looking at Shen Xihe with tender concern. “Youyou, if you have no feelings for him, after you marry him, you might as well find him an easily controlled consort, and raise any children she bears…”

Childbirth was already like crossing the threshold of death, and Shen Xihe was physically frail. If they could avoid matters of continuing the bloodline, it would be better.

She also wouldn’t have to experience the heart-wrenching pain of royal family members turning against each other for power.

“We’ll see about that later…” Shen Xihe replied noncommittally.

She didn’t want to snatch another’s child – it would be too cruel. Moreover, being such a cold person herself, she would certainly put her heart into teaching her child, but she couldn’t generate genuine feelings for someone else’s child.

If her body allowed it, she still wanted to give birth to her flesh and blood. As for the royal family’s heartlessness, if one day her flesh and blood turned against their birth mother for power, she couldn’t complain – it would mean she had failed in raising them properly.

Unaware of Shen Xihe’s thoughts, Shen Yun’an wondered if her attitude meant she might have some feelings for Xiao Huayong.

His emotions were mixed. He wanted to speak ill of Xiao Huayong but remembered Shen Xihe’s previous indifference to love, and feared that if he pushed too hard, she might become a passionless nun.

Saying nothing, just thinking about how his sister might develop feelings for Xiao Huayong in the future and possibly be hurt by him made Shen Yun’an want to take up his sword and kill Xiao Huayong right now!

The internal struggle in his mind made Shen Yun’an extremely frustrated.

“What’s wrong now?” Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yun’an in confusion – his emotions, which had just been calmed, were inexplicably agitated again.

Unable to express his true concerns, Shen Yun’an made up an excuse: “Thinking about who’s behind the An Xi matter.”

“For this matter, only Prince Lie could provide new clues.” Shen Xihe had thought carefully about it today.

“He’s probably just waiting for us to ask him.” Shen Yun’an snorted coldly.

When Xiao Changying went to the Northwest, his words suggested concern for Shen Xihe, but he never mentioned how he intercepted the defense map.

This matter concerned the Northwest’s peace and was especially important to Shen Yueshan – they couldn’t ask about it.

“No matter, I’ll meet with him.” Shen Xihe’s lips curved.

“Youyou…”

“Brother, I’ve already sent him an invitation.” Shen Xihe said preemptively. “Don’t worry, I’m not one to be taken advantage of.”

Concerning the Northwest, Shen Xihe didn’t want to delay. Both Xiao Changying and Shen Yun’an arrived in the capital yesterday. Yesterday Xiao Changying had already reported back, and because of his involvement, the Shen family couldn’t claim the lost map was fake without owing him a favor.

Today when Shen Yun’an met Emperor Youning, not only did he not reprimand Shen Yueshan for his oversight, but he thoroughly reassured Shen Yun’an.

He knew that a reprimand would be ineffective since nothing major had happened – there wasn’t much he could do. He could only note it down, waiting for the day Shen Yueshan fell from power when this would become one of the charges against him.

Throughout history, when powerful ministers fell, their countless crimes were accumulated this way.

It would then demonstrate the emperor’s benevolence and the fallen’s impenitence.

Shen Xihe arranged to meet Xiao Changying at the Duhuo Tower, also to personally check out the situation there.

Naturally, Shen Yun’an wouldn’t let his sister meet Xiao Changying alone. The two waited in a private room at the Duhuo Tower for a quarter-hour before Xiao Changying arrived precisely on time.

His red robes were like fire, the round-necked robe exuding nobility, his hair bound with a gold crown, appearing rather spirited and proud.

“To receive an invitation from both the World Son and Princess is truly an unexpected honor.” Xiao Changying’s tone was peculiar.

Shen Xihe personally poured tea, gracefully making a welcoming gesture.

Xiao Changying glanced sideways: “Princess, this tea isn’t poisoned, is it?”

“No need for poison – I can still make Your Highness talk.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Her confident composure was always imposing, no matter when. Xiao Changying smiled and lifted the teacup, smelling the tea’s fragrance before taking a sip: “Please, Princess, I await your instruction.”

“Regarding the An Xi matter, all leads are dead ends. There’s one thing I’ve been puzzling over.” Shen Xihe’s clear, cold eyes looked directly at Xiao Changying. “Since they activated a hidden piece that had been buried for ten years, they must have been confident. Even if the defense map wasn’t delivered, there shouldn’t have been any movement at all. Knowing the map was intercepted, how could they be so content with all their scheming coming to nothing?”

Shen Xihe’s words made both Xiao Changying and Shen Yun’an thoughtful.

Indeed, those behind this were too quiet. Someone able to reach so far shouldn’t sit idle, helpless after the defense map went awry.

Shen Xihe also took a small sip of osmanthus drink: “Therefore, I have reason to suspect this was all staged by Prince Lie.”

As soon as Shen Xihe’s words fell, Xiao Changying’s gaze darkened, staring intently at her, anger substantial in his eyes.

“Your Highness needn’t feel wronged. Everything has a purpose, and in this matter, Your Highness benefited the most.” Shen Xihe smiled lightly, her eyes sparkling. “So, please give our Shen family and the Northwest an explanation.”

Hearing this, Xiao Changying’s forehead veins twitched: “Princess truly has a silver tongue.”

“Is what I say unreasonable?” Shen Xihe turned her clear eyes toward Shen Yun’an.

Shen Yun’an’s heart softened – whatever Shen Xihe said must be reasonable!

“Prince Lie, please explain.”

Xiao Changying was amused by the siblings’ shamelessness: “Princess thinks this will force me to talk?”

“Of course, it’s not that simple.” Shen Xihe smiled gracefully. “But if I tell His Majesty that I learned about the lost defense map from Your Highness, I wonder what His Majesty would think?”

News of the lost map hadn’t spread yet, but Xiao Changying had obtained it, and Shen Xihe had seen it in his possession.

If this didn’t infuriate Emperor Youning, he would at least think Xiao Changying had no respect for his royal father!

“His Majesty isn’t so easily provoked, and you siblings would find it harder to gain his trust.” Xiao Changying sneered.

Shen Xihe sighed softly with regret: “I wonder if Your Highness has given His Majesty the defense map you retrieved from the Northwest?”

Xiao Changying’s eyelid twitched as he scrutinized Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe opened her delicate white fingers: “Things that pass through my hands always leave traces that others find hard to detect.”

The defense map was now something Xiao Changying had retrieved from the Northwest – Shen Xihe, who had stayed in the capital, shouldn’t have seen it.

If she could prove she had seen the map, Xiao Changying would surely lose the emperor’s favor completely, possibly even having his title stripped!

Chapter 80: I Have Someone Behind Me
The Duhuo Tower stood before the East Market, with many people coming and going and shops lined up nearby. Being the first month of the year, the bustling sounds rose and fell endlessly.

Yet the private room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop. Shen Yun’an raised his eyebrows proudly, secretly casting an admiring glance at his sister.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly at him, her hands folded, sitting properly, and quietly turning her gaze back to Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changying’s thumb lightly traced the edge of his teacup, saying with an ambiguous smile: “The Princess is good at intimidation. I believe in your intelligence, but unless the rumors about the lost defense map originated from you, how could you have predicted how things would unfold? How could you have tampered with the map so early?”

He paused, his gaze sweeping over the siblings: “These rumors spread with exquisite precision, neither causing panic among officials nor giving His Majesty reason to act, seeming both true and false, reality hard to discern. As they say, three people repeating something makes it true. Forgive my offense, but the Princess and World Son don’t have such capability.”

Indeed, they didn’t have such ability. Controlling rumors while concealing their source required considerable control and connections to orchestrate.

Shen Xihe admitted: “Your Highness speaks truly. My brother and I don’t have such capability, but I have someone helping me.”

Xiao Changying’s fingers tightened: “Is the Princess referring to the Crown Prince?”

“Who it is doesn’t concern Your Highness. I’m simply giving you two choices: either tell me the truth, or I’ll go to the palace to thank Prince Lie for informing me early about the An Xi matter, allowing my father to detect the oversight in time and prevent disaster.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Xiao Changying laughed lightly: “Princess, basil incense doesn’t change color with water, no matter what spices are added.”

Shen Xihe’s expression remained unchanged. That day at the Ministry of Justice was just a small trick – basil indeed wouldn’t change color. What changed color in the water was the spice hidden in Mo Yu’s fingernails, and both Ding and Zhi were pressed into the water by Mo Yu.

“Yes, basil doesn’t change color, but I still caught the real culprit.” Shen Xihe spoke softly. “Your Highness can also gamble on whether I’ve tampered with the defense map. Or perhaps I haven’t, but if I want to prove I have, I can certainly make false become true.”

Just as basil won’t turn red in water, she had other ways to make water turn red. With no one knowing basil’s properties, they would still be led by the nose – the principle was the same.

“I believe you.” Xiao Changying said lazily. “The Princess wants to know who stole the defense map to catch the snake hiding in the Northwest, a snake that surely keeps the Northwest King from sleeping peacefully. Even if you go before His Majesty and twist black into white, I’ll just tell His Majesty what I know. If he’s angry with me, I can claim youthful indiscretion and being confused by emotions…”

Seeing Shen Xihe still calm and unruffled, but some instinct telling him she was slightly angry, Xiao Changying felt inexplicably delighted: “Whether I’m the mastermind can be easily investigated. Even if His Majesty is angry, he’ll at most punish me with house arrest for reflection.”

Taking a flatbread from the table and biting into it, Xiao Changying made a satisfied sound. After finishing the whole piece and drinking some tea, he continued: “But if His Majesty learns about this snake and it becomes his hidden piece, will the Northwest ever know peace again?”

Looking at Shen Xihe leisurely, Xiao Changying eagerly awaited how she would resolve this predicament.

“Clap, clap, clap.” Shen Xihe applauded softly for Xiao Changying. “Your Highness seems well-prepared.”

“Having been outmaneuvered by the Princess several times, one must be more careful.” Xiao Changying smiled seemingly modestly.

“But Your Highness overlooked three points.” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “First, as I mentioned earlier, this mastermind is too quiet. Since they’re not rushing to counterattack, they must be meticulous, taking time to clean up. I wonder if His Majesty can still find evidence once Your Highness provides clues?”

Glancing at Xiao Changying’s slightly dimmed smile, Shen Xihe continued: “Your clues are only useful against our Shen family. Second, in the Northwest’s desert, snakes are not only poisonous but numerous and skilled at camouflage. Missing one after exposing it doesn’t matter.”

After stating these two points, Shen Xihe picked up her osmanthus drink again, moistening her lips: “Third, I have someone behind me.”

Xiao Changying’s gaze darkened.

Someone behind Shen Xihe – someone who could intercept evidence from his hands, someone who could instantly resolve such an earth-shattering matter as the defense map.

This person was his brother, yet he still couldn’t figure out who!

The rouge case evidence was ultimately presented by his second brother, Prince Zhao. Though Prince Zhao’s principal wife had passed, he had a son and daughter. He didn’t believe Shen Xihe would settle for being a secondary wife, let alone a stepmother.

Shen Xihe was telling him that if this matter reached His Majesty, it wouldn’t be as simple as he thought – mere reprimand or punishment for reflection.

“Your Highness was made a prince before coming of age. The more His Majesty values you, the less he can tolerate betrayal.” Shen Xihe gently set down her cup, making a dull sound against the wooden table. “Your Highness, I just want to hear one more thing from you. This one statement will determine my actions – Your Highness should speak carefully.”

Xiao Changying stared intently at Shen Xihe for a long while. She maintained her listening posture throughout, unhurried and composed.

“The Military Commissioner of Hexi!” Xiao Changying threw out these five words before rising and striding away with a sweep of his sleeve.

His face was dark, not even offering a courteous farewell.

“Ye Qi?” Shen Yun’an’s sword-like eyebrows drew together. “Can we trust this?”

“At this point, he wouldn’t make false accusations.” Shen Xihe believed Xiao Changying truly intercepted the defense map from Ye Qi.

Ye Qi was the father of Prince Ding’s wife Ye Wantang. At Prince Ding’s wife’s birthday celebration last time, Ye Wantang had been very familiar with the Northwest…

The Hexi position was also just outside the Northwest. If one day the Northwest had a military uprising, the first person they’d face would naturally be the Military Commissioner of Hexi.

“If it’s Prince Ding, it makes sense.” Shen Yun’an said darkly. “If the defense map hadn’t been intercepted by Prince Lie and had reached His Majesty’s desk, His Majesty would surely have sent Ye Qi to capture Father and me. He’s been stationed in Liangzhou for over a decade and knows the Northwest like the back of his hand. When the Northwest falls into chaos, he’d be the one most capable of easily quelling the rebellion and taking merit, then replacing Father’s position.”

“Let’s have Father investigate first.” Shen Xihe didn’t jump to conclusions.

Seeing his sister’s concerns, Shen Yun’an asked: “What do you think?”

“What Brother said makes sense, but I feel the timing is wrong.” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly. “Ye Qi has his eye on the Northwest and surely wants to replace Father, but taking over the Northwest now would make His Majesty suspicious of Prince Ding. If I were him, I would wait until His Majesty was on his deathbed before making such a move.”

“You suspect Ye Qi is also just a pawn?”

Chapter 81: Just One More to Complete the Set
Since Xiao Changying hadn’t lied, and this item was indeed intercepted from Ye Qi’s possession, then Ye Qi must have acted preemptively – but not of his own volition. Rather, he was forced to act, and this compulsion wasn’t on Prince Ding’s orders.

Prince Ding maintained his facade as a carefree, idle prince, keeping a low profile. How could he possibly push the Yue family into such a precarious position when he hadn’t yet emerged from the shadows?

“It’s somewhat similar to the Qu Yanguang incident,” Shen Xihe fell into deep thought.

However, this time Shen Xihe’s guess was wrong. While Xiao Huayong had orchestrated Qu Yanguang’s move to tear open the Xuanping Marquis Manor’s facade, this matter with Ye Qi was different.

Xiao Changying’s compromise wasn’t solely due to Shen Xihe’s threats – rather, he had suddenly realized something.

He had rushed back to the prince’s residence. Still, to avoid arousing suspicion, he forced himself to wait until before the evening meal, when Xiao Changqing sent someone to invite him over to celebrate the Mid-Month Festival together.

The Mid-Month Festival’s lamp-lighting and moon-worship were typically women’s affairs, while men usually just drank wine under the moonlight.

In the spacious courtyard, osmanthus trees stood tall, their dense foliage providing shade. Music flowed gracefully as dancers moved elegantly in their white garments.

However, Xiao Changying was not in the mood to appreciate any of this. Instead, his gaze was fixed on Xiao Changqing, who was dressed entirely in white and holding Buddhist prayer beads.

Ever since Fifth Sister-in-law passed away, his brother had taken to wearing white, his expression growing increasingly detached, his eyes calm and without ripples – exactly like his emotionless, cold-hearted Fifth Sister-in-law.

He had transformed himself into the very image of his deceased wife.

“Ask what you want to ask,” Xiao Changqing spoke first, his voice light and distant.

“Why?” Xiao Changying stared at his blood brother, “Why steal the Anxi Defense Map, and why pass it to me?”

Earlier that day, Shen Xihe’s comment about how the lack of retaliation should prompt analysis of the aftermath had made Xiao Changying notice certain details. Through careful deduction, he had guessed his brother was behind it, though he lacked proof.

The scheme Xiao Changqing had laid out was flawlessly executed. Only Xiao Changying, whom he hadn’t deliberately concealed things from, could guess the truth – and even then, he couldn’t prove it.

However, Xiao Changqing didn’t deny it. His gaze fell on Xiao Changying: “Brother, regarding Princess Zhaoning, you want to get close to her but don’t dare, you wish to show her goodwill but don’t know how, sometimes you think of her for no reason, other times you want to see her suffer a little setback, particularly wanting to see her fail before you just once – isn’t that so?”

A flash of surprise appeared in Xiao Changying’s eyes.

Xiao Changqing lifted his teacup: “You’ve developed feelings. Your elder brother is helping you.”

“I don’t want your help!” Xiao Changying instinctively rejected the latter half of the statement.

This earned a slight upward curl of Xiao Changqing’s lips: “Brother, don’t follow in your elder brother’s footsteps.”

“I’m not you,” Xiao Changying was very annoyed at how Xiao Changqing had become.

His brother had once been his pride, the person he respected most, full of vigor and strategic wisdom.

Now he had become world-weary, appearing to cultivate himself but resembling someone tired of living.

Xiao Changqing seemed not to hear Xiao Changying’s words, his desolate eyes gazing into the deep night: “That year when the Gu and Xie families broke off the engagement, His Majesty, disregarding face, wanted to take her as a consort. When I heard of this, I knelt before the Mingzheng Hall and wouldn’t rise, begging His Majesty to grant the marriage. I promised that if His Majesty granted the marriage, I would willingly become His Majesty’s blade for life. These years, my hands have been stained with blood…”

Xiao Changqing lowered his head, staring at his empty hands: “While I despised myself, I also felt fortunate to have married her. I dared not tell her of my actions, yet I felt I had given so much, while she never showed me even the slightest warmth.”

At this point, pain spread through Xiao Changqing’s eyes: “I loved her, hated her, felt complete yet ached. I just wanted her to be moved by me for a moment, to prove that I existed in her heart, to make me feel that all my sacrifices were worth it. But she never gave me even a glance more than necessary…”

“Elder Brother.” Xiao Changying’s brows knotted.

Laughing bitterly while shaking his head, Xiao Changqing continued: “I used to think, I’ve done so much, why can’t I warm her heart? I felt wronged, confused, and tormented, but never regretful – until she died in my arms. Only then did I suddenly realize that what I thought was giving me all was merely one-sided infatuation and self-gratification. She never needed any of it – what right did I have to demand her response?”

“Elder Brother, can you not forget her?” Xiao Changying’s heart ached for his brother.

“I can’t forget.” Xiao Changqing closed his eyes, “I tell you all this hoping you can recognize your own heart early on, and find out what Princess Zhaoning truly needs. Don’t miss your chance, and don’t make mistakes. Your elder brother hopes you can have the joy that I never had.”

Xiao Changying’s brows remained deeply furrowed.

He admitted that ever since Shen Xihe had saved him that day, he had remembered her. When Shen Xihe stole the evidence he had painstakingly gathered, he had been angry but didn’t blame her. When he obtained the defense map, his first reaction wasn’t to hand it to His Majesty, but to seek her out.

Xiao Changqing wanted to use this point to test his brother’s feelings and help him see his own heart. Additionally, he naturally wanted to follow others in exposing Fourth Brother’s ambitions once more.

In best best-case scenario, they could use this to arrange their people in Hexi. Even if they couldn’t replace Ye Qi, they needed to establish roots there.

That way, whatever happened in the northwest in the future, they could maintain some flexibility, unlike how he had been forced by His Majesty with his wife’s life to become the executioner of her entire family.

“Brother, don’t put your hopes in His Majesty. He promised me he wouldn’t execute the entire Gu family, at most reducing them to commoners.” Xiao Changqing laughed sarcastically, mocking his past naivety, “But what was the result?”

“Elder Brother… what do you want to do?” Xiao Changying was deeply worried, his brother’s resentment toward their father ran extremely deep.

“What do I want to do?” Xiao Changqing revealed an eerie smile, “I want to turn the royal family upside down, I want to let His Majesty taste what it feels like to have one’s fate controlled by others…”

“Elder Brother, where does this leave Mother?” Xiao Changying felt Xiao Changqing had gone mad.

“Our mother only has her Fourth Son.” Emperor Youning was the fourth son. “She knew your sister-in-law was with child, knew how important your sister-in-law was to me, yet she still helped the Fan family, delivering the fatal substance to her hands.”

The child he had waited so long for, not yet fully formed, he had to watch helplessly as it turned into a pool of blood.

“Elder Brother, Mother she…”

“No need to say more. One day you’ll understand that in Father’s eyes, we are merely useful tools, and in Mother’s heart, we are just objects to please Father.” After speaking, Xiao Changqing stood up and left.

In the silver moonlight, his figure gradually disappeared into the darkness, and Xiao Changying’s heart was increasingly shrouded in twilight.

No one knew of the conversation between the Xiao Changqing brothers, and no one thought much of Xiao Changying spending the Mid-Month Festival with Xiao Changqing.

Shen Xihe accompanied Shen Yun’an to stroll the streets, and when the lanterns were first lit, they secured the best moon-viewing spot in a restaurant. However, they saw three people there: Imperial Censor Zhao Zhenghao, Junior Lord of the Court of Judicature Cui Jinbai, and imperial examination candidate Guo Daoyi!

Just missing Hua Fuhai to complete the set.

She hadn’t noticed before, but now she realized the three men were about the same height.

Chapter 82: Another Identity Revealed
On Mid-Autumn night, the sky was clear as water, the moon bright as a mirror.

Unlike the bustle of the Lantern Festival, Qingming, or Double Ninth Festival, each household had hung bright lanterns, with wealthier families hanging theirs higher.

The entire city was illuminated, appearing like crystal as far as the eye could see.

Shen Xihe had chosen an excellent position, offering a panoramic view of scenery within ten li.

Cui Jinbai and the others stood on a stone platform decorated with lanterns. People passed by around them, and they wore casual clothes, appearing as if they had simply stopped for a casual chat after a chance meeting. Though they lingered longer than usual, those around them were too captivated by the city’s brilliance to notice.

Shen Xihe rested her chin on her hand, watching. She had expected to see Hua Fuhai but instead saw a young man of similar height to the others.

This man wore the most ordinary style of the crossed-collar robe, his hair tied with a long band, his back turned to Shen Xihe.

That silhouette seemed to emerge from the darkness, wrapped in moonlight, standing tall and straight, emanating both nobility and generosity.

The previously languid Shen Xihe immediately sat up straight. Her cool eyes flickered slightly – she hadn’t been mistaken. When Cui Jinbai and the other two saw him, they had moved to bow, but he had stopped them with a lift of his folding fan.

Shen Xihe quickly stood and walked to the tower’s window, her gaze fixed in that direction, even changing positions trying to see this person’s face clearly. Unfortunately, she could only make out half his profile at most.

“Well, well, who are you looking for?” Shen Yun’an, who had been admiring the scenery outside, was startled when Shen Xihe suddenly stood up.

He followed Shen Xihe back and forth, but there were too many people and objects outside to determine exactly what she was watching.

The perceptive Zhao Zhenghao seemed to sense they were being watched. His sharp, hawk-like eyes quickly scanned around, immediately landing on Shen Xihe’s location.

“How perceptive,” said Shen Yun’an, who didn’t know what Shen Xihe was looking at, but suddenly locked eyes with Zhao Zhenghao.

“He is His Majesty’s Imperial Censor,” Shen Xihe met Zhao Zhenghao’s gaze without flinching and meaningfully shifted her gaze to the robed young man who had his back to her.

Zhao Zhenghao withdrew his gaze first, moving his lips to say something, causing Cui Jinbai and Guo Daoyi to look up in their direction.

Xiao Huayong had sensed this gaze even earlier than Zhao Zhenghao but hadn’t paid it much mind. He was in disguise today, and even if His Majesty saw several people meeting briefly on a busy street while off duty, he wouldn’t be suspicious.

Until Zhao Zhenghao said: “It’s Princess Zhaoning.”

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow, a smile playing at his lips, and waved to them: “Note it down, then disperse.”

The three barely noticeably nodded and each went in different directions, leaving only Xiao Huayong standing in place. After they had gone far, he turned around with his hands behind his back, meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze across the distance.

That look penetrated through the crystal-like lantern light, crossed over the rising and falling noise, permeated the moonlit dusk, and met her gaze across the space. His eyes gathered silver light, concealing brilliance, as deep as an abyss or ocean.

A completely unfamiliar face, unremarkable in appearance, with a smile playing at his lips, expressing an indescribable refined charm.

“It’s him,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Who is it?” Shen Yun’an scrutinized this man who appeared ordinary yet gave an extraordinary impression.

“I don’t know,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

She had taken the opportunity to observe Emperor Youning’s princes at Ye Wantang’s birthday banquet, seeing all the princes over sixteen who could freely leave the palace. Yet she hadn’t found these eyes on any of them.

How could such special, such memorable, such unforgettable eyes be hidden?

Could he perhaps not be a prince at all, but rather an advisor to one of the princes?

Xiao Huayong made a distant saluting gesture toward Shen Xihe, then, holding his unopened folding fan, tapped it casually against his palm as he leisurely departed.

Shen Xihe watched until he disappeared into the sea of people before withdrawing her gaze to meet Shen Yun’an’s expectant look for an explanation. She said: “In Luoyang, I encountered…”

She held nothing back from Shen Yun’an.

After hearing everything, Shen Yun’an’s main concern was: “The Bone-Shedding Pill, is it truly effective?”

“I’ve already started taking it, and it is indeed working. Recently my energy has been improving. Previously I couldn’t walk for even a quarter hour without becoming breathless. Now I can walk for a quarter hour,” Shen Xihe softly reassured Shen Yun’an.

Shen Yun’an’s eyes brightened, having not yet seen Shen Xihe take the Bone-Shedding Pill: “That’s wonderful, this trip to the capital was worth it.”

The main reason for Shen Xihe’s journey to the capital was that her condition had become seemingly hopeless. Even without Lingrong’s betrayal, Shen Xihe might not have made it to the capital. Now that she had obtained this miraculous medicine, giving her hope for recovery, how could Shen Yun’an not be overjoyed?

He wanted to immediately return home and write a letter to his father – Shen Xihe’s illness had been their constant worry these years.

After his excitement subsided, Shen Yun’an thought of other matters: “If this is the case, the capital’s waters run deeper than we imagined.”

Emperor Tianyou’s princes were all cunning, and now another person had emerged lurking in the shadows, making it truly impossible to guard against everyone.

“I promised him the Northwestern market,” Shen Xihe hadn’t yet told this to Shen Yueshan and his son, since they hadn’t obtained the Snow Lotus yet. “We just need to trade normally with him. Though the Northwest has been recovering these past two years, the common people are still not well-off, due to insufficient trade. Father has been unable to find trustworthy partners.”

“Can he be trusted?” Shen Yun’an asked.

“That day when I obtained the Bone-Shedding Pill, I used a trick. Though the pill was also very important to him, he was willing to accept defeat. He never tried to secretly steal it back, which shows he is a man who values his word.” This was why Shen Xihe let him into the Northwestern market.

Since it was for the Northwest’s development, other matters were secondary – keeping one’s word was paramount.

“Good, I’ll inform Father. You can just let him send his people,” Shen Yun’an trusted his sister’s judgment. “I can keep an eye on him as well.”

“His ambitions don’t lie in the Northwest,” Shen Xihe felt Shen Yun’an’s attempt to catch his tail and reveal his true identity would be unlikely to succeed.

“How can you tell?”

“Look at his broad connections – His Majesty’s personal Imperial Censor, His Majesty’s trusted Junior Lord of the Court of Judicature, a merchant renowned throughout the land, a motivated examination candidate… If his ambitions were in the Northwest, he would surely have arranged people there,” Shen Xihe analyzed for Shen Yun’an. “But he had no awareness of the defense map incident, which shows his reach hasn’t extended to the Northwest.”

She was certain that if this person had known about the defense map earlier, he would have informed her since he was counting on Hua Fuhai making money in the Northwest.

If something happened to the Shen family and someone else took control of the Northwest, it would be a loss for him as well.

As Shen Yun’an was nodding, there was a knock at the door. The doctor stood there with a young lady carrying a gauze lantern.

Chapter 83: May Clear Moonlight Forever Accompany You
“Young Master, Young Miss, this girl says she’s looking for you,” the doctor gently pushed forward the young girl.

The girl appeared around seven or eight years old and showed no timidity. She carried an exquisite gauze lantern depicting an elegant lady sitting before a Go board, one hand holding up her sleeve while the other held a Go piece – the likeness was perfect.

It reminded Shen Xihe of that game she hadn’t quite won fairly in the Apricot Grove of the white-haired elder in Luoyang.

“Miss Shen, this is from a gentleman surnamed Hua,” the young girl spoke clearly, handing the lantern to Shen Xihe. “He asked me to tell you: may you be as complete as the moon year after year.”

“Biyu,” Shen Xihe took the lantern. Biyu rewarded the girl with twenty copper coins, and the little girl bowed repeatedly in thanks.

Just as the young girl walked out the door, someone came running over: “Sister Xihe, Sister Xihe, I knew I wasn’t mistaken!”

It was none other than Xue Jinqiao with her maid Caocao.

“Sister Xihe, you’re also here to view the moon? Let me accompany you! I know where to find the best flatbread, the finest wine, the fullest moon…” Xue Jinqiao completely overlooked Shen Yun’an’s presence, staring eagerly at Shen Xihe.

Shen Yun’an: …

This lady’s gaze at his sister was more intense than any man’s.

“No,” Shen Xihe rejected coldly as usual.

Xue Jinqiao’s little mouth pouted again: “Sister Xihe…”

“Ahem!” Shen Yun’an coughed heavily.

Xue Jinqiao seemed to finally notice another person present. Looking at Shen Yun’an, she frowned slightly: “May I ask who this gentleman is?”

Shen Xihe: “My elder brother.”

Xue Jinqiao, who had initially thought Shen Yun’an looked like a rough fellow, suddenly found him tall and imposing: “Ah, Sister Xihe’s brother.”

She quickly adopted a ladylike demeanor, giving Shen Yun’an a slightly coy bow: “Greetings, Brother Shen.”

Shen Yun’an: …

If this lady hadn’t so obviously forced her voice when calling him, he might have found it more sincere.

“This is Miss Seven of the Xue family.”

“Miss Seven is too formal,” Shen Yun’an returned the bow.

“Brother Shen, let’s go view the moon together,” Xue Jinqiao had apricot-shaped eyes filled with water, bright and clear.

Though Miss Xue Seven looked expectant and enthusiastic, Shen Yun’an only lost his wits around his sister. He could see at a glance that Miss Xue’s true intention wasn’t the moon viewing – she wanted to invite his sister.

“Thank you for your kind invitation, Miss Seven, but my sister is frail, the night grows deep and cool, I must take her home,” Shen Yun’an knew his sister best – she disliked socializing.

“Is Sister Xihe so weak?” Xue Jinqiao showed no disappointment at being refused, focusing instead on Shen Xihe’s poor health, genuine concern evident in her eyes.

Shen Xihe could feel her genuine concern, and though she didn’t know why she had caught the girl’s eye, such things were common in the Northwest. She responded sincerely: “Yes.”

“Then hurry home, and without even wearing a cloak…” Xue Jinqiao began to fuss.

Shen Xihe, who usually detested people’s chatter, didn’t interrupt her, allowing her to mutter while accompanying her and her brother downstairs.

Watching her get into the carriage, Xue Jinqiao spotted the gauze lantern in Biyu’s hands: “Sister Xihe, this lantern is unique, why don’t you give it to me?”

Shen Xihe had been planning to find somewhere to discard it anyway, so since Xue Jinqiao wanted it, she gestured for Biyu to give it to her.

After Shen Xihe’s carriage departed, Xue Jinqiao suddenly smashed the lantern to the ground and stomped on it: “Hmph, what a scoundrel, daring to have designs on my Sister Xihe!”

The reason Xue Jinqiao had found Shen Xihe was that she too had noticed this lantern and thought it would suit Shen Xihe perfectly. She had wanted to buy it as a gift, but someone had beaten her to it. She had originally wanted to catch up and ask if they would let her have it.

Due to the crowded streets, she had only seen someone give the lantern to a young flower seller and send her up. She had spotted Shen Xihe from downstairs, and though she thought she had missed her chance at the lantern, seeing Shen Xihe was good enough – until she saw the lantern being given to Shen Xihe.

She knew a man had bought it!

“Miss Seven…” Caocao watched her mistress’s jealousy with her scalp tingling. “The Princess is a lady…”

“Of course, I know she’s a lady,” Xue Jinqiao gave her maid a look as if wondering why she would say something so stupid.

Caocao finally understood she had overthought things.

Unexpectedly, her mistress continued: “She doesn’t pay attention to me, if I became her sister-in-law, would she spend time with me?”

Caocao’s eyes widened, her lips trembling, not knowing what to say.

She had always known her mistress had strange ideas, stubborn behavior, and a difficult personality, often doing inexplicable things, but she never imagined she would be this crazy!

“M-m-miss Seven, the Heir is returning to the Northwest, even if you married him you’d have to follow him there!” Caocao had a sudden inspiration.

Sure enough, Xue Jinqiao’s face fell: “That won’t do, I want to stay with her.”

Caocao’s pretty face wrinkled with worry, not understanding why her mistress had fallen for the Princess at first sight – no, no, become such fast friends with her, especially after that day when the Princess had punished Hu Yingrao. Miss Seven had practically treated the Princess as her ideal match.

She spent all day thinking of ways to get close to the Princess, trying to climb into the Princess’s mansion every few days and had been carried back to the Xue family by the Princess’s guards several times already.

In her view, the Princess should consider their mistress the biggest scoundrel!

Shen Xihe didn’t know that Xue Jinqiao had even set her sights on Shen Yun’an to get closer to her. When she returned to the Princess’s mansion, she saw Tianyuan standing in the courtyard holding a lantern.

It was an extremely beautiful lantern made of white jade inlays, dazzling and pure as ice in a jade vase.

From a distance, it looked just like holding up a bright moon.

“Princess, His Highness made a lantern,” Tianyuan quickly handed the lantern to Shen Xihe. “May clear moonlight forever accompany you at your side.”

“Officer Cao, men, and women should maintain proper distance. My sister cannot accept gifts from His Highness the Crown Prince,” Shen Yun’an intercepted first.

“The Heir need not worry, His Highness made three lanterns – one was given to His Majesty, one to the Empress Dowager, so it’s not an improper exchange,” Tianyuan explained calmly. “His Highness rarely has anyone he can give gifts to, I hope the Princess won’t refuse and cause His Highness to become dejected. His Highness’s health is already poor…”

The Crown Prince truly had few who dared accept his gifts besides the Emperor and Empress Dowager. Since it wasn’t given to her alone, Shen Xihe accepted it: “Please convey my thanks to His Highness… Officer Cao, please wait a moment.”

Shen Xihe turned and had Biyu pack some flatbread, giving it to Tianyuan: “These are some flatbread I made, consider it a return gift.”

“Hey, those were made for me!” Shen Yun’an watched helplessly as Tianyuan left with the food box.

Perhaps it was his imagination, but after he spoke, Tianyuan seemed to walk even faster!

Tianyuan had to hurry – bringing back the flatbread would surely earn him a great reward!

His poor master – to conceal his identity, he even had to send out two lanterns, and one had already been discarded!

Chapter 84: An Unexpected Encounter
“Youyou!” After Tian Yuan’s silhouette vanished into the night, Shen Yun’an cast over a resentful, accusatory glance.

“Yesterday’s treats can’t compare to freshly made ones,” Shen Xihe could only coax him, “They’ll surely become stale if left until tomorrow. If brother wants to eat them tomorrow, I’ll make fresh ones for you.”

Though aware his sister was merely sweet-talking him, since she was willing to comfort him, Shen Yun’an was easily appeased. He broke into a grin, choosing to view it as the Crown Prince getting his leftovers, and his mood improved.

Yet looking at this lantern, it seemed increasingly jarring no matter how he viewed it.

“Biyu put it away,” Shen Xihe understood his meaning and smiled helplessly as she handed it to Biyu.

This wasn’t a gift from someone of unknown origin – it wouldn’t be appropriate to casually give it away or discard it like the previous lantern.

Shen Yun’an watched with wide eyes until Biyu carried the lantern into storage, only then feeling satisfied. “Shall we go to the Pingzhong Garden tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow I need to visit Xiangguo Temple. I’ve finished preparing the Zhati flower incense I promised to Master Xuqing.”

“I’ll escort you there. Xiangguo Temple also has two Pingzhong trees that are said to be over a hundred years old.” Shen Xihe loved Pingzhong trees, but they were difficult to grow in the northwest. In previous years, they only received some from their uncle’s family at the end of autumn.

Shen Xihe gladly agreed.

In the morning after breakfast, Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an first visited the Tao family to pay respects to their maternal grandfather, uncle, and aunt. She rarely visited normally, only sending people over when she made new delicacies or received interesting items.

She and her brother were prominent figures exposed to danger, and frequent visits to the Tao family might bring them unwanted trouble.

Magistrate Tao was so pleased to see his granddaughter that he was unwilling to let her leave. Only after Shen Xihe repeatedly explained her prior appointment with Master Xuqing did she manage to break free from her uncle’s home.

Delivering the Zhati flower incense to Xiangguo Temple, Shen Xihe made no attempt at discretion. She had the Duhuo Pavilion manager arrange for people early in the morning to carry the incense covered with red cloth. The quantity needed for Buddha statue casting was enormous – six people walked in perfect formation through several streets before entering the foot of the mountain where the Huguo Temple stood.

When Shen Xihe led them into Xiangguo Temple, news spread quickly that Duhuo Pavilion’s incense would become the fragrance for Xiangguo Temple’s Buddha statue. This led even those who had complained about the high prices to grit their teeth and make a purchase, while Duhuo Pavilion’s regular customers felt a sense of shared pride.

“The fragrance is excellent.” Xuqing personally came to inspect it and was thoroughly satisfied, expressing deep gratitude to Shen Xihe, “Many thanks, Princess.”

“Master is too kind,” Shen Xihe replied modestly with a bow. “I’ve loved Pingzhong trees since childhood. I heard Xiangguo Temple has hundred-year-old Pingzhong trees – might my brother and I be permitted to view them?”

The Pingzhong trees at Xiangguo Temple were personally planted by Emperor Taizong. If the dynasty had passed its centennial, the Pingzhong trees had also exceeded a hundred years, making them Xiangguo Temple’s greatest treasure. Apart from the Emperor and Master Xuqing, ordinary people were not allowed casual access.

Those wanting to catch a glimpse could only look down from the high mountains, barely making out a distant silhouette.

Master Xuqing hesitated for a moment before saying: “There is currently a patron in the Pingzhong courtyard. If the Princess doesn’t mind, this humble monk can guide you there.”

“That’s fine, as long as they don’t mind our intrusion,” Shen Xihe only wished to admire the scenery, having no desire for exclusivity.

“Please follow me, Princess.”

Xuqing led them to the Pingzhong courtyard. From afar, they could see an orange-yellow canopy covering the entire courtyard above, like a golden sunset glow on the horizon. Up close, yellow leaves carpeted the ground, dreamlike as butterflies, mesmerizing to behold.

Among the golden scene stood a tall, snow-white figure. Shen Xihe paused at the courtyard’s moon gate.

The person wore flowing white robes with black trim at the waist, cuffs, and hem. A white hair ribbon bound a waterfall of dark hair. He tilted his head slightly upward, gazing intently at the ginkgo tree. Occasionally, leaves would silently drift down to rest on his shoulders with utmost gentleness.

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected to encounter Xiao Changqin under such circumstances.

At the Defining Princess’s birthday banquet, he had not attended, citing his period of mourning.

In this dynasty, it was decreed that husbands should observe one year of mourning for deceased wives. Nobles and royal family members would typically wait a year before remarrying, but very few wore mourning clothes for the full year due to court duties and official business that made it impractical.

The mourning period typically ranged from seven days to three months, but though over four months had passed since Gu Qingchi’s death, Xiao Changqin was still wearing mourning clothes.

Seemingly sensing their arrival, Xiao Changqin turned to look their way. His gaze fell on Shen Xihe and froze momentarily.

This was his first time seeing Shen Xihe. An overwhelming sense of familiarity struck his mind, leaving him somewhat dizzy.

When they approached, Xiao Changqin composed himself, and they exchanged formal greetings.

Xuqing didn’t identify Xiao Changqin, and Xiao Changqin didn’t reveal Shen Xihe and her brother’s identities. Everyone treated it as a casual encounter between strangers exchanging courtesies.

“Brother, what are you doing?” Shen Xihe watched as Shen Yun’an gathered many fallen leaves.

“Taking them back to make you a fragrant pillow,” Shen Yun’an selected intact, attractive leaves while scattering the rest on the ground.

The autumn wind was desolate, with many leaves swaying in the breeze. Shen Yun’an busily stooped to sort through the thick carpet of leaves on the ground, selecting clean and undamaged ones.

She loved Pingzhong leaves, and Shen Yun’an had once galloped a thousand li to bring her a bag of ginkgo leaves. Touched by his thoughtfulness and not wanting the Pingzhong leaves to wither, she had devised a method to dry them and fill pillows with them, using them until they could no longer serve their purpose.

“Let’s gather more and make one for brother too,” Shen Xihe smiled contentedly, disregarding etiquette to crouch down and sort through leaves alongside Shen Yun’an.

The siblings carried on as if no one else was present, even discussing the leaves, occasionally showing each other particularly large or beautiful specimens for mutual appreciation.

Xiao Changqin stood on the other side, watching the chattering siblings with a silent laugh.

Just moments ago when he first saw Shen Xihe, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him, and even felt an involuntary stab of pain in his chest.

But now, watching Shen Xihe lift her skirts and crouch down, revealing embroidered shoes, he was certain that his obsession had created an illusion.

His wife, a woman who had propriety and etiquette carved into her bones, would never have made such casual, uninhibited gestures.

Qingqing, I’m nearly going mad missing you…

Xiao Changqin turned and silently left the courtyard.

His departure didn’t affect the siblings at all, as they continued happily gathering leaves as before.

“I wonder where Princess Zhaoning and the Western Northern Prince’s heir have gone?”

Just as the siblings were in high spirits, a strange woman’s voice sounded from beyond the Pingzhong courtyard wall.

Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an exchanged glances, both looking toward the solid wall opposite the moon gate. Presumably knowing the Pingzhong courtyard was a restricted area of Xiangguo Temple, they had dared to arrange their secret meeting near its walls.

“I’ve been worrying myself sick for your sake. The Northwest is desolate, no noble lady wants to marry there. Your status gives you this opportunity – you must seize it,” the woman urged further.

“Aunt… everyone says the Western Northern Prince’s heir kills people like scything grass. I…” a delicate female voice responded, sounding very troubled.

Chapter 85: The Dark Lolita Takes Action
Was this about coveting her brother’s status and position, while looking down on his reputation?

Shen Xihe found it laughable – what kind of person dared to be picky about her brother?

Sensing his sister’s emotional change and catching the cold glint in Shen Xihe’s eyes, Shen Yun’an held her shoulder and quietly helped her up, shaking his head with a smile.

He was quite curious to know how the people of the capital viewed him.

“If not for this, would it be your turn?” the woman sneered. “No matter how many people he’s killed, once you marry into the Shen family, you’ll be the Crown Princess of the Northwest. Even if you die in the Northwest, it would still bring glory to the Yuan family.”

Yuan family?

Shen Xihe quickly searched through her memory – there were two Yuan families in the capital, one of the civil officials and one of the military officials, both fifth-rank minor officials.

A daughter of a fifth-rank minor official daring to aspire to the position of Northwest Crown Princess?

So in their eyes, had Shen Yun’an fallen so low that he would marry without regard for status?

If her brother truly liked someone, status, and position wouldn’t matter, but these people couldn’t see their standing yet dared to approach her brother. Killing intent gathered in Shen Xihe’s eyes.

The two women whispered a few more words, mainly about quickly finding Shen Yun’an and leaving a deep impression on him.

“Go find out who they are,” Shen Xihe ordered after their maids came to report they couldn’t find anyone and the women decided to wait at the main gate.

“Don’t be angry, little sister. Your brother won’t marry carelessly,” Shen Yun’an chuckled softly to soothe the annoyed Shen Xihe.

He was both worried about Shen Xihe’s health being affected by anger and pleased that his sister was irritated on his behalf about these people.

He loved his sister dearly and found it extremely difficult to find a suitable wife. He thought few ladies would not mind this, but since he couldn’t change, he simply chose not to waste others’ time. Fortunately, their father hadn’t pressured him, hoping he could find someone he truly liked.

“Princess, it’s Lady Yuan, wife of Duke Xie, with her niece from her maiden family,” Mo Yu reported after investigating.

“Lady Yuan of Duke Xie’s family?” Shen Xihe let out a light sneer.

Wasn’t this the stepmother that Xie Yunhuai’s father kept thinking about?

This Yuan family had reached the position of Minister of Justice during her father’s time, but after her father’s death, her eldest brother died young while serving outside the capital, and her second brother was mediocre, only passing the imperial examination at nearly forty and still just a fifth-rank official in the Ministry of Works.

“Let’s go see what kind of beauty could have such confidence,” Shen Xihe grabbed Shen Yun’an’s wrist and left Pingzhong Court, heading straight for the main gate.

Before they reached the main hall facing the gate, they heard a piercing scream that sounded exactly like Lady Yuan.

Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an exchanged glances and hurried along with the crowd gathering toward the sound, arriving at the main hall’s entrance.

They saw the crowd backing away, giving them a clear view of the scene at the main gate. A young lady was covering half her face with one hand, blood seeping through her fingers.

The elegantly dressed older woman’s face showed both shock and anger, though she had turned pale with fright.

Xue Jinqiao stood a few steps away from them in a black dress, with a large, muscular cheetah beside her. She was currently crouching and patting the cheetah’s forehead, seemingly calming it.

“Quickly kill that beast!” Lady Yuan, having recovered her senses, ordered her guards from the Duke’s mansion harshly.

“Who dares!” Xue Jinqiao stood before the cheetah, which had sensed the threat and was ready to attack. “Dian Dian was bestowed by His Majesty. If you dare harm it, you’re showing contempt for imperial authority!”

“Miss Xue the Seventh, you let your beast harm someone. Even if it was bestowed by His Majesty, he won’t punish me for killing it!” Lady Yuan, having been the Duke’s wife for years, matched her in presence.

“My Dian Dian has always been well-behaved. This isn’t my first time bringing it here, and it has never hurt anyone before. Today it went wild at the sight of Miss Yuan – she must have something unclean about her,” Xue Jinqiao said with a smile. “Cao Cao, search her!”

“You dare!” Lady Yuan’s face twisted with anger at Xue Jinqiao’s words, and the guards from both families faced off.

“Amitabha,” Xu Qing arrived and first tended to Miss Yuan’s wounds. “This is a pure Buddhist ground. Please, both parties, put away your weapons.”

Xue Jinqiao nodded, and the Xue family guards sheathed their swords first. Lady Yuan also grudgingly ordered her guards to stand down.

“Master Xu Qing, you know best how well-behaved Dian Dian is. It wouldn’t hurt someone without cause.” Xue Jinqiao’s eyes brightened upon seeing Shen Xihe. While appearing to speak to Xu Qing, she moved closer to Shen Xihe. “This is Buddhist holy ground. If someone brought unclean items, wouldn’t that desecrate Buddha?”

Xu Qing crouched down to examine Miss Yuan’s injuries personally. Three deep gashes ran across half her fair face, one extending from her right eyebrow across her nose to behind her ear, deep enough to show bone.

Looking at the unmarked half of her face, Shen Xihe confirmed that Miss Yuan was indeed quite beautiful.

Xu Qing’s gaze swept over the sachet at Miss Yuan’s waist, and he stood up expressionlessly: “Lady Xie, the spices in Miss Yuan’s sachet drove the cheetah wild.”

“Master Xu Qing!” Lady Yuan exclaimed in disbelief.

But Xu Qing’s gaze carried both authority and coldness.

“I know a bit about spices. Let me take a look,” Shen Xihe stepped forward.

This matter concerned a young woman’s entire life. If it wasn’t Miss Yuan’s own doing, the Xue family would have to answer to the Yuan family no matter what.

Xu Qing stepped aside, though his stern expression made people uneasy. Everyone was curious about what could make the usually kind and respected Master Xu Qing so quietly angry.

As soon as the sachet reached Shen Xihe’s hands, a faint fragrance wafted up. After carefully smelling it, she handed it to Lady Yuan: “Lady Xie, this contains otter bone powder.”

Lady Yuan hadn’t understood yet, nor had the onlookers. Shen Xihe continued: “Lady Xie, take Miss Yuan to the medical center for treatment. Ask the doctor and you’ll understand. As for whether you want to seek redress from Miss Xue the Seventh, decide after you’ve learned the truth.”

After hearing this and seeing Xu Qing’s disapproving expression, Lady Yuan didn’t persist and left with Miss Yuan.

After everyone dispersed, Shen Xihe finally fixed her deep gaze on Xue Jinqiao. The previously imposing Xue Jinqiao now looked like a child who had done wrong, her eyes darting around as she petted her Dian Dian.

Otter bone was an aphrodisiac – otters being lustful creatures. If a man consumed it, the consequences would be unthinkable.

For an unmarried lady to have such a thing in her sachet – if word got out, none of the Yuan family’s daughters would ever make a good marriage.

Once Lady Yuan learned what otter bone was, how could she dare seek justice from Xue Jinqiao?

Miss Yuan’s beauty was ruined for nothing, but how could an official’s daughter possibly put such a thing in her sachet? Especially since Lady Yuan didn’t even know what otter bone was, Miss Yuan would have been even less likely to know.

Looking at Xue Jinqiao’s feigned meekness, Shen Xihe understood everything.

“You!” Shen Xihe tapped her forehead and strode away.

Shen Yun’an moved to follow, but was blocked by Xue Jinqiao, who warned in a low voice: “Until I decide I don’t want you, you’re not allowed to attract any butterflies or bees!”

Shen Yun’an: ???

Chapter 86: Let Him Know Who Sabotaged Him
After warning Shen Yun’an, Xue Jinqiao deflated, hanging her head as she followed Shen Xihe with her Dian Dian.

In the carriage, Shen Xihe didn’t order the curtains lowered, waiting for Xue Jinqiao.

Xue Jinqiao climbed into the carriage hesitantly, followed by Shen Yun’an.

“Why did you do this?” Shen Xihe asked in a calm voice.

Xue Jinqiao stared at her shoes, her fingers intertwined on her knees: “She was shameless, so I obliged her.”

She glared at Shen Yun’an after speaking.

Shen Yun’an, who had done nothing but felt oddly uncomfortable from the glare: …

“Have you considered the consequences of your actions?” Shen Xihe asked solemnly.

“Without evidence, how dare she make it public?” Xue Jinqiao said rather proudly.

The sachet had been switched when her guard bumped into Miss Yuan. She’d specifically had him paint two prominent black moles – even if Miss Yuan calmed down and recalled something amiss, she wouldn’t be able to find this person.

Look how clever she was!

Beaming with pride, she cast a smile seeking praise, but upon meeting Shen Xihe’s cold eyes, she deflated.

“Even if they can’t find evidence, they know you did it. While they won’t openly seek redress from the Xue family, they’ll certainly cause trouble in secret.”

“So what?” Xue Jinqiao was utterly unconcerned. “My father is the Minister of Personnel, head of the Six Ministries. My great-uncle is the Secretariat Director, one of the Three Departments. Though the Xue family holds no noble title, even ducal families must show us respect. Who is she? What is the Yuan family?”

After the Gu family’s fall, the Chief Minister position went to the Cui family, the Secretariat Director position to the Xue family, and the former Military Affairs Commissioner Wang became Palace Attendant. The Xue family’s current generation was extraordinarily talented – since the thirteenth year of Youning, they’d produced one imperial scholar every year for six consecutive years.

Miss Xue the Seventh ranked seventh but was one of only two legitimate daughters, and the only unmarried one. Her status was sufficient to become a prince’s primary consort.

As for Hu Yingrao from Furong Garden bullying her – that was only because Hu Yingrao’s aunt was a prince’s consort.

“What about your family? How will you explain such willfulness to them?” Shen Xihe felt a headache coming on. She hadn’t interacted with Xue Jinqiao before and didn’t know her temperament. Seeing her tyrannical behavior, she must be quite domineering at home.

“Them?” Xue Jinqiao suddenly showed a chilling smile, though she quickly concealed it. “Don’t worry, Sister Xihe. They won’t blame me for anything I do, nor will they take it out on others.”

Very well – since Xue Jinqiao said so, she wouldn’t worry about it. If she hadn’t known that Xue Jinqiao had targeted Lady Yuan because of them, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have bothered asking.

“In the future, don’t interfere in my affairs,” Shen Xihe still cautioned.

“Oh.” Xue Jinqiao responded carelessly.

Shen Xihe couldn’t tell if she was just being perfunctory, so she didn’t pursue it further, dropping her off at the Xue family gate before leaving.

“Biyu, have Mo Yuan investigate how Lady Hu is doing,” Shen Xihe suddenly recalled not seeing Hu Yingrao at the Crown Princess’s birthday banquet last time.

She’d thought Princess Ye hadn’t sent an invitation, but among the capital’s noble ladies, even without an invitation, there were many ways to make an appearance – just like Yu Sangning, a concubine’s daughter who’d come with her legitimate sister.

Seeing how Xue Jinqiao dealt with Miss Yuan today, she had a feeling that Hu Yingrao wasn’t doing well.

Sure enough, shortly after returning to the Princess’s mansion, Mo Yuan brought news that since returning home from Furong Garden, Hu Yingrao would often fall into the water and now feared going near any pond or riverside.

Shen Xihe held her head – she knew without guessing who was behind it: “Miss Xue the Seventh… what exactly makes the Xue family so indulgent?”

Such things required private guards like hers. She had them because Emperor Youning allowed it, but court officials weren’t openly permitted private guards. All guards had to be reported annually, and keeping a private guard required substantial money – impossible to spare for young ladies.

“This servant might know something…” the well-informed Ziyu spoke softly.

Previously, when Shen Yun’an wasn’t around, they dared tell Shen Xihe anything, but with him present, they became reserved.

The Young Master only appeared gentle before the Princess – away from her, he was terrifying. How could they dare act presumptuously?

“What private matters have you heard now?” Shen Xihe turned her gaze to Ziyu.

“Eight years ago, Miss Xue the Seventh crawled back to the Xue family covered in blood. Someone saw lightning strike a tomb in the outskirts and said they saw Miss Xue crawl out from the split tomb. She was terrifying all the way home – commoners followed but none dared approach.” Ziyu spoke mysteriously. “Since then, the Xue family has especially treasured Miss Xue the Seventh.”

Shen Xihe frowned – she seemed to recall something about this but hadn’t paid much attention.

“Mo Yao, go investigate,” Shen Yun’an ordered his confidant.

Mo Yao and Mo Yuan were twin brothers. Their mother died early, and when they were about seven, their father remarried. After that, they stayed in the prince’s mansion, growing up alongside Shen Yun’an. When Shen Xihe came to the capital, Mo Yuan was assigned to follow her.

“Brother…” Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yun’an inquiringly – he never paid attention to unimportant people.

“Just think Miss Xue the Seventh is an interesting lady.” Shen Yun’an had always thought the capital’s ladies were delicate and weak.

He disliked weak ladies, though Shen Xihe was naturally an exception – his sister could have been vigorous and valiant if not for her congenital weakness.

He couldn’t appreciate other delicate ladies, but this Miss Xue dared to keep a cheetah, showing her strong character.

Having only met twice, Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed any hint of affection from Shen Yun’an, so she said nothing more.

While these two waited to learn more about Xue Jinqiao, news that Shen Xihe had formulated incense for Xianguo Temple’s Buddha statue spread throughout the capital, naturally reaching the Eastern Palace.

Xiao Huayong was leisurely eating flatbread when he heard Tianyuan’s report: “By your account, wouldn’t Youyou has met Fifth Brother?”

“They should have met,” Tianyuan could only guess. “Though shortly after the Princess arrived at Xianguo Temple, Prince Xin left.”

Xiao Huayong finished the last bit of flatbread in his hand, elegantly chewing while thinking. After swallowing and taking a sip of tea, he said: “I always feel Fifth Brother is most suspicious in the theft of the Western Defense Map.”

“To curry favor with Prince Lie before the Princess?” Tianyuan wondered if that wasn’t making too much of it.

“That’s just a bonus. The real target might be the Ye family’s Military Commissioner of Hexi,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a slight smile.

“Your Highness, should we…”

“No matter, let him scheme,” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly. “When Father gained the throne, the Northwest Prince claimed five parts of the merit. Hoping to gain advantages from him is wishful thinking.”

After a pause, Xiao Huayong added with a mischievous smile: “However, we can hint to Fourth Brother who sabotaged him.”

Chapter 87: It Will Happen Eventually
Tianyuan knew his master best – whenever the palace and court grew peaceful, he would become restless, finding life dull and always stirring up some trouble.

“Anything else?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“The Princess and Young Master took a package of Pingzhong leaves from Xianguo Temple,” Tianyuan quickly reported, having already investigated. “They said it was for making pillows.”

“Hmm.” Xiao Huayong responded and walked out to the main hall – his courtyard also had Pingzhong trees.

Looking at the four Pingzhong trees with leaves yellow as golden butterflies, Xiao Huayong ordered: “Have some leaves picked and sent to the Princess’s mansion.”

“To request a pillow in return?” Tianyuan tentatively asked.

Xiao Huayong glanced at him: “Just ask how to make the pillow.”

He didn’t yet have the face to request something as intimate as a pillow from her.

Catching a falling Pingzhong leaf, Xiao Huayong smiled, the black mole at his eye corner hiding emotion: “It will happen eventually.”

Thus, the next day Shen Xihe saw Tianyuan again, this time not bringing food boxes but a chest of Pingzhong leaves.

“Princess, His Highness heard you like Pingzhong leaves. The Eastern Palace happens to have Pingzhong trees, and since the leaves were falling anyway, he sent this servant to deliver some,” Tianyuan said eagerly.

“Thank His Highness for me,” Shen Xihe had Biyu accept them.

“May I ask what the Princess plans to use the Pingzhong leaves for?” Tianyuan asked shyly.

“To make medicinal pillows,” Shen Xihe didn’t conceal it. “They help with sleep.”

“Really?” Tianyuan’s eyes lit up. “His Highness often has trouble sleeping at night. Would the Princess mind sharing the method with this servant?”

“Hongyu, explain the process to Guard Cao properly.” Shen Xihe considered it a return gift.

After Hongyu explained everything in detail, Tianyuan left happily without lingering.

“Ambitious wolf,” Shen Yun’an snorted disapprovingly.

“Brother,” Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

“Youyou, the Crown Prince is deeply calculating,” Shen Yun’an advised his sister. “Look at him – if he’s not playing pitiful to make you unable to refuse, he’s catering to your interests, sending inexpensive items so you have no reason to decline.”

“Brother, since there’s the intention for marriage, why remain distant? I don’t need to be inseparable from him, but I’m willing to maintain mutual respect,” she could treat him like family – as long as Xiao Huayong didn’t harm the Northwest or violate her interests, mutual respect would make things easier for everyone.

“I see he’s not satisfied with just mutual respect.” In Shen Yun’an’s mind, Xiao Huayong was a black-hearted wolf cub.

But there was nothing to be done – his sister had chosen him herself. Among the adult princes, Second Prince Zhao already had legitimate children, Third Prince Dai and Fourth Prince Ding were married, Fifth Prince Xin had just lost his wife and deeply loved her, and Sixth Prince had someone in mind.

Ninth Prince Lie didn’t appeal to his sister – wasn’t only Seventh Prince, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong left?

Could he prevent or break this up?

“Never mind whether he’s satisfied or not, my attitude has always been clear,” Shen Xihe couldn’t control others.

Just like how Xiao Changqin once treated Gu Qingzhi with deep love, while Gu Qingzhi maintained an explicitly indifferent attitude from start to finish.

“I’m afraid…” Shen Yun’an understood men better. “Youyou, the reason I won’t marry is that loving you has become a habit. Every family’s daughter is their parents’ treasure. I can’t change myself, and I don’t want to force a lady to accept this unfair reality, don’t want to add an unhappy marriage.”

Shen Yun’an tried another approach: “When someone has deep feelings but receives no response for long, love can easily turn to hate.”

“Brother fears the Crown Prince truly has romantic feelings for me, and unwilling to remain unrequited, might hurt me from love turned bitter,” Shen Xihe understood. “Don’t worry, Brother. In this world, only I can hurt myself.”

If I don’t wish to be hurt, no one can hurt me.

Looking at his confident sister, Shen Yun’an had countless words but didn’t know how to say them.

No matter what’s said, everyone can make firm promises about things they haven’t faced. No amount of explanation can make someone truly understand.

“Enough, Brother, trust Youyou this once,” Shen Xihe softened her tone, somewhat coquettishly.

Shen Yun’an could face arrows raining down without changing expression but was helpless against Shen Xihe. He felt somewhat jealous: “Now you’re already taking his side…”

“Brother, honestly, am I taking his side?” Shen Xihe made a face.

Shen Yun’an immediately closed his mouth, not daring to say more, afraid of upsetting his sister.

Just then, Mo Yao returned with information about Xue Jinqiao – the events from eight years ago were true.

Xue Jinqiao had nearly been buried alive.

Eight years ago, when the Emperor had just stabilized his foundation, he employed eunuchs to weaken noble families’ power. The Military Affairs Commissioner was Emperor Youning’s right-hand man. Xue Jinqiao’s cousin had killed the son whom this eunuch had adopted from relatives to continue his lineage.

The other party wouldn’t let it go. The Xue family was wrong to kill, and Xue Jinqiao’s uncle had died early, leaving only this one heir in the eldest branch.

Emperor Youning hoped both sides would avoid too much scandal. The Military Affairs Commissioner insisted on reconciliation – let a Xue family’s legitimate daughter enter a ghost marriage with his deceased son. At that time, Xue Jinqiao’s birth parents were serving outside the capital.

The Xue family had only two legitimate daughters – one from the second branch with parents present, and Xue Jinqiao. The Xue family bullied this lonely girl whose parents weren’t around, thinking a ghost marriage just meant marrying her out to another family, and the other party agreed not to publicize the ghost marriage.

They planned to bring Xue Jinqiao back after overthrowing this eunuch, but unexpectedly, this eunuch was cruel enough to secretly nail Xue Jinqiao alive in a coffin. She clawed countless bloody marks inside the coffin.

Heaven showed mercy – lightning split the coffin, letting her crawl out barely alive.

Because of this incident, the Xue family felt guilty toward the third branch. Using the heaven-sent warning as a pretext, they overthrew the eunuch, but could never hold their heads up before the third branch. Xue Bei was recalled to the capital and rose rapidly thereafter.

Yet Xue Jinqiao remained cold and indifferent to everyone in the Xue family, including her birth parents.

“She…”

Even Shen Xihe, who considered herself cold-hearted, felt uncomfortable hearing this.

No wonder she always felt Xue Jinqiao was somewhat obsessive, dark, and strange, repeatedly keeping her at arm’s length.

Experiencing such an unbearable thing at age six – how strong-willed must she be to not have gone mad?

“Such are the self-proclaimed noble families,” Shen Yun’an was disgusted just hearing it.

Shen Xihe remained silent – if not for internal corruption, how could the noble families have weakened to this point?

While the two were heavy-hearted, Xiao Huayong in the Eastern Palace was in quite good spirits, immediately making a pillow according to the method Tianyuan obtained.

In broad daylight, Xiao Huayong lay down with closed eyes, indeed sensing waves of fragrance with each breath, an indescribable satisfaction lingering in his heart.

“I can consider this sharing a pillow, our breaths intertwined.”

Tianyuan: …

Chapter 88: Such a Pity About the Princess Consort…
Even though Tian Yuan was mentally prepared for His Highness the Crown Prince’s obsessive state whenever matters concerned the Zhaoning Princess, he still felt somewhat despondent. However, seeing the joy in His Highness’s heart gave him some comfort, though this happiness didn’t last long.

This was because after Shen Yun’an arrived in the capital, the siblings spent every day exploring the city together. They sampled every renowned restaurant in the capital, leaving Prince Xiao Huayong without any excuse to see her, even depriving him of reasons to send food boxes.

Tian Yuan noticed his master becoming more taciturn with each passing day and had no choice but to tread carefully himself.

Within days, the An Xi matter indeed erupted. Shen Yueshan investigated through Ye Qi, and although most evidence had been destroyed, many suspicious points were still uncovered and submitted to the throne in a detailed memorial.

Emperor You Ning was greatly displeased. During the morning court session, in front of all civil and military officials, he berated the Fourth Prince, Prince Ding, for his treacherous intentions. To demonstrate his loyalty, Prince Ding kowtowed until his forehead bled on the floor, vehemently swearing he knew nothing of this matter and declaring someone attempted to frame him.

“How did His Majesty handle it?” Though Shen Xihe couldn’t attend court, Shen Yun’an could. Not only was he the Western Prince’s heir, but he was also the Military Commander of Liangzhou, and this matter involved the Northwest.

“Father listed the suspicious points, and Ye Qi certainly couldn’t explain them clearly, but there was no substantial evidence. His Majesty stripped him of his position as Military Commissioner of Hexi and recalled him to the capital, though what happens after wasn’t specified,” said Shen Yun’an. “The court argued endlessly about who should replace the Hexi Military Commissioner position. His Majesty grew weary of the noise and dismissed the court.”

“His Majesty is likely deliberately waiting to see how the princes demonstrate their abilities through this matter,” Shen Xihe laughed softly.

“It’s none of our concern. We should just watch the show,” Shen Yun’an hadn’t uttered a single word during the morning court session.

“There are many capable military officials in court; this is quite a lucrative position,” Shen Xihe felt there would be quite a show, just waiting to see who would make the winning move.

“The most interesting part is that back then, to consolidate power, His Majesty married daughters from military families, resulting in every prince having powerful backing,” Shen Yun’an’s eyes flickered with an amused smile. “I wonder if the Crown Prince will also try to intervene.”

The Crown Prince’s maternal clan was weak, and the Empress’s family was unfortunate. Their achievements couldn’t compare to the maternal families of other imperial concubines. Before Emperor You Ning ascended the throne, the direct line had perished in warfare, and the collateral branches had mostly been mediocre these past ten years.

This was precisely why Xiao Huayong was not favored by others.

Since she had been in the capital for so long, she sensed that almost everyone seemed to take it for granted that Xiao Huayong would die young. Even common people on the streets would discuss the various princes, exclusively omitting Xiao Huayong—he seemed like a non-entity in the entire capital.

“Whether he will or won’t doesn’t matter.” Once, Shen Xihe had thought Xiao Huayong had no supporters. During the previous Qu Yanguang incident, she had never doubted Xiao Huayong, but this time she dared not be so certain.

“The Hexi Military Commissioner position borders our Northwest. Aren’t you worried about them paying lip service while harboring other intentions?” Shen Yun’an raised his eyebrows.

“I don’t trust him, but I trust Father. After this incident, Father will certainly be more cautious,” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “Whoever it is, the result will be the same. If they behave properly, we can all live in peace; if they’re greedy, they won’t get as good an outcome as Ye Qi did.”

Considering Ye Wantang’s feelings and the fact that he wasn’t the mastermind behind this incident, and since it hadn’t caused losses to the Northwest, Shen Xihe wouldn’t pursue the matter.

But if it happened again, she would make them understand—you don’t provoke a tiger!

“Yu yu…”

Shen Yun’an opened his mouth to offer some advice but swallowed his words.

Never mind, as long as she was happy.

Shen Xihe’s eyes curved slightly, pleased with Shen Yun’an’s concession.

“This Prince Ding truly has deep schemes,” Shen Yun’an sighed lightly.

After coming of age, Prince Ding showed an attitude of disinterest in political affairs, and after marriage, he and his princess consort appeared to be a perfect couple living in domestic bliss.

If he had truly continued living such an unambitious life, regardless of who ascended the throne, his lifelong prosperity would have been assured if only to demonstrate benevolence. But now…

“Such a pity about the Princess Consort…” Shen Xihe also sighed.

Ye Wantang must be devastated right now.

Inside Prince Ding’s residence, upon receiving the news, Ye Wantang was indeed as Shen Xihe had predicted. Her eyes glistened with tears, rims reddened: “Why? Why did you deceive me?”

When her grandfather was alive, the Ye family had always been pure officials, loyal to the monarch, and beneficial to the common people.

Her grandfather hadn’t allowed her to marry into the royal family and had arranged a marriage for her early on. However, her fiancé’s family later committed a grave error and was demoted, and then she met Xiao Changtai and fell hopelessly in love.

When Xiao Changtai sought to marry her, he promised to keep her away from political intrigue, and he had indeed done so all these years. This had been a choice she was once proud of, but today she realized she had been a fool kept in the dark all along.

His so-called contentment with mediocrity was merely using her as a disguise!

Even now, she began to doubt whether his feelings for her had ever been genuine!

“Wan Wan, you know how I’ve treated you all these years.” Xiao Changtai gripped Ye Wantang’s shoulders with both hands. “I simply cannot accept this. As a prince, I consider myself no less capable than any of my brothers. If the Crown Prince were healthy, that would be different, but the Crown Prince will eventually… Why shouldn’t I take this chance? Wan Wan, if I don’t try this once, I’ll regret it for life!”

“Have you considered… what the consequences of failure would be?” Ye Wantang’s tear-filled eyes fixed intently on Xiao Changtai. “Do you know what it would take for you to succeed even if you won?”

Meeting his wife’s grief-stricken gaze, Xiao Changtai lowered his eyes.

“Let me tell you—if you fail, I and the entire Ye family will perish with you.” Ye Wantang gave a bitter smile as crystalline tears escaped her eyes, trailing down her beautiful face. “If you succeed, you’ll have to kill your brothers, maybe even… commit patricide!”

Her lips trembling, Ye Wantang tilted her head back to force back her tears: “Is power truly so important? Important enough that you would pay such a terrible price for it?”

Xiao Changtai remained silent.

Ye Wantang pushed him away forcefully, stumbling backward herself, only steadying herself by grabbing a chair’s back. She turned to look at his hands reaching out to support her, and her tears flowed even more violently.

“Wan Wan…” Xiao Changtai gradually withdrew his fingers suspended in mid-air. “Things have come to this point. Even if I wanted to stop now, no one would believe me.”

Ye Wantang closed her eyes in anguish: “You never intended to stop… Xiao Changtai, listen well.”

She opened her eyes, her tear-filled gaze meeting his: “I’m not afraid to perish with you—that’s the price I pay for my ignorance. But I will not allow my maternal family to become a tool in your power grab.”

As she spoke, she suppressed her grief and gradually wiped away her tears: “Go find those willing to fight for you. I’ll help you take concubines, and if concubines aren’t enough, I’m willing to give up my position.”

Chapter 89: The Crown Prince’s One Arrow Hits Multiple Targets
“Wan Wan!” Xiao Changtai cried out in anguished shock, “In your heart, am I so incompetent? Destined to fail?”

“Heh heh heh heh heh…” Ye Wantang’s laughter turned to uncontrollable sobs.

“Wan Wan, stop crying, it’s my fault…” Xiao Changtai stepped forward, wanting to embrace Ye Wantang.

Ye Wantang pushed him away again: “More than failure, I fear your success.”

Ye Wantang’s words shocked Xiao Changtai to his core.

“When your hands are covered in blood, your soul burdened with sin, wearing the imperial robe—you’ll no longer be my husband, no longer the good man in my heart.”

It seemed to take all her strength to speak these words clearly, and after saying them, she stumbled away.

One general’s success is built on countless bones; a change in dynasty is paved with blood.

At the end of this path, those closest, most trusted, and most beloved would all become unrecognizable.

Xiao Changtai had always known his wife was naturally detached from worldly desires. She yearned for a peaceful, worry-free life. He knew that one day when she discovered his ambition, she would find it hard to accept, but he never imagined she would be so resolute.

With bloodshot eyes, he slammed his fist on the table, grinding out through clenched teeth: “Xiao Changqin!”

If not for Xiao Changqin’s scheming, how would he have been exposed so early? To the point where his wife now saw no hope and had fallen into such despair?

Xiao Changtai harbored poisonous hatred for Xiao Changqin. Every time he thought of being accused of treacherous ambition by His Majesty today, he wished he could tear Xiao Changqin to pieces.

“Your Highness, Prince Ding has realized it was Prince Xin who set the trap,” Tian Yuan reported respectfully, standing behind Xiao Huayong.

As long as it didn’t involve the Princess, His Highness was still the towering, majestic deity in Tian Yuan’s eyes!

Xiao Huayong stood in the Eastern Palace’s garden, where dappled sunlight filtered through branches onto his figure. Before him was a table with several porcelain pots, beside which lay cut branches from a Pingzhong tree. Tian Yuan had no idea that his deity-like master had spent the past few days contemplating how to create a Pingzhong bonsai to gift to Shen Xihe.

“Let them push Fifth Brother’s man into the Hexi Military Commissioner position,” Xiao Huayong said as he leveled the soil and began trimming branches.

“Give it to Prince Xin?” Tian Yuan was startled. “Your Highness, the Hexi Military Commissioner controls the passage to the Northwest. Prince Xin already wants this position to help Prince Lie pursue the Princess…”

Catching Xiao Huayong’s sideways glance with its cool gleam, Tian Yuan realized his mistake.

“If she’s unwilling, no one can force her. If currying favor with the Western Prince were enough, would it be their turn?” Xiao Huayong continued his gentle trimming.

“But we still shouldn’t let Prince Xin’s man succeed. Who knows if they might harm the Northwest in the future?”

“Shen Yueshan won’t stumble twice on the same stone.” Xiao Huayong snipped off excess branches with a sharp sound, a subtle smile appearing on his lips, profoundly deep. “Having Fifth Brother’s man become the Hexi Military Commissioner will only make Fourth Brother hate him more.”

He paused, tenderness flooding his eyes: “It’s also a hint to Youyou. Since their brothers benefit most from this affair, with her intelligence, she’ll surely realize it was their brothers scheming behind the scenes. She’ll only despise Little Nine more.”

With Xiao Huayong’s explanation, Tian Yuan finally understood, becoming even more impressed by his master’s brilliance.

“More importantly… it will make His Majesty wary of Fifth Brother. The more people His Majesty worries about, the less attention he’ll have for me.”

“Yes!” Tian Yuan responded loudly and hurried off to relay the orders.

The appointment of the Hexi Military Commissioner was debated for three days. As the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration approached with no resolution in sight, Emperor You Ning grew quite displeased.

Just then, silver was discovered in Feng Prefecture. The Deputy Protector-General of An Bei deserved primary credit and should be rewarded, so Emperor You Ning transferred him to the position of Hexi Military Commissioner, promoting him from Senior Fourth Rank to Senior Third Rank.

After the court dismissed, everyone’s gazes toward Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying changed, because the one promoted was their maternal uncle.

Some even sarcastically remarked: “How timely this silver discovery was.”

Such mineral discoveries required surveys and verification—extremely complex procedures that couldn’t be completed in less than a month.

This meant the Rong family had discovered the silver at least a month ago or earlier. The An Xi defense map incident happened after that, making it easy to suspect that the brothers Xiao Changqin had deliberately paved the way for their maternal clan.

Little did they know the brothers’ frustration. When silver was discovered in Feng Prefecture, it was initially reported to the Prefecture Governor, but unsure and afraid of causing trouble, he sought help from the An Bei Protectorate, agreeing to share credit.

Just as they confirmed the silver deposit, during the time it took to drink a cup of wine, Deputy Protector-General Rong Ce had submitted a memorial behind their backs, claiming all their credit. If they tried to explain now, they might be accused of concealing information with intent to embezzle.

So Rong Ce got his promotion, but not only did he earn Prince Ding Xiao Changtai’s deadly hatred, but he also thoroughly offended the Protector-General of An Bei and the Feng Prefecture Governor!

“So it was Rong Ce…” After hearing this news, Shen Xihe fell into deep thought.

“You were right, those brothers were thieves crying ‘stop thief’!” Shen Yun’an was furious.

Shen Xihe didn’t disagree. She also believed the An Xi defense map incident must be connected to the brother Xiao Changqin, but something felt off. If Xiao Changqin were behind it, he wouldn’t let everyone notice, and if he wanted to place someone, it wouldn’t be someone as obvious as Rong Ce.

“In this matter, I feel there’s another person pushing things along behind the scenes,” Shen Xihe said to Shen Yun’an. “Brother, investigate who’s replacing Rong Ce as Deputy Protector-General of An Bei.”

“You suspect someone deliberately misdirected attention, set up Rong Ce, and quietly made a big move by installing their person to replace him in the An Bei Protectorate?” Shen Yun’an pondered carefully, finding it possible. “I’ll send people to investigate right away!”

As soon as Shen Yun’an’s people began investigating, it immediately alerted Xiao Huayong, who had Tian Yuan watching constantly.

“Your Highness’s predictions were divine—the Young Master is indeed investigating who will replace Rong Ce as Deputy Protector-General,” Tian Yuan reported.

“Indeed…” Xiao Huayong’s smile was so warm it lent a tender charm to even the black mole at the corner of his eye. “Only she could think to this level.”

At this moment, everyone’s attention, including His Majesty’s, was focused on Rong Ce. Only Shen Xihe sensed things weren’t so simple.

“Why not the Young Master?” Tian Yuan felt his master was besotted with the Princess.

“Shen Yun’an isn’t stupid…” Xiao Huayong’s tone was languid, “but he doesn’t have this level of insight.”

Tian Yuan dared not speak further. He felt if he questioned the Princess’s intelligence once more, His Highness would surely punish him.

“Unfortunately, she’ll be disappointed this time…”

The one replacing Rong Ce was from His Majesty’s Jin Wu Guards, though that Jin Wu Guard position had been claimed by his own man.

The Jin Wu Guards—His Majesty’s personal imperial guard. When the investigation reached this point, they would naturally assume the replacement would also be His Majesty’s trusted man, and wouldn’t investigate further.

Chapter 90: For Instance… Contending for the Central Plains
“The vacancy for Deputy Protector-General of An Bei has been filled by His Majesty’s appointment from the Jin Wu Guards,” Shen Yun’an found out easily. Many people had investigated—this person was undoubtedly His Majesty’s man.

“And then?” Shen Xihe gently stroked her short-lived cat’s soft fur, occasionally pressing its ears back to reveal an earless face with only its prominent large eyes showing.

“And then?” Shen Yun’an was slightly startled. “Youyou, are you suggesting His Majesty’s man is questionable? That’s impossible.”

This person was His Majesty’s confidant. The Protector-General of An Bei was already elderly, and His Majesty had long abolished the hereditary system for Protector-Generals and Military Governors. Placing a confidant there now meant that after three to five years, they would naturally succeed as Protector-General, controlling military power in that region.

“I’m asking who filled the vacant position in the Jin Wu Guards,” Shen Xihe said casually while scratching her short-lived cat’s neck.

“Those selected for the Jin Wu Guards are all people His Majesty trusts. You think someone took the opportunity to place their person in the Jin Wu Guards?” Shen Yun’an felt this was unlikely. “The Jin Wu Guards’ selection process is extremely strict. Unless someone could predict His Majesty would transfer someone out, how could they prepare in advance?”

His Majesty hadn’t given anyone time to react. When one person was transferred from the Jin Wu Guards, another was immediately promoted from within, and then a clan member’s son was selected to join the Jin Wu Guards. All these edicts were issued simultaneously.

“Brother, give me the list of Jin Wu Guard transfers,” Shen Xihe raised her head from the sunlight, which illuminated her elegant, pristine face like a flower. “Brother, don’t forget—someone managed to place people within His Majesty’s Embroidered Guard.”

The Embroidered Guard and Jin Wu Guards—one was His Majesty’s blade, unstoppable; the other his armor, impenetrable.

If someone could infiltrate the former, why not the latter?

“Are you suspecting the same person is behind this?” Shen Yun’an could sense his sister’s wariness about the person who had impersonated Hua Fuhai.

If such a person truly existed, able to hide so completely that no one could find them, yet quietly extend their reach into the Emperor’s most strictly guarded forces—that would be truly terrifying.

The Jin Wu Guard appointments weren’t secret, as they were public positions, unlike the Embroidered Guard who appeared and vanished like ghosts. Even now, few in court knew the identities of all thirteen Embroidered Guards.

The Embroidered Guard rarely appeared, and when they did, it meant a capital offense. Thus, most who had seen them were already on the path to the yellow springs. The occasional crimes not serious enough for silencing might have seen one or two guards, but besides His Majesty, no one knew all thirteen.

For this very reason, the capital’s meritorious nobility were especially cautious, never knowing if an Embroidered Guard might be among them.

Shen Yun’an quickly compiled all the information about the Jin Wu Guard personnel changes for Shen Xihe.

The Jin Wu Guards were divided into left and right divisions, each with one General-in-Chief of Senior Third Rank, two Generals of Junior Third Rank, one Colonel of Senior Fourth Rank, and one Lieutenant Colonel. The one who transferred to An Bei to replace Rong Ce was the Left Jin Wu Guard’s Colonel, whose position was filled by his direct subordinate, the Lieutenant Colonel, and so on down the line.

Shen Xihe focused particularly on this Lieutenant Colonel. He was from a humble background, having risen through military examinations. A strong man who had caught His Majesty’s attention with outstanding performance during a hunting expedition, leading to his promotion. He was known for being loyal, filial, and frugal, rarely speaking, having been overlooked in the Jin Wu Guards for many years until the hunting expedition provided his opportunity.

However, he was a loner who never socialized with colleagues.

“Such a clean background, no wonder His Brush was willing to employ him heavily,” Shen Xihe smiled enigmatically after reading. “Brother, I’m going to the palace.”

“The palace?” Shen Yun’an’s first thought was, “To deliver birthday gifts to the Empress Dowager?”

The Empress Dowager’s birthday was in two days, and many royal clan members and nobles had already started sending birthday gifts.

“To pay respects to the Empress Dowager, and incidentally meet with the Crown Prince,” Shen Xihe didn’t hide her intentions, to avoid her brother feeling uncomfortable if he found out later.

“I’ll go with you,” Shen Yun’an immediately stood up, unwilling to let his sister meet Xiao Huayong alone.

“Brother, me going alone is different from both of us going,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

Her meeting with Xiao Huayong could be explained as romantic sentiment, but Shen Yun’an frequently meeting Xiao Huayong could be suspected of forming a political alliance.

“Why do you need to see him?” Shen Yun’an asked reluctantly.

“There are some things I want to verify,” Shen Xihe smiled gently, picking up Short-lived and placing it in Shen Yun’an’s arms. “Brother, help me watch it, don’t let it go out to catch mice.”

Shen Xihe strongly disliked mice, and Short-lived had recently developed a habit of sneaking out, bringing back half-eaten mice at night, for which Shen Xihe had confined it many times.

“Meow!” Caught off guard by being placed in Shen Yun’an’s arms, Short-lived immediately extended its claws, gripping his robes tightly, afraid of falling.

Shen Yun’an disliked cats, especially after noble ladies made it fashionable to keep them as pets. He felt these naturally wild and alert creatures were being raised to be weak and timid, leading to his prejudice against all cats.

But Short-lived was different. Perhaps because his sister raised it—though ugly, it was very brave!

Just like the men of the Northwest, not as delicate and refined as the capital’s men, but full of vigor—to his taste!

When Shen Xihe entered the palace, the Empress Dowager’s quarters were too busy, so after sitting briefly, she went to the Eastern Palace.

This time, Xiao Huayong received her in a courtyard fragrant with Pingzhong trees. Golden leaves, golden twilight, his dark-collared long robe with its noble purple lapels embroidered with intricate patterns, and a heavy white cape draped over his shoulders.

His dignified, elegant bearing was displayed perfectly. Even with his slightly hunched back, he showed no signs of decline, though he appeared extremely thin. Despite being a young man, he didn’t seem weak, yet inspired sympathy in observers.

The table was laid with fragrant hundred-flower cakes, crystal-clear water cakes, and delicate seven-return cakes…

“Youyou… Please be seated, Princess…” Xiao Huayong seemed somewhat delighted to see Shen Xihe, warmth rippling through his gentle eyes as he unconsciously called out her childhood name, then quickly corrected himself upon realizing the impropriety.

After Shen Xihe sat down, he poured her a cup of clear, tranquil tea: “Please forgive my presumption earlier. I learned your childhood name from the Young Master and found it quite fateful, so I remembered it.”

“Fateful?” Shen Xihe was puzzled.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly before smiling warmly: “I too had a childhood name—Lu Ming (Deer’s Call). Deer represents longevity; my grandmother hoped I would live a long, healthy life.”

Hearing this, a faint smile graced Shen Xihe’s lips: “I thought deer represented rank and fortune—the highest salary, the highest position. For instance… contending for the Central Plains.”

Xiao Huayong’s brows twitched almost imperceptibly as he lowered his head to drink tea, concealing the smile in his dark eyes.

It seemed she had come prepared today.

Chapter 91: Does the Princess Suspect Me?
Sunlight filtered through layers of plane tree leaves, their illuminated surfaces connecting like scattered golden gauze, painting the sky in shades of orange-yellow.

The wind blew softly, leaves drifted silently, and time passed quietly. It seemed like an eternity had passed, yet also just a moment, before Xiao Huayong’s violent coughing finally subsided. “I remember when the Princess asked me that day… if I was content?”

His loosely clenched fist pressed against his lips. “As the Crown Prince, if I cannot ascend to the throne, no successor would tolerate the presence of the legitimate heir. Although… my health is poor, in five or six years, who knows what changes might occur? As long as I live another day, I should plan for that day.”

She was telling him that he had the power to protect himself. He too worried that should an opportunity arise and his health improve, he would be unable to protect himself.

For one who had been Crown Prince, there were only two paths: victory or defeat.

As he said, no emperor who ascended the throne could tolerate the existence of a brother who was once the legitimate heir.

This was an indirect acknowledgment that he had his power base.

“Your Highness, might the Bone-Shedding Pill be of use to you?” Shen Xihe asked.

She didn’t doubt that Xiao Huayong was feigning illness – he certainly couldn’t have deceived Emperor Youning without reason. Something must have happened eleven years ago that truly damaged his foundation, and Emperor Youning must have been convinced he wouldn’t live long, which was why he hadn’t rushed to depose the Crown Prince even now.

The person who had impersonated Hua Haihai could also impersonate Zhao Zhenghao and take three heads with one sword, showing remarkable martial arts skills.

She didn’t doubt this person was Xiao Huayong but rather suspected this person was Xiao Huayong’s trusted confidant.

Since Xiao Huayong had considered his future and cultivated his power base, he must desperately want to recover, just like her!

Since the Bone-Shedding Pill had worked for her, it would surely work for Xiao Huayong as well – how could he possibly remain unmoved?

“Is the Princess referring to Old White’s treasure?” It would have been too suspicious to claim ignorance. Xiao Huayong’s voice was weak. “I sent people to search for the Immortal’s Sash but found nothing. We also inquired about the old man’s whereabouts, but the item had already been taken by someone.”

“Did Your Highness not pursue who had taken it?”

“The old man wouldn’t say. In this vast world, where would one even begin to search?” Xiao Huayong shook his head gently. “I imagine whoever wants this item needs it as desperately as I do to save their life. They certainly wouldn’t be willing to give it up, so why bother investigating further *cough cough cough cough*…”

After another bout of coughing, Xiao Huayong lowered his eyelids: “Isn’t everyone’s life equally precious? I want to live, but so do others. I cannot abuse my authority to forcibly seize it.”

“Your Highness is the Crown Prince.”

“I am the Crown Prince and therefore should love the people as my children. If today I disregard others’ lives to save my own, tomorrow I would likewise disregard the people’s suffering for my desires. If that’s the case, it would be a blessing for the common people if such a Crown Prince never ascended to the throne.” Xiao Huayong spoke with sincere conviction.

“So, Your Highness’s virtue leads you to accept the gamble’s outcome.” Shen Xihe suddenly smiled.

Xiao Huayong revealed just the right amount of confusion: “What does the Princess mean by this?”

Shen Xihe lifted her chin slightly, meeting Xiao Huayong’s gaze. Her eyes, seemingly shrouded in a layer of cold mist, held penetrating power.

In Xiao Huayong’s eyes was complete bewilderment, and a hint of panic – not the panic of guilt, but rather the confusion of not knowing what wrong one has committed.

“Crown Prince, the Bone-Shedding Pill is in my possession,” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes. “When I obtained it, I encountered a mysterious person who first impersonated His Majesty’s Embroidered Uniform Guard, then a wealthy merchant, then a scholar heading to the imperial examinations, and finally the Junior Lord of the Court of Judicial Review…”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to see Xiao Huayong’s grave expression: “What kind of person does Your Highness think could achieve such transformations?”

“An extraordinary individual,” Xiao Huayong coughed lightly as he fell into contemplation. “It must be someone from the imperial family.”

This dynasty had passed its centennial – it couldn’t be someone from the previous dynasty seeking revenge.

To be able to carefully place people in such positions must indicate grand schemes. With the court’s strength, neither civil nor military officials would dare harbor thoughts of rebellion. Only princes vying for succession would do such things.

“Indeed, it must be someone from the imperial family.” Shen Xihe watched him quietly. “I’m not well acquainted with the princes. Does Your Highness have any suspicions?”

“*Cough cough cough cough*…” After coughing several times, Xiao Huayong replied somewhat embarrassedly, “I left the palace at age eight and didn’t grow up with my brothers. I don’t know much about them either.”

Shen Xihe nodded meaningfully: “To be honest with Your Highness, due to certain circumstances, I made a deal with him. We agreed not to conflict, for now, waiting until everything is cleared up before determining a winner. Therefore, regarding this An Xi matter, I didn’t think he should know about it, or he would have informed me beforehand.

I promised him the northwestern market. If the An Xi situation couldn’t be resolved well and the northwest changed hands, it would hurt his interests too.”

Xiao Huayong listened attentively.

Shen Xihe continued: “I originally thought he didn’t know the inside story, but after the An Xi matter was settled, I felt he must have had a hand in pushing things along.”

“What makes you say that?” Xiao Huayong’s expression was serious.

“I believe the defense map was stolen by someone from the former Hexi Military Commissioner, and I also believe Prince Xin was behind the scenes manipulating this person to do so. Prince Xin’s goal was primarily to arrange for someone to be placed in Hexi…”

Shen Xihe gazed steadily at Xiao Huayong: “Precisely because Prince Xin’s planning was so meticulous, he would never have blatantly arranged for his uncle to become the Hexi Military Commissioner at such a crucial step. That doesn’t match Prince Xin’s character of keeping a low profile.”

“So the Princess believes someone caught Fifth Brother off guard, and this person is the one the Princess hasn’t yet found *cough cough cough cough*…” Xiao Huayong followed Shen Xihe’s reasoning to its conclusion.

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded slightly. “So he was involved in this matter, but why didn’t he think to do me a favor by informing me? What does Your Highness think?”

After pondering for a moment, Xiao Huayong said: “Perhaps… he knew the Princess would find out anyway?”

“I think so too. This person, like Your Highness…” She deliberately paused before continuing, “learned about the loss of the An Xi defense map very quickly after I did. If it had been any later, there wouldn’t have been time to arrange such an intricate plot.”

Since Shen Xihe had spoken so directly, Xiao Huayong naturally couldn’t continue playing dumb: “Does the Princess suspect that I am that person *cough cough cough cough*… the one with such far-reaching influence whom the Princess is wary of?”

Shen Xihe quickly glanced up at Tian Yuan behind Xiao Huayong.

Tian Yuan’s face showed incomprehension and confusion, as if ready to burst out asking how the Princess could make such a suspicion.

As Shen Xihe unexpectedly looked at Tian Yuan, a trace of a smile flitted across Xiao Huayong’s lips.

If he truly were such a person, his confidants would certainly know. No matter how deep his schemes ran, those close to him would inevitably reveal tells when caught off guard.

Had she come to investigate him before checking the Imperial Guard, she might have succeeded.

But now that she had come, he had already guessed her intentions and had prepared Tian Yuan accordingly.

Chapter 92: The Best Choice for Each Other
Tian Yuan’s reaction somewhat surprised Shen Xihe, but in an instant, she gave a slight smile, her gaze shifting back to Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness is truly difficult to fathom.”

“Princess…” Xiao Huayong called out in an exceptionally gentle and soft voice, his kind black eyes suffused with the gentle radiance of moonlight, “Do you truly wish to fathom me completely?”

Shen Xihe’s gaze remained indifferent as she stared at him steadily, maintaining her silence.

Above them, the plane tree’s long branches bore golden leaves, adorning the twigs like butterflies ready to take flight in the breeze.

The courtyard was completely silent. After their eyes met for a moment, Xiao Huayong spoke: “In this world, except for newborn infants, everyone has more than one face. I do, and so does the Princess.”

“You’re wrong,” Shen Xihe said quietly. “I have only one face, regardless of whom I face.”

“Really?”

“Yes.” Shen Xihe’s tone was definitive. “I may conceal things, but I never disguise myself to achieve my goals. Shen Xihe disdains disguise. What I want, I shall pursue openly and clearly.”

“Openly and clearly…” Xiao Huayong carefully savored these words, then suddenly smiled. “Princess, if I had been open and clear, I wouldn’t have survived until today. I admire and envy your candor, but I can only admire and envy it.”

“Your Highness isn’t coughing anymore?” Shen Xihe asked with an ambiguous smile.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly as he picked up a cup of tea and took a small sip: “Princess, my health is truly poor.”

“I believe you.” Shen Xihe nodded, then resolutely stared at Xiao Huayong without any change in expression.

“Why do you look at me this way, Princess?”

“I want to know what kind of person Your Highness truly is.”

“What kind of person?” Xiao Huayong seemed to ask himself softly. “I too don’t know what kind of person I am, but since the Princess asks, I can only say I’m neither as complex as you imagine, nor as simple as you see.”

As he spoke, he leaned slightly forward across the stone table, reducing the distance between himself and Shen Xihe: “If the Princess wishes to know, why not spend days and nights together, and see clearly for yourself?”

He drew so close that when Shen Xihe lowered her gaze, she could see the tiny black mole at the corner of his eye, seemingly flowing with charm. His voice was so gentle, gentle enough to be enchanting, capable of easily stirring one’s heartstrings.

However, the one sitting opposite him was Shen Xihe. Not only did she not show any sign of avoidance or evasion, but she also lowered her gaze slightly to meet his eyes, her calm pupils indicating her complete indifference.

After a while, Shen Xihe finally spoke: “Your Highness, I dislike allying with the strong; I prefer to make them my enemies.”

Xiao Huayong had thought he had figured out Shen Xihe, but at this moment, he couldn’t quite understand: “Why?”

“When allied with the strong, once we turn against each other, they become lethal enemies. No matter how strong an enemy is, if we’ve never allied, know nothing of each other, even in defeat, we won’t face destruction,” Shen Xihe explained slowly.

“But hasn’t the Princess already allied with that person?”

“No, we merely reached a current agreement of mutual non-aggression,” Shen Xihe corrected. “If Your Highness is willing, we could do the same.”

Xiao Huayong glanced at Shen Xihe, then lowered his head with a smile: “I don’t want to ally with the Princess; I want to join hands with you.”

“You have feelings for me?” Shen Xihe asked without changing expression.

“My desire to marry is genuine, my wish to join hands is sincere,” Xiao Huayong answered. “Most importantly, the Princess is the best choice for me, and I am the best choice for the Princess.”

Shen Xihe acknowledged this statement: “Your Highness speaks truly. For me, Your Highness is indeed the best choice at present.”

“If that’s the case, why does the Princess need to test, we could…”

“Your Highness,” Shen Xihe interrupted him, slowly standing up. “Being the best now doesn’t mean being the best forever.”

Leaving Xiao Huayong with a meaningful smile, Shen Xihe gracefully bowed and departed unhurriedly with Biyu and Hongyu.

She wore a thin primrose-colored cape, her slender figure gradually disappearing behind the falling plane tree leaves.

Only after she had vanished did Xiao Huayong laugh.

“Your Highness, did the Princess… believe you or not?” Tian Yuan couldn’t read Shen Xihe’s thoughts at all.

“She only had five parts suspicion of me, to begin with,” Xiao Huayong sighed lightly. “I was careless.”

Shen Xihe’s acuity exceeded his expectations. He shouldn’t have let her know it was he who exposed the An Xi matter.

Unexpectedly, Shen Xihe used the timing of his knowledge to calculate the whole situation and suspect that he was the person she was guarding against.

“Only five parts?” Tian Yuan found it unreliable.

Could it be that His Highness was again beautifying his position in the Princess’s heart? To him, it seemed the Princess was quite certain of His Highness’s identity.

“Five parts suspicion, five parts testing,” Xiao Huayong tilted his head back slightly, his eyes, now stripped of pretense, gathering a silvery light. “She suspects I might be him. If I weren’t, after telling me this, how could I tolerate such a person’s existence? Wouldn’t I take action, thus helping her find the person who’s like a thorn in her throat?”

Tian Yuan couldn’t help but purse his lips, quite curious about how His Highness would go about finding himself.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes shifted, glancing sideways at Tian Yuan: “Don’t act rashly.”

“???” Tian Yuan had thought His Highness would create a false trail to confuse the Princess and clear suspicion.

“Her thoughts run deep,” Xiao Huayong turned his gaze back to admire the golden leaves floating down. “Even if I truly weren’t this person, if I were to search, I would have to expose many of my forces, which would perfectly serve her intention to probe my depths.”

She had three purposes in coming: first, to test if he was the person she suspected; second, to let him know of the existence of someone threatening his claim to the throne; and third, to wait for him to take action against this person.

“!!!” Tian Yuan was startled – besides his master, the Princess was the second person whose depths of scheming frightened him.

“Let the suspicion remain suspicion,” A soft leaf fell on his snow-white cape, and Xiao Huayong picked it up, pinching the stem between his fingers and gently twirling it until the leaf spun like a blooming flower. “Better than letting suspicion turn into vigilance.”

He no longer wanted to deceive her. Rather than expending effort to dispel her suspicions, he’d rather contemplate how to transform her current best choice into her permanent best choice.

As long as he remained her only choice, nothing else mattered. When they could spend their days together and their identities changed, even if she truly had a heart of iron and stone, he had plenty of ways to warm and soften her heart!

Thinking thus, Xiao Huayong twirled the plane tree leaf in his hand as he slowly walked to the high platform. His dark eyes, obscure and unfathomable, turned toward the easternmost edge, his voice scattering in the wind: “What is best now shall be best forever.”

Tian Yuan followed this direction and precisely spotted a royal residence.

Knowing that their master was about to nip any possibilities in the bud, Tian Yuan silently recited a prayer for the other princes.

Chapter 93: Such Strong Jealousy
Yellow leaves drifted on still waters as people savored lake crabs by the river.

The last day of the eighth month was the Empress Dowager’s birthday. This year marked her sixtieth birthday, making it particularly festive. Emperor Youning had issued an edict for three full months of preparations from the fifth to the eighth month. To please the Empress Dowager, he had invited a hundred-act performance troupe from among the common people.

From noble princes to common folk, everyone celebrated as if it were a festival. Coinciding with the harvest season, an atmosphere of jubilation enveloped the entire dynasty.

Shen Xihe had a brief morning meal before entering the palace. The birthday banquet would last from noon until dusk at the end of Your hour, held in the Lotus Garden.

She first went with Shen Yun’an to pay respects to the Empress Dowager in the palace. Shen Yun’an then left to pay respects to His Majesty and attend to him. Meanwhile, Shen Xihe remained at Yong’an Palace to accompany the Empress Dowager, traveling with her to the Lotus Garden.

All officials offered congratulations, noble ladies made their bows, and commoners shouted their well-wishes – the grand display showcasing the dynasty’s prosperity.

Silk and bamboo instruments played in harmony; strings and winds accompanied the dance. Bells and drums resounded as wine cups took flight.

Though the palace had hosted many banquets before, this one was especially unique – there was only celebratory music, and everyone wore smiles on their faces.

Shen Xihe enjoyed the singing and dancing while savoring the delicious food, feeling quite content.

“Sister Zhaoning.” Princess Pingling sat next to Shen Xihe and called out to her softly.

The music and dance were so loud that Shen Xihe didn’t hear her, but seeing Princess Pingling’s gesture, she leaned closer with an inquiring look.

“Sister Zhaoning, Fourth Sister asked me to inquire if the Young Master has any marriage arrangements?” Princess Pingling asked in a low voice.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe turned to look at the Fourth Princess behind Princess Pingling. The Fourth Princess wore a peony crown and a lotus-colored long dress embroidered with peonies across the chest, covered by a snow-blue robe with wide trailing sleeves – both elegant and beautiful.

The Fourth Princess held the title Princess Changling. Among Emperor Youning’s surviving princesses, only four remained, each granted titles from the Five Mausoleums. But the Changling title was especially unique – because the princes avoided using the character ‘Hua’ out of respect for the Crown Prince, changing it to ‘Chang’, Changling stood equal with the princes.

This title falling to the Fourth Princess, who lost her mother in childhood, showed how much His Majesty favored her. Her privilege matched her name’s equality with the princes – even the Sixth Princess Pingling, who had two Prince brothers and a Noble Consort mother managing the Six Palaces, had to step back before her.

Meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze, the Fourth Princess lifted her chin slightly and nodded with a smile.

Shen Xihe withdrew her gaze and said to Pingling: “Such matters, the Fourth Princess should ask His Majesty directly.”

Shen Xihe had come to the capital to marry into the royal family – this was the agreement between Shen Yueshan and Emperor Youning, which included the condition of no longer interfering in Shen Yun’an’s marriage matters.

Though this dynasty was quite lenient regarding marriage – widows could marry their husband’s uncles or even father-in-law, commoner children could marry nobles without scandal, siblings could marry into the same family, and sisters and brothers could wed into the same household – these were all common occurrences. As long as blood relations weren’t involved, society was extremely tolerant.

While Shen Xihe marrying into the royal family meant a royal princess could also marry her elder brother, Emperor Youning wouldn’t make that decision unless Shen Yun’an personally requested it.

Who knew if this seemingly unapproachable Princess Changling truly had feelings for her brother, or if someone was pulling strings behind the scenes?

Wasn’t the capital’s prosperity good enough? Why run off to the northwest to face wind and sun?

Pingling made an almost imperceptible shake of her head toward Changling, whose expression changed slightly as she pressed her lips together, lost in thought.

Shen Xihe caught Hongyu’s eye, and Hongyu quietly withdrew. It would be better to give Shen Yun’an an early warning about this matter, lest it end up with him having no choice but to marry the princess.

Shen Xihe, whose spirits had been quite high, found her interest waning after this interruption. Having sat long enough, she silently rose with Biyu and left her seat, heading toward the restrooms.

She wasn’t going to the restroom but rather turned aside halfway to find a quiet spot to hide.

Shen Xihe had just sat down when she heard a familiar voice: “Why are you following me? Could it be you’ve finally discovered this Young Master’s handsome and magnificent bearing, realized that men can also find endless pleasure together, and therefore…”

Bu Shulin’s words were frivolous and ambiguous, heavy with suggestive meaning.

“Were those rumors outside your doing?” Cui Jinbai’s cold voice concealed anger.

“What rumors?” Bu Shulin played dumb. “I haven’t heard any rumors.”

Shen Xihe suppressed a silent laugh. The capital was abuzz with talk of how Young Master Bu and Junior Lord Cui had been caught in a late-night tryst, and in their panic, both fell into the river, becoming entangled like water weeds.

A few days later, Bu Shulin was reported to the Court of Judicial Review for getting into a fight. Unexpectedly, Cui Jinbai took personal revenge under the guise of public duty, punishing Bu Shulin to the fullest extent of the law.

Furious, Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled as she declared: “Fine, this young master admits it. Who told this young master to fall for someone so strictly righteous, harsh on others but lenient with himself? It’s only right that this young master, being his person, should suffer a bit.”

This nearly made Cui Jinbai faint with anger. Afterward, even wilder rumors spread through the capital – that Princess An’ling had personally witnessed them being intimate, that some young noble had seen them embracing.

People suddenly realized why Cui Jinbai, despite his young achievements, remained unmarried in his twenties. So it was because…

Some relatives with troops in Shunan, wanting to curry favor, had even ostentatiously sent Bu Shulin some delicate young men.

Bu Shulin had carelessly tossed them back, declaring: “This Young Master doesn’t fancy men in general, only the Cui family’s Junior Lord.”

The Cui family was furious, and Cui Jinbai’s parents were especially eager to arrange a marriage for him, but Bu Shulin disrupted every attempt.

Though Bu Shulin was improper in private life, she committed no other wrongs, and the Shunan Prince’s mansion was careful in word and deed, leaving the Cui family no way to deal with this troublemaker.

After all this commotion, no good family would marry their daughter to Cui Jinbai – who would want their daughter to marry someone who might prefer men?

“You—” Cui Jinbai’s face turned iron-gray with anger at her pretense. “You followed as soon as Princess Zhaoning left her seat. What are your intentions?”

“Intentions?” Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled. “My, such strong jealousy.”

Cui Jinbai’s expression grew even more difficult: “I just want to know if Princess Zhaoning instructed you to keep slandering me.”

“Oh my, oh my.” Bu Shulin blinked repeatedly. “You’re concerned whether I’m sincere about you, yet you say you don’t care for me, say I’m slandering you. I think you’re more anxious than I am…”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, Cui Jinbai angrily swept his sleeves and turned to leave. In the past, he would have fought with her in his anger, but after several confrontations, he’d realized he was no match for her.

“Oh my, don’t leave, let’s chat more…” Bu Shulin shouted at Cui Jinbai’s retreating. “Others might not have seen me following the Princess, but they saw you following me quite clearly. Junior Lord Cui, let’s chat longer – people will surely let their imaginations run wild. Life is so boring, let’s be kind and give them something interesting to talk about…”

Before Bu Shulin finished speaking, Cui Jinbai had already disappeared with rapid steps.

Chapter 94: Verbena
After Cui Jinbai’s figure disappeared, Bu Shulin revealed a satisfied smile. She hummed a tune and walked with light steps around the artificial mountain until she found Shen Xihe. Last time at the Lotus Garden, they had met in this same spot.

“What are you doing here?” Shen Xihe asked upon seeing her.

Bu Shulin lifted her long robe and sat down casually before Shen Xihe, her eyes curving into a smile. “Of course, I was desperately missing my dear sister.”

“Such glib talk. Shall I wash out your mouth?” Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered toward the small pond in front of them.

Bu Shulin waved her hands repeatedly, putting away her smug demeanor. She sat up straight and even smoothed the hem of her robe. “I have important matters to discuss. Lately, to dispel His Majesty’s notion of having me marry the princess, I’ve been persistently pursuing Cui Jinbai. I didn’t dare seek you out rashly to avoid causing you trouble.”

It would seem strange to be pursuing both Cui Jinbai with rumors of male romance while also seeking out Shen Xihe, so Bu Shulin was cautious.

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept briefly over Bu Shulin. “Speak.”

After glancing around, Bu Shulin leaned in closer, making a gesture of covering her mouth, and spoke in a lowered voice: “Didn’t you ask me to keep an eye on Cui Jinbai? I’ve been hanging around him for some time now. He has no dealings with any of the princes, but he is quite close to the Pei family.”

Back then, Shen Xihe had promised to help resolve the princess marriage issue in exchange for three thousand elite soldiers and having Bu Shulin monitor Cui Jinbai.

How naive she had been then! Only now did she realize – what help with the princess’s marriage? She had delivered herself right into Shen Xihe’s hands as a pawn, and an unsuspicious one at that!

“The Pei family…” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

The Pei family was a military household and the maternal clan of Prince Jing, Emperor Youning’s eighth son Xiao Changyan, who was different from his other brothers.

Four years ago, when three cities were lost in Annan, Prince Jing’s maternal grandfather, General Pei, died in battle. The entire Pei family faced harsh criticism. Xiao Changyan, only fifteen at the time, voluntarily requested to clear the Pei family’s name.

At that time, the court officials tried to stop him, with the entire court opposing. Emperor Youning overruled them all and let him serve as the vanguard, donning armor for battle.

Xiao Changyan not only recaptured the lost cities in Annan but pressed on to the Wendan Kingdom. His military prowess made Emperor Youning proud. He had remained in Annan these four years, investigating the cause of the Pei family’s military defeat while also deterring the Wendan Kingdom.

In recent years, there were rumors that Xiao Changyan refused to return to the capital because he wanted to maintain his grip on military power.

However, the Pei family had earned the deep trust of His Majesty. One of the Left Generals of the Imperial Guard was Xiao Changyan’s maternal uncle, and recently his capable subordinate had been reassigned as Deputy Protector of the Northern Borders.

Calculating this way, it wasn’t just the brothers Xiao Changqing who had gained the most benefits. While those two had openly received obvious advantages, Xiao Changyan had quietly obtained practical benefits.

With Cui Jinbai’s connection to the Pei family, Shen Xihe, who had only been fifty percent suspicious of Xiao Huawen before, now grew more suspicious of Xiao Changyan. However, she wouldn’t jump to conclusions yet – better to wait and see.

“Thank you,” Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a warm smile.

Bu Shulin wore a bitter expression: “So I can only earn a beauty’s smile by being useful.”

Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “Being useful keeps you alive too.”

Bu Shulin: …

Before Bu Shulin could speak again, Shen Xihe said, “You may leave now.”

Bu Shulin: …

“We’ve both been away from our seats too long. It will raise suspicions.”

With a heavy heart, Bu Shulin could only leave with an expressionless face.

Watching Bu Shulin leave with her tense expression, Shen Xihe finally laughed out loud and instructed Biyu: “Tomorrow, send the fragrance I prepared to Master Bu.”

The reason Bu Shulin hadn’t stopped using the Late Jade fragrance even after Shen Xihe’s reminder was that it had been her mother’s favorite. To commemorate her mother, she used it very lightly – only someone with an exceptional smell like Shen Xihe could detect it.

Perhaps the Late Jade fragrance served not only as a remembrance of her late mother but also as a constant reminder of her identity.

Using Late Jade as a base, Shen Xihe created a more masculine fragrance. From now on, Bu Shulin could use it openly.

“Master Bu will probably be too excited to sleep,” Biyu couldn’t help but tease.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly. She stayed to enjoy the breeze a while longer before heading back. To avoid drawing attention, she deliberately took the same route back, which meant passing by the courtyard with the restrooms.

Unexpectedly, she encountered the two sisters from the Marquis of Pingyao’s household – Yu Sangzi and Yu Sangning.

Yu Sangzi pushed Yu Sangning to the ground: “You never have good intentions! Someone gives me a sachet, and you tell me to be wary. The person I should be most wary of is you!”

After saying this, Yu Sangzi stormed off angrily. Yu Sangning slowly got up with her maid’s help.

They happened to see Shen Xihe approaching. After the incident at Prince Ding’s mansion where Shen Xihe had disciplined Liang Danpo, Yu Sangning was still frightened. Upon seeing Shen Xihe this time, she immediately stood aside meekly with lowered eyes.

Shen Xihe had no desire to speak with her, but the path was rather narrow. When Shen Xihe passed by Yu Sangning, they were less than half a step apart. The breeze carried the incense from the restroom and the osmanthus fragrance from Yu Sangning’s body, but within the osmanthus scent was another familiar herbal fragrance.

Shen Xihe didn’t think much of it and returned to her seat just as the noble ladies were beginning their dance performances.

The current dynasty had a strong tradition of dance. Whether officials, nobles, or common people, men and women alike enjoyed dancing. Dance skills were an essential accomplishment for noble ladies.

Bian Xianyi led the court dancers in opening with a drum dance. The drumbeats were deep and resonant, the dance movements both graceful and powerful, captivating the audience completely. Even after it ended, people still yearned for more.

Everyone thought that after Bian Xianyi’s opening, the following performers might be intimidated. Who would have thought that right after Bian Xianyi would be Princess Changling? Princess Changling wore red clothing, and her Hu Xuan dance was swift and agile, full of variations.

Her sleeves turned and flourished, ethereal and spirited; she spun left and right like a whirlwind of snow.

It was truly a feast for the eyes. Next came Princess Pingling’s Hu Teng’er dance, with precise and rhythmic steps, alternating and overlapping.

Like stepping on flowers about to take flight, precious belts jingling; as if drunk and swaying softly, silk and brocade in splendid display.

One performance followed another, dazzling the viewers. Fortunately, this wasn’t a competition requiring rankings of first, second, and third, or else no one could have judged their relative merits.

Just then, there was some commotion not far from Shen Xihe. Everyone was absorbed in the spectacular dances, so only those nearby noticed – it was Yu Sangzi from the Marquis of Pingyao’s household, who had changed into her dance costume and come running.

Shen Xihe saw that her face was covered in red bumps, and she looked very anxious. Her turn to perform must be coming up soon.

This state would be improper before the emperor and would also disturb the celebratory atmosphere of the birthday banquet. She would have to explain the reason, but once she did, everyone would wonder why she suddenly couldn’t perform, and she didn’t want to be the subject of gossip.

At this moment, Yu Sangning came over and whispered something to her, and they both left together.

Shen Xihe smiled: “Verbena – prolonged sun exposure causes rashes.”

Few people knew this; she had learned it during her in-depth study of perfume making.

Chapter 95: A Proper Response to His Majesty
Soon it was Yu Sangzi’s turn to perform. All the musicians were dismissed, which sparked much speculation and discussion among the audience.

Then two graceful beauties appeared on stage together – Yu Sangning holding a Qin zither, and Yu Sangzi in a new light gauzy white dress with a veil covering her face.

Her black hair cascaded like a waterfall, her white dress pure as snow. With half her face veiled, she revealed a luminous, full forehead and eyes like autumn waters. Between her brows was a red plum blossom ornament. Her beauty was refreshingly otherworldly, leaving people in awe.

Yu Sangzi, who had been somewhat nervous before, felt her confidence surge upon sensing countless admiring gazes.

The sisters exchanged glances and nodded. Yu Sangning, who had set up her zither, wore a gentle smile as her delicate fingers plucked the strings. As the clear melody flowed from her fingertips, alternating between passionate and gentle turns, Yu Sangzi danced gracefully.

Compared to the earlier stirring drum dance, the powerful yet graceful Hu Xuan dance, and the ever-changing Hu Teng dance, these sisters’ performance was seamlessly coordinated, perfectly displaying the unique gentleness of feminine beauty.

Like a snowflake drifting on the vast plateau, it was a heart-touching beauty, pure and crystalline – a different kind of perfection.

Setting aside everything else, just considering the dance movements and the music alone, Shen Xihe truly felt it was a feast for both eyes and ears.

Everyone present, men and women alike, watched in enchantment.

When the dance ended, thunderous applause erupted. Even the Empress Dowager praised them several times. Seeing the Empress Dowager’s obvious approval, Emperor Youning summoned the two forward for questions.

“This dance is quite novel. Was it choreographed by you two sisters?” the Emperor asked.

Yu Sangning deliberately stood half a step behind Yu Sangzi, who glanced at her sister and replied: “Your Majesty, this dance came to me by chance, and when my younger sister saw it once, she composed the music for me.”

She didn’t claim all the credit, thoughtfully mentioning Yu Sangning, perfectly displaying both the dignity of a noble lady and the loving care of an elder sister.

Emperor Youning nodded with great satisfaction upon hearing this. “Why do you still wear a veil over your face?”

“Your Majesty, your humble servant developed a rash and dared not show disrespect before you, hence the veil. Please punish me for my impiety,” Yu Sangzi said with a graceful curtsy.

“How is performing while unwell showing disrespect?” Emperor Youning smiled kindly. “I had heard that the legitimate and illegitimate children of the Marquis of Pingyao’s household were not on good terms and that the legitimate mother was unkind. Looking at this now, it seems rumors cannot be fully trusted.”

As he spoke, the Emperor cast a subtle glance at the Censorate. The Censorate had recently impeached the Marquis of Pingyao’s household for lax family management and poor private conduct. “Does this dance have a name?”

“Your Majesty, it does not,” Yu Sangzi replied steadily, containing her excitement.

Emperor Youning looked at the two sisters and pondered for a moment. “How about calling it ‘Double Flowers’?”

“Your humble servants thank Your Majesty for bestowing the name.” Yu Sangzi and Yu Sangning knelt together to express their gratitude.

Shen Xihe watched the two sisters shine before the Emperor while gently rotating her teacup between her fingers. Although it wasn’t Tao Zhuanxian who had impeached the Marquis of Pingyao’s household, the Censorate was under Tao Zhuanxian’s authority, so the Emperor’s warning was clearly directed at him.

Since His Majesty was warning her maternal grandfather, she naturally needed to give a proper response.

Her gaze swept lightly over Yu Sangning, who had been obediently following behind Yu Sangzi.

Sensing something, Yu Sangning turned and caught Shen Xihe’s gaze, immediately lowering her eyes and shrinking back.

“Clever, farsighted, capable of both firmness and flexibility – her future potential is limitless,” Shen Xihe laughed softly.

If she wasn’t mistaken, the verbena on Yu Sangzi must have been Yu Sangning’s doing, but very few people knew that prolonged sun exposure to verbena could cause rashes. Yu Sangning had already found a scapegoat – the person who had given Yu Sangzi the sachet.

She had outwardly shown concern by warning Yu Sangzi while exposing her to verbena. Yu Sangzi, disliking her, had considered her intentions dubious. When the rash appeared, Yu Sangning, instead of taking over the dance performance herself, wholeheartedly helped Yu Sangzi plan, making her performance more spectacular while also ensuring her moment to shine.

Afterward, she showed humility. Through this incident, not only had both sisters gained fame, but Yu Sangzi would likely reconsider her previous harsh treatment of Yu Sangning, and might even protect her in the household in the future.

The sisters’ display of mutual respect and affection before the Emperor had also cleared away the recent criticisms of the Marquis of Pingyao.

First sacrificing herself to save the Marquis’s elderly mother, and now winning over both the Marquis’s eldest legitimate daughter and the Marquis himself – she had firmly secured her position in the household.

Ever since accidentally meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze, even though it had been emotionless, Yu Sangning couldn’t help feeling nervous. She felt that this inscrutable princess had seen through her scheme.

Returning to her seat among the Marquis’s household women, she repeatedly reviewed her plan, convinced it had been flawless with no possibility of being seen through. Yet her heart remained suspended, fearing Shen Xihe might suddenly speak up.

Shen Xihe had no idea how much pressure her single glance had caused the other party. From beginning to end, she had merely been a spectator.

The banquet didn’t disperse until nightfall, but its end didn’t mean the festivities were over. Various entertainments were scattered throughout the gardens, with elite soldiers guarding two paths. People could move freely to watch whatever they wished, creating an atmosphere like exploring a busy market.

“Sister, let’s go that way,” Shen Yunan never called Shen Xihe by her childhood name in public.

“Sister Xihe, come with me, come with me, I want to go this way,” Xue Jinqiao, who had already attached herself to them, tugged at Shen Xihe’s wide sleeve.

Since learning of Xue Jinqiao’s childhood experiences, and given Shen Yunan’s sympathy for her, Shen Xihe has become more tolerant of Xue Jinqiao. In the past, how could she have even touched Shen Xihe’s sleeve?

“I want to go that way!” Shen Yunan glared.

Xue Jinqiao ignored him, fixing her innocent, pitiful eyes only on Shen Xihe. “Sister Xihe, I want to go this way.”

The opposite direction from Shen Yunan.

Shen Xihe looked left and right, then stepped back. “You two go this way first, then that way. I’m tired and not interested in these things. I’ll wait for you here.”

As Shen Yunan was about to refuse, Shen Xihe gave him a look that brooked no rejection, and he wisely kept quiet.

Xue Jinqiao caught Shen Xihe’s glare at Shen Yunan and swallowed her own words of refusal. She snorted lightly at Shen Yunan, then turned away, walking toward the direction she wanted to go.

“No manners,” Shen Yunan rubbed his nose and muttered.

Shen Xihe pretended not to hear, smiling at him.

Thinking of Shen Xihe’s schemes, Shen Yunan’s expression grew serious as he cautioned: “Be careful.”

“Watch the show,” Shen Xihe mouthed silently.

Shen Yunan left, still somewhat worried. Soon their figures were swallowed by the crowd. Withdrawing her gaze, Shen Xihe deliberately found a quiet place to sit. Shortly after, a plain-looking palace maid ran over and curtsied to Shen Xihe: “Princess, the Fourth Princess sent this servant to request your company.”

Finally, it had come!

Chapter 96: Someone Wants to Silence Me
Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward as she lowered her gaze. “Tell the Princess I am weary and don’t wish to move.”

As if anticipating Shen Xihe’s refusal, the palace maid said, “The Princess instructed me to inform you that it concerns the Young Master.”

The Young Master she referred to was naturally Shen Yunan.

“What’s wrong with my brother?” Shen Xihe asked with furrowed brows.

“This servant doesn’t know,” the palace maid lowered her head, appearing fearful.

“Biyu, go find my brother,” Shen Xihe commanded coldly after glancing at the maid.

“Yes,” Biyu immediately bowed and retreated swiftly, disappearing into the moving crowd in an instant.

The palace maid sent by Princess Changling stood with her thumbs clasped before her chest, head lowered properly as she waited.

After about fifteen minutes, Biyu returned, her expression somewhat grave: “Princess, I couldn’t find the Young Master. I asked people along the way, but no one has seen him.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Xihe fixed a heavy stare on the palace maid. At first, the maid maintained her composure, but gradually she began to feel the bitter cold, her feet growing cold.

Only when the maid’s face had turned pale and her back involuntarily hunched did Shen Xihe withdraw her gaze. “Let’s go.”

The Lotus Garden was divided in two by the Qujiang Pool. Today’s birthday banquet was held on the water palace side, with many performances along the shore. The palace maid led them to a waterside pavilion, passing through increasingly sparse crowds until they reached a secluded corner where a small boat was moored.

“Princess, please board the boat. The Princess awaits you at Purple Cloud Tower,” the palace maid stood aside by the river to make way.

Shen Xihe gave an almost inaudible laugh. Biyu boarded first and reached out to help Shen Xihe aboard. The palace maid followed, but when Hongyu tried to board, the small covered boat was clearly overloaded, so the maid said, “Princess, the boat is too small to take more passengers.”

“You deliberately prepared this small boat, didn’t you?” Biyu frowned in displeasure.

“This servant doesn’t know,” the maid responded, head bowed.

“Hongyu, you stay here,” Shen Xihe commanded.

The Qujiang Pool was brilliantly lit, with many boats coming and going. Even Emperor Youning was accompanying the Empress Dowager on the water. Shen Xihe didn’t believe they would dare act on the water, and if they did, they would only be disgracing themselves.

Therefore, throughout the boat ride, Shen Xihe sat composed and unperturbed. The small boat skirted the unpopulated edges to reach the opposite shore, where a wooden platform backed onto a densely wooded grove. Apart from lanterns hung at distant intervals in the treetops, swaying in the wind, almost nothing else was visible.

Shen Xihe and Biyu followed the palace maid ashore as the boatman rowed away. Before they even entered the grove, Shen Xihe detected a faint scent of datura flowers. What appeared to be a cold mist in the night contained strands of aromatic smoke.

The datura scent wasn’t particularly strong and was mixed with several hallucinogenic fragrances. With incense burning throughout the garden, unusual fragrances were hard to detect. Shen Xihe coughed lightly into her handkerchief.

“Princess, the night wind is strong, mind you don’t catch a cold,” Biyu stepped forward to block the palace maid’s view while fastening Shen Xihe’s cloak, secretly passing her two tiny cotton plugs. Under the cover of her handkerchief, Shen Xihe inserted them into her nostrils. The rice-grain-sized cotton plugs had been long soaked in mind-clearing aromatic medicine.

After finishing, Biyu stepped aside and followed the palace maid forward. Walking behind Shen Xihe, Biyu also inserted nose plugs when the other couldn’t see.

After just twenty or thirty steps to the end, the palace maid’s legs suddenly went weak and she collapsed.

Shen Xihe promptly fell directly onto the palace maid, while Biyu seemed slightly better off, crying out in alarm and moving to support Shen Xihe, but as soon as she crouched down, her vision also went black and she passed out.

Moments after the three collapsed, a man in night-traveling clothes rushed out, fixed his gaze on Shen Xihe, and drew a gleaming blade. The cold steel flashed sharp in the night as it plunged straight toward Shen Xihe.

The instant the blade tip fell vertically, Biyu’s eyes suddenly flew open. She drew the flexible sword at her waist to block the deadly blade, while her long leg swept at the assassin’s lower body. The black-clothed man immediately leaped to dodge, but at that moment an arrow flew from the distance, piercing his shoulder.

The blade fell from the assassin’s hand and he was instantly subdued by Biyu. Before they could question him, he bit down on a poison capsule and took his own life.

Biyu helped Shen Xihe up and restrained the unconscious palace maid. Soon someone came running carrying a dead body, threw it down, bowed to Shen Xihe, and silently left carrying the poisoned assassin’s body.

Shen Xihe smiled as she looked at the delivered corpse, then raised her eyes toward the distant tower whose brilliant lights brightened even the night sky.

As the banquet was drawing to a close, Emperor Youning accompanied the Empress Dowager on a boat tour and returned to the water palace. The assembled nobles, officials, and ladies were all waiting for the Emperor to dismiss them and allow everyone to return home when a piercing voice rang out from beyond the doors: “Your Majesty—”

Everyone, their faces still showing traces of pleasure, turned to look as Shen Xihe, her hair disheveled and clothes bloodstained, was supported in by her two maids, her face deathly pale.

Emperor Youning’s expression darkened as he strode forward. “Summon the physician!”

Since court physicians from the Imperial Medical Office were present at the banquet, they reached Shen Xihe almost simultaneously with the Emperor.

“Your Majesty…” Shen Xihe’s voice was weak. “Someone tried… to silence me…”

The main hall was now completely silent; even Shen Xihe’s faintest words were heard by all.

“Let the physician examine you first. I will certainly see justice done!” Emperor Youning was extremely angry that someone would cause trouble at the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration.

“Your Majesty, it was… it was Prince Kang…” Shen Xihe seemed to use her last breath to speak before collapsing into Biyu’s arms.

The entire assembly erupted in shock, everyone staring at Prince Kang. Those near him involuntarily stepped away.

Prince Kang’s face showed both shock and fury as he rushed forward and knelt before Emperor Youning. “Your Majesty, please investigate clearly. I did not plot to harm the Princess!”

Emperor Youning coldly glanced at Prince Kang and ordered the physician: “Treat the Princess first!”

Shen Xihe was carried to a side hall by palace maids. After checking her pulse, the physician found that she had fainted from extreme shock. Given Shen Xihe’s weak constitution, the situation was extremely dangerous. He reported this grave assessment to Emperor Youning.

The Emperor commanded the physician to spare no effort in treating Shen Xihe, then turned to question her two maids. At this moment, Shen Yunan and Xue Jinqiao also hurried back, both looking somewhat disheveled. Shen Yunan rushed to Shen Xihe’s side, his face ashen.

“Your Majesty, Princess Changling sent a palace maid to summon our Princess…” Biyu related the entire sequence of events. “Fortunately, this servant has trained in martial arts since childhood and protected the Princess. The assassin was killed by this servant and refused to say anything before dying, but the Princess was inexplicably terrified the whole way back, mumbling that Prince Kang wanted to harm her.”

After hearing this, Prince Kang felt slightly relieved. “Your Majesty, the Princess must harbor some misunderstanding toward me, leading her to mistakenly believe I was behind this.”

Unexpectedly, Shen Yunan gave a cold laugh. “Your Majesty, I know why Prince Kang wanted to secretly harm my sister.”

“Speak!” Emperor Youning commanded.

“A few days ago, my sister went to the southern mountains and accidentally discovered someone secretly manufacturing weapons, and saw Prince Kang enter the mountain!”

This statement shocked everyone present.

Chapter 97: A Forceful Thrust
“Crown Prince of the Northwest, you’re spewing vicious lies!” Kong Wang’s face reddened as he shouted.

Shen Yun’an didn’t spare him a glance, remaining bowed before Emperor Youning: “This matter is of grave importance. I feared my sister might have been mistaken, so I dared not report to Your Majesty immediately. Instead, I sent people to secretly monitor. Someone just sought me out holding the token of my scout who was investigating the southern mountains, which is why I left with him. The Xue family’s lady was worried about me and secretly followed. If not for her rescue, I would likely have met a dire fate.”

At this point, Shen Yun’an’s eyes reddened at the corners as he glared at Kong Wang with hatred: “I never imagined Kong Wang would kill multiple birds with one arrow, using someone to impersonate the Fourth Princess’s palace maid to lure my sister, nearly causing her to fall victim to a murderous plot!”

“Your Majesty, this is false, absolutely false!” Kong Wang ignored Shen Yun’an, frantically pleading his innocence. “My loyalty to you is as clear as the sun and moon! The Northwest Crown Prince and the Princess are slandering me with baseless accusations. I beg Your Majesty to grant me justice!”

Since the matter involved private weapon forging—a capital offense—none of the court officials present, whether friend or foe to Kong Wang, dared speak up easily.

However, some knew Kong Wang well and were skilled in scheming, such as Wang Zheng, the Vice Director of the Chancellery: “Your Majesty, private weapon forging is an act of treason. You are in your prime years. You have implemented benevolent policies, and the realm has long been at peace. Moreover, the Crown Prince is still here, and all princes are accomplished in both civil and military matters. How could Prince Kong harbor treasonous thoughts?”

“Lord Wang’s words are rather biased,” Xue Heng, the Director of the Department of State Affairs, stepped forward. “Whether Prince Kong harbors treasonous thoughts or whether the Northwest Crown Prince is making false accusations should be determined by Your Majesty’s wise judgment. As your subjects and close ministers, we serve as your ears, eyes, and arms. In such major matters, we must not make arbitrary judgments based on personal opinions that might cloud Your Majesty’s wisdom.”

Since Xue Jinqiao was involved, the Xue family couldn’t remain uninvolved. While Xue Heng didn’t take sides, he wouldn’t stand by and watch Wang Zheng shield Kong Wang.

“Your Majesty, since the Northwest Crown Prince dares make such claims, I deeply believe it’s not without foundation—there must be evidence,” Tao Zhuanxian also stepped forward to support his grandson, especially since Shen Xihe was now unconscious. His gaze could have turned into daggers, piercing several bloody holes in Kong Wang!

He wished this wretch would bleed out and die a slow, torturous death!

Emperor Youning’s expression was unreadable: “Buwei, do you have evidence?”

“In response to Your Majesty, I do!” Shen Yun’an clasped his hands. “The men who ambushed me have already been captured.”

“Where are they? Bring them forward,” Emperor Youning ordered.

Soon, two corpses were carried in and placed in the main hall.

“They’re all dead?” Emperor Youning’s authority was intimidating even without anger.

“Your Majesty, these men had poison pouches in their mouths and took their own lives upon capture,” Shen Yun’an explained calmly. “However, my scouts in the southern mountains had already informed me that the private guards protecting the weapon forge all have a bow and crossbow insignia on their arms.”

After speaking, Shen Yun’an tore the sleeves of the two men, revealing the insignias on their arms.

Seeing these insignias, Kong Wang’s lips trembled, and his feet turned cold as he finally realized—he was finished!

The men sent to harm Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an were indeed his, stemming from events two days ago when he visited the secret forge and noticed someone following him. After much effort, he discovered it was Shen Yun’an’s people.

He had considered confessing to the Emperor, but after calming down, he chose to deal with Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an first.

He had relied on their weak position in the capital and used men who supposedly couldn’t be traced back to him. Even if unsuccessful, they wouldn’t leave evidence. He couldn’t possibly have deployed the guards from the forge—those were the Emperor’s men!

Yet the guards there did have these exact insignias on their arms, identical in position and size!

These weren’t his men!

“Your Majesty, I know the location of the private forge. If Your Majesty sends people to search, the truth will be revealed!” Shen Yun’an said solemnly.

Hearing this, Kong Wang, who had been like an ant on a hot pan, calmed down. The Emperor would protect him—he was working for His Majesty!

“Your Majesty, I am loyal and won’t accept the Northwest Crown Prince’s slander. Please investigate clearly!” Kong Wang spoke forcefully.

This left the observing ministers’ gazes shifting between the two, unable to immediately judge truth from falsehood.

Emperor Youning’s eyes flashed with severity, inwardly furious at Kong Wang’s incompetence, yet forced to cover for him. He didn’t want to waste years of careful planning, and the weapon forging involved too much.

One source was an iron mine—he had concealed a reported mine. If the private forging was discovered and large quantities of weapons were seized, they would investigate the source: Where did the iron come from?

It would be like pulling up a radish and bringing up the soil with it. One misstep and the confidants he had cultivated in secret would suffer massive losses!

“Buwei, tell the Imperial Censors the location. I’ll send them personally!” Emperor Youning instructed.

“Your Majesty, the mountain paths are treacherous and winding. It would be more appropriate for me to guide the Censors,” Shen Yun’an requested.

Emperor Youning’s expression remained unchanged, his voice calm: “Zhaoning has been frightened, and she has no close relatives in the capital. It would be more appropriate for you to stay.”

This was a reminder that his precious sister was in the palace.

Most civil and military officials didn’t suspect Emperor Youning, assuming he didn’t want to expose the Imperial Censors’ identities and thus wouldn’t let Shen Yun’an accompany them.

Wang Zheng added: “Your Majesty speaks wisely. While the dispute between the Crown Prince and Kong Wang remains unresolved, neither should be involved to avoid accusations of framing.”

The Director of the Department of State Affairs Xue Heng and the Director of the Chancellery Cui Zheng, who hadn’t noticed anything amiss before, both raised their eyebrows.

Wang Zheng was a sycophant, excellent at pleasing the Emperor and never acting without profit. His behavior now…

After brief contemplation, both men’s eyes flickered, but they remained silent.

As these two stayed quiet, others following Wang Zheng’s lead spoke up. Before Tao Zhuanxian could speak, Shen Yun’an preempted: “Your Majesty is wise. I shall stay to care for my sister.”

So Emperor Youning had Shen Yun’an sketch a simple route map and sent the Imperial Censors rushing out of the palace on horseback.

These men weren’t going to gather evidence but to silence witnesses and destroy evidence.

Kong Wang’s lips curled in a sneer as he shot Shen Yun’an a mocking look.

When the Imperial Censors returned empty-handed, he could counter-accuse the Shen siblings of slandering royal kin and court officials!

Shen Yun’an completely ignored him, instead keeping vigil by Shen Xihe’s bedside, his eyes full of anxiety as he watched her deathly pale sleeping face.

Shen Xihe had said this was all fake, but her complexion was terrifyingly pale. Moreover, while they had no one in the Imperial Medical Office, none of the imperial physicians could tell that Shen Xihe was pretending. He truly worried whether she had been frightened or if something had gone wrong with their plan…

Just as Shen Yun’an was lost in worried thoughts, while the officials’ wives were being sent away and the officials were waiting with Emperor Youning for results, someone from the Capital Prefecture outside the palace came to report: “Your Majesty, a great fire has broken out in the southern part of the South City. As residents gathered to extinguish it, they discovered people privately forging weapons…”

Shen Xihe, lying in the inner chamber, slowly curved her lips into a smile.

Chapter 98: The Princess’s Ingenious Scheme
Want to silence witnesses? Want to outmaneuver them? They’d have to see if Shen Xihe would allow it!

The guards in the southern mountains were all highly skilled fighters. Shen Xihe had Mo Yuan carefully monitor them for a long time before figuring out their shift patterns. They had intercepted two guards right after their rotation yesterday – these were the men whose bodies were brought to the great hall.

To avoid leaving traces, the men had been killed recently.

Since these two hadn’t yet switched shifts, no one knew they were missing.

With such guards present, a direct assault was impossible. They had also guessed that when this matter reached Emperor Youning, he would certainly protect Kong Wang and absolve him of guilt, leaving them vulnerable to counteraccusation.

Seeing his sister’s fleeting smile, Shen Yun’an finally relaxed, not just about Shen Xihe’s condition, but also knowing their entire plan was foolproof.

He recalled what Shen Xihe had told him days ago: “Brother, why would alarming Kong Wang necessarily provoke his murderous intent? He might inform the Emperor, given his favor with His Majesty!”

“No, he will take the risk,” Shen Xihe had stated confidently. “There are four reasons. First: telling the Emperor would mean admitting his own failure. The Emperor wouldn’t trust him again, but worried about how much he knows, might have him suddenly die.

Second: If it were someone long-established in the capital who discovered this, he might act cautiously. But it’s you and me who found out. He can see our limited influence in the capital. Killing us would be simple – we wouldn’t tell others, and we couldn’t possibly disturb the weapon forge.

Third: Even if everything is exposed, it’s just the worst outcome – the Emperor learning of his incompetence. Since it involves His Majesty’s interests and has broad implications, the Emperor would clean up after him despite his anger. Even if the Emperor grows to despise him, he won’t let him die unnaturally.”

Otherwise, it would be a tacit admission that something was amiss with Kong Wang’s weapon forging.

“Fourth: If he temporarily overcomes this hurdle and preserves his life, the Emperor still needs trusted confidants for various shadowy tasks. Though his ability is lacking, his loyalty is absolute. After the Emperor’s fury subsides, he’ll have a chance to atone through merit.”

Although Shen Yun’an already considered his sister the most intelligent person in the world, at that moment he was deeply shocked by her wisdom.

For an instant, he had the strange, absurd thought that this wasn’t his sister.

Then he mentally slapped himself – how could he doubt his blood sister whom he had protected since childhood?

How heartbroken would she be if she knew?

In the Northwest, she simply hadn’t had the opportunity to show her abilities and hadn’t wanted to worry him and their father, content to be a carefree young lady.

“Since you know the Emperor will protect him no matter what, even if we plan everything perfectly, how can we break through His Majesty’s defense?” Shen Yun’an felt they couldn’t overcome such powerful opposition.

The only person in the world who could turn black into white was the one sitting on the dragon throne, revered by all!

No wonder so many people pursued that position relentlessly, willing to wade through blood and bones.

At that time, Shen Xihe was again gently stroking Short-Life, her cat, from head to tail, slowly and tenderly.

Whenever she stroked Short-Life’s fur like this, the cat would kneel on all fours submissively, making pleasing sounds.

“Some things aren’t solely up to the Emperor’s whims,” Shen Xihe smiled. “If he wants to send people to silence witnesses, I’ll make sure his people have no choice but to be impartial!”

After sending away Yu Xiaodie, she had arranged for several people to join nearby village households, building goodwill and relationships with them.

As for the mysterious fire, it was simply a matter of finding another mountain range and launching a fireball with a catapult. A catapult-launched fireball would create quite a disturbance, and in the deep forest during late autumn with leaves everywhere, fires spread easily.

Though the settlements were far apart, with Shen Xihe’s people explaining the benefits and taking the lead, the villagers who had received their kindness would surely follow.

“I’ll time it perfectly, sending the signal for action after His Majesty’s people leave the city gates.”

It was perfectly timed with the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration when His Majesty had ordered nationwide festivities. Among all the fireworks, one or two more wouldn’t raise suspicion.

“If nothing goes wrong, the Imperial Censors will arrive just as the hundreds of commoners meet the mountain guards. I’d like to see if they dare massacre residents from over ten surrounding villages?”

Shen Xihe had calculated everything precisely, though she dared not bet on Emperor Youning’s benevolence, nor did she want so many commoners to die because of her.

She made one final preparation: among those mobilizing villagers to fight the fire, several village heads would jointly report to the authorities. The Capital Guard patrolling the city, the Capital Prefecture managing the metropolitan area, even the commanders guarding the city gates…

All would be notified. These forces would arrive at the scene moments before or after the Imperial Censors. Even if the Censors were heartless and disregarded civilian lives, could the Capital Guard, Prefecture officers, and gate guards all participate in the silencing?

Of course not!

Since they couldn’t silence witnesses, they could only complete their mission to search the mountain and arrest people.

How could these forge guards, no matter how strong, overpower the Imperial Censors?

“Let His Majesty taste the pain of his people killing each other, so he understands the grievance and hatred of those who die when he turns his blade on his loyal ministers.”

With Shen Xihe’s words still echoing in his ears, Shen Yun’an was in complete awe of his sister’s brilliance.

The outer hall was silent, everyone could see Emperor Youning’s dark expression.

Except for Wang Zheng who sat with closed eyes, and the thoughtful Xue Heng and Cui Zheng, most people assumed Emperor Youning was suppressing his anger at being deceived by Kong Wang, and they barely dared breathe.

This didn’t stop their minds from working – as Wang Zheng had said, unless Kong Wang had been kicked in the head by a donkey, how could he possibly commit such treasonous acts?

They didn’t suspect Emperor Youning, but instead wondered which prince Kong Wang was aligned with, who he was working for!

The tense atmosphere continued until the Imperial Censors had the corpse of the forge’s head guard delivered to the hall by palace servants, his sleeve torn to reveal an insignia matching those of the assassins who had targeted Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an.

Emperor Youning could no longer contain himself. He kicked the trembling Kong Wang to the ground: “Imprison Kong Wang! Have the Imperial Censors search his residence before determining his punishment!”

With that, Emperor Youning stormed off.

The ministers quietly dispersed, and Shen Yun’an carried the unconscious Shen Xihe to a carriage and left Furong Garden.

“Brother, make sure to arrange people at the Court of the Imperial Clan to see who visits Kong Wang!” Shen Xihe opened her eyes, their depths clear yet unfathomable. “Let me see whether our suspect is His Highness the Crown Prince or His Highness Prince Jing.”

Emperor Youning wasn’t certain what evidence Kong Wang might have kept, so he wouldn’t kill him yet.

She believed that person would try to pry open Kong Wang’s mouth and obtain something damaging to His Majesty!

This was the final layer of her scheme’s purpose.

Chapter 99: This is What Heart-Fluttering Feels Like~
“Youyou, are you alright?” Shen Yun’an was more concerned about Shen Xihe’s condition, her still pale, bloodless face causing him extreme worry.

“Brother, I’m fine,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were soft. “The Imperial Medical Office was deceived because I was prepared. Tomorrow I’ll introduce you to someone.”

Even now, Shen Xihe hadn’t let Shen Yun’an meet Xie Yunhuai. She had taken her medicine while Shen Yun’an was out, unwilling to let him see her unbearable pain and deathly pallor after taking the bone-dissolving pill, knowing it would distress him.

Yesterday, while Shen Yun’an was arranging to hide people in Furong Garden, Shen Xihe had taken her medicine and asked Xie Yunhuai for a drug that could temporarily disturb her pulse. Though it had some impact on her body, it wasn’t serious. Xie Yunhuai, worried about her weakness, had insisted on examining her again tomorrow.

“Is it Doctor Qi?” Shen Yun’an guessed.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe nodded gently.

Shen Yun’an gazed at Shen Xihe with a deep look, causing her confusion: “Brother, why are you looking at me like that?”

“Doctor Qi is accomplished at such a young age, and quite handsome…”

“Brother.”

Before Shen Yun’an could finish, Shen Xihe knew what he was thinking. Close relatives tend to be particularly sensitive about marriageable kin – whenever a talented and attractive person of the opposite sex appears, they tend to overthink.

“Doctor Qi and I are purely platonic friends. Men and women can interact like gentlemen.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze was clear. Shen Yun’an felt both relieved and anxious – relieved that his sister hadn’t been deceived by any young man’s sweet words, but anxious that she seemed so detached from matters of the heart.

He had investigated Doctor Qi thoroughly, as he did with anyone his sister frequently encountered. It was a habit developed since childhood – his sister was too delicate and attractive to risk letting ill-intentioned people near her.

The Lingrong incident had made him even more cautious. He had thoroughly investigated Doctor Qi’s background, character, appearance, talents, and learning.

His sister had been in the capital for quite some time. Though the imperial princes were all exceptional, Doctor Qi was also outstanding among men, and she was at the age of first love, yet not a single person had moved her heart even slightly.

“Brother, the Court of the Imperial Clan!” Seeing Shen Yun’an’s expression, Shen Xihe knew what he was pondering and had to urge him on.

Sighing lightly, Shen Yun’an said: “I’ll watch personally, ensuring no one can come and go without a trace.”

This earned him a pleased smile from Shen Xihe.

Her smile under the night pearl hanging in the carriage was like jade emanating light, diffusing spots of radiance, making Shen Yun’an’s eyes blur momentarily as he involuntarily showed an indulgent smile.

Since his sister was so happy, he naturally wanted to handle things well to make her even happier.

After escorting Shen Xihe back to the Princess’s mansion and watching the carriage enter, Shen Yun’an turned away, his tall figure disappearing into the night.

Though Shen Xihe’s health was improving, she wasn’t yet as robust as ordinary people. Today had exhausted her, and upon returning home, she couldn’t wait for Shen Yun’an’s news. After bathing, she fell into deep sleep.

Among all the nobles and officials in the capital, she was probably the only one who could sleep that night.

The civil and military officials were all pondering this matter. Those friendly with Kong Wang were busy recalling if they had left any weakness in his hands, or if they had unknowingly become involved in his private weapon forging during their interactions.

Those who were at odds with Kong Wang, or whose political enemies were close to him, were eagerly fanning the flames, adding to his troubles.

The study rooms of various princes’ residences were brightly lit as they wondered who Kong Wang was working for, contemplated the vacancy he would leave, and considered how they could manipulate this situation for their benefit…

In the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong sat behind his desk in the warm chamber of the main hall, reading today’s letters.

The lamplight flickered, casting warm, gentle light like mist.

A soft smile appeared on his jade-like face, his silver eyes rippling with increasing waves of appreciation and delight.

“I knew she was clever, but I still underestimated her,” his voice was warm and gentle in the quiet night, mixed with endless admiration.

Everyone knew the Crown Prince’s health was poor. At the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration, he had only stayed briefly to show his respect, then returned to the Eastern Palace at the repeated urging of the Empress Dowager and Emperor. He had thought today’s celebration would be uneventful, never expecting such a shocking conclusion.

“What a pity. Had I known, I should have found an excuse to return and witness this spectacle personally,” Xiao Huayong sighed regretfully. The Emperor’s expression must have been quite something to see.

Tianyuan stood like a wooden post behind Xiao Huayong, waiting for him to finish his musings.

Xiao Huayong raised his finger, the black chess piece at his fingertip appearing even more lustrous in the lamplight, his expression growing gentler: “The lady truly cannot be underestimated.”

Xiao Huayong had long known about His Majesty’s private weapon forging and secret army building, which had drained the treasury. Fortunately, recent years have seen good weather. Otherwise, the Minister of Revenue would have taken the blame for His Majesty. He had been investigating but found no leads.

He never imagined His Majesty would entrust the weapons to a fool like Kong Wang.

Even more surprisingly, this fool had let a concubine like Yu Xiaodie discover and investigate it.

Most astonishing was how Shen Xihe, after learning of it, had acted so naturally, carefully laying out her plan step by step, using the situation to her advantage and exposing everything effortlessly!

She hadn’t lost a single soldier, hadn’t exposed any of her power, and even His Majesty wouldn’t think she had done it deliberately.

“Tianyuan, wouldn’t you say the Princess’s strategic mind is unmatched?” Xiao Huayong’s light pink lips curved upward, his eyes bright and gentle.

“For Your Highness to regard her so highly, the Princess must surely surpass all other ladies,” Tianyuan hurried to praise.

However, he also felt that if Princess Zhaoning had been born male, she would surely be His Highness’s strongest rival. But at this moment, he truly dared not praise her any less!

“Regard her so highly…” Even though Tianyuan’s praise was sincere, it still didn’t satisfy Xiao Huayong. After softly repeating these words, he placed his hand over his heart.

Just now, after reading the detailed process of Shen Xihe’s entire plan, he had felt something different here – just one or two slight beats, but enough to make him understand that Shen Xihe had stirred his heart.

There it was again! His magnificent and imposing Highness was showing that entranced expression again, this time more dazed than ever before, as if drifting in a sea of wine, completely intoxicated!

Tianyuan made a bitter face: “Your Highness, timing is crucial.”

The Kong Wang incident was like thunder from a clear sky, stunning everyone senseless and catching His Majesty off guard.

If they didn’t seize this opportunity to act, when would they?

Yet his usually wise and decisive Highness seemed to have forgotten everything, his mind and eyes full of admiration for the Princess’s wisdom!

Chapter 100: Everyone Has Hidden Depths
His eyes shifted slightly, his peripheral vision wandering, as Xiao Huayong spoke carelessly: “What’s the rush? Why do you think His Majesty didn’t immediately execute me, his elder uncle?”

“Your Highness Prince Kang has served His Majesty for twenty years. You must have evidence of many matters you’ve handled for His Majesty,” Tianyuan replied softly.

“That’s just one reason.” Xiao Huayong raised his gaze, his eyes falling on the Pingzhong bonsai placed by the window. “The second reason is far more crucial. The crime of privately manufacturing weapons has been proven against Prince Kang, but what was his purpose? I know it was by His Majesty’s command, but others don’t know this and wouldn’t dare to make such speculation.

His Majesty needs to completely resolve this matter, to stop the ministers from pondering and investigating further, so he must provide an explanation.”

Three leaves had fallen on the flower table holding the bonsai. He stood up and walked over, picking up one leaf, his fingertips gently rubbing it: “Everyone wants to know who Prince Kang was working for. This is the perfect opportunity for people to show their hands. Little do they know His Majesty is merely using Prince Kang as bait. The more eagerly someone jumps now, the harder they’ll fall. His Majesty just needs a mastermind to end this matter.”

Tianyuan’s heart tightened, not having realized His Majesty had such deep intentions. He respectfully lowered his head in silence.

Xiao Huayong dropped the leaf: “This plant’s leaves are withering.”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong left the warm chamber. Outside were several Pingzhong bonsai. He carefully examined the condition of each tree’s branches – some had root burn, some were drought-stricken, some had rotting roots…

After making detailed records, he selected three that were growing exceptionally well and instructed Tianyuan: “Have the staff below record the fertilization and watering schedule for these three. After I leave the capital, inform Youyou about how to water them.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Tianyuan responded solemnly.

Having served the Crown Prince since childhood, he had never seen His Highness show such attentiveness to anyone. Currently, no one else cultivated Pingzhong bonsai. His Highness personally handled everything from selecting the flower pots, taking meticulous care to nurture them, and figuring out all the requirements for light, wind, fertilizer, and water bit by bit to keep the Pingzhong bonsai alive.

He was worried that if the Princess received them but couldn’t maintain them properly, they would wither and die, spoiling her mood. This realization shook Tianyuan to his core – so this was how thoroughly and meticulously the Crown Prince could care for someone when he wanted to.

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected the Youning Emperor to be so shameless as to set up his sons, waiting for one of them to take the fall so this matter could be completely resolved. Thus, she single-mindedly waited for ambitious people to rush forward, ready to completely tear off their disguises.

Xiao Huayong saw through the Youning Emperor’s calculations and therefore held back, waiting for a better opportunity. Yet he hadn’t anticipated that this matter would develop beyond his expectations.

“Fifth Brother, who was Prince Kang plotting for?” Xiao Changying came to Prince Xin’s mansion to discuss the day’s events.

“We shouldn’t get involved in this matter.” Xiao Changqing wore plain white clothes, having just finished reciting sutras, holding prayer beads in his hand.

“I…” Xiao Changying started to speak but held back.

Xiao Changqing glanced at him, his gaze gentle: “Now that Prince Kang has been convicted, it can’t be connected to the Northwestern Prince’s mansion. Princess Zhaoning and the Northwestern Prince’s heir are victims; there won’t be any more complications.”

“Fifth Brother, do you know who…” Xiao Changying had a vague guess.

Xiao Changqing lowered his eyes for a moment before looking at him: “If I tell you it was His Majesty, would you believe it?”

“How could it be!” Xiao Changying jumped up in shock, “How could it be His Majesty? Why would His Majesty need to privately manufacture weapons!”

The entire empire belonged to His Majesty – if he wanted to manufacture weapons, he could simply issue an imperial edict and do it openly!

“Pulling out the firewood from under the cauldron.” Xiao Changqing said softly, “Our dynasty gained the empire through military might. His Majesty became Emperor only with military support when his position was weak. His Majesty deeply understands the importance of military power. Now the empire’s military power is divided three ways: one part is in the Northwestern Prince’s hands; the second is held by various frontier commanders led by the Prince of Southern Shu; the third is in His Majesty’s hands in the capital region.

But this military power in the capital is divided among several families with military achievements, and each family has adult princes behind them. As the princes grow older, those originally loyal to His Majesty inevitably start making long-term calculations…”

His Majesty urgently needed an elite force loyal only to him, with no connections to any prince.

If this could be kept hidden until the force was fully established, that would be the time to move against the Northwest.

“At that point, they could be used for both offense and defense.” Xiao Changqing smiled faintly, “If victorious, they would become His Majesty’s sharp blade – who in court wouldn’t fear His Majesty’s might? If defeated, it wouldn’t matter – no one would know where these people came from, and His Majesty could simply praise the Northwestern Prince for suppressing bandits.”

Xiao Changying couldn’t help taking a step back, staring in shock at his elder brother standing against the light.

As a prince with a favored mother and wise elder brother, he knew their royal family was full of intrigue and deception. He never naively believed it was a worry-free, happy family, but he had genuine reverence and filial devotion for His Majesty. Yet today his brother had gradually revealed their imperial father’s true face.

“Little brother, you need to grow up.” Xiao Changqing sighed softly, “Whoever makes a move now will become His Majesty’s scapegoat.”

Xiao Changying stared at his brother’s cold and lonely figure, his tall slender shadow rippling on the water’s surface, watching his slightly swaying, indistinct form in a daze.

The Youning Emperor waited for a long time in Mingzheng Hall. His confidant reported that only the Second Prince, Prince Zhao, had visited Prince Kang at the Court of the Imperial Clan, and he had done so openly.

Since Prince Zhao had been fostered at Prince Kang’s mansion for a period in his childhood, visiting to bid farewell was understandable.

“Only Prince Zhao went to the Court of the Imperial Clan?” The Youning Emperor’s face darkened.

“Yes.” The subordinate prostrated himself.

The Youning Emperor swept the items off his imperial desk with his sleeve: “I truly underestimated them!”

There could only be two reasons for this situation: either his sons were all pure and harmless, without any ulterior motives, and truly brotherly.

Or they were all extremely calculating, not daring to stick their heads out, and possibly even knew that Prince Kang was working for him, their imperial father, and was therefore pretending ignorance while knowing the truth!

Just thinking it was the latter made the Youning Emperor furious.

“If no one else comes tonight, then…” The Youning Emperor hadn’t finished speaking when he waved his hand, “Never mind, you may withdraw.”

The person kneeling on the ground breathed a sigh of relief. He knew His Majesty’s unfinished words meant arranging evidence of Prince Kang’s mansion conspiring with Prince Zhao.

Since no other princes had made a move, they could only frame Prince Zhao, the only one who had visited Prince Kang. Moreover, his visit at this time might not have been purely out of childhood sentiment.

When Shen Xihe woke up, she had expected stormy developments but instead found everything peaceful and calm.

“The Imperial Censorate guards are watching the Court of the Imperial Clan. Apart from Prince Zhao’s visit, no one else has entered,” Shen Yunan, who had kept watch all night, showed some fatigue.

“I underestimated their shrewdness.” Shen Xihe had never thought the princes were foolish, but hadn’t expected them all to be so cautious, “Of course, they all have gradually grown their power bases and have strategists behind them…”

“Should we keep watching?” Shen Yunan asked.

“Yes, they might not go now, but they’ll go back!” Shen Xihe said with certainty, then showed concern for her brother, “Brother, just have someone else keep watch. It doesn’t matter if we catch them or not – if we miss this chance, I have many other methods.”

She had plenty of time to deal with him, and it would be boring if he was exposed too easily. Now her fighting spirit had been aroused.

Chapter 101: The Princess’s Deadly Charm
Feeling his sister’s concern, Shen Yunan’s heart warmed, and he readily agreed: “Alright, I’ll have someone keep watch.”

“Brother, go rest quickly,” Shen Xihe urged.

“Weren’t you going to introduce someone to me?” Shen Yunan asked.

“Just go rest, Brother. I’ll have someone wait for when you wake up,” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “When you wake up, I’ll make you sugar crisp biscuits.”

“Really?” Shen Yunan’s eyes brightened.

Shen Xihe laughed: “Really. But if you don’t rest properly and I still see bloodshot in your eyes, I’ll give the biscuits to someone else.”

Though Shen Yunan was tall and strong, only Shen Xihe knew of his sweet tooth.

The sugar crisp biscuits Shen Xihe made had a crispy exterior with a layer of sugar inside, sprinkled with sesame seeds on top – sweet but not cloying. Shen Yunan could eat more than ten of them.

Whether it was due to his partiality toward his sister or not, he found something lacking in sugar crisp biscuits made by anyone else.

“I’m going right now!” Afraid the biscuits would be given away, Shen Yunan disappeared in a flash.

Seeing her brother, who always became childlike in front of her, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile helplessly as she instructed Hongyu to start preparations.

Just as Shen Xihe finished dressing and was about to have her meal, Moyu came to report: “Princess, Miss Xue Seven is climbing over the wall again…”

This wasn’t the first time Xue Jinqiao had climbed the wall of the Princess’s mansion. Ever since learning that knocking on the door would be refused, she had taken to climbing the wall.

Previously, they would simply return Xue Jinqiao to the Xue family, but last night the Young Master had publicly acknowledged that Xue Jinqiao had helped him, so now they had to seek Shen Xihe’s instructions.

Shen Xihe: “How many times has this been?”

“Forty-three times…” Moyu remembered clearly, as she was the one who escorted the Xue family’s young lady back each time.

Counting the days, since the Chrysanthemum Banquet, Xue Jinqiao had been climbing their wall without missing a single day.

Rubbing her forehead, Shen Xihe said: “Show her in.”

She was naturally solitary, allowing no one but her closest family to get near her.

Xue Jinqiao’s persistence hadn’t moved her, but since her brother seemed to view Xue Jinqiao differently, Shen Xihe decided to treat her better.

Having prepared herself to be thrown back to her mansion yet again, Xue Jinqiao was suddenly led into the Princess’s residence. Her entire being radiated joy, especially when she reached Shen Xihe’s presence, where her almond-shaped eyes curved into crescents with happiness.

Shen Xihe: “Have you had breakfast?”

“Yes…” Before she could finish the word, Xue Jinqiao quickly changed her answer, “No, I haven’t.”

Shen Xihe pretended not to see through her little scheme: “Hongyu, add another bowl and chopsticks.”

“Xihe Sister, I prepared breakfast for you!” Xue Jinqiao immediately said. “It’s outside, I brought it with me.”

Shen Xihe paused slightly: “Did you bring food on other days too?”

She looked toward Moyu, who nodded slightly.

Shen Xihe was puzzled: “Why prepare breakfast for me?”

She prepared it every day, even though she never knew if it would be accepted, never asked about it, and was repeatedly turned away. Yet Xue Jinqiao persisted without a word of complaint.

“Whatever others can do for you, Qiaoqiao can do too!” Xue Jinqiao emphasized.

Others… Did she mean the Crown Prince who sent food boxes?

So, Xue Jinqiao thought her closeness to the Crown Prince was because he sent food boxes to curry favor with her?

Shen Xihe found it both amusing and exasperating, but naturally wouldn’t explain the real reason, and simply instructed Moyu to let Xue Jinqiao’s maid in.

“Why… why do you like me so much?” Shen Xihe still couldn’t understand.

“I liked Xihe Sister from the first glance,” Xue Jinqiao’s large eyes shone with sincerity. “Xihe Sister was the first person to stand up for me.”

Xue Jinqiao’s answer was simple, but it touched Shen Xihe.

Due to her exceptional beauty, Shen Xihe had been admired at first sight since childhood, but her personality was such that few people without ulterior motives could tolerate it. Though she seemed universally praised, she actually had no one to confide in in the Northwest. It wasn’t that others were unwilling, but that she herself remained aloof and disdainful.

This was also why when she met Gu Zexiang, who became her confidante, she maintained long-term contact.

Xue Jinqiao’s initial attraction to her was like everyone else’s admiration of beauty – just a first-sight appreciation of her appearance.

The reason she became so devoted was because Shen Xihe had stood up for her after Hu Yingrao pushed her into the water.

She was the legitimate daughter of the Xue family, her grand-uncle was the Minister of State, her father was the Minister of Personnel, the Xue family was at the height of prosperity – how noble was her status? What could have happened to make her so devoted to someone simply because they stood up for her at the first opportunity?

Shen Xihe couldn’t help thinking about her childhood experiences and softened her voice: “Qiaoqiao, you still have your parents and brothers.”

“No, they would all abandon me.” Xue Jinqiao shook her head. “To please Grandmother, my parents left me at home and took my brothers when they went to serve in other regions. They left me with that eunuch, who whipped me, burned me with candles, forced me to drink sewage water…”

As Xue Jinqiao spoke, her pupils gradually dilated and her whole body emanated hostility. Shen Xihe grabbed her hand: “Qiaoqiao, it’s all in the past…”

The warmth on her hand made Xue Jinqiao’s heart tremble. She immediately gripped Shen Xihe’s hand tightly, her smile becoming sweet again: “But I wasn’t easy to bully – I bit off his ear! Though he was strong and had accomplices, they knocked me out and nailed me into a coffin!”

As Xue Jinqiao’s face darkened again, Shen Xihe squeezed her hand.

“They… they all abandoned me!”

She hadn’t done anything wrong – it was her cousin who had killed someone, but they made her take the punishment for him. When she was being tortured, how she wished someone would save her!

When she woke up in the coffin, suffocating, her fingers bloodied from scratching at the coffin lid until her nails came off, how she wished someone would save her!

When she returned home covered in wounds, she waited so long for her parents to return, how she wished they would punish those evil people, but they didn’t…

They just held her and told her she was a daughter of the Xue family, she needed to consider the bigger picture, she needed to be understanding, she needed to think of her brothers…

From that moment, she knew she was alone in this world, no one would protect her, no one would stand up for her!

So she had to learn to be strong!

To never let anyone bully her again!

Those who bullied her, she would make them unable to live yet unable to die!

“Qiaoqiao, eat,” Shen Xihe clearly felt the intense hatred in Xue Jinqiao’s heart and immediately spoke to pull her thoughts back to the present.

“Mm.” It took Xue Jinqiao a while to calm down before she responded firmly.

Shen Xihe tried to move her hand, but found Xue Jinqiao stubbornly holding on. She frowned slightly, but meeting those large watery eyes, she allowed it just this once.

After breakfast, Xue Jinqiao still wouldn’t let go of her hand. Before Xie Yunhuai could arrive, Bu Shulin, who happened to be off duty today, came first after receiving the spices Shen Xihe had sent.

“What right do you have to hold my woman’s hand!” Bu Shulin strode forward and roughly pulled Xue Jinqiao’s hand away.

Shen Xihe: …

Chapter 102: Let Him Go Collect It
“Young Master Bu!” Biyu reminded in a low voice.

She herself knew she was female, Shen Xihe knew she was female, but Xue Jinqiao didn’t know – speaking like this would damage Shen Xihe’s reputation!

Bu Shulin, who had spoken without thinking, also realized her mistake and sheepishly rubbed her nose, stepping away from Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe turned to see a dark look in Xue Jinqiao’s eyes as she watched Bu Shulin, and quickly said gently, “Bu Young Master and I are close friends. She acts impulsively and speaks without thinking – don’t take it to heart.”

Xue Jinqiao concealed the emotions in her eyes and nodded obediently, but didn’t respond verbally.

Bu Shulin completely dismissed Xue Jinqiao, but Shen Xihe knew that Xue Jinqiao’s evil schemes were endless. Once she marked someone in her heart, she would torment them to death – apparently these days Hu Yingrao had become like a medicine pot.

“You’re all my friends, it’s best if everyone gets along,” Shen Xihe mediated.

“Am I really?” Sure enough, the complexity in Xue Jinqiao’s eyes vanished, replaced by bright clarity.

Looking at those eyes alone, one would think she was just a pure-hearted, lively, and lovable young lady. Who could imagine she was capable of repeatedly drowning someone until they became dependent on medicine, and could even set loose a leopard to maul a young lady’s face beyond recognition?

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “Yes.”

“Can I come visit Sister Xihe often?” Xue Jinqiao immediately pressed her advantage.

Shen Xihe frowned slightly – she truly disliked socializing.

“Sister Xihe is delicate and likes peace and quiet. If you come every day, how would she have the energy to accompany you?” Bu Shulin immediately spoke up. “Like me, unless there’s important business, I come at most once every ten days.”

“What counts as important business?” Xue Jinqiao asked.

This…

Bu Shulin paused before saying: “Matters concerning Sister Xihe.”

“Oh.” Xue Jinqiao appeared thoughtful.

Bu Shulin finally noticed this young lady’s mind worked differently from normal people, and inconspicuously moved further away.

It wasn’t that she feared someone unwell, but rather she didn’t want to be entangled with such a person.

“Did you also come today for important business?” Xue Jinqiao suddenly asked.

Bu Shulin immediately straightened her back and smiled smugly at Xue Jinqiao before formally cupping her hands to Shen Xihe: “I came specifically to thank Sister Xihe for blending perfume for me – it suits me perfectly.”

After speaking, she smiled at Xue Jinqiao with raised eyebrows, lightly sniffing her sleeve.

Xue Jinqiao coldly snorted at her, then turned and completely changed her expression, looking pitifully at Shen Xihe: “Sister Xihe, you said we’re all your friends!”

Since they were all friends, there shouldn’t be different treatment!

Shen Xihe glanced lightly at Bu Shulin before telling Xue Jinqiao: “I’ll make some for you another day.”

This finally made Xue Jinqiao beam with joy, though the two still bickered occasionally. Shen Xihe got a headache from their noise until she finally couldn’t bear it anymore and had Moyu and Mo Yuan drive them both out.

With peace and quiet finally restored to her ears, Xie Yunhuai arrived.

“Doctor Qi seems in good spirits today,” Shen Xihe could sense that Xie Yunhuai was somewhat happy today.

“I encountered something satisfying,” Xie Yunhuai said with a smile. “Actually, it’s somewhat related to the Princess.”

“Oh?” Shen Xihe was puzzled – she hadn’t done anything involving Xie Yunhuai.

“The Yuan family’s young lady who was injured by the leopard at Xiangguo Temple has been seeking famous doctors for treatment.” Xie Yunhuai already knew the whole story of Xiangguo Temple – Yuan’s young lady had gone there hoping to chance upon Shen Yunan. “The Yuan family didn’t know me but had heard of my reputation somewhere and invited me to treat her. After learning their identity, I refused three times. Later, the Yuan family offered a valuable medicine in exchange, so I went to take a look…”

Merchants won’t turn away from money, officials won’t turn away from power, and naturally he wouldn’t turn away from good medicine.

He planned to treat her as a regular patient, but this morning when he went for a follow-up visit, he happened to encounter Lady Yuan, Duke Xie’s wife, visiting. He went back to retrieve something he’d forgotten and overheard Lady Yuan talking with his sister-in-law, learning that this Yuan young lady wasn’t actually her niece, but rather the daughter of Lady Yuan and her previous husband.

After her husband’s death, Lady Yuan discovered she was pregnant. To avoid being detained by her husband’s family, she concealed it, originally planning to take medicine to end the pregnancy. However, her body couldn’t tolerate such medicine – it would not only endanger her life but might also cause future infertility – so she gave birth to the Yuan young lady.

Passing her off as her sister-in-law’s daughter explained why she was so concerned about the young lady’s marriage, personally scheming and planning.

“She wants to marry her daughter to the Northwest, not for glory and wealth, but because her late husband’s brothers are reportedly being transferred back to the capital this year, and the Yuan young lady resembles her late husband.”

At this point, Xie Yunhuai gave a cold laugh: “All these years, she’s frequently used the excuse of not wanting to encounter her late husband’s family to have Duke Xie suppress their achievements, preventing them from entering the capital.”

Now that she can’t suppress them anymore, she wants to marry off her daughter to a distant place before they return.

The calculations weren’t bad, though with the Yuan young lady’s face now ruined, while she was surely heartbroken, she might also feel somewhat relieved.

“Your father and stepmother truly make a perfect match,” Shen Xihe commented.

They were both the type to disregard family bonds for their own selfish interests.

Xie Yunhuai nodded in strong agreement, and the topic was dropped just as Shen Yunan came looking for them after waking up.

After Shen Xihe made introductions and they exchanged greetings, she said: “Brother, the medicine you took last night came from Doctor Qi. He came today to check my pulse and confirm the medicine won’t harm me.”

Shen Yunan immediately asked Xie Yunhuai detailed questions about Shen Xihe’s condition. One asked thoroughly, the other answered patiently. Shen Xihe left them to talk and went to the kitchen to make sugar crisp biscuits. When she returned with the finished biscuits, the two were conversing pleasantly.

“For this miraculous medicine, on behalf of the Northwest’s sons, I thank Ruogu,” Shen Yunan bowed formally to Xie Yunhuai.

“Brother Bu Wei, please don’t stand on ceremony,” Xie Yunhuai hurried to help him up. “As sons of the land, you guard the frontier; Ruogu, though lacking in talent, is fortunate to contribute even a little to the soldiers on the battlefield.”

“What’s this…” Shen Xihe entered to see them in such a serious atmosphere and couldn’t help being curious.

“Ruogu gave me a wound medicine that stops bleeding instantly,” Shen Yunan said excitedly.

On the battlefield, what their men feared most was severe wounds with excessive bleeding that couldn’t be treated in time.

“What kind of wound medicine?” Shen Xihe was curious – she’d heard of many wound medicines, but none so miraculous.

Shen Yunan looked at Xie Yunhuai, and seeing no objection, handed the prescription to Shen Xihe. The prescription contained basic wound medicine ingredients like pine resin, musk, and yellow wax, but also a special ingredient – dragon bone.

“I accidentally learned that dragon bone in medicine is excellent for stopping bleeding,” Xie Yunhuai said gently. “It’s just hard to find.”

“Dragon bone can be found in both the Northwest and Sichuan,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “As it happens, the Bu Young Master owes me some favors.”

It was even more common in Turkic territories. Didn’t Hua Fuhai want the Northwestern market? Let him go collect it!

Chapter 103: I Only Want You As My Sister
“Youyou…” Shen Yun’an called softly.

They stood at the main gate of the Princess’s mansion, watching as Xie Yunhuai’s figure disappeared. When Shen Xihe looked up, Shen Yun’an sighed gently, “Doctor Qi is a fine young man. I wonder which lady will be fortunate enough to become his wife in the future.”

Shen Xihe smiled in amusement. She understood that Shen Yun’an had instantly clicked with Xie Yunhuai. Xie Yunhuai’s refined manners and scholarship had deeply impressed Shen Yun’an. Moreover, Xie Yunhuai’s mastery of both literary and military arts, along with his ability to let go of wealth and live freely, had particularly won Shen Yun’an’s admiration.

In the ever-changing political landscape of the capital, one could be at the height of glory one moment and left with nothing the next. People like Xie Yunhuai, who maintained their elegance in wealth and remained composed in simplicity, were truly rare.

Shen Yun’an likely hoped that his precious sister could marry such a young man, especially since Xie Yunhuai had separated from the Xie family and could permanently settle in the Northwest.

However, he also knew that unless the Xiao imperial clan fell, Shen Xihe was destined to marry into the royal family. There was no point in discussing these matters as it would only trouble Shen Xihe, so he changed the subject.

“Is brother regretting not having another sister?” Then he could fulfill his wish of making Xie Yunhuai his brother-in-law.

Shen Yun’an turned around, his gaze as warm as the early spring sun: “Brother only needs you as his one and only sister in this lifetime, giving all a brother’s protection and love to Youyou alone.”

Shen Xihe smiled, her eyes twinkling: “Youyou also have only one brother.”

The autumn sun blazed brilliantly, and the phoenix tree leaves fell in orange-yellow cascades. The siblings exchanged smiles, their affection warm and harmonious.

Both siblings had forgotten about Shen Yingruo’s existence. At that moment, Shen Yingruo was in her own courtyard at the Shen residence, wearing plain clothes and practicing calligraphy with rolled-up sleeves.

Since Madam Xiao’s death and Shen Xihe’s move to the Princess’s mansion, she has lived in seclusion, avoiding social interactions. In her mourning attire, she did not attend any banquets, quietly living as the second daughter of the Shen family.

“County Lady, the Prince has sent a letter,” her maid Chuyi presented a scroll.

Shen Yingruo seemed not to hear. Her brush moved without pause, her handwriting graceful and flowing, showing considerable strength of character.

She completed the character for “stillness” in one fluid stroke, embodying the principle of “stillness leads to enlightenment.”

Setting down her brush, she glanced at Chuyi, who still maintained her posture of offering the scroll with both hands and bowing her head. Only then did she take it, read it, and hand it back: “Reply that I will visit Uncle at the Court of Imperial Clan.”

“County Lady…” her wet nurse spoke with concern, “This matter involves the Princess and the Young Master…”

The wet nurse felt heartbroken. Her County Lady had always been intelligent, perceptive, and pure-hearted since childhood, but neither her father nor mother loved her. Now with the Prince of Kang’s downfall, she could only rely on the Prince in the future. How would the Young Master and Princess view her visiting the Prince of Kang at this time?

“I know my boundaries,” Shen Yingruo said while instructing the preparation of food boxes and arranging her dress. “Uncle showed at least some genuine affection for me. I’m just going to see him one last time. I won’t ask about anything else, and if… they blame me for this, I cannot help it.”

No one had expected that the second person to visit the Prince of Kang at the Court of Imperial Clan would be Shen Yingruo. It was unexpected, yet reasonable.

Shen Yingruo had prepared the Prince of Kang’s favorite foods and Western Region grape wine.

Looking at the table full of delicacies and then at his niece standing gracefully before him, the Prince of Kang’s eyes suddenly grew moist.

“Uncle, A-Ruo has come to bid you farewell,” Shen Yingruo said softly.

The Prince of Kang wiped away his tears, nodding slightly and responding in a muffled voice as he sat at the table. With a grief-stricken expression, his hands and lips trembling, he ate a hearty meal.

After he finished, Shen Yingruo began clearing away the items. Once done, she said to the Prince of Kang: “Uncle, A-Ruo will do her best to look after my cousins.”

With these words, Shen Yingruo performed a deep curtsy and turned to leave with the food boxes.

“A-Ruo!” The Prince of Kang suddenly called out as she reached the prison door.

Shen Yingruo turned back, her moist eyes docile: “Uncle?”

The Prince of Kang moved his lips several times before asking: “Don’t you… have anything to ask Uncle?”

Shen Yingruo shook her head gently: “A-Ruo came only because of Uncle’s past kindness and care. A-Ruo’s position is humble, and this is all I can do.”

The unauthorized manufacture of weapons was a crime punishable by the execution of the entire clan. If the Prince of Kang weren’t the Emperor’s cousin, it could have led to the destruction of the entire family.

Unless someone could clear the Prince of Kang’s name, but with such conclusive evidence, no one could reverse the situation. Both she and the Prince of Kang had to accept their fate.

The Prince of Kang’s gaze was complex, showing both relief and gratification: “A-Ruo, you’re right, don’t get involved in these matters. Some people are not good people, not worth dedicating your life to.”

Shen Yingruo froze briefly, then managed a forced, sorrowful smile: “Uncle, A-Ruo understands.”

“Go back now,” the Prince of Kang waved his hand, his eyes red. “If your cousins can escape harm, look after them a bit. If not… help Uncle send them off, and during the Qingming Festival, burn some offerings and incense for them.”

“A-Ruo will remember,” Shen Yingruo solemnly agreed, standing for a moment before saying softly, “Uncle, A-Ruo is leaving.”

The Prince of Kang nodded weakly, forcing a smile as he watched Shen Yingruo leave.

Upon leaving the Court of Imperial Clan and getting into her carriage, Shen Yingruo saw someone sitting inside.

He had sword-like eyebrows and star-bright eyes, thin lips, and a high nose. His stern features tended toward cold handsomeness. Wearing a dark blue round-collared robe and a gold crown in his hair, he possessed an air of authority and nobility. A string of vajra bodhi beads on his wrist highlighted his mature character, both masculine and refined.

“Greetings to Prince Zhao,” Shen Yingruo lowered the carriage curtain and performed a proper greeting despite the cramped space.

Xiao Changmin’s thick eyebrows twitched slightly: “A-Ruo has grown distant with me, are you blaming me?”

“I don’t understand what Your Highness means,” Shen Yingruo chose a seat as far from Prince Zhao as possible.

“A-Ruo, I know you were heartbroken when your mother passed away. I came to pay respects late at night, but you turned me away. I…”

“Your Highness, my mother was a concubine, and concubines cannot have spirit tablets,” Shen Yingruo interrupted Xiao Changmin. “My elder sister was generous to allow me to set up a private memorial. I dare not be presumptuous and allow others to pay respects. Your Highness, I saw Uncle only to bid him farewell.”

Xiao Changmin’s gaze darkened as he quietly observed Shen Yingruo, who kept her eyes lowered and spoke methodically. After a long while, he sighed indulgently: “A-Ruo…”

“Your Highness, men and women should maintain proper distance. Please refrain from such impropriety in the future,” Shen Yingruo kept her eyes down. “Please leave soon, Your Highness.”

Xiao Changmin’s brows gathered with cold intent: “What if I don’t leave?”

“Then I can only stop the carriage and get out,” Shen Yingruo replied coldly.

This was Shen Yingruo’s carriage, and if she suddenly got out and refused to ride in it, it would raise suspicious speculation.

Xiao Changmin made several attempts to engage her in conversation, but Shen Yingruo remained distant and aloof. Finally, Xiao Changmin had no choice but to leave as she wished.

Only after Xiao Changmin left did Shen Yingruo close her eyes, concealing the pain in them. Even her wet nurse knew she shouldn’t get involved in this matter, yet Xiao Changmin still disregarded her awkward position and wanted her to scheme for him.



Chapter 104: One Less Scapegoat
He had first openly visited the Prince of Kang, and then Shen Yingruo visited afterward. Even if someone suspected Shen Yingruo’s visit had ulterior motives, they wouldn’t connect it to Prince Zhao.

To conceal himself and avoid arousing suspicion, he hadn’t considered her status as the illegitimate daughter of the Northwest King, nor had he thought about how, as the Prince of Kang’s legitimate niece, being suspected of trying to profit from her dying uncle like others would make her appear despicable and break her uncle’s heart.

This was the man she had once loved. Back when her mother was imprisoned and she had begged him to help her see her mother, only to be flatly refused, Shen Yingruo realized that power and reputation meant more to him than she did.

“County Lady, should we go to the Princess’s mansion to explain things to the Princess and Young Master?” the wet nurse asked softly.

In the wet nurse’s view, Shen Yingruo was truly pitiful, having lost everything overnight.

“No need. Brother and Elder Sister don’t like seeing me,” Shen Yingruo smiled bitterly. “They neither like nor hate me. They won’t grow distant because I visited Uncle, nor will they warm to me if I hadn’t visited him.”

To them, she was someone who shouldn’t exist, her presence constantly reminding them of how they lost their mother. Not being resentful was already a testament to their noble character. It would be better to stay out of their sight as much as possible in the future.

Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an learned of Shen Yingruo’s visit to the Prince of Kang before she had even left the Court of the Imperial Clan.

Shen Yun’an remarked indifferently: “She is the Prince of Kang’s legitimate niece after all. Going to see him at this time is understandable.”

Shen Yun’an wasn’t angered by this at all. He had never considered Shen Yingruo’s family, so her closeness to her maternal relatives seemed natural to him and didn’t make him think she couldn’t distinguish between close and distant relations.

Shen Xihe lowered her brows and instructed Mo Yuan: “Go investigate which prince she’s been in close contact with.”

“Do Youyou think she didn’t visit the Prince of Kang out of blood ties?” Shen Yun’an frowned.

This made him somewhat disgusted. While the Prince of Kang was their enemy, for his closest relative to use him for others’ benefit under the guise of family affection when he was near death, he didn’t sympathize with the Prince of Kang but found such behavior cold-blooded.

“We shouldn’t jump to conclusions,” Shen Xihe evaluated Shen Yingruo as a stranger, neither liking nor disliking her. “I don’t know if she went for personal gain, but I do know her timing for the visit was off.”

The Prince of Kang had been imprisoned for a night, and this couldn’t be kept secret – everyone knew.

If Shen Yingruo was simply paying her respects or saying goodbye, she should have gone early. Once the sentence was passed, visits would be impossible, and who knew how long the investigation and sentencing would take?

Now it was nearly dusk, making it seem as though she went on someone’s behalf or prompting. Note how Prince Zhao visited last night.

However, when Mo Yuan returned from his investigation, he was quite ashamed: “This subordinate is incompetent and couldn’t find evidence of the Second Young Lady having close relations with any prince.”

Shen Yingruo was Princess Changling’s companion. Princess Changling had no blood siblings, and her birth mother had died early. It was said her features resembled the Empress’s, and Emperor Youning especially favored her.

“No matter. If it weren’t deeply hidden, they wouldn’t be His Majesty’s sons.” Shen Xihe wasn’t disappointed but smiled slightly. “I thought they would all show their true colors, but it turns out they’re all clever.”

They even knew how to use Shen Yingruo to achieve their goals without leaving traces.

“If you want to know, just summon her and ask,” Shen Yun’an suggested bluntly.

“Brother, let the previous generation’s grudges end here. Whether we acknowledge her or not, whether we like her or not, she shares our blood,” Shen Xihe spoke gently. “As long as she doesn’t provoke us, it’s best to maintain peace and not trouble Father.”

Shen Yingruo was still Shen Yueshan’s flesh and blood. No matter how much he disliked her, he had responsibilities and obligations as a father.

Before Madam Xiao had stood between them, allowing Shen Yueshan to remain uninvolved, but now he couldn’t.

“Knowing or not knowing makes no difference,” Shen Xihe wasn’t curious. Whoever benefited from this situation made no difference to them. “Better to watch the show quietly. The Emperor must be the most anxious right now.”

Emperor Youning was indeed very anxious. Pinning it on Prince Zhao would look too obvious and wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny, but everyone else’s careful behavior was giving him a headache.

Unexpectedly, at this moment, Prince Ding Xiao Changtai requested an audience. As soon as he saw Emperor Youning, he fell to his knees, weeping: “Son has been unfilial, conspiring with Uncle. Please punish me, Father.”

Emperor Youning looked sharply at Prince Ding, seeing genuine remorse in his tearful eyes: “Son was blinded by greed and harbored improper thoughts. Please give your son a chance to live, son will certainly reform.”

“Do you know what you’re saying?” Emperor Youning asked gravely.

Prince Ding kowtowed: “Everything was son’s fault. Son is willing to take all responsibility, though son won’t be able to serve at Father’s knee in the future. Please take care of yourself, Father.”

Emperor Youning’s thoughts churned as he stared heavily at Prince Ding, silent for a long time.

The hall was completely silent, incense smoke curling up, floating and sinking, dispersing soundlessly.

“Go to Tanshan to guard the imperial tombs and repent before the ancestors,” Emperor Youning said tonelessly.

“Son, thank you for your mercy,” Prince Ding kowtowed heavily, his expression relieved, a fleeting smile crossing his lips.

This was a dangerous move. After years of keeping a low profile, his façade of being uninterested in power had been torn away, leading to marital discord and loss of imperial favor. Staying here now felt like sitting on pins and needles.

From last night until now, he and his advisors had discussed countless times, finally deciding to take the blame for his Imperial Father, regain imperial favor, and once again maintain a low profile, as the timing wasn’t right with His Majesty still in his prime.

Furthermore…

Xiao Changtai stumbled back to his mansion, face pale, and rushed to Ye Wantang’s courtyard: “Wanwan, this time I’ve truly given up everything, confessing all to His Majesty. I’m no longer a noble prince, just a criminal at the imperial tombs, unable to leave without imperial decree. If you’re unwilling… we can divorce.”

“What happened?” Ye Wantang supported him, asking worriedly.

Xiao Changtai gazed at her dazedly: “Wanwan, I’ve given you everything you wanted, everything…”

Only when the imperial decree was read at Prince Ding’s mansion, stripping Xiao Changtai of his title, reducing him to a commoner, and punishing him to guard the tombs at Tanshan, did Ye Wantang understand what had happened?

She firmly gripped Xiao Changtai’s hand: “I will accompany you. I am your wife.”

Both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were stunned by Prince Ding’s desperate gambit for future survival.

“Heh, Fourth Brother had such courage. I truly underestimated these brothers,” Xiao Huayong laughed, then sighed deeply.

“Why does Your Highness sigh?” Tianyuan asked, confused.

“Another one gone, one less scapegoat for the future,” Xiao Huayong’s handsome, thick eyebrows showed a trace of worry. “Youyou will likely find it easier to recognize me.”

Tianyuan: …

Chapter 105: Minds Think Alike
“Your Highness, regarding Prince Kang…” Tianyuan sought instructions.

They had expected a fierce power struggle, but Prince Ding’s unexpected move had settled the matter. Now they couldn’t properly meet Prince Kang, missing a golden opportunity.

If they could get Prince Kang to talk, they could learn who was responsible for building the Emperor’s private army and trace the source of the iron used for forging weapons, uprooting many of His Majesty’s hidden forces in one stroke.

“His Majesty acts cautiously. Prince Kang may not know the iron’s source or who’s organizing the private army,” Xiao Huayong shook his head lightly. “Otherwise, he wouldn’t keep Prince Kang in the Court of Imperial Clan and allow visitors.”

Only those who didn’t understand His Majesty would try to fish in troubled waters.

Still, Prince Kang must know something, at least having someone he suspected. Whether true or false, they would need to verify it.

So, not meeting Prince Kang wasn’t a great loss.

Xiao Huayong raised his hand, his thumb gently rubbing along the edge of his index finger: “We need to find a way to replace the Minister of Revenue.”

For His Majesty to drain the treasury for private schemes, moving such large sums of money, the Minister of Revenue must have noticed. This could only mean the Ministry was completely under His Majesty’s control, from the Minister to both Vice Ministers – they must all be His Majesty’s confidants.

Tianyuan knew Minister Dong Biquan’s good days were numbered.

“The autumn grain is coming in. Have our people watch closely. We must catch Dong Biquan’s mistakes!” Xiao Huayong’s expression was controlled, showing no emotion, yet somehow inspiring fear despite his blank face.

“Yes,” Tianyuan immediately withdrew to make arrangements.

September arrived, and autumn deepened. Prince Kang was executed, and Emperor Youning demoted the rest of the Prince’s household to commoners. They weren’t sent to the palace as servants or exiled. Along with this came Prince Ding’s demotion to commoner and punishment to guard the imperial tombs in penance.

Emperor Youning hadn’t charged Xiao Changtai with weapon manufacturing, only citing insolence and disobedience, but everyone understood the meaning – as a father, Emperor Youning was giving his son some dignity, making it clear without words who Prince Kang had been making weapons for.

Since His Majesty knew everything and chose to be lenient after making an example, his subjects naturally couldn’t pursue the matter further.

The incident was seemingly resolved after Emperor Youning dismissed several local officials.

“Why are you worried?” Shen Xihe looked at Bu Shulin, who had been sitting silently opposite her – her first time being so quiet here.

Bu Shulin took a sip of tea and spoke rather harshly: “Father wrote that this year’s military funds were tampered with. A portion of the pension and provisions is missing, and both grain and cloth were substituted with inferior goods.”

The dynasty was especially generous to the military. Elderly retired soldiers were tax-exempt, and those wounded in battle received annual compensation.

Military supplies weren’t given in money but in provisions and equipment, approved by the Ministry of Revenue and delivered by local supply officials to each army unit. Since His Majesty’s ascension, the Northwest had first deducted military supplies from their annual taxes before sending the remainder to the capital.

No one had dared tamper with Northwest military supplies, and Shen Yueshan never embezzled. Sichuan South had the largest army outside the Northwest – a slight adjustment meant huge amounts.

Shen Xihe: “Was there an oversight during the inventory?”

“They came prepared, set a trap. The supplies were counted and sealed. We can’t complain now,” Bu Shulin sighed.

Not being in Sichuan South, she didn’t know the specifics. Now that Sichuan South had accepted the supplies and confirmed them correctly, who would believe them if they complained after the supply officials left?

Making a big issue might even result in counteraccusations.

“Has this been ongoing, or just this year?” Shen Xihe asked.

“There was some in previous years, but it was an unwritten rule, everyone understood and didn’t make trouble,” Bu Shulin said. “This year, for some reason, they’ve become completely shameless!”

Bu Shulin gritted her teeth: “They must think that since Sichuan South has been peaceful without war, they can be disrespectful, thinking we won’t need them.”

“No,” Shen Xihe said after pondering. “The problem isn’t with the supply officials. Go back first, don’t act rashly. I’ll have Brother investigate the military supply situation in other regions.”

“Sister Xihe is so good to me,” Bu Shulin immediately smiled brightly.

Shen Xihe glanced at her: “Three thousand elite armors.”

Bu Shulin: …

“Will you give them or not?” Shen Xihe asked.

“I must ask Father!” She had already been tricked out of three thousand elite armors by Shen Xihe, though the previous two thousand were just talk.

Elite armor was hard to make, otherwise she wouldn’t be so stingy.

Shen Xihe’s eyes shifted: “If not elite armor, have your father gather a cartload of dragon bones for me in Sichuan South.”

“What do you want dragon bones for?” Bu Shulin asked curiously.

Shen Xihe beckoned her closer with a finger. Bu Shulin eagerly leaned in, and she breathed fragrantly: “Secret.”

Bu Shulin: …

Shen Xihe looked at the sky: “My brother will be back soon…”

Bu Shulin immediately got up to leave properly. Shen Yun’an looked at her like a scoundrel and never allowed her near Shen Xihe.

She didn’t know whether to be pleased her male disguise was so successful or angry at Shen Yun’an’s pettiness.

Right now she needed Shen Yun’an’s help, so she wouldn’t anger him.

For the dragon bones needed to develop wound medicine, Shen Xihe took this matter to heart. As soon as Shen Yun’an returned, she immediately informed him. As the Northwest Prince’s heir, Shen Yun’an had his military connections and investigated the military supply situation everywhere within three days.

“Similar to Sichuan South,” Shen Yun’an’s expression was grave. This wasn’t a small matter.

“Adding it all up, that’s enough supplies for an entire army missing!” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “The guardian stealing from his charge.”

“His Majesty isn’t afraid of alienating the frontier soldiers,” Shen Yun’an sneered.

If they hadn’t known Prince Kang was making weapons for His Majesty, they wouldn’t have suspected His Majesty of embezzlement. Since he was already secretly manufacturing weapons, he must be secretly maintaining troops – otherwise, what use was the weapons?

These years had seen good weather and a full treasury. The Ministry of Revenue couldn’t possibly be shorting frontier military supplies. If they wanted to embezzle, they wouldn’t use such methods – simply adjusting one county’s grain levy would be better than touching military supplies.

“We can’t let this continue,” Shen Xihe frowned. “Now there’s no natural disaster, yet His Majesty is already willful enough to cut military supplies. If war or disaster strikes when the treasury is empty, it will be the root of chaos.”

She looked into Shen Yun’an’s eyes: “We must move against the Minister of Revenue.”

“The Ministry is like an iron bucket, I can’t interfere, but the Imperial Stables Bureau has found some irregularities,” Shen Yun’an told Shen Xihe. “Except for the Northwest, all regions report over a hundred deaths and less than a hundred births in horse breeding!”

Shen Xihe was shocked.

The dynasty’s cavalry was powerful, and horse administration was hugely important. Each region had horse supervisors for breeding. Over a hundred deaths and under a hundred births – something was very wrong here.

Chapter 106: Giving One’s Most Treasured Thing to One’s Most Treasured Person
Either the local horse supervisors were lining their own pockets—falsely reporting numbers, exaggerating deaths, concealing breeding figures, and privately selling the hidden horses—or the discrepancies in numbers were being used for other purposes.

The Minister of the Imperial Stud, Jiang Bashi, was a war orphan from the Northwest whom Emperor Youning had saved. He inherited a set of horse-training skills and rose alongside Emperor Youning, advancing from a horse servant to become one of the current Nine Ministers as the Minister of the Imperial Stud, remaining deeply loyal to Emperor Youning.

“Brother, could we send someone capable of investigating the various horse supervisors, ideally to gather evidence…” As she spoke, Shen Xihe smiled, “No, we don’t need to send anyone—I’ll go to the Eastern Palace.”

“You want to make use of the Crown Prince?” Shen Yun’an was slightly surprised.

“How is that making use of him?” Shen Xihe corrected with a clever smile. “I’m simply passing information to His Highness the Crown Prince.”

The horse supervisors were all established in areas with fierce local customs. To deal with someone there, they wouldn’t even need to act personally. Setting any kind of trap would cause the local people to rise in attack. How could they use their people for such a thankless and dangerous task?

Moreover, if their identities were exposed due to the slightest carelessness, it would give others leverage against them and be detrimental to the Northwest.

“Will the Crown Prince go?” Shen Yun’an felt it was somewhat uncertain.

“He will.” Shen Xihe’s cherry blossom-pink lips curved slightly upward. “If others tell him, he won’t; if I tell him, he will.”

If others told him, he would worry it was a trap and be concerned about the dangers involved.

But it was different when it came to Shen Xihe—they both knew they needed to ally. The prerequisite for an alliance was that they needed to have common enemies. If Shen Xihe told him something, it certainly wouldn’t be false information.

On the other hand, it also gave him a chance to prove that as the Emperor’s legitimate son, he would truly be of one mind with them, dispelling their doubts that he might have been sent by the Emperor to spy on Shen Xihe and the others.

This was an opportunity for both sides to show their sincerity.

Shen Xihe’s sincerity was in not passing false information to harm him; his sincerity was in trusting Shen Xihe and giving her reassurance.

Shen Xihe noticed that every time she visited the Eastern Palace, she could eat fresh and exquisite foods. Today, Xiao Huayong again prepared snacks such as Small Heaven Pastries, Golden Milk Pastries, and Folded Flower Goose Cakes.

“I’m very pleased that the Princess could come to see me.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were gentle. Today he wore a moon-white round-collared robe with delicate Flat Bamboo Leaf embroidery on the collar and cuffs, draped with a sable-collared sea-blue cape, making him appear elegant and graceful.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning wouldn’t come to the Three Treasures Palace without reason.” Shen Xihe directly took out the folded apricot-colored letter paper, pressed it on the table, and pushed it toward Xiao Huayong with two fingers. “This matter must be personally told to Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong picked up the letter paper, and when he opened it there was a faint fresh fragrance. The paper also had Flat Bamboo Leaf patterns. After scanning the contents of the letter, his thoughts were elsewhere: “The Princess’s letter paper is unique.”

“I like to experiment with things when I have nothing to do; this is my original creation,” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on the paper. “I used Flat Bamboo trees and infused them with the fragrance of Flat Bamboo leaves.”

“Clear and lustrous as jade, smooth and delicate.” Xiao Huayong gently stroked it. “Might I ask the Princess for some?”

“Tomorrow, Zhaoning will have some sent to Your Highness.” Shen Xihe was very generous.

Satisfied, Xiao Huayong smiled and carefully handed the letter to Tianyuan behind him: “Princess, rest assured, I will certainly take this matter to heart and give you a satisfactory answer soon.”

“I await Your Highness’s good news.” Shen Xihe lifted her teacup, toasting Xiao Huayong with tea instead of wine, and after finishing her tea, she stood up. “My brother is still waiting at the mansion, so I won’t disturb Your Highness further.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t know whether to laugh or cry—she was always like this, straightforward, getting right to the point, and leaving as soon as she was done.

Since Shen Xihe brought up Shen Yun’an, he had no reason to make her stay, and could only say: “My Eastern Palace is quite lonely. I only hope the Princess could come often to talk with me, to add a touch of liveliness to the Eastern Palace.”

Shen Xihe directly refused: “Your Highness may not know, but those who know me all say I am an otherworldly person. If I come often, it would instead make the Eastern Palace less lively.”

This was the first time Xiao Huayong had been left speechless by someone, but he inexplicably felt delighted. Looking at Shen Xihe with increasingly starry eyes, he said nothing more and personally escorted her out of the Eastern Palace.

“Your Highness, the Princess is testing you. Why did you accept?” Tianyuan looked at the letter: There were discrepancies in the horse administration.

“If I hadn’t accepted, she probably would never set foot in the Eastern Palace again.” Xiao Huayong’s lips held a smile as he took the letter from Tianyuan’s hand. “The Imperial Stud… she has indeed given me a pleasant surprise.”

Jiang Bashi controlled the Imperial Stud very strictly. Despite Xiao Huayong’s extensive network, there were still places beyond his reach. The Imperial Stud, not being particularly crucial, was one place where he hadn’t yet managed to plant his people. If this opportunity could be well utilized…

“Your Highness, the various horse supervisors are not ordinary places.” Tianyuan was still worried.

There were too many places where His Highness needed to establish control. Once they had the resources, Tianyuan wouldn’t worry, but now that they had taken on this matter and had to prioritize it, it would disrupt many of His Highness’s plans.

“Then we’ll send an extraordinary person.” Xiao Huayong was calm and composed. “Have Hua Fuhai go personally.”

Tianyuan: !!

“Your Highness, if you send Hua Taoyi and the Princess finds out, you…” You’ll be exposed!

“She won’t send anyone to investigate.” Xiao Huayong was certain. “By informing me about the horse administration matter, she wants me to trust her. Therefore, she won’t do anything to show distrust in me. She will only wait for my results, to see how capable I am and whether I have truly grown distant from His Majesty.”

His Majesty was very wary of the Northwest. She wouldn’t choose a husband who wasn’t decisive enough or who maintained filial devotion to His Majesty.

She worried that even if they won the empire after all their planning, her husband might still harm the Shen family of the Northwest because of the Emperor’s dying wishes.

He needed to dispel all her doubts and make her completely trust that he would be of one mind with her.

“Yes.” Tianyuan sighed softly, not knowing where His Highness’s confidence came from. If the Princess had even a bit more suspicion and set up a trap within a trap regarding the secret investigation of the horse supervisors, His Highness would expose much of himself!

This was quite risky.

Xiao Huayong cast a mild glance at the worried-looking Tianyuan: “I remember there’s still a piece of Agarwood wood in the storehouse.”

“I’ll go check.” Xiao Huayong had too many things, and Tianyuan couldn’t remember them all.

“Bring it here.” Xiao Huayong ordered.

“What does Your Highness plan to use it for?” Tianyuan asked casually.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on the letter paper, his smile gentle and profound: “Since Youyou has given me a gift, I naturally should give one in return. I’ll have it carved into a pair of bracelets to give back to her.”

“Your Highness, if I may be so bold, the Princess likely won’t accept them.” Bracelets were too intimate a gift.

“As a coming-of-age gift, how could she not accept?” A flash of cunning gleamed briefly in Xiao Huayong’s silver-bright eyes.

Agarwood was his most treasured thing, and one’s most treasured thing should be given to one’s most treasured person.

Chapter 107: I Don’t Care Whether My Husband Takes Concubines
As September arrived and the Double Ninth Festival approached, Shen Yun’an became downhearted, because after the festival, they would have to part—he had to return to the Northwest.

“Brother, I will write to you often,” Shen Xihe smiled reassuringly.

She too felt reluctant to part, but she viewed worldly separations very lightly.

“Youyou.”

Shen Yun’an looked at his sister standing gracefully before him. Her fair cheeks had finally gained a hint of color; previously her lips had been pale, requiring rouge, but lately, they had gradually become naturally pink. She was becoming healthier with each passing day—he should be grateful.

“Youyou, I still want to send someone to investigate the horse supervisor matter. The horses weren’t resold; they must have been diverted elsewhere,” Shen Yun’an wasn’t comfortable leaving Shen Xihe alone in the capital and wanted to arrange everything properly.

For so many places to coordinate such actions, following this trail might lead them to where His Majesty was hiding troops, helping them understand how large a private army His Majesty had assembled, allowing them to prepare early.

“Brother, His Majesty must be extremely cautious about this. The recent matter of private weapon manufacturing already implicated you and me. His Majesty must have suspicions now. If he learns we’re involved in other matters as well, it could be detrimental to us.”

Shen Xihe advised: “We still don’t know how many troops His Majesty commands. Since the Crown Prince is involved in this matter, let’s trust him this once.”

The Crown Prince would soon come of age, and her coming-of-age ceremony wasn’t far off. Barring anything unexpected, when the Crown Prince came of age, Emperor Youning would surely arrange his marriage, and she had already…

After long consideration, Shen Xihe finally decided to give him a chance. She would let this matter determine whether she and Xiao Huayong could be joined in marriage.

“Youyou, you must know that if he succeeds in this, his coldness toward his imperial father and his deep scheming nature will be concerning,” Shen Yun’an’s sword-like eyebrows knitted together. “If he fails, either he’s in league with His Majesty, or he’s overestimating himself.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh—it seemed neither success nor failure would be acceptable.

“Brother, these days, I’ve been observing coldly. The Crown Prince doesn’t seem to be a cold-blooded person. His conflict with His Majesty must be unusual. As for his deep scheming nature, that’s better than being stupid and ignorant,” Shen Xihe said. “Where else could we find someone more suitable?”

Shen Xihe had been observing all the princes lately. Excluding those who already had principal wives or were otherwise attached, only a few remained. The Crown Prince was already the best choice.

“Youyou, have you truly not considered the Fierce Prince?” Shen Yun’an asked in a low voice.

Just yesterday, he had met Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin. Prince Xin had specifically come to seek him out to propose marriage on behalf of the Fierce Prince.

“Young Master, although Little Nine is impetuous and proud, he is a person of firm character. He has developed feelings for the Princess, which is why I’ve come shamefully to seek this marriage. Little Nine is my only full-blooded younger brother. Regarding the Northwest’s situation, I can try my best to fulfill both Young Master’s and the Prince’s wishes.”

Xiao Changqin showed full sincerity: “If the Young Master and the Prince allow this marriage, I will watch over Little Nine and ensure he takes no other women. With me as his elder brother, I will take responsibility for everything. If our great endeavor succeeds, Little Nine will certainly live in prosperity without worry.”

Shen Yun’an was tempted. From the beginning, he and his father had favored the Fierce Prince. Prince Xin and the Fierce Prince shared deep brotherly affection. If Prince Xin became emperor, the Fierce Prince could live freely. Once everything settled, the Shen family could confidently hand over the Northwest, and the new emperor would not be suspicious.

They could lay down their burdens, and the whole family could enjoy their later years in peace and harmony, especially since Xiao Changying promised to take no other women, allowing his sister to live more contentedly.

Shen Yun’an told all this directly to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe was slightly startled. Xiao Changqin had also promised Gu Qingchi he wouldn’t take other women, and Gu Qingchi didn’t blame him for breaking that promise—in truth, Gu Qingchi had forced him to this point by never responding to any of Xiao Changqin’s affection.

Xiao Changqin took An Shi, Gu Qingchi’s cousin, because that day Gu Qingchi returned to her maiden home and happened to witness An Shi seducing Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Changqin had intended to refuse, but after seeing her, he didn’t dodge away, allowing An Shi to approach. He wanted to make Gu Qingchi jealous.

Gu Qingchi left as if she hadn’t seen anything. Xiao Changqin became furious and sought out Gu Qingchi for a private argument.

Yes, a private argument. In their several disagreements after marriage, she would just sit quietly, watching him go from burning with rage to powerless dejection, finally leaving him in disarray.

Later, her aunt sought out Gu Qingchi, saying An Shi was threatening to starve herself, begging her to let An Shi enter the household.

It was common for men to have multiple wives and concubines, so Gu Qingchi simply passed along the message. Unexpectedly, Xiao Changqin became so angry he flipped the table, repeatedly demanding explanations. Gu Qingchi found this man inexplicable—she was merely delivering a message; whether to accept a concubine was his own decision.

Perhaps Gu Qingchi’s indifference shattered the last dignity of this heaven’s proud son. In his anger, he agreed.

Gu Qingchi turned and delivered the message to her aunt, and the matter was settled. The day before taking the concubine, with forced fierceness in his eyes, he gripped her hand: “Qingqing, just beg me once. If you just beg me once, I’ll immediately cancel the marriage.”

An shi was also from a great family. It was already beneath her to be a secondary wife as a legitimate daughter. If he canceled the marriage now, Gu Qingchi replied: “Your Highness must be drunk and confused.”

Xiao Changqin stared blankly at Gu Qingchi for a moment, then suddenly burst into laughter—laughing hysterically while hiding his deep pain, until tears came to his eyes. Still unwilling to give up: “Qingqing, I beg you, I beg you to say one word, tell me not to take a concubine. Just say it, please?”

“Your Highness is a man, how can you change your mind so easily? If you cancel the marriage now, how will His Majesty punish you? If An Shi is quick-tempered and, unable to bear the humiliation, takes her own life, how will Your Highness stand firm in the future?” Gu Qingchi was heartless; she considered everything except matters of love between men and women.

Xiao Changqin’s bone-deep painful gaze was as deeply etched as when Gu Qingchi died in his arms.

Pulling back her thoughts, Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yun’an with puzzlement: “Brother, I don’t care whether my husband takes concubines.”

She didn’t understand why she should be jealous or concerned about whether a man took concubines, why she should care about such matters.

Shen Yun’an’s pupils contracted in shock: “Youyou!”

“My ambitions don’t lie in the inner court. No matter how many women he has, I can keep them all well in line. With more women, he’ll trouble me less.” Shen Xihe spoke truthfully.

Shen Yun’an: …

He, he, he was somewhat devastated!

After opening his mouth for a long while, wanting to ask many questions, Shen Yun’an finally asked dejectedly: “Youyou, please tell your brother, what do you care about?”

“I care about Father and Brother, I care about the blue sky and sandy winds of the Northwest that raised me,” Shen Xihe answered.

Shen Yun’an sighed in relief, then felt some regret. They had protected Shen Xihe too thoroughly, to the point where she was extremely indifferent to anyone and anything beyond her father, brother, and the Northwest.

“Youyou…” Shen Yun’an wanted to say that their father and brother couldn’t accompany her for life, but in the end, he swallowed these words.

Chapter 108: Mountain Climbing Peril
Never mind, saying more now wouldn’t change her deeply rooted thoughts. He could only hope this turmoil would settle quickly, and when the Crown Prince died young, they could bring Youyou home—her happiness with their companionship would be enough.

Shen Yun’an fell into an extremely contradictory struggle, blaming himself for not noticing earlier that his sister lived too clear-mindedly, without any of the normal romantic dreams and poetic sentiments of young ladies.

Yet he was also grateful that his sister lived so clear-mindedly—such a sister wouldn’t be hurt by any man.

“Youyou, brother will decline Prince Xin’s proposal,” Shen Yun’an sighed softly.

“Brother, don’t worry,” Shen Xihe’s soft hands gently rested on Shen Yun’an’s arm. “In this world, people’s desires and needs differ. Being able to obtain what one desires and possess what one values is perfect fulfillment.”

Why force oneself to seek other things when they aren’t needed?

“It was the brother who was narrow-minded,” Shen Yun’an suddenly understood. His sister was fine as she was—as long as he and father were well, no one could hurt her.

“Brother isn’t narrow-minded; brother cares too much for Youyou and always wants Youyou to have all the best things in the world,” Shen Xihe saw the worry disappear from Shen Yun’an’s brow and unconsciously revealed her pearl-like teeth in a smile.

Having cleared the air, Shen Yun’an stopped worrying about their parting and focused on arranging personnel in the capital for his sister while taking her sightseeing in the capital’s outskirts.

Before they knew it, the Double Ninth Festival arrived. Early in the morning, Shen Xihe made five-colored cakes and brought out the chrysanthemum wine she had brewed. She had Ziyu deliver portions of both to Xie Yunhuai.

Today, Shen Yun’an wore a navy blue turned-collar robe with dogwood embroidered on the collar and cuffs. Shen Xihe wore a moon-white chest-high short jacket and skirt with an apricot-yellow shawl, also embroidered with dogwood.

Shen Xihe prepared two sprigs of dogwood, pinning one to Shen Yun’an’s arm and putting her own in a fragrance sachet hanging at her waist.

In the courtyard, Shen Yun’an carefully selected a brilliantly blooming chrysanthemum and personally pinned it in Shen Xihe’s hair.

Wearing dogwood and chrysanthemums were Double Ninth Festival customs.

“I see Youyou’s complexion has been good these days. Should we go mountain climbing?” Shen Yun’an had never gone mountain climbing with Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s health was poor, and in the Northwest, he was busy with government affairs. Besides, he would have had to carry Shen Xihe up the mountain, which she wouldn’t have liked.

“Let’s try,” Shen Xihe felt somewhat eager.

She sensed that after taking the bone-melting pills for over a month, her hands had gained some strength. She walked around the courtyard after each meal and could now go increasingly far.

Today was the Double Ninth Festival for climbing heights. People everywhere were climbing mountains to pray for blessings, everyone wearing dogwood and chrysanthemums. When they reached the foot of the mountain since Shen Xihe was weak, Shen Yun’an had chosen a small hill, but there was still a constant stream of people. On both sides, some commoners carried poles selling ready-made dogwood sachets, chrysanthemum wine, and some fresh goods.

The autumn wind was strong, unlike spring light yet surpassing it, with chrysanthemum fragrance filling the mountain.

Shen Xihe had ultimately overestimated her strength. After climbing just a few dozen steps, she was breathless, her face pale and lips bloodless.

“Let’s rest at that pavilion,” Shen Yun’an spotted a pavilion with some people but still had space.

Shen Xihe didn’t try to push herself and let Biyu support her to sit in the pavilion. The pavilion was full of ladies, so Shen Yun’an couldn’t enter and could only wait outside. Just then, someone on the mountain was flying kites—he had been to many places and knew that flying kites during the Double Ninth Festival was a Southern custom.

Thinking that Shen Xihe shouldn’t climb further, he thought to buy a kite for them to fly together.

“Youyou, rest here. Brother will go buy a kite.”

They hadn’t brought many guards or servants to avoid disturbing others. With no one to send, Shen Yun’an had to go himself.

Before Shen Xihe could respond, Shen Yun’an had already stridden away.

The pavilion was built along a cliff edge, offering a view of layered mountains, with yellow, orange, and red leaves swaying together. Under the fierce sun, the autumn wind was especially cool.

Shen Xihe had sat for about the time it takes to burn half an incense stick, just catching her breath and her racing heart beginning to calm when suddenly two venomous snakes flew down from above. The ladies screamed in terror. Moyu glimpsed a shadow flash past and immediately gave chase.

Biyu quickly shielded Shen Xihe behind her. One snake landed not far from Shen Xihe and, startled, struck directly at her. Biyu stepped forward and precisely caught the striking venomous snake.

Just then, among the panicking fleeing ladies, someone passed particularly close to Shen Xihe. As she ran past Shen Xihe’s side, a tiny pebble struck her knee, causing her to stumble sideways and crash into Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe lost her balance and fell backward. Biyu reacted extremely quickly, catching Shen Xihe with one hand while grabbing the pavilion’s decorative wooden railing with the other.

Shen Xihe’s forehead struck the stone wall, making her vision darken.

At this point, Moyu, who had pursued a short distance before realizing these people were deliberately drawing her away, immediately returned. Just then, the other snake slithered over, about to bite Biyu’s hand when Moyu’s flying sword struck and sliced it in two.

She pulled Biyu and Shen Xihe up.

“Princess, forgive us. We failed to protect you,” Moyu and Biyu knelt with a thud.

Shen Xihe waved her hand: “They planned against our unpreparedness. Stand up—this isn’t your fault.”

Moyu’s first reaction was to catch the mastermind to avenge Shen Xihe and drive away enemies hidden above. Otherwise, trapped here, they would be sitting ducks if the enemy launched more sneak attacks.

“Youyou!” Shen Yun’an rushed forward—he had returned upon hearing the screams. Seeing the red swelling scrape on Shen Xihe’s forehead made his eyes flood with blood. “It’s brother’s fault for leaving you.”

Thinking how he had almost lost his sister, Shen Yun’an could barely breathe, his fists creaking.

“Brother, don’t blame yourself. There were many people today; none of us noticed we were already being watched,” Shen Xihe let Biyu briefly treat her forehead injury while comforting Shen Yun’an.

They had been targeted early on—unless she never stepped outside, the enemy would eventually find an opportunity to strike.

“Let’s go back first,” Shen Yun’an said with a taut face.

“Alright,” Shen Xihe agreed.

She wasn’t afraid of the people behind this trying again after their first attempt failed—it would be a good chance to trace them to their source. However, there were many common people on the mountain. She couldn’t risk their safety just to draw out the snake.

Shen Yun’an, heedless of all else, carried Shen Xihe on his back and quickly descended the mountain, with Moyu and Biyu covering their rear.

Shen Xihe could only go along with them helplessly.

Just as they reached the bottom, they heard Xue Jinqiao’s voice: “Sister Xihe, wait!”

Looking up, they saw Xue Jinqiao with two strong men holding someone.

Chapter 109: Exposing the Culprit
“Sister Xihe, this fool is the one who ambushed you!” Xue Jinqiao rushed to Shen Xihe’s side as the guards pressed a dark-skinned man in gray clothing down before them.

Shen Xihe glanced at Mo Yu. Mo Yu vaguely remembered the outline: “Looks like him.”

“It’s him!” Xue Jinqiao was unsatisfied with Mo Yu’s hesitant response.

Earlier that day, she had finally managed to escape the tedious customs of the Xue family. Upon arriving at the Princess’s mansion, she learned from Hong Yu that Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an had gone mountain climbing. She immediately gave chase. At the foot of the mountain, she saw Mo Yuan and Mo Yao with the carriage, indicating Shen Xihe’s group had gone up the mountain.

When she caught up, she saw Mo Yu pursuing someone. She thought following Mo Yu would lead her to Shen Xihe, but Mo Yu turned back midway. She had intended to follow as well, but sensing something was wrong, she ordered her guards to continue the pursuit while she turned back herself, arriving just after Shen Yun’an and Mo Yu.

However, her guards had managed to capture the person Mo Yu had been chasing.

“Why are you arresting me? Randomly seizing people in broad daylight—have you no regard for the law?” The captured man immediately began shouting. “Help! Help! The nobles are committing murder!”

“You—” Xue Jinqiao was so angered she nearly drew her blade to finish him, but she restrained herself in Shen Xihe’s presence.

His loud cries had attracted attention. There were already many people at the foot of the mountain, and they quickly gathered around.

Though Xue Jinqiao and Shen Xihe wore veils, their luxurious clothing made it clear they were nobles. While no one dared to openly intervene, they all gathered around whispering.

Shen Xihe quietly allowed him to continue shouting. As more and more people gathered, she gave Mo Yuan a subtle signal.

Mo Yuan’s fist struck the man’s chest, sending him sprawling to the ground, clutching his chest and coughing violently.

“Help… help…”

Mo Yuan followed with a flying kick that sent the man tumbling over several times, curling up on the ground.

The watching commoners backed away. Many couldn’t bear to watch but dared not speak up, afraid to provoke Shen Xihe’s group.

Mo Yuan stomped down on him again, causing him to cough up blood, and demanded while standing on him: “Who ordered you to do this?”

“Kah kah kah…” The man coughed up several mouthfuls of blood. “I…”

“Although Princess Zhaoning isn’t of royal blood, she was still bestowed her title by His Majesty. How dare you publicly torture commoners like this? Do you not fear bringing shame to the Northwestern King’s reputation and tarnishing His Majesty’s name?” A clear, resonant female voice suddenly rang out.

It came from a woman wearing a lapeled robe. These days, women often wore men’s clothing for convenience when going out, with lapeled robes being particularly fashionable.

She wasn’t pretending to be a man, merely wearing men’s clothing with light makeup and finely drawn eyebrows, giving her a gallant appearance.

Shen Xihe recognized this person—it was Jiang Baiyan, daughter of Jiang Bashi, the Minister of the Imperial Stables. She was said to be as skilled in horsemanship and archery as any man.

“Lady Jiang, who did you see earlier?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Jiang Baiyan was startled, not understanding why Shen Xihe would ask this. She frowned reflexively: “Why do you ask?”

“Perhaps before Lady Jiang stepped forward to uphold justice, you saw someone, or heard someone speak?” Shen Xihe pressed further.

“What exactly are you trying to say?” Jiang Baiyan was completely confused.

“Today, while my brother and I were climbing the mountain, someone released a snake intending to take my life, frightening many other climbers as well,” Shen Xihe said calmly. “This man is the one who released the snake.”

“Slander… pure slander…” The man on the ground squeezed out the words through his pain.

“What evidence do you have?” Jiang Baiyan glanced at him and asked Shen Xihe.

“He caught the snake, and to avoid being bitten, he smeared sulfur on his hands.” Shen Xihe gestured for Mo Yuan to bring the man over. Had she not noticed the yellow sulfur powder on his hands, she wouldn’t have let Mo Yuan act without investigation.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Xue Jinqiao, but with so many people on the mountain, confusion was possible.

But why would an ordinary mountain climber have both hands covered in sulfur?

As Mo Yuan forcefully spread open the yellowed hands, Jiang Baiyan also heard cursing from someone in the crowd who had been frightened earlier. She realized Shen Xihe’s words were likely true. She clasped her hands in greeting: “Please forgive me, Princess. I spoke rashly without verifying the facts.”

Shen Xihe didn’t dwell on it: “Lady Jiang need not blame herself. I deliberately had my subordinate use excessive force on him, knowing you wouldn’t be the only one to think me cruel. I did this because I suspected the person who ordered him must also be here mountain climbing…”

As she spoke, her eyes swept around in a circle with her body. This person had acted opportunistically—they couldn’t have predicted they would rest in the pavilion and planned ahead. Therefore, they wouldn’t have sent only their agent; they must have come themselves to direct the plan against her at any moment.

“This person is meticulous. If not for Miss Seven’s presence, I wouldn’t have caught him either,” Shen Xihe glanced at the man who couldn’t deny the evidence of the sulfur. “Seeing their agent fall into my hands, the mastermind would surely become anxious. I deliberately had my subordinate beat him to provoke righteous individuals’ indignation, knowing they would find someone to speak up for justice.”

Ordinary commoners, even the most upright, would be prudent when faced with nobles like Shen Xihe, as common folk naturally held nobles in fearful respect. The person who could be manipulated to confront Shen Xihe must be of high status, righteous but not particularly clever, or perhaps already prejudiced against Shen Xihe.

Since Jiang Baiyan could openly apologize, she wasn’t prejudiced against Shen Xihe—she must be the former.

“It was the Second Lady of the Rong household!” Jiang Baiyan was also furious now, realizing they had dared to use her after committing such evil. “The Second Lady of the Rong household said the Princess was showing off and abusing commoners.”

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly—she had been worried about lacking evidence.

“Mo Yuan, take him to the Metropolitan Court. Biyu, go invite all the ladies who were frightened at the pavilion today to testify at the Metropolitan Court.” After giving these orders, Shen Xihe took Mo Yu’s hand and boarded her carriage.

The group proceeded grandly to the Metropolitan Court. Last time they had gone to the Court of Judicial Review because it involved sons of high officials, and Shen Xihe had also wanted to see if Cui Jinbai would appear.

This time only involved commoners and officials’ female relatives, so Shen Xihe gave a face to the Metropolitan Governor.

In truth, the Metropolitan Governor wished this ancestor would ignore his face and go directly to the Court of Judicial Review!

Behind Shen Xihe was the Northwestern King, while behind the Rong family were the Noble Consort and both Prince Xin and Prince Lie!

If Shen Xihe hadn’t been outside the imperial clan, he would have loved to dump this case on the Court of Imperial Clansmen!

“Li Er’lang before the court, the Princess accuses you of accepting orders to deliberately release a snake with murderous intent. Do you confess?” The Metropolitan Governor questioned with a bitter expression.

“Your Honor, this commoner has been wronged. Snake charming is my family’s traditional skill. I went to the mountain today only to catch snakes…” In this short time, he had already thought up an excuse.

“Absurd! Catching snakes while covered in sulfur—do you take this official for an ignorant child to be fooled so easily!” The Metropolitan Governor berated.

“This humble one only applied the sulfur after catching the snake, fearing injury from its venom,” Li Er’lang argued.

Chapter 110: The Mystic Incense
“Where’s the snake?” the Metropolitan Governor asked.

“This humble one was tired after descending the mountain and sat by the stream to rest. Unexpectedly, someone knocked me unconscious. When I awoke, the snake was gone,” Li Er’lang said tearfully.

His story was convincing and logical, even explaining away the source of the snake that had frightened Shen Xihe’s group.

The person Second Lady Rong had found wasn’t a fool after all.

“Princess, this…” the Metropolitan Governor looked at Shen Xihe with some difficulty.

“Governor Zhang, why don’t we wait for the Second Lady of the Rong family to arrive before continuing the questioning?” Shen Xihe, having been injured, had specifically arranged for a chair to sit in.

Fortunately, Second Lady Rong—Rong Mizhen—was quickly brought in, accompanied by her father, Second Master Rong Changxun.

Metropolitan Governor Zhang Pengzhan explained the situation from beginning to end, then asked Rong Mizhen: “Second Lady Rong, do you know this person?”

Rong Mizhen glanced at him and replied in a soft voice: “In response to the Governor, yes, I have seen him. Today at the foot of the mountain, I saw that Princess Zhaoning seemed to have some conflict with this man.”

Rong Mizhen’s frank admission made it difficult for the Metropolitan Governor to continue questioning. After deliberating for a moment, he said: “The Princess claims this man released the snake to harm people at your instigation.”

Rong Mizhen’s face filled with horror, her eyes innocent: “I have no grievance with the Princess. Her status is noble—at several banquets, I could only glimpse her from afar, never exchanging a single word. Why would I harm her?”

“On what basis does the Princess conclude my daughter was behind this?” Rong Changxun asked.

The Metropolitan Governor felt somewhat awkward. Following Shen Xihe’s reasoning made sense, but it was also rather forced. However, as the presiding official, he couldn’t show bias or favoritism, so he recounted the entire explanation.

“Absurd. The Princess is a lady, so I won’t argue with her,” Rong Changxun sneered coldly after listening, then fixed his gaze on Shen Yun’an. “Young Master, you’re a court official—how could you not stop the Princess? Is this how justice is determined in the Northwest as well?”

“Whether it’s absurd or not, let’s set that aside for now,” Shen Xihe spoke first. “I have my methods to make this person testify. I wonder how Second Master Rong will account to me when faced with irrefutable evidence?”

Shen Xihe was at least eighty percent certain the Rong family was behind this. As for the reason… perhaps it had to do with Prince Lie, Xiao Changying.

It was neither widely known nor entirely secret that the Second Lady of the Rong family had feelings for Xiao Changying—Gu Qingchao knew about it.

“Is the Princess determined to smear the Rong family?” Rong Changxun’s face turned ashen. “If the Princess cannot produce evidence, what then?”

“If I cannot produce evidence, if my evidence cannot convince Second Master Rong completely, I will personally go to the Rong family gate and kowtow three times and nine bows in apology,” Shen Xihe laughed coldly. “If it is proven to be the Rong family’s doing, what will the Rong family do?”

Shen Xihe spoke with such certainty that Rong Changxun became somewhat fearful. He truly didn’t know what his daughter had done, but at this point, he couldn’t lose face by backing down: “What does the Princess propose?”

“I nearly fell off a cliff—I don’t know if I would have lived or died from the fall. I won’t demand a life for a life,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Nor do I know what would have happened had that venomous snake bitten me. I never push people too hard. If I can produce evidence, let your daughter be bitten by a venomous snake and jump from where I nearly fell—whether she lives or dies will depend on her fate.”

Rong Changxun glanced at his composed daughter and immediately agreed: “Very well!”

“Governor Zhang, please witness this,” Shen Xihe said to the Metropolitan Governor.

The Metropolitan Governor looked at both sides and reluctantly said: “I will witness. Please present your evidence, Princess.”

Shen Xihe called softly: “Biyu.”

Biyu came forward holding an incense burner, which she handed to the court runners. Shen Xihe explained: “Governor Zhang, inside this incense burner, is a specially prepared mystic incense. This incense makes people lower their guard, and when inhaled in large quantities, they will answer any question truthfully.”

This incense was made primarily from milnacipran flowers and datura, making people feel euphoric—even more potent than the Five Stone Powder.

“Li Er’lang, come forward!” The Metropolitan Governor immediately had the court runners light it for Li Er’lang to inhale.

After a few breaths, Li Er’lang’s face flushed red, his eyes became intoxicated, and his smile turned frivolous.

The Metropolitan Governor frowned and looked at Shen Xihe, who nodded: “Please proceed with your questions, Governor.”

“Li Er’lang, what is your full name, where do you live…” The Metropolitan Governor asked for some basic information first. After Li Er’lang answered all these questions clearly, the Governor changed tack: “Today is the Double Ninth Festival. Did you release a snake to harm someone?”

“Double Ninth? Release a snake…” Li Er’lang giggled. “Steward Li told me I’d get two taels of gold for throwing two venomous snakes!”

“Who is this Steward Li?” The Metropolitan Governor asked, ignoring how Rong Changxun and Rong Mizhen’s faces had drastically changed.

“The Rong household’s steward, Li Jifu,” Li Er’lang answered, still wearing a blissful smile.

“Go, summon Li Jifu!” the Metropolitan Governor ordered coldly.

“No need!”

“No need!”

Rong Changxun and Shen Xihe spoke simultaneously. Rong Changxun gave Shen Xihe a cold look: “Governor Zhang, this man is not in his right mind. His words cannot be trusted!”

“If Second Master Rong doesn’t believe it, he can write down several private matters known only to himself and test my mystic incense,” Shen Xihe said calmly. “Governor Zhang, there’s no need to summon the Rong household’s steward. The rights and wrongs of this matter are clear to everyone. If Second Lady Rong wishes to prove her innocence, she can try my mystic incense!”

“Princess, you want me to make a spectacle of myself like this ruffian in public?” Rong Mizhen held back tears, feeling humiliated.

“No need. Just let me, Lady Jiang and Lady Xue question you in the inner hall. If Second Lady Rong doesn’t trust us, she can also select ladies she trusts to witness,” Shen Xihe refused to yield. “Of course, you can also make a scene about dying, claiming I humiliated you. My mystic incense is available at any time—you can crash into a pillar now to show your integrity and avoid the humiliation.

But I will report this to His Majesty and let him uphold justice for me.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe cast a meaningful look at Rong Changxun. If this reached the Emperor, the mystic incense would still be used. By then, it wouldn’t be just a minor matter between two ladies—the entire Rong family, including Noble Consort Rong, would suffer.

Rong Changxun knew their family couldn’t escape involvement as soon as Li Er’lang implicated Li Jifu. He stared at Rong Mizhen with shock and anger: “Did you or did you not hire someone to play tricks on the Princess!”

What a euphemism for “playing tricks,” Shen Xihe sneered inwardly.

“Father, Father, your daughter didn’t mean to.” Rong Mizhen immediately caught on. “Your daughter was just jealous of the Princess’s beauty and wanted to embarrass her. Who knew… who knew things would become so serious… *sob sob*… your daughter truly didn’t mean for this to happen…”

“Setting venomous snakes is just ‘playing tricks,’ releasing venomous snakes at a cliff edge is just wanting to embarrass someone.” Jiang Baiyan couldn’t listen anymore and laughed coldly.

Rong Mizhen had even used her, making her the first to speak up. She didn’t blame Rong Mizhen for being devious—she only blamed herself for being foolish!

Chapter 111: A Rather Strange Scene
But that didn’t stop her from feeling angry and piling on!

With Jiang Baiyan tearing away their fig leaf of pretense, both Rong Changxun and Rong Mizhen lost face. Rong Changxun attempted to negotiate: “Princess…”

“Second Master Rong, we’ve already agreed on how to handle this, with Governor Zhang as a witness,” Shen Xihe had no desire for further discussion.

Rong Changxun choked, but wasn’t ready to give up: “Princess, my daughter is young and ignorant. I beg you to show mercy—the Rong family will remember this kindness forever.”

Shen Xihe let out a low laugh: “The Rong family’s gratitude is worth less to me than my peace of mind. If I spare her today, everyone will think I’m easy to bully, that as long as no one dies, they can obtain forgiveness. How could I ever have peace then? I may not be aggressive, but I don’t forgive easily either.”

Shen Xihe’s stance was clear. The Metropolitan Governor only looked at Rong Changxun: “Second Master Rong, do you want to settle this privately or proceed with a public trial?”

Their earlier agreement was private—Rong Changxun could refuse to honor it, at most losing his reputation for keeping his word.

If Rong Mizhen were truly bitten by a venomous snake and jumped from the cliff, she might lose her life. Though the incident was malicious, since Shen Xihe hadn’t suffered actual serious injury or death, by law the punishment would at most be a few days’ detention or a beating with the rod.

Settle privately and preserve reputation but lose his daughter’s life; proceed publicly and lose reputation but save his daughter’s life.

Rong Changxun took a deep breath: “The Rong family’s word is its bond. This wicked daughter was foolish, first plotting against the Princess, and then deceiving her father. She deserves punishment.”

After speaking, he bowed to the Metropolitan Governor, gave Rong Mizhen a deep look, then turned and strode away.

“Father, Father—” Rong Mizhen tried to rush after him, but the Metropolitan Governor had her restrained and handed over to Shen Xihe.

After asking what kind of snake had been used, Shen Xihe had Mo Yuan catch one. She didn’t have the snake bite Rong Mizhen directly. Instead, Rong Mizhen sat where she had sat earlier, while Mo Yuan stood where Li Er’lang had been and threw the snake over.

Whether it would bite depended on her fate.

She was fortunate—the snake didn’t bite her. When Rong Mizhen was pushed off the pavilion, she didn’t die either, only breaking both legs and scratching her face. Shen Xihe didn’t know if she had other injuries, as she was taken home by the Rong family’s people.

“Sister, why did you spare her life?” Xue Jinqiao was somewhat displeased.

Such a despicable person should have been killed.

While Rong Mizhen was indeed lucky not to be bitten by the snake, she survived the fall because Shen Xihe had specifically instructed that she be pushed toward tree branches, which provided resistance and support, saving her from death.

“If she died, others would pity her and think me cruel,” Shen Xihe glanced at Xue Jinqiao, who had changed how she addressed her again.

“Would Sister care about such things?” Xue Jinqiao felt she was being patronized, believing that Shen Xihe, like herself, didn’t care about others’ words.

“I don’t care,” Shen Xihe slowly curved her lips. “Alive, she suffers, and people won’t forget what the Rong family’s daughter did. The Rong family won’t dare tangle with me too much. But if she died, it would be different.”

“I see.” Xue Jinqiao propped her face on one hand, gazing at Shen Xihe with admiring eyes and an enchanting smile.

Shen Xihe pretended not to notice her infatuated look, allowing her to follow back to the Princess’s mansion. She took out two types of incense: “Nine Harmony Incense and Nine Truth Incense—which do you prefer?”

Xue Jinqiao’s eyes sparkled as she opened and smelled both. Though she preferred the Nine Truth Incense’s long-lasting and subtle fragrance, she asked: “In Nine Harmony Incense, does ‘harmony’ refer to Sister’s close friend He?”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe understood her thoughts and directly locked away the Nine Harmony Incense: “Nine Truth Incense suits you better.”

“Sister…” Xue Jinqiao pouted, drawing out the word coquettishly.

“I have matters to attend to and won’t keep you today. Go home early—it’s the Double Ninth Festival, don’t let your family worry,” Shen Xihe advised.

“Sister…”

“Mo Yu!”

Shen Xihe called out, and Mo Yu entered, grabbing Xue Jinqiao by the back of her collar and carrying her away.

Throughout it all, Xue Jinqiao kept staring at Shen Xihe, her pout growing ever higher.

“Princess, are you still going to keep your appointment with the Crown Prince?” Hong Yu asked, seeing Shen Xihe sitting at her dressing table.

“My word is my bond.” Shen Xihe chose a pair of rather wide gold-threaded hanging pearl hair ornaments. Her wound was on the left side of her forehead—initially a large red patch, now just a small crimson mark. These ornaments could perfectly conceal it.

After dealing with Rong Mizhen’s aftermath, Shen Yun’an returned to find Shen Xihe dressed magnificently, and immediately became jealous: “Sister, where are you going, dressed so enchantingly?”

Shen Yun’an only called her “sister” when he was sulking—normally he used her childhood name.

“Just to complement these hair ornaments,” Shen Xihe’s fingertips brushed the semicircular string of pearls hanging at her brow.

These ornaments were made from a bushel of fine fish-eye pearls that Shen Yun’an had obtained.

Sure enough, Shen Yun’an was appeased: “You look truly beautiful.”

Shen Xihe smiled helplessly: “Let’s go, we’ll depart.”

“We?” Shen Yun’an pointed at himself, somewhat uncertain.

“Of course. I have an appointment with His Highness, but it wasn’t specified that I couldn’t bring others,” Shen Xihe felt that if she went alone with Xiao Huayong to the tower, she might not know how to appease her brother afterward. Better to bring him along.

“I’ll go change clothes right away!” Shen Yun’an’s feet moved, and he flew out.

After their evening meal, at sunset, Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an arrived at the palace gate together. They weren’t going to the city gate tower, but rather the tower at the palace gate.

Xiao Huayong wore a black round-collared robe with silver embroidery depicting elegant pear leaves and simple auspicious patterns. A silver cape draped his shoulders, and a silver crown bound his hair, making him look noble and dignified yet approachable.

“I heard the Princess was injured *cough cough cough cough*…” Xiao Huayong looked worriedly at Shen Xihe’s forehead.

She had deliberately made the incident widely known—those who should know in the capital already knew. Xiao Changying had personally come to the Princess’s mansion, though she hadn’t received him.

She had meant to make it public, partly to distance herself from Prince Xin and Prince Lie.

“Just a minor injury, thank you for your concern, Your Highness,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Xiao Huayong coughed several more times before taking a box from Tian Yuan’s hands: “Inside are some moisturizing fragrant balms, particularly effective for scrapes and bruises.”

Before Shen Xihe could reach for it, Shen Yun’an stepped forward to take it: “On behalf of my sister, I thank Your Highness for your kindness.”

At that moment, the last light of day was swallowed by the horizon. A brilliant firework soared and exploded above their heads, its colorful light reflecting on the faces of the two tall men as they both held the same box.

The scene was somewhat… strangely awkward.

Tian Yuan slowly backed away. His Highness had put considerable effort into creating this atmosphere, only to have the Young Master cut in.

Yet he inexplicably wanted to laugh, though he had to hold it in.

Xiao Huayong’s smile froze slightly, but he gracefully withdrew his hand and cleared the way to the tower: “Young Master, Princess, please.”

Chapter 112: A Lifelong Companion
Standing atop the city gate tower, the splendor of the capital stretched as far as the eye could see; fireworks clustered together, scattering golden radiance across the entire city.

From the palace gate tower, looking down at the entire capital, lanterns shone brilliantly as people sang and danced, with every household decorated in festive lights and ornaments.

To the northwest, one could see the entire city’s people celebrating jubilantly, candlelight illuminating everything, showing genuine and simple joy.

From the capital’s high buildings, the city lights stretched like an endless dragon, lighting up the imperial city’s night sky. Such prosperity and grandeur made one feel as if heaven and earth lay prostrate beneath their feet, naturally inspiring grand ambitions.

“During the Lantern Festival, it would be even more beautiful,” Xiao Huayong coughed softly. “During the Festival, there will be lantern fairs, with various lantern shops competing. The tallest lantern towers can reach several dozen zhang in height, and once lit, they rotate continuously, illuminating several li around them.”

“Is that so? Then I shall look forward to seeing it next year,” Shen Xihe responded.

“If the Princess doesn’t mind, I would like to accompany you to next year’s Lantern Festival,” Xiao Huayong invited.

“It’s only the ninth month now, with an entire season before the Lantern Festival. Who knows what circumstances we’ll face then? Your Highness thinks far ahead, which is good, but thinking too far often leads to disappointed hopes. One should be practical and focus on the present,” Shen Yunan declined on Shen Xihe’s behalf.

Despite Shen Yunan’s sarcasm, Xiao Huayong maintained his gentle smile and humbly replied, “The Young Master’s words are timely. I appreciate the guidance.”

Like punching a cotton pillow, Shen Yunan snorted coldly and stood on Shen Xihe’s other side, ignoring Xiao Huayong while enthusiastically pointing things out to Shen Xihe.

Naturally, Shen Xihe had to accompany her brother in conversation, but her refined upbringing prevented her from completely ignoring Xiao Huayong. She would include him occasionally, asking about the capital’s customs.

Xiao Huayong responded with a smile, though he wished Shen Xihe would ignore him. Only before the closest family would one be completely uninhibited, showing their true self without formal politeness.

Because they know others won’t mind, they will be infinitely indulgent.

At this moment, as fireworks sparkled brilliantly, he looked down at the faintly smiling young woman, wanting to become the person who would indulge her and give her someone to rely on without hesitation.

He wanted it very much.

Desperately so.

“Thank you, Your Highness, for showing my brother and me the capital’s splendor. The wind is strong up here, and Your Highness shouldn’t catch cold. Shall we leave soon?” Shen Xihe said softly.

Xiao Huayong could see that she maintained her usual elegant self-possession, her expression unchanged, but her unusually clear eyes showed that she was in particularly good spirits tonight.

He just didn’t know if it was because he had brought her here, or because of the other person accompanying them.

Probably the latter.

For a moment, his heart felt somewhat bitter.

“I apologize for not being able to fully satisfy the Princess’s wishes due to my poor hosting,” Xiao Huayong said apologetically.

Shen Xihe replied, “No, I am also frail and susceptible to cold. Another day, if there’s an opportunity, we can view the scenery from the tower together again.”

“Let’s go, let’s go,” Shen Yunan urged, unable to stand this fellow exchanging affected words with his sister.

Xiao Huayong smiled gracefully and followed them down the tower, personally helping Shen Xihe into her carriage.

After the carriage had traveled some distance, Shen Yunan said, “Youyou, wait here for me a moment.”

Having said this, he turned back and, as expected, saw Xiao Huayong still waiting in place. “Your Highness, may I have a word?”

Xiao Huayong followed him to a willow-lined embankment where the lake water sparkled in the night, with Tianyuan keeping watch from a distance.

“Your Highness, we are both men, and the way you look at my sister is not ordinary,” Shen Yunan spoke directly. He would depart tomorrow, and given his sensitive position, it would be better not to see Xiao Huayong before leaving. Some things needed to be said clearly now. “I don’t know how much is true and how much is false, but I wish to say something to Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong: “Please speak, Young Master.”

“Prince Xin sought to arrange a marriage between my sister and Prince Lie, promising that Prince Lie would never take another woman in his lifetime. My sister refused.”

Shen Yunan didn’t know how far Xiao Huayong and his sister could go, nor how genuine Xiao Huayong’s feelings for his sister were. He wasn’t telling Xiao Huayong this to demand the same promise, as his sister didn’t care about such things.

He just wanted Xiao Huayong to know how precious his sister was, and that he should cherish her all the more.

“If one day I am fortunate enough to have Youyou as my wife, I will certainly remain by her side alone for life,” Xiao Huayong bowed solemnly to Shen Yunan.

“Your Highness, I didn’t mean…”

“No need to say more, Young Master,” Xiao Huayong interrupted Shen Yunan’s words. “In this life, I have seen countless splendors, viewed mountains, rivers, sun, and moon, only to meet one person who could move my heart and soul.”

He was not an inexperienced youth with shallow knowledge; nor was he an innocent child unfamiliar with the world; nor was he an ignorant fool with limited understanding.

He had experienced life’s myriad aspects and seen countless faces of beauty before meeting her and choosing her.

He dared not make passionate declarations about the depth of his feelings for her, but he could say with certainty that no one else in this world could move him as she did.

Shen Yunan hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to be so serious, and for a moment didn’t know what to say. He could only bow in farewell and leave silently.

After Shen Yunan left, Xiao Chanying sought out Shen Xihe. Knowing he would persist until she saw him, she got down from her carriage and entered a private room in a nearby restaurant.

“Regarding today’s events, I was the cause of the trouble and have come to apologize,” Xiao Chanying began somewhat cautiously.

“The matter is resolved, and Zhaoning is unharmed. Your Highness need not worry,” Shen Xihe was very understanding.

This made Xiao Chanying even more uncomfortable, hesitating and not knowing how to continue.

Shen Xihe waited quietly for a while before saying, “If Your Highness has nothing else, Zhaoning will take her leave.”

As Shen Xihe stood to leave, Xiao Chanying grabbed her wrist. Both their gazes fell to his hand, and while Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed, he didn’t let go. “Princess, what fault do you find in me?”

Shen Xihe struggled briefly, but couldn’t break free. Giving up the attempt, she spoke coldly: “Your Highness, there are countless beautiful things and people in this world, but not everything beautiful is what everyone desires. Different flowers appeal to different eyes. Your Highness is fine, but simply doesn’t match Zhaoning’s preferences.”

“Who matches your preferences? The Crown Prince?” Xiao Chanying blurted out.

“Who matches Zhaoning’s preferences is no concern of Your Highness,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were cool and distant. “Zhaoning owes Your Highness nothing. Just because Your Highness has developed some feelings for Zhaoning doesn’t mean Zhaoning must be grateful.”

“I didn’t mean that…” Xiao Chanying hurried to explain.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning told you long ago that we were not fated,” Shen Xihe forcefully pulled her wrist free.

As she raised her arm, her sleeve slipped down, revealing faint scars on her hand. Xiao Chanying stared at them blankly: “That day, why did you save me?”

“Why does Your Highness ask this? You and I both know Zhaoning’s intentions clearly,” Shen Xihe felt something was off about Xiao Chanying.

Could it be that knowing she had refused the marriage proposal, his pride was hurt and he was affected by it?

Xiao Chanying’s face paled slightly: “I…”

“Your Highness, this is how the world and its affairs are. There will always be things we desire but cannot obtain. I hope Your Highness can come to terms with this soon,” Shen Xihe gave a slight bow and turned to leave.

Chapter 113: The Crown Prince Is Not Bad
“Xihe…” Xiao Chanying suddenly stood up. He took a step to follow but could only watch helplessly as she left without hesitation. A trace of melancholy welled up in his eyes. “Let go… from others’ mouths it’s just two light words, but when placed on oneself, it’s a thousand-pound burden, impossible to move.”

He didn’t know when he had developed such feelings for her. At their first meeting at the Ma family estate, he was exhausted from being pursued, suspicious, and wary of everyone, including her.

Later, she told him coldly and forcefully that all his suspicions were merely his wishful thinking.

He had always been vengeful by nature, impetuous and domineering. In the past, he would have torn anyone who stole his evidence into pieces to satisfy his anger. But with her, he never thought of revenge. He kept telling himself it was because of her special status, that he had no concrete evidence. Later, he told himself it was repayment for saving his life…

Time and again he found countless reasons, but looking back now, it was simply that he couldn’t bear to hurt her even slightly.

His brother said he had fallen for her, but he refused to admit it. So he kept avoiding her, using some inexplicable awkwardness to try to prove he hadn’t fallen for her – how could he fall for such a crafty woman?

His brother couldn’t stand watching this and created opportunities for him. Step by step, he saw clearly into his own heart, gradually being drawn to her until he could no longer deceive himself. His brother offered to arrange the marriage, saying that as long as Shen Yunan and his father agreed, he would ask the Emperor to grant the marriage.

He had been expectant and joyful, but what he received was this outcome. Just as she had said at the Ma estate, she would not marry him – not an excuse or playing hard to get, but truly would not.

Xiao Chanying didn’t understand what was wrong with him. He wanted to ask for a clear answer, but before he could, his cousin from the Rong family heard about it from his mother and hurt her badly, undoubtedly pushing her even further away.

At this point, he felt he had lost to his elder brother the Crown Prince. He used to think the Crown Prince was weak and rumored to die young, all alone without any maternal relatives, quite pitiful.

Today, however, he extremely envied his royal brother.

“Sister.” Shen Yunan, not seeing Shen Xihe when he returned, was about to enter the restaurant when he met her at the entrance. He glanced inside before asking softly, “Are you alright?”

Previously, Shen Yunan had thought Xiao Chanying might be better, but after today’s incident with Miss Rong, he rejected the idea. There were too many messy affairs – marrying him would only bring more trouble.

That’s why Shen Yunan had gone back to advise Xiao Huayong, essentially approving his sister’s choice.

“I’m fine,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly, returning to the carriage with Shen Yunan.

“It’s my fault…” Shen Yunan felt somewhat guilty. If he hadn’t wanted to give Xiao Changqin and Xiao Chanying a chance, today’s events wouldn’t have happened.

“My foolish brother, this isn’t your fault,” Shen Xihe laughed lightly. Her brother wasn’t stupid at all – he was brilliant in military strategy but less adept at handling these subtle complications. “Prince Xin only hinted at this to you yesterday, and neither of us had responded yet. How did Second Miss Rong learn of it?”

Shen Yunan realized she was right – it was barely even a possibility yet, with Prince Xin only making private inquiries, so it couldn’t have reached their uncle so soon.

“It couldn’t have been our maternal relatives, but it could have been their mother,” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “Noble Consort Rong has been warm and attentive to me, but never had the critical eye of choosing a daughter-in-law. From the beginning, she never intended to let Prince Lie marry me.”

Noble Consort Rong didn’t want Prince Lie to marry her, but couldn’t show opposition for fear of alienating her son, so she used her niece to achieve her goal.

“To think Noble Consort Rong would disregard family ties like this!” Shen Yunan was shocked.

“There’s a reason behind this. Noble Consort Rong’s current second sister-in-law isn’t the original wife. Lord Rong’s first wife was Noble Consort Rong’s close friend and left behind a son and daughter. It’s said that before Lord Rong’s first wife passed away, he was already involved with his current wife…”

Some things weren’t proper for a young lady to say too directly to her brother: “The Rong family wants to strengthen their ties through marriage. When Prince Xin married the lady of the Gu family, though she has now passed and the position of Princess Xin is vacant, Prince Xin isn’t easy to influence. So they wanted to marry their daughter to Prince Lie.”

Prince Lie was brave but lacked subtlety, straightforward, and upright – a good choice for a husband.

“Is the Second Miss the only one in the Rong family qualified to be Prince Lie’s wife?” Shen Yunan sneered. “So this was Noble Consort Rong’s plan to kill two birds with one stone.”

It both ended their hopes for Prince Lie and prevented any Rong family lady from marrying in.

“The Rong family is tied to Prince Xin and Prince Lie – whether through marriage or not, they must plan for them,” Shen Xihe nodded. “Why would Noble Consort Rong waste a princess title on the Rong family?”

Marrying a daughter of civil or military officials would add another piece to Prince Xin and Prince Lie’s arsenal.

“Youyou, you were right!” Shen Yunan was now extremely grateful that Shen Xihe had made her own choice.

He and their father were men after all, and men thought differently from women. They had only considered Prince Xin and Prince Lie themselves, completely overlooking Noble Consort Rong and her daughter. His sister would have to interact with her in-laws in the future.

What good could come from having such a two-faced mother-in-law?

The Crown Prince wasn’t bad at all – the Empress had passed away early, and when his sister married into the Eastern Palace she would be its mistress, entering through the palace’s main gate in an eight-bearer sedan chair. Even Noble Consort Rong would have to pay respects to her when they met.

As long as she was happy, she could even manage the inner palace as a Crown Princess if she wished.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly, not explaining that she wasn’t afraid of Noble Consort Rong, who would only suffer losses when dealing with her.

As long as Shen Yunan abandoned the idea of marrying her to Xiao Chanying and sided with her, he would certainly persuade their father when he returned to the Northwest.

Meanwhile, Xiao Chanying returned dejectedly to his residence and then went to Prince Xin’s mansion. Seeing his brother was still awake, he didn’t know how to express his heartache, so he sat silently to the side, drinking cup after cup of strong wine.

Xiao Changqin leaned against a pavilion pillar, sitting sideways on a long bench with one foot bent on it, his robe falling loose. His fingers held an ocarina, playing a melody that was ancient and rich, low and tragic, making Xiao Chanying’s heart ache even more.

After finishing the piece, Xiao Changqin took a white handkerchief and gently wiped it: “Do you know why Mother deliberately let our second cousin know about your intention to marry Princess Zhaoning?”

Xiao Chanying’s hand tightened on his wine cup.

“Because… His Majesty disapproves,” Xiao Changqin wiped with great care and gentleness.

This was a gift his late wife had casually bought for him when he had persistently followed her.

With a crash, the cup was slammed onto the table. Xiao Chanying’s face was dark, his eyes filled with struggle and pain.

“I told you, in Mother’s heart, His Majesty comes first. For His Majesty, she can abandon everything, including you and me,” Xiao Changqin carefully wrapped the cleaned ocarina in a clean handkerchief.

Chapter 114: The Crown Prince Faints Again
“Brother, say no more!” Xiao Chanying closed his eyes in anguish.

His elder brother had warned him not to trust their mother and the Emperor too much, but he had dismissed it as his brother’s resentment over his wife’s death.

Since childhood, their mother had carefully protected the brothers in the deep palace. In the entire palace, she alone had protected three children to grow up healthy. In his heart, their mother had always been a great and loving parent.

He knew their mother had played a role in his sister-in-law’s affair, but Xiao Chanying hadn’t liked Gu Qingzhi – she never respected his brother. Besides, though the poison reached his sister-in-law’s hands, their mother hadn’t forced her to take it. He had always felt his mother couldn’t be blamed for this.

That’s why he had let his guard down when his brother said he had tested Shen Yunan’s attitude and found him wavering about their marriage.

He had shown his joy openly, and when their mother saw and asked, he hadn’t concealed anything. He had truly treated her as someone he could confide in and trust. She had even praised Shen Xihe highly, yet then turned around and…

Xiao Changqin understood his brother’s current feelings, for he too had endured this heartbreaking taste step by step to reach today’s state of neither joy nor sorrow, tempered like steel.

Previously, he had shouldered everything, only hoping this one brother who truly cared for him could grow up happy and carefree.

Now he was somewhat tired. Once his affairs were finished, he would have no more attachments. His younger brother must grow up on his own.

Xiao Changqin didn’t push his brother further. He stood and walked to Xiao Chanying’s side, gently patting his shoulder: “Brother, you need to grow up quickly.”

Grow up quickly to weather any storm – only then could he as an elder brother be at ease.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t comprehend the brothers’ sorrows. He too was in good spirits today. Shen Yunan’s words when he returned were tantamount to entrusting Shen Xihe to his care. Though Shen Yunan remained cold toward him, this only made him more delighted.

If he weren’t special to Shen Xihe, why would Shen Yunan be so concerned?

In his joy, Xiao Huayong walked with a spring in his step. Following behind, Tianyuan felt his master was just short of skipping to express his current happiness.

Seeing his master heading toward the Eastern Palace, Tianyuan hurriedly stopped him: “Your Highness, you forgot you still have matters to attend…”

Xiao Huayong slapped his forehead: “Ah yes, I was so happy I forgot the important matters.”

With that, he turned and headed in another direction.

Today was the Double Ninth Festival. Even the Emperor had issued an edict allowing officials on duty to leave early. It should have been a day of family celebration, but an urgent report about intercepted tax grain was presented, and Emperor Youning urgently summoned the three ministers and key officials.

Minister Wang Zheng had some bad luck – first, his path was blocked by two quarreling parties, forcing him to take a detour.

On the detour, he startled his horse and fell off. After finally climbing back on and hurrying to the palace gate, when he tried to tighten the reins to dismount, the horse unexpectedly disobeyed and charged straight ahead.

The palace guards recognized Wang Zheng and cleared the way, planning to subdue the wild horse after entering the gate. However, they hadn’t expected that the Crown Prince, who had been viewing the city with Princess Zhaoning and Young Master Shen earlier, hadn’t left yet and was taking a walk as his health had slightly improved.

Everyone watched helplessly as the wild horse charged straight at the Crown Prince. At the critical moment, a palace guard commander flew over and punched the horse’s neck, sending both Wang Zheng and the horse flying.

Wang Zheng was dizzy from the fall but hurriedly scrambled up to look at Xiao Huayong, regardless of his dignity.

As he expected, the Crown Prince had already fainted from fright.

In the ensuing chaos, the Crown Prince was carried to the Eastern Palace. The Imperial Physicians were urgently summoned to the palace and diagnosed that the Crown Prince had been severely shocked, his pulse was weak as silk, and his condition was critical…

Emperor Youning had just arranged matters regarding the intercepted tax grain when he led his officials to the Eastern Palace. Wang Zheng knelt at the Eastern Palace gate, and even this usually steady man was nervous. Fortunately, he had immediately ordered his men to watch the startled horse.

To his despair, after examination by both the Imperial Physicians and the Imperial Stables’ horse doctors, the horse was found to have no problems.

No one was framing him – he had simply ridden recklessly into the palace in his haste, and worse, frightened the Crown Prince into fainting, aggravating his condition.

Both Minister Cui Zheng and Minister Xue Heng cast looks of sympathy mixed with schadenfreude at Wang Zheng.

“Minister Wang has always been steady and proper in his actions. Why such panic today?” Xue Heng spoke first, his words carrying implications.

“The loss of tax grain affects the people’s livelihood. Minister Wang has always been concerned for the people’s urgencies, setting an example for us all,” Cui Zheng also spoke with a smile.

The matter was already suspicious, and Wang Zheng couldn’t let these two old foxes pin the blame on him. They were both implying that he had panicked over the lost tax grain.

He wasn’t the Minister of Revenue nor the grain transport official – what did he have to panic about?

Unless the grain robbery was connected to him!

“Your Majesty, I indeed had ill fortune when leaving home and grew somewhat hasty fearing delay. At the palace gate, the horse truly did lose control… perhaps… perhaps due to my poor horsemanship,” Wang Zheng bowed and admitted fault.

“Your Majesty,” Xue Heng bowed, “regardless of Minister Wang’s horsemanship, charging into the palace gates is a fact, and frightening the Crown Prince into unconsciousness is real. His Highness had just slightly improved, and this shock had damaged his foundation. If this crime isn’t severely punished, how can it convince the people?”

“I concur,” Cui Zheng also stated his position.

They had once been fellow noble families, and though they often competed, they had always stood together. Wang Zheng, to advance his family’s position, had allied with the Emperor and helped him move against the Gu family along with the Fan family.

If Minister Gu hadn’t made a clean cut on his deathbed and taken all responsibility, their Cui and Xue families might not have fared well either.

They were both disappointed and contemptuous of Wang Zheng, but the Emperor protected him, and he was cunning and careful. Now that they finally had leverage against him, how could they not press their advantage?

Other officials remained silent – this was a fight among powerful figures, and they, being of lesser status, shouldn’t easily take sides.

Emperor Youning was extremely angry at this moment, but with so many people watching expectantly – entering the palace without permission wasn’t a major crime but wasn’t minor either. As Emperor, he could overlook it as an urgent situation, showing tolerance for an important minister.

But the Crown Prince had fainted because of his horse, and so many had diagnosed it as potentially fatal – how could he shield him?

“The Empress Dowager arrives—”

Before Emperor Youning could make a decision, the Empress Dowager, who had already retired for the night, was also alarmed into coming.

Who didn’t know that the Crown Prince was the Empress Dowager’s darling, raised at her knee since childhood?

The Empress Dowager strode in, not even giving Emperor Youning a pleasant look, and rushed into the inner chamber. After looking at the pale, unconscious Xiao Huayong, she fixed her gaze on the Imperial Physician: “How is the Crown Prince?”

The Imperial Physician broke out in a cold sweat, stammering: “In reply to the Empress Dowager, His Highness has been severely shocked… I fear… I fear his condition is not good…”

Chapter 115: I Don’t Want Wholehearted Devotion
The Empress Dowager’s vision darkened at the news, and she began to fall backward. Fortunately, her lady-in-waiting caught her in time.

“Mother…”

“Don’t call me that!” The Empress Dowager brushed away Emperor Yuning’s hand. “Who have Ah Yong and I offended? Ah Yong was perfectly peaceful in the Taoist temple all these years, but since returning to the palace, he’s constantly been frightened or shocked into fainting. If there’s no place for Ah Yong and me in this palace, I’ll take him and leave immediately!”

“Please calm your anger, Your Majesty.” The court officials dropped to their knees in unison.

Emperor Yuning quickly intervened: “Mother, you speak as if you wish to condemn me. Please calm down. I will punish those responsible severely. Since the Seventh Prince cannot be moved easily, I will have the Imperial Physicians take turns watching over him. With Heaven’s protection, he will surely overcome this danger.”

“How you choose to punish is your affair as Emperor. I only want Ah Yong safe,” the Empress Dowager said, her eyes reddening. “If anything happens to Ah Yong, this old body of mine won’t have any reason to go on living.”

Emperor Yuning spent quite some time comforting the Empress Dowager. With her sitting there, he immediately stripped Wang Zheng of his position as Vice Director of the Department of State Affairs and ordered him to return home to reflect on his actions and pray for the Crown Prince’s well-being.

The tone made it clear that if anything happened to the Crown Prince, Wang Zheng would have to pay with his life.

When Shen Xihe woke early the next morning and heard about the previous night’s dramatic events in the palace, she was quite stunned.

“Ha! That old fox Wang Zheng finally got what was coming to him!” Shen Yun’an felt greatly satisfied hearing the news. Setting aside his past grievances with Wang Zheng in official circles, just considering how Wang Zheng’s daughter had targeted his sister since he arrived in the capital, and how Wang Zheng had sided against them in the Prince Kang incident—Shen Yun’an had investigated Wang Zheng and found him to be as slippery as an eel. Though everyone knew he was corrupt, they could never catch him!

“Hey, what are you thinking about?” After rejoicing for a moment, Shen Yun’an noticed Shen Xihe’s distracted state.

Blinking back to awareness, Shen Xihe didn’t brush off her brother’s question: “I just think it’s too coincidental.”

“Coincidental?”

“At the chrysanthemum banquet, there were three people who targeted me. The ladies from the Marquis Xuanping’s household and the Wang family were two of them. The Marquis Xuanping was exposed for treason when Qu Yanguang reported him to the Crown Prince. Now Wang Zheng has been suspended and investigated for frightening the Crown Prince by charging through the palace gates on horseback. Both incidents involve the Crown Prince…”

“Now that you mention it, your brother hadn’t even thought of that connection.” Shen Yun’an contemplated this and laughed heartily. “The Marquis Xuanping case was purely coincidental—the Crown Prince was made ill by the Sixth Prince, and it just happened that Qu Yanguang’s grandparents and parents were all doctors, so she had a prescription to offer. With nowhere else to turn, Qu Yanguang sought help from the Crown Prince. Wang Zheng’s case is even more coincidental. If you hadn’t had plans to meet the Crown Prince, he wouldn’t have been at the palace gates last night. Moreover, Wang Zheng being urgently summoned to the palace late at night couldn’t have been controlled by the Crown Prince. It would be quite difficult to deliberately arrange for two people who normally wouldn’t be at the palace gates late at night to be there.”

Shen Xihe still felt these matters weren’t simple, but she couldn’t figure out the connection.

Seeing his sister still deep in thought, he added, “Xihe, if the Crown Prince did arrange all this deliberately, your brother would be relieved.”

Shen Xihe looked up at Shen Yun’an, not understanding.

“For him to scheme so much for your sake shows his sincerity. He must surely intend to be wholeheartedly devoted to you in the future.”

Shen Xihe showed no joy at hearing this, instead furrowing her brow even more. “I don’t want wholehearted devotion. I only want mutual benefit.”

Shen Yun’an: …

“Feelings are the most unreliable thing. Benefits can bind people together permanently,” Shen Xihe said coldly. “As long as I can provide him with the highest benefits forever, he will never betray me in the slightest.”

Shen Yun’an: …

“Xihe, you…” How could you think this way?

“Brother, isn’t this better?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled. “Romantic entanglements waste time and energy. If feelings change one day, it hurts both body and heart. But if betrayal comes from conflicting interests, it simply means being outmaneuvered—a loss one can accept gracefully.”

Her logic was so sound that Shen Yun’an didn’t know how to argue against it.

After staring at his sister in shock for a while, Shen Yun’an finally said stiffly, “Xihe, you can’t approach everything purely based on benefits.”

“I know. One must also consider reciprocity, sincerity, and reputation,” Shen Xihe nodded.

Shen Yun’an: …

Tugging at his hair in frustration, Shen Yun’an asked, “Is your relationship with Young Master Bu and Miss Xue also based on benefits?”

“With Bu Shulin, yes. With Xue Qiniang, it’s for your sake,” Shen Xihe answered matter-of-factly.

“Why did you make perfume for Bu Shulin?” Shen Yun’an asked.

“She helped me investigate Cui Jinbai’s background. This was reciprocal,” Shen Xihe replied.

Shen Yun’an: …

“So making wontons for the Crown Prince, sending him letters, accompanying him up the tower on Double Ninth Festival—all of this was based on the same principle?”

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded.

Shen Yun’an looked at his sister speechlessly for a long while before breaking into hearty laughter.

“Brother, what are you laughing at?” Shen Xihe stared at him, confused.

Shen Yun’an waved his hand, still laughing: “Nothing. Xihe, just keep maintaining your reciprocal relationships this way.”

A person without sentiment performs actions they believe to be fair exchanges, while others misinterpret them as signs of a secretly tender heart.

Such misunderstandings, if Shen Xihe didn’t point them out, probably no one would realize—and perhaps that was for the best.

As long as others didn’t wrong his sister first, she wouldn’t hurt them either.

As for the Crown Prince…

Shen Yun’an, who had previously found the Crown Prince disagreeable from every angle, suddenly felt some sympathy for him.

After all, he was just a short-lived person. His sister’s lack of sentiment toward him was better than her being hurt by his early death.

With this pleasant mood, Shen Yun’an took the items Shen Xihe had prepared and departed magnificently from the capital back to the northwest.

Shen Xihe personally saw him off at the city gates, only turning back to the Princess’s mansion after watching him take the lead on the official road and disappear beyond the city gates.

After having someone by her side for over half a month showing concern and finding various ways to make her happy, Shen Xihe thought she could adjust, but upon returning to the mansion, she felt somewhat lonely.

After passing a distracted day, Shen Xihe had planned to retire early, but unexpectedly, Xiao Huayong arrived quietly. The strong medicinal smell on him made it impossible for Shen Xihe to ignore as she woke up, and opened her eyes to find him sitting on the edge of her bed.

“Your Highness!” Shen Xihe was very unhappy.

She inherently despised the act of sneaking into her private chambers—it was an uncomfortable violation of her territory.

“My apologies, Princess. I am leaving the capital due to my illness, and came specially to bid you farewell.” Xiao Huayong stood and conscientiously retreated behind the screen.

Shen Xihe put on her clothes and cape, lit a lamp, and walked out. Looking at Xiao Huayong, whose complexion was still somewhat pale, she sat expressionlessly across from him: “What was the purpose of the Wang Zheng incident?”

The gentle look in Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparked with hints of amusement: “For the Princess’s sake and my own.”

“I need to leave the palace, and I needed a reason. Wang Zheng provided that reason,” Xiao Huayong smiled elegantly. “If the Wang family hadn’t shown disrespect to the Princess, I wouldn’t have chosen him as a scapegoat.”

Chapter 116: Without Regret, How Can There Be Hatred?
His sudden honesty made Shen Xihe extremely uncomfortable, and she instinctively showed signs of rejection.

“Princess, I know you’re perceptive. This world is harsh to women, and this is how you maintain your freedom,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “I’m telling you these things because I don’t wish to deceive you anymore. Whether you see me as an ally or a husband, I believe you’d prefer us to be honest with each other.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t deny this point, and she nodded slightly.

“This is my honesty as well,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze was sincere. “I care for you now, and if one day I stop caring, I won’t pretend otherwise. Therefore, you need not overthink my current actions. They are mine alone, and I don’t demand any response from you.”

“No demand for response?” Shen Xihe was skeptical.

In this world, what giving doesn’t require reciprocation?

“No demands,” Xiao Huayong repeated seriously. “When you plan for the Northwest, it’s because your heart is with the Northwest. When you show concern for the Young Master, it’s because you care about him. Your giving is only because you find it worthwhile, only because it fulfills and brings you joy. My current feelings for you are the same.”

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong as if he were some strange creature.

Her eyes were usually calm and detached, rarely showing emotional fluctuations, remaining composed even in dangerous situations. Seeing her puzzled expression so suddenly, Xiao Huayong found it quite endearing.

If he weren’t afraid of her rejection, Xiao Huayong would have truly wanted to take her into his arms.

His gaze softened with affection as he said, “My happiness is something you cannot imagine, nor do you need to question.”

“What if one day you find it’s not worth it anymore?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Life is nothing but a series of gambles. No one can win every time without loss,” Xiao Huayong spoke with great openness. “If one day I lose everything, I still won’t regret having gone all in.”

“No regrets, and also no resentment or hatred?” Shen Xihe asked again.

She wasn’t hoping for anything or testing him, but rather seeking to understand. Though Xiao Huayong was exceptionally intelligent, he didn’t understand why she was exploring this question, but still smiled and answered: “Without regret, how can there be hatred?”

Shen Xihe nodded almost imperceptibly: “I see.”

“I’m leaving now.” Xiao Huayong took out a small token and handed it to Shen Xihe. “If you encounter any difficulties…”

“Your Highness, I can resolve any difficulty myself,” Shen Xihe interrupted him curtly, refusing directly.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh after hearing this: “I was overthinking it. Please don’t mind, Princess. When I return, I’ll have Tianyuan send you some food boxes.”

“Take care, Your Highness.” Shen Xihe politely saw him off.

Xiao Huayong felt both slightly annoyed and amused. How he wished she would ask where he was going and what he would do.

Like how wives in common households would show such intimate concern, caring about their husbands’ whereabouts.

It seemed his expectations of her had already grown so deep.

Leaping out of the Princess’s mansion, under the gradually fullening moon, Xiao Huayong looked back at Shen Xihe’s chambers. The doors and windows were already tightly closed, and the candlelight was extinguished.

He smiled and sighed softly: “One day, you will be reluctant to part with me, keep a lamp lit through the night for me, and worry about me constantly.”

As if carrying grand aspirations, Xiao Huayong’s figure disappeared into the night.

Shen Xihe extinguished the lamp and slept until dawn. After having breakfast, she slowly began to consider Xiao Huayong’s visit last night and how much information he had revealed.

First, he was feigning illness, which meant the pulse diagnosis she had received was likely falsified.

Second, while he said his health was indeed poor, it certainly wasn’t weakness. To deceive so thoroughly, either he controlled the Imperial Medical Office, or he had a highly skilled physician by his side who could easily make his condition appear genuine enough to fool the entire Imperial Medical Office—or perhaps both.

Shen Xihe leaned toward the third possibility, as it would perfectly explain how he managed to deceive everyone’s scrutiny.

Third, though the Princess’s mansion was heavily guarded, and even Xiao Changying could only sneak in when she had taken most people away, he came and went freely. This indicated that not only was he not weak, but his martial arts skills were exceptional!

This Crown Prince repeatedly exceeded her expectations, proving far more unfathomable than she had imagined.

She had a vague feeling that he was the one who had impersonated Hua Fuhai, or perhaps the master behind the impersonator.

If so, he indeed needed the Bone-Shedding Pills to save his life, which meant his body had other hidden ailments.

Shen Xihe grew increasingly curious about what had happened eleven years ago, though the palace servants from that time had all been silenced.

As she pondered these matters, Xie Yunhuai arrived—it was time for another dose of the Bone-Shedding Pills.

As usual, Shen Xihe took the Bone-Shedding Pills without even a blink, and once again experienced the sensation of ice and fire.

Perhaps because she had grown accustomed to it, Shen Xihe could now sit steadily through the two conflicting forces.

Just as her face turned pale, a shout came from outside: “Princess, the Young Master has been ambushed, his life or death unknown!”

These words caused Shen Xihe’s qi to surge in anger. She spat out a mouthful of blood and fainted with her eyes rolling back.

“Princess!” Xie Yunhuai was greatly alarmed and tried to feed her a medicinal pill, but Shen Xihe could no longer swallow consciously. Xie Yunhuai shouted to Biyu, “Hold her up!”

Xie Yunhuai took out silver needles to perform acupuncture on Shen Xihe. Her pulse was chaotic, and the situation was extremely critical.

“Boil a pot of water!” Xie Yunhuai ordered with a stern face.

While Shen Xihe was in critical condition, the guard who had shouted outside was captured by Mo Yuan. He carried the Northwest Prince’s token and wore the same uniform as the guards who had left with the Young Master today. He was wounded, so Mo Yuan’s people didn’t question him.

However, they hadn’t planned to take him to see Shen Xihe immediately, intending to wait until she had recovered before reporting.

They had completely failed to anticipate that this person knew Shen Xihe was receiving treatment and had deliberately come to disturb her state of mind.

After a night of intensive treatment lasting until deep into the night, Xie Yunhuai finally breathed a sigh of relief, though exhausted.

“Doctor Qi, will the Princess be alright?” Biyu was extremely worried.

“She’s stable for now, but we’ll have to see if she wakes up tomorrow,” Xie Yunhuai’s expression was grave.

Biyu and the others immediately teared up. Xie Yunhuai strode out of Shen Xihe’s chambers and asked Mo Yuan, who was guarding the door: “Who was the one who shouted?”

“We’ve confirmed he wasn’t a Northwest guard, though the token he carried was genuine.” Otherwise, they wouldn’t have been fooled.

“The person?” Xie Yunhuai’s eyes were cold.

“Bit his tongue and killed himself.” After shouting, he immediately committed suicide, giving them no chance to restrain him.

Xie Yunhuai: “Take me to see the body.”

Mo Yuan led Xie Yunhuai to the woodshed where the body was kept. Using a blade and axe, he directly performed an autopsy in the woodshed. He found some residue in the body: “It’s Jiannanchun. He came from the palace.”

He turned to Mo Yuan and said: “I’m going out for a while, I’ll be back within two hours.”

Jiannanchun was imperial wine, only available in the palace. The wine had annual quotas, and all coming and going were recorded. They only needed to carefully investigate whose Jiannanchun he had drunk, and they would know who was trying to harm Shen Xihe.

Chapter 117: Timely Rescue
Xie Yunhuai had stayed away from the capital these years simply because he didn’t want to see Xie Ji, fearing he might be unable to suppress thoughts of patricide.

Not for a single day had he forgotten his hatred, and he maintained his connections in the capital. Over the years, he had sought out the finest medical practitioners. For the sake of learning medicine, he could endure any hardship. His acquired medical skills had helped him build relationships and gather favors.

If he wanted to investigate something, even if it involved the palace, it wasn’t difficult.

When he returned to the Princess’s mansion, it was almost exactly two hours later. He went straight to Shen Xihe’s chambers, where Biyu and Hongyu were keeping watch inside.

“Has the Princess shown any signs of waking?” Xie Yunhuai asked as he walked past the screen.

Biyu’s eyes were red, her brows knitted with worry as she slowly shook her head: “None.”

Before leaving, Xie Yunhuai had told them what signs would indicate consciousness. They had watched without blinking, but there had been no trace of these signs. Dawn was approaching in another hour.

Xie Yunhuai sat on the edge of the bed and checked Shen Xihe’s pulse again. Finding that her pulse hadn’t changed at all, his gaze grew heavy.

His reaction made Biyu and the others even more anxious.

After a moment of silence, Xie Yunhuai said: “Let’s wait longer.”

Waiting was all they could do now. Biyu and the others only regretted not having studied medicine themselves—then they wouldn’t have to feel so helplessly anxious.

“Doctor Qi, please forgive this servant’s presumption,” Biyu hesitated but couldn’t hold back. “Perhaps we should report to the palace and request physicians to come. This servant doesn’t doubt Doctor Qi, but two minds are better than one…”

More people might mean more ideas.

Xie Yunhuai showed no blame or anger, instead responding patiently: “I know you’re desperate to save your mistress. I’m not being arrogant or looking down on the Imperial physicians. The fact is, with the Crown Prince unconscious, all palace physicians are attending to him in the Eastern Palace. Even if you went to request them, you couldn’t get the Chief Imperial Physician or his deputy.

Moreover, even if you managed to bring them here, once they check her pulse, they’ll surely ask how the Princess came to be in this state. Would you tell them about the Bone-Shedding Pills?”

If the Bone-Shedding Pills became known, Shen Xihe would likely never know peace again. Who wouldn’t want such a miraculous medicine, especially with Shen Xihe’s gradually improving health as proof?

“Finally, those who plotted against the Princess have palace connections. The Princess’s mansion is heavily guarded, and so far no news has leaked. I’ve ensured my investigation won’t alert them. Once we involve Imperial physicians, the variables will increase.”

They had no one in the Imperial Medical Office, and it would be extremely difficult to prevent any leaks. Worse still, the physician might have been planted by the conspirators, coming to deliver Shen Xihe’s final death warrant.

Cold sweat broke out on Biyu’s back as she knelt in a curtsey: “This servant was rash earlier. Please forgive me, Doctor Qi.”

Xie Yunhuai had high praise for all of Shen Xihe’s servants: “Despite your anxiety, you didn’t go to the palace for help while I was away. That’s truly commendable.”

This showed great trust and respect for him.

Seeing Xie Yunhuai’s amenable manner, Biyu boldly asked another question: “Doctor Qi, can the Princess wake up?”

Xie Yunhuai looked up, scanning the extremely anxious faces before him, and gave them a firm one-word answer: “Yes.”

Fortunately, Shen Xihe’s health had improved considerably over the past month, building up some foundation. He had also figured out the Bone-Shedding Pills and had prepared for all possible emergencies and responses, allowing him to provide appropriate treatment.

However, over a month’s worth of careful treatment had been wasted. Who knew how weak her constitution would be when she woke up, or whether she could continue taking the Bone-Shedding Pills with snow water?

At this thought, a flash of anger crossed Xie Yunhuai’s eyes.

Setting aside his friendship with Shen Xihe, as a physician, patients were precious to him. Especially when he had carefully nursed someone back to health, only to have it destroyed in an instant—how could he not be furious?

Dawn broke, and the morning sun’s rays pierced through the gauze curtains.

Warm sunlight filled the elegant room, but Shen Xihe remained unconscious, her face ashen.

“Brew these herbs in water for the Princess to soak in, and take some Bone-Shedding Pills, the amount…” After handing the prepared herbs to Hongyu, Xie Yunhuai considered for a moment before telling Biyu, “Take half the usual dose.”

Xie Yunhuai was now their pillar of support.

As Shen Xihe soaked in the medicinal bath, Xie Yunhuai dissolved some Bone-Shedding Pills in snow water and had Biyu and the others find a way to make her take it. Soon after, Shen Xihe’s face turned red, and her exposed neck and shoulders became alarmingly crimson as if on fire.

Xie Yunhuai immediately began acupuncture, inserting over a dozen needles. The redness faded from Shen Xihe’s body, replaced by an increasingly cold pallor. When Biyu accidentally touched Shen Xihe’s fingertips, their ice-cold feeling nearly frightened her soul out of her body.

Sweat gradually appeared on Xie Yunhuai’s forehead, but he didn’t stop for a moment: “Add more water.”

Bucket after bucket of boiling water was poured into the tub, overflowing and being refilled repeatedly. This continued until nightfall when Shen Xihe’s body temperature finally began to normalize, and everyone saw her eyelids twitch.

They held their breath and waited, perhaps for a long time, just for an instant, until Shen Xihe finally mumbled: “Cold…”

“Change the tub,” Xie Yunhuai ordered before stepping out for propriety’s sake.

Another tub had been prepared nearby, freshly filled with a different medicinal decoction. Moyu carried Shen Xihe into it, and Xie Yunhuai returned to perform acupuncture again, this time inserting only five needles.

After about another half hour, as the water cooled, Xie Yunhuai, who had been monitoring Shen Xihe’s pulse constantly, finally relaxed. He stepped back wearily, leaning against a pillar: “It’s alright now. The Princess will wake naturally after she’s had enough sleep.”

For a full day and night, everyone had been on tenterhooks, exhausted, but they had finally managed to save Shen Xihe’s life.

Although Xie Yunhuai was certain Shen Xihe would wake up, no one, including himself, dared be careless. They continued their vigil through another night. When the first ray of morning light broke through the clouds, Shen Xihe finally stirred awake.

“Princess, please have some porridge first.” Hongyu brought over perfectly warmed porridge—the Princess hadn’t eaten for two days and nights.

To ensure Shen Xihe could have porridge at the right temperature whenever she woke, Hongyu had kept watch over more than a dozen clay pots, not knowing when the Princess would wake, but ensuring one would be ready at the right time.

Though completely exhausted, Shen Xihe still turned away from the porridge. Biyu quickly brought medicinal water for her to rinse her mouth. Only after rinsing did Shen Xihe accept the porridge. After finishing a bowl, though more alert, she remained completely drained.

“Don’t rush, Princess. You’ve damaged your vital energy this time. You’ll need at least three to five days of bed rest,” Xie Yunhuai said after checking her pulse again.

Shen Xihe’s expression didn’t change, but she weakly uttered three words: “Bone-Shedding Pills…”

Understanding her meaning, Xie Yunhuai sighed softly: “The Bone-Shedding Pills cannot be taken for now.”

Chapter 118: Investigating to the End
She remained weak, her usually bright eyes unable to open fully. Her drooping eyelids appeared listless, yet in that instant, a flash of murderous intent passed through her pitch-black pupils, sharp and piercing.

Upon closer inspection, one might dismiss it as merely a trick of the eye.

“Princess, please give me some time. Once I reformulate the prescription and complement it with medicinal soup, perhaps we can restore you to full health,” Xie Yunhuai said.

Now the premium Snow Lotus from Tianshan was necessary, as Shen Xihe’s body could no longer endure the internal struggle between heat and cold.

“Thank you for your trouble,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Her energy was depleted, and Xie Yunhuai and others showed visible fatigue in their eyes. Neither side exchanged further pleasantries. Xie Yunhuai didn’t leave the Princess’s residence, worried that Shen Xihe might experience complications in the coming days.

Everyone slept deeply to recover their strength. Shen Xihe remained bedridden while Mo Yuan knelt in the outer chamber, head bowed in shame behind the screen: “It was this subordinate’s carelessness that nearly cost the Princess her life.”

“Elder Brother,” Shen Xihe managed, her weakness forcing her to use only the most essential words.

Having served for so long, Mo Yuan could guess that Shen Xihe was concerned about Shen Yun’an: “This subordinate sent people to pursue the Young Master. Word came back this morning that the Young Master did encounter a group of mountain bandits, but there were no casualties.”

“How was it explained?”

Unable to comprehend this question, Mo Yuan stood silent. Bi Yu, standing nearby, quickly explained: “This servant had someone bring a pair of boots that the Princess made for the Prince, saying they were left behind and needed to be delivered. The Young Master will never know about the Princess’s dangerous situation.”

Only then did Mo Yuan understand that Shen Xihe was asking how the messengers who caught up with Shen Yun’an explained their presence.

With this matter settled, Shen Xihe felt somewhat relieved. If Shen Yun’an discovered and returned to find her in this state, he would likely be consumed by murderous rage—and this was the capital.

These evil spirits weren’t enemy soldiers pillaging and burning villages along the border; Shen Yun’an couldn’t go on a killing spree here.

Her elder brother was perfect in every way, except he couldn’t tolerate anyone causing her the slightest harm. She had settled the matter with Rong Erniang, but as soon as Shen Yun’an left, Rong Erniang’s younger brother had his limbs broken.

You hurt my sister, I broke your brother.

A sister is my heart’s treasure, but a brother is your support in the Rong family.

After another day of rest, Shen Xihe finally felt some strength return. She insisted on leaving her bed, moving to a chaise lounge in the courtyard to bask in the sunlight. Feeling her spirits lift somewhat, she asked, “How is the investigation?”

“Doctor Qi traced it to Jiannanchun wine. This subordinate obtained this year’s distribution records for Jiannanchun and found that all wine deliveries were accounted for,” Mo Yuan respectfully reported. “Doctor Qi said the wine wasn’t consumed on that day, but rather the day before, approximately half a jin’s worth.”

“Go to the palace and tell His Majesty I wish to request a flask of Jiannanchun,” Shen Xihe instructed Hong Yu.

“Wouldn’t it be better to ask His Highness the Crown Prince? That way we could avoid drawing attention,” Hong Yu suggested.

“No need. I want him to know that we’ve discovered the Jiannanchun connection.” Since they had no leads, they might as well startle the snake from the grass and let him reveal himself.

“Understood.” Hong Yu immediately took the token and entered the palace.

Shen Xihe had imperial permission to freely enter and exit the palace. Given her status, if she wanted something as a reward, Emperor Youning wouldn’t hesitate to grant it. Thus, Hong Yu easily obtained several flasks of Jiannanchun.

Concerned that it might not be enough for Shen Xihe, Emperor Youning provided several additional flasks in exquisite celadon vessels with phoenix heads and dragon handles.

Shen Xihe’s hand gently caressed the phoenix-headed lid, feeling the raised patterns: “This flask would hold about half a jin.”

It seemed the palace’s Jiannanchun was all sealed in such wine vessels, and whenever Emperor Youning bestowed rewards, it was done one flask at a time. So the person who had impersonated a Northwestern Guard and deliberately caused trouble that day likely had such a flask.

“Has their identity been discovered?” Shen Xihe asked.

Mo Yuan bowed his head even lower: “This subordinate has investigated every possible lead but failed to discover this person’s identity. Based on the corpse’s characteristics, Doctor Qi determined they were from the South. We’ve investigated all merchants in the city and sought Young Master Bu’s help to check all long-term Southern residents. The authorities have no missing person reports.”

“There won’t be any reports,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly. “They bought a life to harm me.”

The payment was likely just a flask of Jiannanchun, a taste of luxury before death.

“Not a traveling merchant, not a long-term Southern resident, willing to die, and wanted imperial wine rather than silver as payment—this indicates someone with no attachments to this world.”

Shen Xihe analyzed: “To specifically seek such a person from the South would be complicated and introduce too many uncontrollable factors. They must have been living here for some time, and the person who sent them was confident I wouldn’t think to look for them, making searching for their identity like finding a needle in the sea!”

Her gaze fixed, Shen Xihe instructed Mo Yu: “Mo Yu, go find Young Master Bu and have him find a way to invite Cui Shaoqin here, but be careful not to alert anyone.”

“Yes,” Mo Yu immediately set off to handle the task.

“Mo Yuan, bring in the little beggar who begs outside the mansion every day through the back door,” Shen Xihe further instructed. “Bi Yu, bring me my portrait album.”

Everyone was puzzled but quickly carried out their orders.

Bi Yu brought the portrait album first, then Mo Yuan led in the little beggar. The dirty child appeared so thin he looked only three or four years old, though he was actually seven. His eyes were bright, showing a natural cleverness.

“Greetings to the Princess,” the little beggar performed a proper formal bow.

Shen Xihe gestured for Zi Yu to help him up, speaking gently: “Try to piece this together.”

Bi Yu handed the album to the little beggar. This album contained drawings that Shen Xihe had created with Shen Yun’an during their idle time in the Northwest.

Unable to travel far, Shen Xihe hadn’t met many people, but Shen Yun’an traveled extensively and would bring artists to draw various people from different regions. In her spare time, Shen Xihe would dissect these faces.

Later, she specifically ordered a book collecting different variations of eyes, mouths, ears, and noses. When Shen Yun’an had free time, he would make up stories for her, creating protagonists by combining features from the portrait collection.

The little beggar before her was someone Shen Xihe had arranged for Bi Yu and others to find before she even arrived in the capital, chosen for his exceptional memory.

Worried about dirtying the snow-white album pages with his hands, he pleaded with Bi Yu: “Please turn the pages, sister.”

Bi Yu turned the pages one by one. The little beggar pointed out three sets each of eyes, ears, mouths, and noses, but when it came to faces, he selected only one. After reviewing once more, he addressed Shen Xihe: “Princess, A-Dai saw these three people outside the residence more than ten times, but the other two didn’t have faces like this.”

Shen Xihe had arranged for him to beg across from the Princess’s residence each day, providing for his grandfather’s medical care and food in exchange for keeping watch outside the mansion.

This person had used such a method, surely knowing that Xie Yunhuai regularly visited the Princess’s residence. Aware that Xie Yunhuai was a doctor, they understood his purpose for visiting and thus knew that someone with her condition absolutely could not be disturbed during treatment. Only then would they devise such a vicious scheme.

Chapter 119: She is Brilliantly Dazzling
One had to admit this move was both extremely vicious and precise, nearly costing her life.

Shen Xihe had great confidence in her household staff. For someone to determine Xie Yunhuai’s visiting patterns and whether he would come on schedule that day, they would need an informant watching from outside.

She had long known that coming to the capital meant entering a dragon’s lair and tiger’s den. Never daring to be careless, how could she venture here alone without thorough preparations?

“Bi Yu, prepare the painting materials,” Shen Xihe ordered languidly.

Bi Yu quickly brought everything with help from others. As Shen Xihe struggled to rise, a slender hand with distinct knuckles pressed on her shoulder: “Let me.”

Among those present, only Shen Xihe herself was skilled at painting, which was why she had forced herself to stay alert. Xie Yunhuai had been inside preparing prescriptions, hoping to make Shen Xihe more comfortable until the Tianshan Snow Lotus could be obtained.

He was also preparing for the worst – if they couldn’t obtain the premium Snow Lotus, or if its cold-resistant properties didn’t meet his expectations, he needed to know how to adjust the prescription and how to help Shen Xihe maintain hope.

He knew she was the strongest woman in the world. Even if he couldn’t concoct medicine to restore her to normal health, she wouldn’t wallow in self-pity or lose her fighting spirit.

But how cruel would it be to let someone who had lived in darkness taste sunshine, only to suddenly push them into an even deeper abyss?

However, Shen Xihe’s condition was extremely fragile. His concern made him somewhat anxious and scattered, unable to organize his thoughts. He had come outside to clear his mind when he heard the commotion and came to look.

He was Xie Yunhuai: the Xie family’s pride, with wisdom surpassing even Bi Gan’s.

Excelling in all six noble arts, his quick wit could grasp anything instantly.

He immediately understood that she intended to paint herself, and his body moved faster than his thoughts, unexpectedly reaching out to press on Shen Xihe’s shoulder.

Realizing his impropriety, he immediately withdrew his hand: “Princess should not exert herself.”

“Thank you for your trouble, Doctor Qi.” Shen Xihe had absolute faith in Xie Yunhuai’s abilities.

He took little A-Dai aside and, following the boy’s descriptions, assembled the features he had selected – eyes, ears, mouth, nose, and eyebrows – then outlined the faces. One was already complete, while for the other two, A-Dai pointed at various features in the album: “A bit wider here, narrower there…”

Shen Xihe watched as Xie Yunhuai bent down to be at eye level with A-Dai. Though the beggar boy was dirty and malodorous, he stayed very close without any sign of disgust, maintaining a gentle gaze and soft voice throughout.

Even when A-Dai wasn’t satisfied with the drawings and requested multiple changes, Xie Yunhuai remained extremely patient.

His green robes were like tea leaves, his black hair like ink. Sunlight fell across his broad back, giving him a jade-like luminescence.

Xie Yunhuai truly deserved his reputation as the refined young master, as lustrous as jade and bright as the moon.

Jade’s lusciousness is silent; moonlight’s radiance is boundless.

“Yes, that’s them!” A-Dai finally exclaimed happily when the faces matched his memory.

Xie Yunhuai smiled and handed the drawings to Shen Xihe. They were three ordinary faces – impressive that A-Dai remembered them. She placed the three sheets on the tall table: “Of these three people, who did you see four days ago, the day when an injured guard rushed into my residence?”

“This one, I remember clearly,” A-Dai immediately pointed to one sheet. “He used to come every two or three days but hasn’t appeared since that day. These other two were here today.”

Shen Xihe pulled out the drawing and handed it behind her: “Dig three feet deep if necessary. Find them alive or dead, and investigate their relatives thoroughly.”

“Yes,” Mo Yuan accepted with both hands, his admiration for his princess reaching new heights.

He hadn’t imagined – probably anyone had – that an inconspicuous beggar was deliberately placed there by Shen Xihe.

Following this lead backward, they would surely discover who plotted against the Princess!

“We might not find anything,” Shen Xihe said with a light laugh as the maids’ eyes brightened. “If they’re cautious and ruthless enough to kill rather than risk exposure, they might have already silenced him, even if they didn’t suspect this surveillance.”

“Therefore, we must work from both ends,” Xie Yunhuai looked at Shen Xihe with admiration.

Even he hadn’t thought of arranging such a clever beggar to watch outside his residence.

The current dynasty was prosperous and strong, but not without beggars. Among the Emperor’s many virtues, his refusal to whitewash reality was exemplary. The capital had established “Fields of Sorrow,” “Gardens for the Lonely,” and “Six Ailments Hall” for the elderly, young, sick, disabled, and abandoned.

But they wouldn’t forcibly clear the streets of beggars just to maintain an image of prosperity. As long as they didn’t cause trouble or gather in groups, the officials wouldn’t drive away the occasional beggar.

Most people viewed beggars as dirty, and insignificant as insects. They dismissed them more often than pitied them, never paying attention. Even if they noticed a beggar asking for alms outside the Princess’s residence daily, they’d at most attribute it to Shen Xihe’s kindness in not minding the ill fortune, never considering it worth noting, let alone guarding against.

This demonstrated her exceptional intelligence. Using a beggar not only showed her cleverness but also revealed her noble character – willing to employ talent regardless of status and showing no contempt for those of humble origins.

In his youth, when his mother was alive, she told him his future wife would be a noble lady from a distinguished family, the most outstanding in the capital – only such a woman would be worthy of him.

He had seen the Gu family’s daughter. At first sight, he wasn’t struck by her beauty but rather shocked by the deathly stillness in her eyes.

Shen Xihe was also cold, but her eyes held flowing water, gleaming with dazzling light.

He had thought about being a good husband, wondering why she was so isolated, thinking perhaps some people were simply born that way. He had planned to care for her more after marriage, hoping to bring her some happiness – not for love, but because as betrothed spouses, they should fulfill their responsibilities wholeheartedly.

Later… it became impossible.

After leaving the capital, he met all kinds of people, including those of exceptional intelligence and those blessed with both talent and beauty.

Until he met Shen Xihe. She was too unique, too brilliant. She possessed an invisible light that attracted those who sought brightness.

Shen Xihe folded the remaining two drawings – these also needed investigation, as the people behind these two were watching her every move: “The rest will have to wait for Cui Shaoqin.”

This comment made Xie Yunhuai’s eyes flicker: “Princess suspects the person whose body I examined was taken from prison?”

Shen Xihe folded the drawings and handed them to Bi Yu, turning to Xie Yunhuai with a slight smile and nod.

Only Xie Yunhuai understood why she wanted to find Cui Jinbai.

To investigate the capital’s prisons, her people couldn’t do it, nor could Bu Shulin. Forcing the issue would only bring trouble, and if others took advantage to cause problems, it would backfire. Cui Jinbai was the Junior Minister of the Court of Judicial Review – he had countless legitimate reasons to investigate, none of which would arouse suspicion.

“Junior Minister Cui is rather rigid,” Xie Yunhuai reminded her.

Chapter 120: Bu Shulin vs. Cui Jinbai
Cui Jinbai and Xie Yunhuai were of the same age, both men of exceptional talent – one from a scholarly family, the other from a noble military background.

During the subtle power struggles between scholarly and military nobles, their youthful pride inevitably led to some friction.

Outstanding individuals naturally attract the attention of other outstanding individuals. Both Cui Jinbai and Xie Yunhuai had some understanding of each other.

Xie Yunhuai wasn’t disparaging him but merely stating facts – Cui Jinbai was indeed inflexible and difficult to persuade.

Shen Xihe’s gentle gaze fell on A-Dai, who was munching on pastries with freshly washed hands: “He will listen.”

While Shen Xihe waited for Bu Shulin and Mo Yu to bring Cui Jinbai, Mo Yu rushed to find Bu Shulin, who was on duty that day. However, her frequent absences claiming illness to gamble, fight roosters, or visit courtesans had become so common that when she complained of stomach pain, her superior simply waved her away impatiently, essentially telling her to leave and stop bothering him.

“Why does Youyou want Stone-head Cui?” Bu Shulin asked upon meeting Mo Yu and learning of Shen Xihe’s intentions. She felt rejected. Wasn’t she good enough? Cui Stone-head was like a latrine stone – both hard and stinking!

Since Bu Shulin had caught Xue Jinqiao calling Shen Xihe “sister,” she had changed her way of address. She had wanted to call her “little sister,” but after Shen Yun’an drew his sword at her first attempt, she switched to using Shen Xihe’s childhood name.

After learning Bu Shulin was female, Shen Yun’an didn’t mind anymore – many called his sister by her childhood name. He didn’t care about that, but only he could call her “little sister”!

“Princess’s orders,” Mo Yu replied expressionlessly.

Bu Shulin gave Mo Yu a disdainful look – just like Stonehead Cui, rigid and joyless.

Despite her displeasure, Bu Shulin went to inquire about Cui Jinbai’s whereabouts. He wasn’t on duty today, but with many cold cases at the Court of Judicial Review, this pitiful creature with no friends or life pleasures would surely be there.

When not on duty, he could only bury himself among old case files at the Court, finding life’s meaning in solving cold cases – or so Bu Shulin believed.

Hearing he wasn’t on duty, she correctly guessed he’d be at the Court and strode in brazenly.

When the bailiffs tried to stop her, she pushed them aside: “Don’t you have eyes? You’re interrupting the Young Master’s meeting with his lover!”

The Court’s bailiffs were red-faced with anger. To them, Junior Minister Cui was like a deity, yet this libertine kept tarnishing his reputation. Unfortunately, they neither dared offend Bu Shulin nor could they defeat her.

Cui Jinbai’s face darkened upon seeing Bu Shulin. She deliberately misinterpreted his expression: “Oh my, upset because you haven’t seen your Young Master for two days? I knew you’d be mad, so I came running even though I’m not on duty!”

The entering bailiffs wished they could seal Bu Shulin’s mouth and cover their ears.

Listen to that! Such vulgar words!

“Everyone leaves,” Junior Minister Cui ordered the bailiffs.

One person suffering was enough.

“Oh no, how embarrassing! Just the two of us? Your Young Master is blushing!”

Once they were alone, Cui Jinbai, now practiced at maintaining composure despite torment, demanded: “State your business!”

“I prefer action to words…”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, Cui Jinbai had drawn his sword and held it to her throat.

“No, no, no…” Bu Shulin gently pushed the blade aside. “Blades have no eyes. Hands and feet are for romance, but swords and spears hurt love…”

Before she finished speaking, Cui Jinbai swept his sword horizontally. Bu Shulin dodged like a nimble fish, instantly appearing behind him, spinning to grab his arm and embrace him from behind.

She caught his sword arm as he swung again, forcing the weapon from his grip. Then she threw powder in the air – as Cui Jinbai inhaled, his body stiffened, swayed twice, and collapsed.

Bu Shulin quickly caught and hoisted him onto her shoulder, rushing out of the Court: “I’m having a private meeting with Junior Minister Cui – don’t follow and spoil the mood!”

They wanted to pursue, but – Young Master Bu, could you please run slower?!

Before the Court’s guards could react, Bu Shulin’s voice still lingered though she had vanished.

However, when Bu Shulin arrived before Shen Xihe carrying the unconscious Cui Jinbai, Shen Xihe was speechless.

After dropping Cui Jinbai, the panting Bu Shulin leaned against a table and gulped tea straight from the pot.

After catching her breath, she complained: “He is made of stone – so heavy! Nearly split your Young Master’s lungs!”

“Who told you to carry him here like that?” Shen Xihe quickly had Bi Yu bring a wet cloth to clean Cui Jinbai’s face and used an aromatic pouch to revive him.

“Didn’t Mo Yu say to bring him quietly without alerting others?” Bu Shulin glanced at Mo Yu behind Shen Xihe. “I just wanted to test your sleeping powder – it works much better than what’s available outside.”

“Where did you kidnap him from?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The Court of Judicial Review,” Mo Yu answered for Bu Shulin.

“And this is what you call ‘not alerting others’? Being discreet?” Shen Xihe stared at Bu Shulin.

“This is called misdirection! It’s not the first time I’ve kidnapped him like this – everyone’s used to it and won’t think twice about it,” Bu Shulin said proudly.

Shen Xihe suddenly felt guilty, her conscience pricked her for having Bu Shulin pursue Cui Jinbai to avoid disaster.

This fine young gentleman from a prestigious family, considered an excellent match by noble households, had not only had his reputation ruined by Bu Shulin but suffered both mentally and physically.

Seeing his once-proud peer in such a sorry state, even the usually gentlemanly Xie Yunhuai couldn’t help but clench his fist and cough lightly behind it.

The sleeping powder was Shen Xihe’s creation, so she naturally had the fastest antidote. Cui Jinbai awoke quickly. His cold gaze immediately fixed on Bu Shulin, who sat carelessly at the stone table eating snacks, ignoring his icy stare as she offered him her half-eaten pastry: “I’ve already bitten this – doesn’t that make you want it more?”

Shen Xihe: …

“Show some restraint,” said Shen Xihe, a proper noble lady unaccustomed to such frivolous talk.

Bu Shulin immediately sat up straight, dropping her playful manner and giving Shen Xihe an ingratiating smile: “Force of habit, force of habit! I forgot we’re not alone today – please forgive me!”

Cui Jinbai’s expression, already cold, now turned black as a pot bottom.

Especially seeing Bu Shulin’s fawning face toward Shen Xihe – how could she be so besotted by beauty, suddenly becoming so obedient to the Princess of Zhaoning!

“Junior Minister Cui, I have a matter to request your help with. Please forgive any offense,” even the usually eloquent Shen Xihe spoke somewhat awkwardly.

“I wouldn’t dare take offense. The Princess is of noble status – how could this humble official harbor resentment?” Cui Jinbai replied coldly.

“Hey, mind your tone! You can be fierce with me, but you can’t be…” Bu Shulin nearly said ‘my Youyou’ but caught herself, “…disrespectful to the Princess.”

Cui Jinbai felt his head about to explode.

Her what? Her beloved?

Chapter 121: Not Manly at All
The atmosphere was extremely tense. Xihe let Biyu help her stand up, and she walked to Cui Jinbai to give him a courtesy bow: “This matter was due to my lack of consideration. I hope Young Official Cui can be understanding.”

It wasn’t that she needed anything from Cui Jinbai. Shen Xihe was acting this way because she understood the proud and dignified nature of noble families. How Bu Shulin had previously abducted Cui Jinbai was their affair, but this time he was brought here forcefully for her sake, which was quite offensive.

Cui Jinbai was the Crown Prince’s man, and how could these confidants not know the Crown Prince’s feelings toward Princess Zhaoning?

He hadn’t been angry at Princess Zhaoning, what angered him was…

Princess Zhaoning’s face was pale, clearly not yet recovered from her serious illness. Cui Jinbai, considering himself a proper gentleman and seeing Shen Xihe’s sincere apology, returned the courtesy: “Princess need not apologize. My earlier words were inappropriate.”

“Quick, sit down. Why be so courteous with him?” Bu Shulin was deeply concerned and hurried over to support Shen Xihe, but was smoothly intercepted by the clever Biyu.

Bu Shulin could only give an awkward smile, having forgotten that in others’ eyes, she was a man.

Cui Jinbai gave her a cold glance, preferring not to look at what disturbed him, and said to Shen Xihe: “What instructions does the Princess have?”

Before the Crown Prince left the capital, he had instructed them that they must do their utmost to help with whatever Shen Xihe needed.

“I have a person here whom I suspect was switched with a death row prisoner from a prison in the capital. I’d like Young Official Cui to investigate,” Shen Xihe handed a portrait to Cui Jinbai. “The body has already been dissected and decomposed; I ordered the servants to dispose of it.”

Shen Xihe was a cleanliness freak; she absolutely wouldn’t tolerate a corpse remaining in her residence for too long.

The portrait was drawn by Xie Yunhuai. Cui Jinbai didn’t expose Xie Yunhuai’s identity but recognized his meticulous brushwork. After one glance, he thoughtfully looked at Xie Yunhuai, then asked: “Princess, if death row prisoners were being switched out in the capital, that should fall under this humble official’s duties. I still wish to know how this person came into the Princess’s possession, and why the Princess wishes to investigate.”

Since they had called Cui Jinbai here, Shen Xihe hadn’t planned to hide anything. However, as she was weak and exhausted, Xie Yunhuai took the initiative to explain the cause and effects, including his findings about Jiannanchun, though he omitted the matter concerning Ai Dai.

“Is the Princess seriously ill?” Cui Jinbai’s expression tightened upon hearing this, his voice urgent with concern.

He was too anxious, causing Shen Xihe, Bu Shulin, and Xie Yunhuai to all turn and stare at him simultaneously.

Cui Jinbai also realized he had shown some loss of composure, but having navigated official circles for many years, his expression remained unchanged. He maintained his concern without explaining as if trying to hide nothing: “Is the Princess seriously ill? Should we summon the Imperial Physician for consultation?”

“With Doctor Qi here, I am not seriously ill,” Shen Xihe smiled weakly. “Thank you for Young Official Cui’s concern. Another matter requires your attention.”

Cui Jinbai: “Please speak, Princess.”

Shen Xihe beckoned to Ai Dai, and when he came close, she said to Cui Jinbai: “This child is naturally gifted. The Cui family school, with its spring recitations and summer strings, resonating with refined voices, is an excellent place for learning. Young Official Cui, please take him there. In the future, the Cui family’s nurturing will not be wasted.”

She had planned this place for Ai Dai long ago but was waiting for the right opportunity.

“Princess, what did Ai Dai do wrong? Do you not want Ai Dai anymore?” Ai Dai panicked, thinking Shen Xihe was trying to send him away somewhere else.

“Heaven-given talents, if not grasped, will incur heaven’s punishment,” Shen Xihe reached out to touch his clean but thin face. “If you wish to serve me, go with Young Official Cui to the Cui family and study well. In the future, when you achieve scholarly success, you can do great things for me.”

The thin face with extraordinarily large eyes lit up brilliantly: “If I succeed in my studies, I can do great things for the Princess?”

“Yes. If you don’t go with Young Official Cui now, you can only be my gatekeeper. When you grow up, I won’t need a gatekeeper, and you’ll become useless,” Shen Xihe said gently.

“I’ll go! I’ll go with Young Official Cui! I’ll study hard and learn to read and write! I’ll achieve scholarly success!” Ai Dai nodded repeatedly in excitement.

Young Official Cui looked at Ai Dai with some surprise. Given his background and origins, the phrase “achieve scholarly success” was probably something he had just heard for the first time, yet he could remember it instantly and vaguely understand its meaning – his talent was indeed exceptional.

“Princess, please rest assured, this official will take good care of him,” Cui Jinbai promised.

“Then I’ll trouble Young Official Cui with the matter of the criminal,” Shen Xihe nodded.

“Princess, please take care of yourself. Next time if you have any instructions, just have someone send word to this official,” Cui Jinbai added.

“I’ll remember that,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

“The Princess is still recovering from serious illness, we shall not disturb you further,” Cui Jinbai took his leave, while forcefully dragging Bu Shulin away by the arm.

“Hey hey hey, Cui Stone, you want to leave yourself, but this young master didn’t say I wanted to leave, let go…” Bu Shulin was forcefully dragged away.

She didn’t struggle hard to break free, but rather went along half-willingly, letting Cui Jinbai take her away. It wasn’t because she had suddenly developed a conscience and felt her earlier actions were somewhat excessive, but because she truly noticed Shen Xihe was in very poor health, so she stopped bothering her to let her rest more.

Once away from the Princess, Bu Shulin easily broke free from Cui Jinbai: “All this pulling and tugging, where are your manners?”

Cui Jinbai: …

She had the nerve to say that?

Taking a deep breath, Cui Jinbai said: “I know you have feelings for the Princess, but you should know that you cannot marry her. You should keep your distance from the Princess.”

Hearing Cui Jinbai’s words, Bu Shulin scratched her head, blinked thoughtfully, and circled him once.

“What kind of look is that?” Cui Jinbai felt uncomfortable being stared at.

“Why should I keep my distance from her?” Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled. “I was wondering, I’ve abducted you before too, but never saw you act so passive-aggressive as today. So it turns out you’re jealous!”

Cui Jinbai’s brow twitched as he scolded: “What nonsense are you spouting!”

“How am I spouting nonsense?” Bu Shulin wore a face that said ‘I see right through you’. “A beautiful lady naturally attracts noblemen. Though I have feelings for the Princess, I don’t mind that someone else does too. You’re right, I can’t marry her, but you don’t have a chance either.”

“Shut up!” Cui Jinbai shouted in angry embarrassment.

“Tsk tsk tsk, angry from embarrassment.” Bu Shulin clicked her tongue. “I’ve exposed your feelings, haven’t I? Alright, alright, I admit I was wrong today. I understand that, as a man, everyone wants to appear graceful and handsome before the woman they admire, to maintain dignity in every action. I shouldn’t have thrown you so disheveled before the Princess today. I apologize, I apologize, it won’t happen again.”

Cui Jinbai was so angry his chest heaved, wanting nothing more than to tear apart this ruffian before him who spoke such nonsense and false words.

The skill at turning things around and blaming others was truly unmatched!

Cui Jinbai angrily flicked his sleeve and walked off in another direction.

“Just because your feelings were exposed, did you need to get so angry?” Bu Shulin couldn’t help muttering, “Not manly at all.”

Now that’s what being manly should be like – like her, daring to love and acknowledge it!

Chapter 122: Not Stealing Your Moment to Shine
With everything arranged, Shen Xi He could finally focus on recovering. She was truly exhausted now, even walking a few steps left her breathless, but she still insisted on walking. Despite the dizziness, falling, and getting bruised, despite labored breathing, she persisted to her limit.

Fortunately, Xie Yunhuai was at the Princess’s residence and could monitor her physical limits at any time. After two days of such determined persistence, Shen Xi He could finally leave her bed and walk from her room to the courtyard and back by herself.

During this time, Mo Yuan had identified those monitoring the Princess’s residence and reported to Shen Xi He: “Princess, that person accidentally fell into the water and died on the twelfth.”

Shen Yun’an had left the capital on the tenth of September, she was targeted on the eleventh, and this person died the next day.

“Their identity?” This was within Shen Xi He’s expectations; she wasn’t disappointed.

The perpetrator was meticulous in planning, cautious in consideration but bold in execution.

“He was a commoner, orphaned, widowed, idle all day, without even two fixed places to stay. He rarely interacted with others. We couldn’t trace who contacted him or who assigned him to watch outside the residence,” Mo Yuan deeply realized for the first time how profound the scheming in the capital could be.

“What about the other two?” Shen Xi He asked.

“One is from a farming family, his mother was a former maid of the Ye family, relatives of Prince Ding’s wife.” Mo Yuan had investigated these two thoroughly. “The other is also a street idler, who contacted a distant nephew of Minister Hu of the Ministry of Rites’ wife.”

“Prince Ding and Hu Zhengyang.” Shen Xi He smiled lightly. “Indeed, Prince Ding is advancing by appearing to retreat.”

Prince Ding had cleverly chosen to keep a low profile from the start, but unfortunately, the princes were all clever, and his tricks hadn’t fooled all his brothers. After being exposed twice, especially the second time when he tried to interfere with military power, his ambitions became obvious to all.

At this point, with Emperor Youning’s disdain, his attempts to gather support and secretly cultivate followers were nothing but wishful thinking.

So he seized an opportunity, took a big gamble, helped the Emperor solve an urgent problem, and once again appeared to withdraw from the competition for the throne.

It’s worth noting that the Emperor was in his prime; barring accidents, he could reign for another ten or twenty years easily. Who knew what changes those years might bring?

He was cleverly converting from visibility to invisibility once again.

“He certainly likes using his wife’s people,” Shen Xi He rather disliked Prince Ding, who was as timid as the rats she despised most.

“Princess, should we arrest these two for questioning?” Mo Yuan asked for instructions.

“Let them be,” Shen Xi He raised her hand slightly. “What about the autumn grain robbery case?”

“It’s complex. Two million shi of grain vanished into thin air. After the grain was intercepted, the County Magistrate immediately sealed the city gates, and the Provincial Governor sent people to search, but they couldn’t find a single grain of rice,” Mo Yuan found it incredible.

“Grain can be stored for long periods. In suitable mountain or forest conditions, it can be hidden for a year or more without issue.” The dynasty collected grain as tax.

For some reason, Shen Xi He suddenly connected the autumn grain matter with Xiao Huayong.

She felt that his departure from the capital at this time might not be unrelated to this matter.

She wasn’t sure if he went to investigate or to handle the aftermath.

She couldn’t figure it out just by imagination, but since it likely involved the Ministry of Revenue, Shen Xi He wanted to hear more. She still wanted to replace Minister of Revenue Dong Biquan soon, unable to let the Emperor continue secretly depleting the treasury.

After sunset, someone knocked at the back door, delivering a letter to the Princess’s residence and into Shen Xi He’s hands.

It was sent by Cui Jinbai, who had investigated various government offices in the capital and not only found the person Shen Xi He was looking for but also discovered that many noble households in the capital had been removing death row prisoners from prisons for various shadowy purposes.

Though the person was found, Cui Jinbai hadn’t confirmed all the details yet. He sent word first to keep Shen Xi He informed, promising to visit personally once the investigation was complete.

With a lead, Shen Xi He became even more patient. Cui Jinbai worked extremely efficiently and came to visit the next afternoon.

He had just arrived and Shen Xi He had barely invited him to sit when Bu Shulin rushed in.

“You neglect your duties daily, aren’t you afraid of being impeached by the censors?” Cui Jinbai frowned upon seeing her, as Bu Shulin was supposed to be on duty today.

He was an upright and diligent person who despised idleness and incompetence, especially wastrels like Bu Shulin who never understood the meaning of responsibility!

“If I were like you, treating the Imperial Guard as my residence and establishing authority there, I wouldn’t need to worry about censors’ impeachment—His Majesty wouldn’t tolerate me in the first place,” Bu Shulin sat down carelessly, giving him a sideways glance.

Then she looked at Shen Xi He with affectionate eyes: “Censor Tao knows of my friendship with the Princess and won’t impeach me.”

The Censorate had frequently impeached Bu Shulin before, only easing their scrutiny after Shen Xi He arrived in the capital.

Initially hearing her first comment, Cui Jinbai felt somewhat guilty, not having considered her difficult position. But before he could speak, he heard Bu Shulin’s latter remark and became so angry his nostrils flared.

Ignoring her completely, he composed himself and addressed Shen Xi He: “Princess, this death row prisoner was named Zhang Zhuo, from Suzhou. He committed robbery and murder in the capital, killing a family of three for money, and was sentenced to execution after autumn, with not many days left to live.

But on the Double Ninth Festival, he suddenly fell ill, foaming at the mouth, and after examination by the prison’s medicine woman, was pronounced dead. He was then dragged out of the prison and placed in the public mortuary, waiting for relatives to claim the body.”

Pausing briefly, Cui Jinbai continued: “The prison’s medicine woman was bribed and had done many such deals. Zhang Zhuo was alone in the world, and the medicine woman deceived him about having a serious illness that would prove fatal, so he took this job. This official has learned from the medicine woman that Zhang Zhuo’s life was bought by an examination candidate named Fu Jin, a poor scholar from Xianming Commandery.”

The result was unexpected to Shen Xi He, who asked: “Does Fu Jin have close connections with any officials or nobles?”

Would a poor examination candidate dare to attempt her assassination?

Cui Jinbai shook his head: “He doesn’t associate with others, and neighbors have never seen wealthy or noble people visiting his residence.”

“Xianming Commandery…” Shen Xi He narrowed her eyes. “I vaguely recall that the Bian family’s ancestral home is in Xianming.”

“Princess, you mean the Bian family of the former Minister of Works?” Cui Jinbai asked.

“Yes,” Shen Xi He nodded.

“Isn’t Bian Xianyi the only one left in the Bian family?” Bu Shulin said after taking a few sips of tea. “Do you have grievances with Bian Xianyi?”

“There was some friction, but not enough for her to try to kill me,” Shen Xi He felt something was strange. She wouldn’t marry Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu, so there was no conflict of interest with Bian Xianyi.

Bian Xianyi just wanted to live well, and shouldn’t want to provoke her.

“Why worry about it? I’ll go arrest her and torture her…” Bu Shulin stopped halfway through speaking as she met Cui Jinbai’s cold gaze. “Alright, alright, I know torture is your specialty. I won’t steal your moment to shine.”

Chapter 123: He Is Truly Heaven-Gifted
“Lady Bian is a person of the palace,” Cui Jinbai said gravely.

Bian Xianyi was a palace dancer who lived with the palace ladies-in-waiting. She wasn’t an ordinary citizen, nor was she an official’s child living outside the palace who could come and go freely. How could one simply abduct her?

One misstep in entering the forbidden palace could easily warrant charges of attempted assassination.

“Based merely on ancestral home, it’s just my speculation, nothing definitive,” Shen Xi He was also worried about Bu Shulin’s lack of discretion.

“That’s easy enough to handle. We’ll arrest Fu Jin and those conspiring with him will surely panic,” Bu Shulin came up with another idea, her eyes gleaming with a peculiar light. “An examination candidate, likely delicate and good-looking. I have plenty of ways to deal with such young gentlemen…”

“Bang!” Before Bu Shulin finished speaking, Cui Jinbai slammed his teacup on the table.

“Lord Bu, this is the capital. Though you may disregard propriety and indulge yourself, don’t be so frivolous before the Princess!” Cui Jinbai’s tone was severe.

Bu Shulin pursed her lips, thinking he must believe she was planning something unsavory. However, in front of Shen Xi He, she wouldn’t argue with him: “Yes, yes, I’ll mind my words in the future, and won’t offend the Princess’s ears.”

After speaking, she winked at Cui Jinbai while gesturing toward Shen Xi He.

Cui Jinbai was thoroughly exasperated but couldn’t make a scene in front of Shen Xi He. He simply stood up: “Princess, Fu Jin is an examination candidate with academic credentials. This official came specifically to request that the Princess give this official some time to investigate quietly.”

He feared Shen Xi He might secretly arrest Fu Jin and use torture.

“One matter shouldn’t trouble two masters. My health is poor, and I’m deeply grateful for Young Official Cui’s assistance,” Shen Xi He agreed.

“There are some old cases at the Court of Judicial Review that require this official’s attention. I take my leave,” Cui Jinbai didn’t want to stay a moment longer.

Shen Xi He rose to see him off. This time, Cui Jinbai didn’t drag Bu Shulin away, probably because he was so annoyed he didn’t want to see her.

“What did you mean earlier?” After Cui Jinbai left, Shen Xi He asked Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin had winked and made suggestive gestures more than once, but Shen Xi He hadn’t understood what she was getting at.

Bu Shulin grinned mischievously as she moved closer to Shen Xi He, lowering her voice and barely containing her laughter: “Oh my, Cui Stone, he hahaha… he has feelings for you.”

Shen Xi He: …

After hearing this, watching Bu Shulin doubled over with laughter, Shen Xi He’s expression was indescribable.

Though she didn’t pay much attention to romantic matters and hadn’t seen many flirtatious glances, she could still sense when someone had affection for her. Cui Jinbai showed plenty of respect but little intimacy – how could this be interpreted as a romantic interest?

“Have you been drinking today?” Shen Xi He asked.

“No,” Bu Shulin’s face still wore a smile.

Shen Xi He looked at her as if she were an idiot: “It’s one thing to talk nonsense in front of me, but don’t do this to Young Official Cui.”

“I understand, I understand, won’t rub salt in his wounds,” Bu Shulin nodded repeatedly.

Shen Xi He: …

“You may leave now.” She didn’t want to see this person either.

Bu Shulin’s smile froze, and she pouted with hurt: “What… what did I say wrong?”

“Your very presence before me is wrong,” Shen Xi He smiled slightly at her.

The coldness in that smile made Bu Shulin jump up and dash toward the exit, looking back as she ran: “I’ll… I’ll come visit you another day.”

After sending her away, Shen Xi He ordered Mo Yuan to investigate Fu Jin. Promising Cui Jinbai not to take action didn’t mean she wouldn’t investigate.

Fu Jin was surprisingly clean. He had passed the provincial examination three years ago but didn’t immediately participate in that year’s metropolitan examination. Instead, he practically devoted three years to further study. His family was poor, and he supported his studies by copying books and selling calligraphy and paintings. He didn’t socialize, focusing solely on his studies.

Though he and Bian Xianyi were both from Xianming, they weren’t from the same county, and their families were vastly different in status. Their ancestors seemed to have no connection or association. Bian Xianyi was born in the capital and was a noble lady until age fourteen – their lives had no intersection.

“Princess, these two have no connection,” Biyu felt the shared ancestral home was just a coincidence.

“This person must be extraordinary,” Shen Xi He noticed Cui Jinbai’s particular attention to Fu Jin, though he tried to hide it, it didn’t escape her keen perception. “Is there any connection between Guo Daoyi and Fu Jin?”

“None,” Mo Yuan replied.

Cui Jinbai and Guo Daoyi were both that person’s subordinates, and Guo Daoyi was also an examination candidate. She had an inexplicable feeling that these people must have some connection, that person must be planning something earth-shattering.

“These past two days, someone did approach Fu Jin,” Mo Yuan carefully replied. “A teacher.”

“A teacher?” Shen Xi He’s mind inexplicably flashed to that Mid-Autumn Festival night, when she was upstairs, across countless lanterns, looking at that person. “He does rather look like a teacher.”

She happened to encounter Cui Jinbai and others meeting with their master, though this person wore another disguise.

That day, Mo Yuan and others were guarding outside the room; only she and Shen Yun’an saw him.

“Mo Yuan, you needn’t concern yourself with this matter anymore. Leave it to Young Official Cui. You must spare no expense to investigate what strange illness the Crown Prince suffered eleven years ago that forced him to seek treatment in the palace,” Shen Xi He’s gaze fixed as she gave the order.

Sensing Shen Xi He’s level of concern, Mo Yuan responded firmly: “Yes!”

She increasingly felt that person was Xiao Huayong, and this strong intuition wouldn’t leave her.

She wasn’t afraid of Xiao Huayong’s power; she feared his good health would mean a lifetime of entanglement – that would be too exhausting.

However, if it truly was Xiao Huayong, if she didn’t ally with him, she would be his enemy, which would also be difficult to handle.

Never mind, she would first see exactly why he needed the Bone-Melting Pills before concluding.

This decision concerned the Northwest; she had to be careful. Even if reluctant, she needed to figure out how to ally with him.

The initial plan clearly wouldn’t work. Shen Xi He smiled bitterly, stroking Duanming who had bounded over, and sighed softly: “I brought trouble upon myself first.”

Initially providing evidence to actively approach Xiao Huayong was meant to test the Crown Prince and draw him into the situation from his position of neutrality, making things more chaotic.

She had considered that the Crown Prince might be deeply sophisticated, biding his time, but hadn’t expected his sophistication to reach such frightening depths, nor had she imagined that he alone could weave such a vast and tight network.

Someone like him appears once in a hundred years.

This was Shen Xi He’s first time truly understanding what it meant to be heaven-gifted.

Especially in Wang Zheng’s case – it was watertight, effortlessly causing one of the three ministers to suspend duties and reflect, with no one suspecting him. How alarming was that?

Chapter 124: What a Crown Prince
It was from this point that Shen Xihe became increasingly convinced that he was the person she had long suspected.

Although she was eighty percent certain that Xiao Huayong was that person, Shen Xihe still held onto twenty percent hope. Mo Yuan had been investigating the events from eleven years ago for some time, and after Shen Xihe’s renewed serious instructions, he pursued the investigation with even greater vigor.

One night, Mo Yuan brought someone with him. She wore a hooded cloak that covered her face, and one could only tell she was a slender young woman. When she pulled back her hood to reveal her beautiful features, Shen Xihe was quite surprised: “Ze Xiang, why have you come?”

“Your Highness.” Gu Ze Xiang curtsied.

Shen Xihe helped her up: “How did you leave the palace?”

Gu Ze Xiang was a descendant of criminals in the Yeting Palace and was not allowed to leave. If discovered, it would be a capital offense.

“Your Highness, thanks to your care, Ze Xiang was fortunate enough to enter the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau and become a clothing official. Today I was lucky to accompany Chief Cui outside the palace on an errand, and came specially to thank Your Highness for your grace.” Gu Ze Xiang stepped back two paces and performed a formal bow.

“Your entry into the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau was due to your skill in making clothes,” Shen Xihe held her arm. “At least you’re no longer marked as a criminal.”

“The palace is full of talented people, and everyone in Yeting Palace comes from official families – who doesn’t have some skills? But having skills alone isn’t enough to enter the Six Bureaus and Twenty-four Departments. Without Your Highness, Ze Xiang would have had no way out.”

Gu Ze Xiang spoke earnestly: “Today I only have the time of one incense stick, but Your Highness wishes to know about the events from eleven years ago, and Ze Xiang knows a little.”

“Tell me.” Only then did Shen Xihe understand Gu Ze Xiang’s purpose in coming.

It turned out that not long after entering Yeting Palace, she had met someone who knew some details about what happened at Mingzheng Hall back then.

The Crown Prince was eight years old at the time. He was intelligent and stood above all other princes. His reputation as a child prodigy is probably still remembered today, but back then he was unrivaled, treasured by His Majesty, and especially doted on by the Empress Dowager.

That day, the Crown Prince entered Mingzheng Hall while His Majesty was discussing matters with court officials. He was alone in the side hall, as was usual, and His Majesty would often test the Crown Prince. The Crown Prince ate a bowl of candied cherries and suddenly began vomiting blood, his face turning purple.

“Poison?” Shen Xihe was startled.

“Yes, His Highness the Crown Prince didn’t fall ill with some strange disease – he was poisoned. The Imperial Hospital was helpless, and it was the Empress Dowager who invited a Taoist priest to come, barely saving the Crown Prince’s life. The Crown Prince was bedridden for nearly a year because of this, and when he next appeared before the palace servants, he was as thin as a skeleton.”

Gu Ze Xiang repeated word for word what she had heard to Shen Xihe: “Afterwards, the Imperial Hospital physicians noticed that the Crown Prince’s pulse didn’t seem like that of a living person. His Highness frequently bled from his ears and nose, and fainting was a common occurrence. The Taoist priest had no way to neutralize the poison, only saying that if His Highness followed him to the Taoist temple, he could provide constant care and might be able to keep His Highness alive for two cycles.”

So this was the origin of the rumor that Xiao Huayong wouldn’t live past two cycles.

“Those candied cherries…”

“This is even more strange.” Gu Ze Xiang seemed somewhat hesitant to speak of it. “According to investigations, His Majesty hadn’t ordered anyone to make candied cherries that day. When the Crown Prince arrived at Mingzheng Hall and saw the candied cherries sitting there uneaten, such a delicate item must surely have belonged to His Majesty, so he felt safe eating them…”

Before His Majesty could order an investigation, two Food Service Officials and two Food Supervisors from the Imperial Kitchen all committed suicide by poison, cutting off all leads. The remaining two Food Supervisors and the Chief and Deputy Food Officials were first confined to Yeting Palace, then died one by one from sudden illness.

The palace suppressed the news, and since His Majesty didn’t carry out a mass execution all at once, it didn’t raise much suspicion.

Even the court officials just thought the Crown Prince had suddenly contracted a strange illness.

“So you’re saying that bowl of mysteriously appearing candied cherries was probably meant for His Majesty.” Shen Xihe’s first reaction wasn’t to suspect Emperor Yuning.

If Emperor Yuning wanted to deal with the Crown Prince, he wouldn’t have waited until he was eight years old. If he had already decided to depose the Crown Prince early on, it would have been easier for an infant to die young.

Moreover, the Crown Prince’s exceptional talent wasn’t only evident at age eight – it could be seen at four or five and was conclusive by six or seven.

Most crucially, Emperor Yuning shouldn’t have chosen to act in Mingzheng Hall. As an emperor, he had many people in the entire back palace under his control. If he wanted to deal with a young child, he could have chosen the Eastern Palace or another location and prepared a scapegoat first.

If she could figure this out, Xiao Huayong certainly could too. His estrangement from Emperor Yuning couldn’t be because of this.

“His Majesty had been on the throne for eight years, and there were rumors that the candied cherries were the work of people left over from the previous emperor’s Precious Consort’s household.” Gu Ze Xiang didn’t know if this was true, but since she had heard it, she told Shen Xihe, leaving her to judge its veracity for herself.

“Your Highness, Ze Xiang must take her leave. If Your Highness has any matters in the future, you can seek out Ze Xiang in the palace.” Having finished speaking, Gu Ze Xiang hurried to leave.

Shen Xihe knew her time was limited and had Bi Yu hand her a bulging purse filled with gold.

“Your Highness, Ze Xiang cannot accept this.” Gu Ze Xiang refused.

“Take it. There are so many people in the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau, and who doesn’t want to get some fresh air outside the palace? If the Bureau chose you, it must have been because of proper arrangements.” How could Shen Xihe not understand these social niceties? “Take it, so I can seek you out for information in the future.”

With Shen Xihe putting it this way, Gu Ze Xiang couldn’t refuse. After accepting it, she curtsied and left.

The Chief of the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau was waiting for her not far from the Princess’s residence. The business had already been taken care of, and they returned to the palace together. Back at the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau, in Chief Cui’s chambers, Gu Ze Xiang ventured to ask: “Chief Cui, why did His Highness want me to relay these words to the Princess?”

Chief Cui was over forty, with her black hair piled high, without a single wrinkle at the corners of her eyes. Her gaze was calm: “His Highness has his intentions.”

“Chief, the Princess has shown me great kindness. I absolutely cannot harm her.” Gu Ze Xiang said through gritted teeth.

“His Highness cares for the Princess more than you do.” Chief Cui said, “The words he had you relay were all true, without a single false word. The Princess wants to know about this matter, and besides His Highness, only His Majesty in this palace knows the details – even the Empress Dowager doesn’t know the minor details.

His Highness has avenged your grudge for you. In the future, just serve well in the palace. His Highness orders that you need not be loyal to him, only to the Princess. Today’s words have repaid your debt to His Highness for freeing you from slave status.”

Hearing these words, Gu Ze Xiang was finally at ease.

Seeing this, Chief Cui smiled: “You are fortunate to have met the Princess.”

Having gained the Princess’s protection meant gaining His Highness’s favor, and in this palace… no, in this imperial city, gaining His Highness’s favor meant future blessings were assured.

Back in the Princess’s residence, after digesting the news Gu Ze Xiang had brought, Shen Xihe laughed softly: “What a Crown Prince.”

Gu Ze Xiang had changed. The last time she saw Gu Ze Xiang, there had been an unshakeable gloom in her eyes, but this time they were clear, indicating that her hatred had been released.

How could a criminal’s daughter avenge herself in such a short time? And how could she go from criminal status to slave status?

Someone had helped her.

Chapter 125: Death by Poison
“Does Your Highness mean that Clothing Official Gu was sent by His Highness?” Bi Yu and the others were shocked.

“Once palace personnel have been silenced by His Majesty, there couldn’t be any who slipped through,” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “Even if someone truly did slip through, they absolutely wouldn’t dare speak such palace secrets. Yet Ze Xiang spoke in such detail – besides someone who experienced it personally, I can’t think who else could remember it so precisely.”

“What are His Highness’s intentions?” Red Jade and the others hadn’t considered themselves stupid in the Northwest, but after coming to the capital, dealing with ordinary people was one thing – when it came to the back-and-forth between the Crown Prince and the Princess, they felt they needed two extra brains.

“His intentions?” Shen Xihe thought of what he’d said when bidding farewell before leaving the capital – he’d said he wished for mutual honesty. “Honesty.”

Was he showing sincerity to her, perhaps also telling her that whatever she wanted to know, she could ask him directly, and he would surely tell her everything without holding back?

Realizing this possibility, Shen Xihe laughed ruefully. Even if he truly held nothing back, how much would be true?

The next day, Cui Jinbai brought someone to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness, Fu Jin was acting on this person’s behalf in the prison.”

“Who is this?” Shen Xihe looked at the tall, thin man in neat attire.

“An admirer of Lady Bian,” Cui Jinbai replied.

“So it was her.” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

From what she knew of Bian Xianyi, she shouldn’t have acted against her like this – unless someone was directing her from behind.

“I’ll make a trip to the palace,” Shen Xihe decided to ask directly.

The Crown Prince had been “ill” for so long, and she had been dealing with her sudden circumstances, so she hadn’t yet visited him. Although visitors couldn’t see him, the gesture was important.

“Your Highness, you shouldn’t enter the palace,” Bi Yu consulted Xie Yunhuai, who came specially to stop her.

Shen Xihe’s carriage could only reach the palace gates. From the gates to the Eastern Palace was a long walk for ordinary people, and would be especially difficult for Shen Xihe. Moreover, as a young lady, she couldn’t go directly to the Eastern Palace – she would at least need to pay respects to the Empress Dowager first.

“The Empress Dowager is at the Eastern Palace,” Shen Xihe smiled. “I know my limits.”

Xie Yunhuai stood before Shen Xihe, somewhat displeased that she was so careless with her health.

Doctors always get angry with disobedient patients. Shen Xihe had to say softly: “Doctor Qi, my illness requires not only avoiding physical exertion but also mental strain. If I don’t clarify this matter, it will weigh on my mind, which would be worse for my condition.”

Unable to convince Shen Xihe, Xie Yunhuai could only accompany her, waiting in the carriage outside the palace. If anything happened to Shen Xihe, he would find a way to enter the palace.

Shen Xihe accepted his kindness without protest.

When she reached the Eastern Palace, the Empress Dowager scrutinized her: “What has happened to Zhaoning?”

“In reply to Your Majesty, I indulged in the cool air some days ago, and my old ailment returned…” Shen Xihe responded softly.

Her voice sounded weak and strained, causing the Empress Dowager’s brows to furrow. She immediately called the Imperial Physician to check her pulse. He concluded that it was due to physical weakness and required gradual recuperation – there was no quick remedy.

Shen Xihe could sense the added worry in the Empress Dowager’s expression: “The capital’s late autumn is cold and damp. Zhaoning must take care of herself.”

“I am guilty of causing Your Majesty concern. I will certainly take good care of myself,” Shen Xihe agreed compliantly.

“The Crown Prince is still unconscious. Zhaoning is thoughtful, but should return to her residence early to rest,” the Empress Dowager instructed.

“I have some matters to discuss with Lady Bian. After seeing her, I will leave the palace,” Shen Xihe reported to the Empress Dowager.

“If you wish to see her, simply send word for her to come to your residence for instruction. Why come personally?” The Empress Dowager’s tone held some reproach.

“I understand. It won’t happen again,” Shen Xihe smiled sweetly.

Seeing her poor complexion, the Empress Dowager didn’t detain her, telling her to go and return quickly. After she left the Eastern Palace, the Empress Dowager asked the Imperial Physician: “With Princess Zhaoning’s frail health, will it affect her ability to bear children?”

The Imperial Physician lowered his head with a troubled expression. He truly didn’t want to answer. Everyone knew the Crown Prince wanted to marry Princess Zhaoning, but both of them were extremely weak. If he said it would affect childbearing, he might be the next to make the Crown Prince faint from anger.

The Peaceful Marquis had been sentenced to death, Minister Wang had been dismissed and made to repent – how could he, a mere Imperial Physician, withstand the Crown Prince’s wrath?

But the question came from the Empress Dowager – how could he dare equivocate?

“In reply to Your Majesty, having children depends on fate. Even healthy couples in common households sometimes remain childless for life.”

The Empress Dowager glanced at the evasive Imperial Physician but didn’t press him further or continue probing.

Her grandson – she understood him well. Once he set his mind on someone or something, he would never change it. Could she stop him?

Palace maids’ quarters were in or behind Yeting Palace. Someone like Bian Xianyi, an exceptional lead dancer, had her separate room. Today she hadn’t gone to the Music Bureau to practice, claiming illness and returning to rest.

A palace maid led Shen Xihe to her residence. Shen Xihe saw her sitting in the courtyard outside her room, with tea and snacks laid out on a stone table, as if waiting for someone.

Seeing Shen Xihe, she rose to welcome her: “Your Highness, I’ve been expecting you.”

Shen Xihe looked her over. Today she wore a crimson dress, with bright red rouge on her cheeks and a vivid flower design between her brows. She truly looked radiant and striking.

“It seems you know why I’ve come to find you,” Shen Xihe stepped forward.

Bian Xianyi gestured: “Please sit, Your Highness.”

Feeling somewhat tired, Shen Xihe sat down naturally.

Bian Xianyi took her seat opposite and poured drinks for both of them: “Your Highness wants to know why I tried to harm you?”

Shen Xihe watched her quietly.

Bian Xianyi smiled brightly, breathtakingly beautiful, and raised her cup: “Let Xianyi first apologize to Your Highness.”

With that, she drained the cup with both hands.

Shen Xihe remained unmoved.

Bian Xianyi set down her cup, placed her left hand over her right, and rested them gently on her lap, sitting gracefully: “Your Highness is so wise and clever, you surely know this wasn’t my true intention.”

“Who directed you?” Shen Xihe asked coolly.

Bian Xianyi’s smile deepened, her red soft lips curving wider, smiling somewhat obscurely. She shook her head slightly, the pearl chains in her hair swaying with dazzling light: “Forgive Xianyi, but I cannot say.”

Shen Xihe’s eyes narrowed: “Lady Bian, do you think I can’t touch you just because you’re in the deep palace?”

“Your Highness’s status is noble, while Xianyi’s life is like an ant’s. Even if Your Highness killed me outright, no one would seek justice,” Bian Xianyi’s smile remained bright. “This point, I know, Your Highness knows, and the one who gave me orders also knows.”

“You…”

Before Shen Xihe could finish speaking, she saw blood flowing from Bian Xianyi’s lips, eyes, nostrils, and ears.

She continued smiling at Shen Xihe, spitting out more black blood: “Your Highness, be careful…”

Before finishing her words, Bian Xianyi collapsed.

Chapter 126: A Suspicious Death
Shen Xihe had never imagined that Bian Xianyi would die like this before her very eyes.

Bian Xianyi – that tenacious, unyielding woman who had carved out her path even after the Bian family’s crimes landed her in the imperial palace. How could someone who valued her life so deeply die so easily?

Shen Xihe couldn’t make sense of it, yet Bian Xianyi had indeed perished like a jade flower withering away.

When the palace maid attending to Bian Xianyi discovered her, she let out a piercing scream that drew countless other maids from all around. Soon, palace guards, eunuchs, and imperial physicians arrived, followed by Concubine Rong, who managed the inner palace, accompanied by Princess Pingling.

“What happened here?” Concubine Rong demanded.

Bian Xianyi’s death was gruesome. Upon seeing her blood-covered face, everyone was deeply shaken, suspecting that Shen Xihe had poisoned someone in the deep palace. They all trembled in fear, not daring to speak.

“Physician Fang, what caused Lady Bian’s horrific death?” Concubine Rong asked the physician who had rushed over.

“Your Grace, Lady Bian took poison – a poison derived from a toxic mushroom. It causes bleeding from all seven orifices and damages all five organs within moments. Even immortals couldn’t have saved her,” the physician replied.

“Why would Lady Bian be poisoned? How could such a poison exist in the palace?” Concubine Rong’s sharp gaze swept across everyone present, leaving them all silent as cicadas in winter. Finally, her expression softened as she looked at Shen Xihe. “Princess Zhaoning, why are you here?”

“Concubine Rong, I came to the palace today seeking answers from Lady Bian. She took poison and died by suicide in front of me.” Her gaze fell on Bian Xianyi’s teacup. “If I’m not mistaken, the poison was in the tea.”

At Concubine Rong’s signal, Physician Fang immediately examined the teacup and indeed found poison.

Shen Xihe had initially thought only Bian Xianyi’s cup contained poison, while her own didn’t – which would have made it easier to frame her. However, her cup was poisoned too, and further investigation revealed the poison was in the teapot.

Bian Xianyi had personally gone to brew the tea, as witnessed by many palace servants in the tea room. Others had accompanied her back, helping carry today’s tea snacks, and she had waited here until someone brought Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe had been there less than half a cup of tea’s worth of time – it would have been impossible for her to send Bian Xianyi away and secretly poison the tea.

“Lady Bian seemed to know the Princess would come today. This servant was waiting outside to receive her,” said the palace maid who had guided Shen Xihe.

“Lady Bian also said something strange today,” another maid added. “She said she feared she wouldn’t be able to drink tea with us again.”

“When this servant went to the tea room, Lady Bian had just finished brewing. She was known for her excellent tea-brewing skills and usually treated us kindly, so I shamelessly asked for a cup. But today she refused, saying, ‘This tea cannot be drunk,'” yet another maid said.

Many others echoed similar accounts.

Thus, it became clear that Bian Xianyi had died by suicide, but why? Had she been forced into a corner? Since the matter involved Shen Xihe, Concubine Rong dared not make any hasty conclusions and had to report to Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning summoned them all to Mingzheng Hall to inquire about the situation.

At this point, Shen Xihe couldn’t hide anything and briefly explained: “Due to my weak constitution, I’ve always been under the care of famous physicians. During treatment, I cannot be disturbed. On the eleventh, someone impersonating a guard who had left with my brother suddenly entered the mansion. While I was receiving treatment, they shouted that my brother had been ambushed…”

She went on to explain how she had nearly lost her life. The perpetrator was caught by the princess’s guard captain. They discovered he had drunk a bottle of Jiannanchun wine, and based on his habits, they guessed his identity. They asked Young Master Cui to investigate secretly, which led them to Bian Xianyi.

Shen Xihe told everything, except she completely omitted Xie Yunhuai’s involvement.

After hearing this, Emperor Youning summoned Cui Jinbai. Two days earlier, Cui Jinbai had already submitted a memorial stating that someone had used a death row prisoner to commit the crime. The Emperor already had some understanding of the situation.

When Cui Jinbai arrived, the person who had helped Bian Xianyi deceive Fu Jin into meeting Zhang Zhuo in prison also confessed. Bian Xianyi did indeed have Jiannanchun wine. Zhang Zhuo had drunk a bottle of it at this admirer’s residence and rested there for a night.

This person had found the Jiannanchun wine bottle beautiful, and since it was a gift from Bian Xianyi, they had cleaned and kept it. Now it became evidence.

Everything seemed to have a clear sequence: Bian Xianyi had attempted to harm Shen Xihe, then, upon learning she had been discovered, took her own life out of guilt.

“Your Majesty, there are still suspicious points in this matter,” Shen Xihe wasn’t willing to let the case close so easily. “I had no conflict with Lady Bian – what was her motive for harming me?

The palace maids say Lady Bian was waiting for me early this morning, but I only discovered her involvement this morning. How did she know so quickly that I would come to the palace to find her when I hadn’t even entered the palace during her wait?

Being in the palace, how did she learn so swiftly that her accomplice outside had been found?

If she was so meticulous and discrete in her actions, why would she leave such an obvious trail?”

Finally, Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over that admirer. She hadn’t mentioned the people watching her mansion. Since she had silenced everyone else, why would she spare this admirer just because they admired her?

If she had been equally ruthless and silenced this person too, without human testimony or physical evidence, even if Shen Xihe suspected her, how could she be directly blamed?

Emperor Youning also found it suspicious after hearing this. Since Shen Xihe was the victim, he ordered Cui Jinbai: “This matter is now in your hands to investigate thoroughly.”

“Your subject accepts the command,” Cui Jinbai bowed.

“Zhaoning, you have suffered,” Emperor Youning consoled Shen Xihe. “In the future, if you encounter such matters again, feel free to come to the palace to seek me. I will ensure justice for you.”

“Zhaoning thanks, Your Majesty.”

Emperor Youning personally held Shen Xihe’s arm: “You’ve had a brush with death, no need for formalities. Return home and recuperate well. If you need any medicine, come to the palace to get it.”

Shen Xihe thanked him again.

Emperor Youning suddenly said: “You’ve only recently arrived in the capital, yet people have repeatedly provoked and tried to harm you. This is my oversight. I will assign two female historians to serve you. In the future, if anyone dares to disrespect you, they will punish them on my behalf.”

Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered slightly, but her expression remained unchanged as she smiled and accepted: “Your Majesty’s favor overwhelms me. I will rely on these two historians in the future.”

When Shen Xihe left the palace, she was accompanied by two female historians around fifty years old, both longtime palace servants. These weren’t ordinary palace maids – they usually only handled affairs within the Empress’s palace.

Many people speculated about these female historians’ backgrounds. Some said Emperor Youning was preparing to have Shen Xihe marry the comatose Xiao Huayong for good fortune. The most outrageous rumor was that Emperor Youning planned to make Shen Xihe his Empress.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to these outside rumors. She knew well that these two were sent by Emperor Youning to monitor her.

Her investigation into the Jiannanchun wine and her request for Cui Jinbai to investigate the prison had aroused the Emperor’s suspicion and vigilance.

Chapter 127: The Crown Prince’s Fury
Shen Xihe paid little attention to the two female historians, Sun and Qian. As long as they were obedient, she wouldn’t make things difficult for them. If they didn’t understand the rules, she would teach them herself.

She was still pondering Bian Xianyi’s death – too many things didn’t make sense, yet she couldn’t find a thread to follow.

What Shen Xihe didn’t know was that two days later, atop the snow-capped Tianshan Mountains, a snow-white gyrfalcon circled overhead, letting out a high-pitched cry. Xiao Huayong stood at the peak.

Thousands of rays of golden light enveloped him, his dark cloak a stark silhouette against the vast wilderness. Hearing the cry, he lifted his head skyward. The gyrfalcon dove straight toward him, its massive form casting a shadow over him.

Xiao Huayong stood motionless, his expression blank as he watched it approach. When it was still several hundred meters away, it suddenly veered off, attacking a snow leopard that was charging from another direction.

Xiao Huayong stood with his hands behind his back, watching as the snow leopard in the snow abruptly halted to avoid the gyrfalcon, only to be entangled by it.

After several exchanges, the gyrfalcon’s talons wounded the leopard’s forehead, spattering several drops of blood on the snow-white ground. The snow leopard roared a few times before retreating.

The massive yet agile gyrfalcon glided toward Xiao Huayong. He extended his arm for it to land, patted its wings, and retrieved a small bamboo cylinder from it.

Shen Xihe didn’t know why his messages traveled faster than the empire’s urgent dispatches. It was because he had specially trained several hawks, this particular falcon answering only to him, capable of covering a thousand li in half a shichen. While his other messenger birds weren’t as swift, they were still several times faster than horses.

Upon reading the scroll’s contents, Xiao Huayong’s expression turned so cold that even the gyrfalcon dared not approach, immediately taking wing.

He pulled out a scroll painting from behind him, depicting Xiao Changyu’s likeness. He had brought it specifically to determine if his elder brother of a few months had truly come here. If not, finding him would provide some more entertainment.

Unfurling the scroll, he commanded in a deep voice: “Find him.”

The gyrfalcon, trained to remarkable intelligence, might not understand words but comprehended his intent, immediately soaring upward.

Xiao Changyu was indeed in the Tianshan Mountains, earnestly searching for snow lotus, though he avoided the dangerous areas.

Following the gyrfalcon, Xiao Huayong quickly found Xiao Changyu. Compared to Xiao Huayong’s immaculate appearance, with only his boots showing traces of dirt, Xiao Changyu looked quite disheveled.

When the fierce and elite gyrfalcon circled above him, Xiao Changyu assumed he’d merely caught another predator’s attention. He’d encountered many dangers in the Tianshan Mountains, but he hadn’t expected the gyrfalcon would not attack, instead seeming to lock onto him, preventing his easy escape.

He waited a long while before seeing a tall figure, stepping through the soft snow, approaching step by step from afar.

His posture was straight and proud, his shadow stretched by the sunlight, casting a sword-like silhouette on the snow.

Xiao Changyu watched him approach step by step until his features became clear in the cold wind, and his pupils contracted.

Toward this younger brother whom he’d had to be wary of since birth, Xiao Changyu had never felt admiration or jealousy – only deep apprehension and heavy fear.

Just as now, with each steady step seeming to tread on his heart, making it harder to breathe as he drew closer.

“It seems you know many things,” seeing Xiao Changyu showing no surprise, only vigilance and wariness.

Xiao Changyu smiled bitterly: “I never wanted to know.”

“But you already know.” Xiao Huayong stopped less than three steps away from Xiao Changyu.

Taking a deep breath, Xiao Changyu asked: “Seventh Brother, are you going to kill me?”

“Out of consideration for our blood ties, I’ll give you the chance to take your own life.” Xiao Huayong’s gaze was indifferent.

Without raising his chin, merely gazing at Xiao Changyu levelly, he still conveyed an overwhelming sense of superiority.

“Why?” Xiao Changyu didn’t understand. If Xiao Huayong didn’t want him to know his secret, he could have simply not appeared before him.

Xiao Huayong had come specifically to kill him – what had he done to inspire such murderous intent?

“Bian Xianyi is dead.” Xiao Huayong watched Xiao Changyu, noting his slight startlement. “Neither grieving nor surprised?”

Xiao Changyu realized and involuntarily stepped back twice.

Xiao Huayong matched his retreat with two slow steps forward: “Why grieve or be surprised over something planned?”

Xiao Changyu’s expression changed drastically.

“You two share such deep feelings. When you first started plotting with her, wasn’t it to lure me to deal with you?” Xiao Huayong said softly. “Step by step, coming here, she dies in the palace, you have an accident here, and thereafter you can be together forever. Who would think two dead people could still be alive?”

“You—” Xiao Changyu’s heart pounded.

Xiao Changyu had long known that this seventh brother, who had always feigned illness, was the most terrifying person not just in the royal family, but in the entire world. Once he fixed his attention on someone, they lived or died at his whim – and if he wanted them to suffer a fate worse than death, even seeking death would be denied them!

He had never harbored ambitions for the position of Crown Prince, not because he lacked grand aspirations or imperial favor, but because he had seen this person’s true face at the age of twelve!

As long as Xiao Huayong lived, unless he didn’t want it himself, no one could take anything from his grasp.

Now, with Xiao Huayong exposing their entire plan in just a few sentences, Xiao Changyu was terrified.

Yes, Bian Xianyi had faked her death. Once he received the news, he would also fake his death in the Tianshan Mountains. Then they could abandon everything, find a remote mountain to live in seclusion, leading an ordinary life of farming, free from worldly struggles.

Originally, he and Bian Xianyi could have been together – he only needed to wait until she came of age to request her hand in marriage. But the Bian family met with misfortune before she reached that age. The Minister of Works’ negligence had led to a dam collapse, leaving countless people homeless, and she was sent to the palace.

He didn’t want to marry anyone else, but he couldn’t marry her – neither His Majesty nor propriety would allow it!

He had come of age this year, and His Majesty had inquired about his marriage several times. If he didn’t relent by next year at the latest, His Majesty would arrange a marriage, unwilling to let him delay the Crown Prince’s wedding.

With no other option, he had planned this escape with Bian Xianyi, but how could two people fake their deaths convincingly enough to fool everyone?

They had originally planned to use the autumn hunt – he would fake his death first, and settle outside, and Bian Xianyi would follow after a year or so, thus avoiding suspicion.

But this punishment to Tianshan was an unexpected blessing, making it easier for him to fake his death and more believable.

He wasn’t searching for snow lotus here but rather seeking the right timing and location.

“I admire your willingness to forsake wealth and glory for love. But you two, of all the things you shouldn’t have done, you shouldn’t have used her to escape, nearly causing her death.”

Xiao Huayong’s expression grew colder than the snow beneath his feet: “Didn’t you want to ‘die’? Today, I’ll make your pretense real, let your beloved taste the flavor of losing her loved one.”

Chapter 128: He Only Allows Submission and Obedience
At the words “beloved,” Xiao Changyu’s face turned ashen with disbelief.

Xiao Huayong, whose heart was as silent as snow and blood as cold as ice, had developed genuine feelings for Princess Zhaoning.

He had always thought someone like Xiao Huayong was destined to be a stranger to emotion. He was too lofty, beyond others’ reach; too proud to ever bow to anyone. How could such a person find an equal to stand beside?

He was even stingy with his admiration. Though he never showed it, Xiao Changyu knew he viewed everyone as mere clowns performing for his amusement.

Beneath his casual demeanor lay absolute indifference to all things in heaven and earth.

The gyrfalcon’s high cry pulled Xiao Changyu back from his thoughts. He collected himself: “Seventh Brother, there’s a misunderstanding.”

A smile creased the corner of Xiao Huayong’s lips, devoid of mockery yet easily read as contemptuous.

“I’m not weaving lies to deceive you,” Xiao Changyu said seriously. “As you guessed, when I came to Tianshan, from the moment I stepped out of the city gates, I had no intention of returning. But Xianyi and I had an agreement – I would escape first, find a suitable place to settle, arrange everything, and then notify her. To avoid suspicion, we agreed she would wait at least half a year before finding her opportunity to escape.”

These weren’t excuses, but facts.

Bian Xianyi had advanced their plans ahead of schedule, certainly not on impulse.

Xiao Huayong’s expression remained blank, though his aggressive aura diminished somewhat. Cui Jinbai had written down everything that happened in the capital in detail.

After reading it, he could see Bian Xianyi and Xiao Changyu’s intentions. For this couple devoted until death, Bian Xianyi’s sudden plot against Shen Xihe was particularly abrupt, and the easy sacrifice of her life even more puzzling.

Xiao Huayong could only boldly guess she had faked her death. Thinking of Xiao Changyu’s seemingly deliberate lingering in Tianshan – he didn’t believe Xiao Changyu was truly searching for snow lotus – it must be that he was waiting for the right moment to fake his death.

This way, they could live under assumed names as an ordinary couple.

Seeing Xiao Huayong believed some of his words, Xiao Changyu continued: “When the Princess entered the capital, you appeared at the Court of Judicial Review to support her. Given your character, she must have extraordinary qualities to earn your favor. I was only testing to confirm this.

It wasn’t to deliberately draw you to deal with me but to understand how much you would protect her.

Although I didn’t guess how important the Princess was to you, I knew you had the heart to protect her.

All these years I’ve avoided you, never extending my reach into court affairs, declining whatever duties I could. Not because I had already decided to leave, but because I knew that once I reached out, I would inevitably become a powerless piece on your chessboard.”

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow slightly, surprised that this unassuming brother born the same year as him understood him so deeply.

Xiao Changyu didn’t feel it beneath his dignity to admit his inferiority – facts were facts, so why pretend otherwise?

“Fearing you to this extent, once I knew you had protective intentions toward the Princess, I specifically instructed Xianyi not to provoke her,” Xiao Changyu fell into deep thought. “Xianyi wouldn’t advance our planned schedule, much less use the Princess in a plot, unless…”

Unless she had no choice unless someone forced her to this point, making her advance their plans and use the fake death drug they had prepared long ago.

“Seventh Brother, you’re supernaturally perceptive, able to guess our thoughts and actions. But not everyone in the capital is like you. Xianyi must have escaped by now. When I reunite with her, I’ll have her reveal the true mastermind. We only hope you’ll spare us our lives,” Xiao Changyu pleaded earnestly.

“You think… she can escape?” Xiao Huayong slowly raised his hand, and the gyrfalcon circling high above turned its head, its sharp eyes fixing on Xiao Changyu. “As long as you’re in my hands, how can she not surrender?”

Xiao Huayong never negotiated with others. In this world, he only allowed Shen Xihe to pressure and entice him – everyone else could only submit and obey.

As his words fell, his fingers, naturally curved and raised in the sunlight, moved slightly. Under the vast snowy plains and clear sky, it seemed to draw a line of snow-light. Receiving the command, the gyrfalcon spread its wings and shot like an arrow toward Xiao Changyu.

Xiao Changyu had no time to say more, quickly dodging, but despite his agility, how could he match this king of the skies?

This gyrfalcon could drive back hunting leopards, a fierce bird that could take down a male deer in one swoop.

The snow-capped mountains soared, piercing the clouds, white silk and silver flowers, with fragments of sunlight stretching for a thousand li.

In the vast universe, amidst the embracing mountains, one man stood tall as jade, straight as a precious sword, seeming to prop up heaven and earth.

He watched silently as Xiao Changyu accumulated wounds under the gyrfalcon’s assault, yet continued to resist stubbornly.

Knowing he couldn’t win, Xiao Changyu retreated step by step toward the peak’s edge. Perceiving his intention, Xiao Huayong moved to stop him when suddenly he heard a bear’s roar. His body instantly shifted, narrowly avoiding the charging giant bear’s impact.

Seeing this, the gyrfalcon immediately abandoned Xiao Changyu and flew over, shooting like an arrow toward the black bear.

As the gyrfalcon tangled with the brown bear, Xiao Huayong’s eyes flickered, turning to attack Xiao Changyu. Already covered in wounds, Xiao Changyu couldn’t dodge in time and was struck in the chest by Xiao Huayong’s palm, falling to the ground.

Looking up, he saw the black bear, clearly no match for the gyrfalcon, showing signs of retreat. He knew once the brown bear retreated, he would have no chance to escape. He couldn’t fall into Xiao Huayong’s hands, or neither of them would have a way out.

Gritting his teeth, Xiao Changyu rolled directly off the snow peak. By the time Xiao Huayong rushed forward, Xiao Changyu had become merely a black dot. His eyes darkened, and he waved to the gyrfalcon that had driven off the black bear: “Chase!”

Receiving the order, the gyrfalcon dove down, its speed far exceeding Xiao Changyu’s falling rate. Seeing this, the falling Xiao Changyu gritted his teeth and used the momentum to roll toward a protruding rock, crashing hard and changing direction, plunging directly toward the river in the deep valley.

Xiao Huayong watched coldly as he crashed into the icy river.

Unable to catch its prey, the gyrfalcon flew back, fawningly circling Xiao Huayong with beating wings, emitting low cries.

Xiao Huayong picked out the three characters for “Bian Xianyi” from the scroll the gyrfalcon had brought, placed them back in the bamboo tube, tied it to the gyrfalcon’s leg, and patted its wings. The gyrfalcon soared away, disappearing in the blink of an eye.

Just as Xiao Huayong was dealing with Xiao Changyu, Shen Xihe finally thought of a possibility and hurriedly asked Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi, is there any medicine that, when taken, causes bleeding from the seven orifices but still allows for recovery?”

She had been blinded by Bian Xianyi’s horrifying death state – no one would think someone bleeding from seven orifices could survive, but what if they could?

Xie Yunhuai pondered before responding: “Bleeding from seven orifices often results from head trauma, though certain poisons can cause it as well. Why does the Princess ask?”

Shen Xihe hadn’t told Xie Yunhuai about what happened in the palace, and Xie Yunhuai hadn’t inquired about it.

Chapter 129: Watertight Plan
“Beyond saving?” Shen Xihe responded with a question rather than an answer.

After brief contemplation, Xie Yunhuai said, “Three years ago, in Fengzhou’s Lin Feng County, I witnessed an old man save a child who was bleeding from seven orifices after consuming poisonous mushrooms.”

“Poisonous mushrooms!” Shen Xihe’s eyes narrowed. “Mo Yuan, go now and investigate Bian Xianyi’s whereabouts! Also, investigate the Imperial Medical Office’s physician apprentice!”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Princess, what exactly has happened?” Xie Yunhuai noticed something was amiss with Shen Xihe’s mood.

“I originally didn’t want to involve you in this matter.” Shen Xihe sighed softly. She hadn’t mentioned Xie Yunhuai to Emperor Youning while in the palace, and after leaving, she hadn’t informed Xie Yunhuai about the palace affairs, precisely because she didn’t want to implicate him.

Had she known it would turn out this way, she should have told Xie Yunhuai earlier about yesterday’s incident with Bian Xianyi in the palace: “Bian Dajia bled from seven orifices and died before me. Later it was confirmed she had deliberately taken poison. I couldn’t understand why she suddenly targeted me—it seemed, unlike her usual shrewdness and patience. Only today did I dare to guess that she might have faked her death.”

“Faked her death?” Xie Yunhuai didn’t understand.

The purpose behind a songstress faking her death.

“She and the Sixth Prince were in love. The Sixth Prince has now gone to Tianshan. Tianshan is vast and treacherous. What if the Sixth Prince also meets with an ‘accident’ in Tianshan?” Shen Xihe’s emphasis on the word “accident” was meaningful.

Xie Yunhuai showed slight surprise, then sighed softly: “If it’s truly as the Princess suggests, it’s indeed a rare depth of love.”

“Indeed.” Shen Xihe nodded in agreement.

She hadn’t thought of this possibility earlier for two reasons. First, Bian Xianyi’s manner of death had been too horrific, giving everyone the impression of being forced to death.

Thinking about it now, Bian Xianyi was a woman of exceptional beauty. Even though she didn’t place much importance on appearance, she still cherished her natural beauty. Among the thousands of lethal poisons in the world, why would she choose one so grotesque?

Second, Shen Xihe wasn’t someone who believed in love between men and women, so she hadn’t considered that Xiao Changyu, a prince who enjoyed all glory and wealth, could not only obtain Bian Xianyi but would also strive desperately to make her his official wife, and even be willing to abandon everything for her.

This depth of love was something Shen Xihe had never witnessed before.

Mo Yuan quickly brought back the physician apprentice who had taken Bian Xianyi’s pulse yesterday. He was just an ordinary imperial physician without rank.

“This humble one pays respects to the Princess. May I ask what the Princess requires?” The physician apprentice, Fang Yigong, asked respectfully.

The Princess had summoned him claiming physical discomfort, but he understood in his heart that he hadn’t earned the Princess’s trust yet. Summoning him for consultation was merely a pretext.

Seeing Fang Yigong standing alive before her, Shen Xihe knew he must be innocent, but still asked, “Was Bian Dajia’s poison truly beyond saving yesterday?”

Fang Yigong knew Shen Xihe was involved in yesterday’s events, so he answered very carefully: “Princess, with this humble one’s ability, there was no power to reverse heaven’s will.”

Shen Xihe sighed lightly: “As expected of Bian Xianyi.”

Bian Xianyi was just a dancer. Under normal circumstances, she might have been able to request one or two physicians of profound medical skill and high moral character, but when all the Imperial Medical Office physicians were gathered at the Eastern Palace, she could only employ ordinary physicians still in training like this.

Therefore, it was understandable that he couldn’t detect the irregularities in her pulse.

She had calculated every step. This way, she didn’t need to conspire with another person, adding another risk factor or requiring another harsh measure, which might have made people suspicious of her cause of death.

Xie Yunhuai knew Shen Xihe was concerned about Bian Xianyi using her as a means of escape. After some thought, he said to Fang Yigong: “Physician Fang, I have some knowledge of medicine. Might I inquire about Bian Dajia’s pulse conditions and symptoms from yesterday?”

Fang Yigong was only in his twenties. Before he entered the Imperial Medical Office, Xie Yunhuai had already left the capital, so he didn’t recognize him. He could only look toward Shen Xihe, awaiting instructions.

“Tell everything you know from yesterday to Doctor Qi,” Shen Xihe commanded.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Physician Fang, this way please…”

Xie Yunhuai knew Shen Xihe still needed to question Mo Yuan about Bian Xianyi’s whereabouts, so he used this opportunity to lead Fang Yigong outside.

“Princess, Bian Dajia has been prepared for burial but not yet sealed in her coffin. However, since she died from poison, her corpse has already decayed, becoming unrecognizable,” Mo Yuan reported.

“Watertight,” Shen Xihe nodded. This was the final reason why Bian Xianyi had chosen such a horrifying poison.

The poison was rare, and no one knew the symptoms after poisoning. Her appearance before “death” had been so horrifying that when her body rapidly decomposed after one day of “death,” no one found it suspicious.

The person was dead, without evidence. What Shen Xihe knew was merely conjecture. She couldn’t examine the corpse—that would be disrespectful to the dead.

She didn’t care if people said she was overbearing. Rather, she knew that examining the corpse now wouldn’t reveal any useful clues. She had ultimately realized one step too late.

“Princess.” At this moment, Xie Yunhuai stepped in. “After hearing the physician’s account, I suspect Bian Dajia’s poisoning might just be superficial.”

“Superficial?” Shen Xihe walked over gracefully, her long dress trailing behind her as she held her silk wrap.

“Yes. Regarding the poisoned child that day, I happened to be present and learned a thing or two. This kind of poison requires immediate treatment. Given that Bian Dajia was poisoned in full view of everyone in the palace, it would take until at least deep night before someone could secretly help her. The treatment would be too late.”

Xie Yunhuai analyzed while looking at Shen Xihe: “Therefore, she likely didn’t take mushroom poison, but rather another type that could withstand delay. As for bleeding from the seven orifices, it wasn’t caused by toxins, but rather someone had already performed acupuncture on her. This person’s acupuncture skills were exceptional. Even I couldn’t achieve such a level.”

“It must be someone from the Imperial Medical Office’s acupuncture department.” Bian Xianyi hadn’t left the palace.

This kind of manipulation needed to be performed that day. The Imperial Medical Office’s acupuncture department had only about fifty people. Excluding those who weren’t present yesterday and those gathered at the Eastern Palace, not many remained.

“That can be investigated.” However, this wasn’t what Xie Yunhuai wanted to investigate. “If my deduction is correct, she can’t leave the capital for now. She needs this person who performed acupuncture on her to continue treatment for three days. One slight mistake and she’ll barely be able to move.”

“Investigate. I must catch her,” Shen Xihe ordered Mo Yuan.

She had worked so hard, enduring so much torment to nurse her body back to health. Bian Xianyi, for her selfish purposes, had destroyed a month and more of her efforts, leaving her in her current state.

Although Xie Yunhuai repeatedly said he could help her recover, Shen Xihe wasn’t discouraged, but she understood the opportunity Xie Yunhuai took great comfort in.

If Bian Xianyi dared to do this, she must be prepared to face the consequences!

While Shen Xihe continued investigating along this line, at night, Xiao Huayong’s reply also reached Cui Jinbai’s hands.

Although it was only three characters, it was enough for Cui Jinbai to understand Xiao Huayong’s intentions. He immediately sent word to Tianyuan. Tianyuan could move very conveniently within the palace, especially in the Imperial Medical Office where they had their people.

Soon they also discovered how Bian Xianyi had deceived everyone.

Chapter 130: Someone Got There First
They identified the suspect before Shen Xihe did. The person who helped wasn’t from the acupuncture department, but rather a herbalist from the medical division who was responsible for planting, transplanting, and collecting herbs in the city gardens.

“Lady Bian, you must leave quickly. They should be here soon,” the herbalist urgently advised after completing the final acupuncture treatment for Bian Xianyi.

Fortunately, they had endured through three sessions. Bian Xianyi, worried about complications, had insisted on receiving the first treatment the night of the incident, despite risking chronic illness. Later, he used herb deliveries as cover to switch her with the corpse. He performed the second treatment the next day, and today was the final one.

It was too fast—they had discovered everything too quickly. He hadn’t had time to prepare more medicinal tonics for Bian Xianyi.

“Let’s leave together. If you fall into their hands, they won’t spare you.” Bian Xianyi grabbed his arm with her weak, colorless hands.

“Lady Bian, I cannot go with you. I owe my life to His Highness from years ago—these years have been borrowed time for me. Today, allow me to repay that debt. I cannot rest easy unless I ensure your escape.”

The herbalist pulled open a row of medicine cabinets, revealing a hidden compartment large enough for two people to stand side by side. “I’ll go outside now and drive away in a cart to draw them away. In case they have backup plans, hide here. There’s some dried food, water skins, and medicine. The herb farmers will come in two days to deliver herbs—they’ll help you escape the city.”

“Ah Xi!” Bian Xianyi was too weak to resist as she was pushed into the compartment, helplessly watching as Ah Xi pulled the cabinet closed.

Ah Xi changed his clothes, ran to the back, jumped onto a cart, and drove away at full speed. He passed right by Cui Jinbai’s men. Cui Jinbai sent several men in pursuit while he led the remaining men into the herb garden.

This was the imperial herb garden. He had come today under the pretext of official business, telling the guard, “We’re pursuing a wanted criminal who was seen entering the garden. I’m bringing a few men to investigate.”

“Please proceed, sir, but do be careful—the herbs are precious,” the guard stepped aside but still offered a reminder.

Cui Jinbai led the search personally but found nothing. Being an herb garden, they couldn’t act recklessly without proper cause, and the delicate herbs couldn’t withstand rough treatment.

Though Cui Jinbai didn’t find Bian Xianyi in the garden, his men captured Ah Xi. Rather than sending him to the Court of Judicial Review, he had him privately bound and brought to the Princess’s residence to hand over to Shen Xihe.

“Minister Cui truly lives up to his position as Chief Minister of the Court of Judicial Review. His investigative and pursuit abilities are extraordinary,” Shen Xihe sincerely praised.

She had thought herself quick in figuring out Bian Xianyi after a day of contemplation, and with Xie Yunhuai’s help had just uncovered this lead about the herbalist called Ah Xi. Before she could even order Mo Yuan to investigate, Cui Jinbai had already captured the man.

In truth, only she and Xiao Huayong had guessed Bian Xianyi’s plan, but in terms of manpower, she was far behind Xiao Huayong, who had spent over a decade building his influence.

“I serve those who entrust me, faithful to their cause,” Cui Jinbai replied solemnly.

At this moment, Shen Xihe had no time to ponder whose orders Cui Jinbai was following. She couldn’t afford any delay—every moment wasted gave Bian Xianyi another chance to slip away.

“Will you speak on your own, or do I need to use my phantasm incense to pry open your mouth?” Shen Xihe calmly regarded the scholarly-looking, thin herbalist.

Shen Xihe’s phantasm incense had become famous after one battle at the Capital Prefecture. The Capital Prefecture, Court of Judicial Review, Imperial Clan Court, and even the Ministry of Justice—all places that needed to make suspects talk—coveted it deeply.

This item that could easily extract the truth without requiring severe torture had even caught Emperor Youning’s interest.

However, with events happening one after another, Emperor Youning hadn’t had the chance to inquire about it. Others wanted it too, but Shen Xihe held the formula and rejected their requests, leaving them to sigh in disappointment.

“Princess, though I am of low rank, I am still a ninth-rank herbalist of the Imperial Medical Office. May I ask why Minister Cui has privately detained me?” Ah Xi remained calm before Shen Xihe, his eyes confused but his speech clear.

“Biyu.” Shen Xihe didn’t want to waste words with him and directly ordered Biyu to light the incense.

Unexpectedly, this unremarkable herbalist proved to have incredible willpower. Even after inhaling Shen Xihe’s incense, whenever Bian Xianyi was mentioned, he managed to endure extreme struggle and pain without uttering a word.

The phantasm incense wasn’t omnipotent—it only worked on ordinary people. Those with some training or strong willpower could resist its effects.

Finally, Ah Xi passed out from inhaling too much, without revealing Bian Xianyi’s whereabouts.

“Minister Cui, tell me about today’s arrest,” Shen Xihe asked.

Minister Cui naturally recounted the events: “This official found an excuse to personally lead a search of the herb garden.”

After listening, Shen Xihe pondered for a moment: “I’m not questioning Minister Cui, but the imperial herb garden isn’t the Court of Judicial Review—Minister Cui couldn’t search freely. I believe Bian Xianyi must still be in the garden.”

If it were an ordinary residence, Ah Xi’s diversion might have allowed escape now that Cui Jinbai had left. But the imperial herb garden had guards at its gates—she absolutely couldn’t leave during daylight.

“I need to go there personally.” Shen Xihe immediately sent Hong Yu to the palace with a message saying she wanted to select some herbs from the garden to create her medicinal incense.

Cui Jinbai, having done his part, felt confident leaving the rest to Shen Xihe as he had other urgent matters.

He had arrived silently, but as he left, Lady Sun caught a glimpse of his back. Seeing Lady Sun thoughtfully staring at Cui Jinbai’s retreating figure, Shen Xihe approached from behind: “What is Lady Sun looking at?”

Lady Sun bowed her head in greeting: “Princess.”

“I asked a question. Why doesn’t Lady Sun answer?”

“Princess, this servant just saw a man’s back. The Princess is an unmarried lady, and will receive great fortune in the future—you should be mindful of your reputation,” Lady Sun answered with lowered eyes.

Shen Xihe gazed at her coldly for a moment: “Lady Sun, you are a palace lady official, appointed by His Majesty. I show you respect for that reason but remember—I most despise people lecturing me about propriety. In the Princess’s residence, I am propriety.”

With that, Shen Xihe stepped around her.

When Shen Xihe expressed her wish to visit the herb garden, Emperor Youning sent a eunuch back with Hong Yu to personally escort her.

The imperial herb garden was rich in medicinal herbs. Shen Xihe genuinely selected some needed herbs and examined some processed ones. Using fatigue as an excuse to rest for a moment, she noticed her cat Short Life had disappeared, so she had people search for it.

Finally, they found Short Life in Ah Xi’s room, scratching at the corner of a medicine cabinet.

Shen Xihe gave Mo Yu a look. Mo Yu went to pick up Short Life, and in doing so pushed over the medicine cabinet, revealing a hidden compartment against the wall. However, it was empty. Shen Xihe stared at some food crumbs, her gaze growing cold.

Chapter 131: Her Deep Dissatisfaction with His Majesty
Half an hour earlier, when Cui Jinbai entered the herb garden, the matter was neither major nor minor, but the garden manager still reported it upward, fearing future complications.

Such matters were common, and Emperor Youning usually just let them pass. This time was different. The difference lay in how shortly after, Shen Xihe’s maid entered the palace requesting permission to visit the herb garden.

Emperor Youning took note, also aware that Shen Xihe had earlier summoned the physician apprentice who had examined Bian Xianyi yesterday.

Emperor Youning simply had the physician apprentice brought to him and questioned what Shen Xihe had summoned him for. The apprentice answered truthfully. If Emperor Youning couldn’t guess what they suspected or were tracking, he wouldn’t have maintained his throne until today.

More importantly, just after he sent someone with the token accompanying Shen Xihe’s maid, news arrived from outside the palace that Cui Jinbai had gone to the Princess’s residence, essentially confirming his suspicions. Thus, he sent people to the herb garden first.

Since they had captured a herbalist called Ah Xi, he directly ordered the Imperial Guards to search Ah Xi’s quarters.

This was how Bian Xianyi was secretly brought before Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning stood behind his imperial desk, reviewing memorials: “Why did you fake your death?”

Though Bian Xianyi’s limbs were weak and her throat dry and painful, she knelt properly: “Your Majesty, this servant plotted against the Princess. When the Princess discovered this, I was overwhelmed with fear and committed the crime of faking my death.”

As a palace dancer faking death to escape, her crime was equivalent to that of an escaped slave—a capital offense.

Emperor Youning’s brush continued without pause as he asked: “Why did you plot against Zhaoning?”

Before falling into the Imperial Guards’ hands, Bian Xianyi had already anticipated what Emperor Youning would ask. A perfectly calculated discomfort flashed across her face: “This servant admired the Sixth Prince. When His Highness praised Princess Zhaoning, this servant grew jealous and acted foolishly.”

Emperor Youning’s hand paused as he raised his head, his gaze falling on Bian Xianyi with implicit pressure: “I always thought you were someone who understood propriety and knew your place.”

His Majesty’s disbelief was within Bian Xianyi’s expectations. She bowed deeply, her forehead touching her overlapped hands: “I have disappointed Your Majesty. This servant deserves death a thousand times over.”

Emperor Youning’s sharp eyes were deep and oppressive.

Though Bian Xianyi felt like she had thorns at her back as she bowed, she had to maintain extreme composure, showing no flaws.

She knew Emperor Youning didn’t believe her motivation for targeting Shen Xihe, but she couldn’t reveal the true reason. Once spoken, she would lose all value and face certain death.

Moreover, she had to consider the Sixth Prince. Her death was insignificant, but she couldn’t implicate him.

After observing Bian Xianyi for several breaths, Emperor Youning withdrew his gaze and lowered his head to continue reading the memorials: “What did Old Six promise you that made you harbor inappropriate thoughts? Know that even without Zhaoning, you could never become the Sixth Prince’s consort.”

“Your Majesty, please investigate. This servant’s foolish devotion to the Sixth Prince arose because His Highness always showed me extra care. This servant mistakenly believed His Highness had feelings for me…”

At this point, Bian Xianyi’s voice caught slightly, her tone dropping to reveal an ineffable sorrow and bitterness: “This servant only recently realized that His Highness is simply kind-hearted, feeling only a bit of pity for this servant. It was all my one-sided wishful thinking. Therefore, when I suddenly heard His Highness praise the Princess, my heart felt like it was being cut by knives. I was blinded by jealousy and made a grave mistake. I request Your Majesty’s punishment.”

Emperor Youning seemed not to hear, offering no response.

The great hall fell silent, with only the sound of turning memorial pages particularly noticeable. The low, steady sound tormented Bian Xianyi, but she gritted her teeth to maintain her composure.

She knelt for half an hour before fainting from exhaustion.

“Your Majesty, she has fainted,” a eunuch reported after checking on her.

“Summon Imperial Physician Shi Wei.” Emperor Youning placed a reviewed memorial with the others and opened another to read.

…

Shen Xihe returned from the herb garden empty-handed. She knew Bian Xianyi must have been hidden there but someone had gotten there first.

She knew who it was.

She didn’t believe anyone else in the capital could have guessed Bian Xianyi had faked her death, so they couldn’t have been investigating alongside her.

The only one who could have noticed would be His Majesty. Emperor Youning had maintained his throne for twenty years, gradually consolidating power and defeating various factions. His depths were as immeasurable as the sea.

Especially since Cui Jinbai had first found an excuse to search the herb garden, followed closely by her request to visit—this coincidence couldn’t help but catch Emperor Youning’s attention.

Upon returning to her residence, she saw Lady Sun and Lady Qian. Both quickly lowered their eyes and curtsied when they saw Shen Xihe. She stopped as she passed them.

“You, kneel here,” Shen Xihe pointed at Lady Sun.

She understood clearly that Cui Jinbai and her successive visits to the herb garden, plus her early summons of the physician apprentice, could only raise Emperor Youning’s suspicions. Lady Sun’s report to Emperor Youning about Cui Jinbai’s visit to the Princess’s residence undoubtedly provided him with corroboration.

Emperor Youning wouldn’t suspect Cui Jinbai—investigating Bian Xianyi was a task Emperor Youning had assigned to him, and there was nothing improper about Cui Jinbai contacting her as the victim.

Punishing Lady Sun wasn’t about venting anger—only incompetent people vent their frustrations on the weak.

She wanted His Majesty to know she was very displeased with his actions!

“Princess, what wrong has Lady Sun committed…”

“You kneel too,” Shen Xihe cut off Lady Qian.

Lady Qian froze: “Princess, I am…”

With a thud, before Lady Qian could finish, Lady Sun knelt straight down.

Seeing this, Lady Qian shot Lady Sun a dark look, as if looking at a traitor. However, with Lady Sun’s submission setting the precedent, Lady Qian dared not speak further and also knelt.

“Learn from her—at least she’s an experienced palace servant. Has your idle time in the Queen’s palace made you forget your place?” Shen Xihe looked down at them with cold eyes. “Were you going to say you were sent by His Majesty? If you truly dare say those words, I’ll go to the palace right now and ask His Majesty whether you’re here to be servants or masters. Do I need to pick special days and reasons to punish you?”

With that, Shen Xihe let out a light snort and walked away.

“Princess, did Lady Sun report to His Majesty, causing him to take the person away?” Biyu rarely saw Shen Xihe bother with servants like this.

Having witnessed Lady Sun watching Cui Jinbai’s departing figure, she had her suspicions.

“Even without her report, His Majesty would have taken Bian Xianyi before me anyway,” Shen Xihe said.

She could only blame the timing. Ah Xi had hidden the person in the herb garden where they couldn’t enter freely—even if it had been a noble’s residence, she could have found a way to sneak in.

The herb garden belonged to the imperial family, guarded by elite guards. Forcing entry might not have succeeded and would have made things irreparable.

Going through proper channels with proper reasons meant she was one step behind His Majesty.

Chapter 132: The Emperor Loses Face
“Was she taken away by His Majesty?” Biyu still held onto a glimmer of hope, but now felt dejected. Once someone fell into His Majesty’s hands, there was no way to get them back.

“Your Highness, as a palace dancer who faked her death and fled, will His Majesty punish her?” Hongyu felt that if Bian Xianyi died, it would satisfy their grudge.

“She harmed me, not His Majesty’s princess. His Majesty doesn’t care whether I’ve guessed that he took her,” Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered subtly. “Bian Xianyi is a clever person, and being officially ‘dead’ makes her perfect for His Majesty’s use.”

If His Majesty had intended to punish Bian Xianyi, he wouldn’t have had her secretly taken away. By now, the news of Bian Xianyi’s resurrection from the dead must be known throughout the palace, both inside and out.

“Your Highness, let’s go directly to the palace and demand her from His Majesty!” Ziyu said angrily. When had their Princess ever suffered such humiliation?

Shen Xihe, who had been somewhat displeased, found herself unexpectedly amused by Ziyu’s righteous indignation. She smiled silently. “No need. I’ll make Bian Xianyi come to us herself.”

Everyone gazed at Shen Xihe with admiration. In their eyes, the Princess could accomplish anything!

“Mo Yuan, find a corpse to disguise as Axi. Since Bian Xianyi turned herself into a ‘dead person,’ I’ll turn her helper into a ‘dead person’ too. When she learns that Axi is in my hands, she’ll walk right into our trap.”

Only if Axi ‘died’ once would there be no police report, allowing them to keep her detained without implicating Cui Jinbai.

“Your Highness, will she come?” Biyu expressed contempt for Bian Xianyi. How could such a despicable person have any conscience?

“She will,” Shen Xihe said with certainty.

Though Bian Xianyi would use any means necessary to achieve her goals and had no sympathy or conscience for the innocent, she greatly valued debts of gratitude.

Axi had fallen into their hands because of her; once she knew this, she would try to rescue her.

If the Princess said she would come, then she definitely would!

Everyone made arrangements according to Shen Xihe’s instructions. After rushing back and forth to the medicine garden, Shen Xihe was extremely tired. At shen hour (4 PM), she hastily ate some dinner and quickly retired.

When she woke in the morning, Biyu softly reminded her: “Your Highness, the two female officials are still kneeling.”

Shen Xihe had retired early, and they had forgotten about this matter at the time. When they remembered, they didn’t dare disturb Shen Xihe’s rest, nor dare make decisions on her behalf, so the two female officials had knelt for an entire night.

“Mm.” Shen Xihe responded faintly and continued dressing. After breakfast, she returned to her chambers to do her hair and makeup. “Go call them in.”

“Yes.”

“Hongyu, go fetch that jade ruyi scepter.” Shen Xihe instructed further.

Soon after, two low-ranking maids supported Sun and Qian inside. Being older, their faces were pale after kneeling all night.

“Greetings to Your Highness.” The female officials, usually exemplars of palace etiquette, now performed their greetings crookedly.

Shen Xihe paid no mind, lightly raising her hand to excuse them from the formality, then left them aside while letting Hongyu apply her makeup.

After her grooming was complete, Lady Qian finally collapsed, while Lady Sun’s face was deathly pale but she forced herself to stay upright.

Shen Xihe stood with Biyu’s support and took the jade ruyi that Hongyu had retrieved from Ziyu’s hands. She asked Lady Sun: “Lady Sun, do you recognize this object?”

Shen Xihe deliberately turned the jade ruyi, letting the imperial mark flash before Lady Sun’s eyes. Fighting her discomfort, she replied: “This is an imperial gift.”

“Lady Sun has good eyes,” Shen Xihe praised, raising her hand and holding the jade ruyi while a chilling smile played in her eyes. “Lady Sun, do you know the punishment for damaging an imperial gift?”

Lady Sun’s gaze froze as she stared at Shen Xihe in panic. Under her terrified gaze, Shen Xihe slowly loosened her fingers.

With a crisp crash, the finest jade ruyi shattered into several pieces.

A smile also appeared on Shen Xihe’s lips: “If I say you broke this, do you think His Majesty will believe me or you?”

Lady Sun’s hands and feet turned ice cold. Shen Xihe gave a soft laugh: “Biyu, bind them and follow me to the palace to request punishment from His Majesty.”

Shen Xihe had just taken two steps after giving her order when Lady Sun before Biyu could approach, gritted her teeth and threw herself against a nearby pillar.

The impact was neither light nor heavy. She turned her head to look at Shen Xihe once, then fainted.

Shen Xihe looked down: “Request Doctor Qi to come treat her. Clean up here. Hongyu and Moyu will accompany me to the palace.”

When Shen Xihe entered the palace to seek an audience with Emperor Youning, after performing her greetings, she said: “Your Majesty, Zhaoning comes today to request punishment.”

“Oh? This is fresh. What crime has Zhaoning committed?” Emperor Youning asked with a smile.

“Yesterday, the female officials Your Majesty sent to Zhaoning angered me with their words. I am a person of great temper, so I punished them by making them kneel. Later, I was tired and retired early, forgetting about this matter.

Because I have been unwell lately and rarely sleep well, my maids didn’t dare disturb me, causing the two female officials to kneel for an entire night. Unexpectedly, Lady Sun directly accused me of deliberately humiliating them, and unable to bear the humiliation, she crashed into a pillar in my residence. It was my lack of propriety, please punish me, Your Majesty.”

Shen Xihe spoke with utmost sincerity, showing both regret and self-reproach.

Several ministers in the hall had arrived just after Shen Xihe, coming to discuss matters with His Majesty. He had decided to see Shen Xihe first to avoid keeping her waiting.

Hearing Shen Xihe’s words, these ministers frowned instinctively. According to Shen Xihe, this female official didn’t know her place – merely being punished, even if somewhat severely, she dared to threaten her master by crashing into a pillar!

If every servant behaved this way, wouldn’t it destroy proper etiquette?

“Guards, go to the Princess’s residence and bring Sun and Qian here!” Emperor Youning commanded with a stern face.

Sun and Qian were sent by him; their behavior was losing his face!

Of course, Shen Xihe knew that His Majesty hadn’t believed her words; he wanted a face-to-face confrontation.

Soon the two were awakened and brought to the great hall, both looking haggard.

Emperor Youning immediately burst out: “How dare you deceive your master! Regardless of severity, the Princess’s punishment is a blessing. Kneeling for one night and you crash into a pillar – where did you learn such behavior? Relying on being sent by me to serve the Princess, you think you deserve more respect than your master?”

Only then did Lady Sun realize that Shen Xihe had accused them first. She quickly defended herself: “Your Majesty, please hear me out. This servant never disrespected the Princess. I crashed into the pillar because the Princess broke an imperial gift but claimed I broke it. To prove my innocence, I had no choice but to demonstrate my sincerity through death.”

Hearing this, Emperor Youning and several ministers all looked at Shen Xihe.

Anger appeared on Shen Xihe’s face: “Your Majesty, how did someone who makes such wild accusations become a palace female official? Does Your Majesty intend for someone of such poor character, full of lies, deflecting blame, and making accusations, to serve Zhaoning? Is Zhaoning only worthy of associating with such people in Your Majesty’s eyes? Or is Your Majesty using this to humiliate Zhaoning?”

She spoke each word deliberately, publicly criticizing His Majesty.

Especially after she had people bring the imperial jade ruyi completely intact, Lady Sun’s face turned ashen, and Emperor Youning was thoroughly humiliated.

Chapter 133: Six Killings
The jade ruyi was an inescapable trap that Shen Xihe had set for Lady Sun.

The broken piece wasn’t the real imperial gift. Lady Sun was cautious, so Shen Xihe deliberately made her kneel all night to exhaust her, leaving her without the energy to think things through carefully.

The imperial mark she saw was deliberately shown to her by Shen Xihe, who broke it in front of her. If she didn’t respond, she would be guilty of breaking an imperial gift and disrespecting imperial authority – punishable by beating at best, and execution at worst, depending on Emperor Youning’s decision.

If she did respond, no matter how, it would be seen as not accepting her punishment and disrespecting Shen Xihe while relying on being sent by His Majesty.

Lady Sun’s most correct course of action would have been to let Shen Xihe slander her. Despite the apparent evidence, everyone knew it made no sense for Shen Xihe to entrust an imperial gift to people sent by His Majesty only days ago.

Emperor Youning, considering they were being falsely accused, would have given a lighter punishment.

But in her exhausted state, she made the worst possible response, getting charged with disrespecting Shen Xihe while relying on His Majesty’s favor.

This severely embarrassed Emperor Youning – exactly the result Shen Xihe wanted.

“Your Majesty, in the Northwest, I was Father’s precious treasure in his palm. Father is loyal to Your Majesty and told me not to be afraid in the capital – even without relatives here, Your Majesty would treat me like your own daughter. I truly believed these words.”

Shen Xihe spoke with humiliation and restraint in her eyes: “But I don’t believe palace maids serving the princesses are treated this way.”

The ministers lowered their heads, feeling they had been used. This Princess had likely chosen this timing to seek His Majesty deliberately, making them witnesses to His Majesty losing face.

“It was my fault.” What else could Emperor Youning do? Though he was the one wronged, he had to lower himself to apologize to this girl, using an indulgent tone to dissolve the awkwardness. “I misjudged people, causing Zhaoning to suffer.”

“How will Your Majesty make it up to Zhaoning?” Shen Xihe asked expectantly with wide eyes.

Very well – since you want to use an elder’s tone to show your magnanimity toward juniors, I’ll play along and respond with the attitude of an ignorant junior.

Having started this approach, he had to continue – he couldn’t suddenly change face. Emperor Youning laughed heartily: “What does Zhaoning want?”

“Can I have anything?” Shen Xihe acted cunningly.

“As long as it doesn’t violate propriety or threaten the state, I’ll grant it,” Emperor Youning said generously.

Shen Xihe’s gaze turned, falling icily on Lady Sun: “Zhaoning wants all off-duty palace maids and eunuchs to witness her being beaten to death!”

At these words, the quiet ministers all drew in sharp breaths.

Lady Sun was so frightened her face froze. Lady Qian, kneeling beside her, trembled like sifting grain.

“This…” Emperor Youning hadn’t expected this request from Shen Xihe.

This move to intimidate the entire palace was certainly efficient.

“Your Majesty agreed to Zhaoning’s request already,” Shen Xihe said sulkily. “Your Majesty sent two female officials to serve Zhaoning because people repeatedly disrespected me, yet they ended up being servants who bullied their master. If not severely punished, who will take Zhaoning seriously in the future?”

“Heavy punishment is warranted, but having the entire palace watch…”

“Your Majesty.” Shen Xihe angrily cut off Emperor Youning’s words. She was now playing the spoiled junior – wasn’t His Majesty trying to be the indulgent, loving elder? She would fulfill his role. “Zhaoning has faced danger several times, all connected to palace people. Earlier, Lady Bian nearly took Zhaoning’s life.

Zhaoning was frail from childhood, yet grew up well even in the Northwest’s harsh climate of wind and sun. Now in the capital, which people say is blessed under the Son of Heaven’s feet, most nurturing for people, Zhaoning nearly didn’t survive one season…”

Shen Xihe continued with a cold face: “If we don’t intimidate them now, Zhaoning dares not stay long in the capital. Father is aging, and Zhaoning still wants to care for him in his later years.”

After saying so much, the message was clear: either comply with her wishes, or she would return to the Northwest.

It wasn’t that Shen Yueshan was unwilling to send people – it was that the capital was too frightening and unjust; people who came dared not stay!

Emperor Youning, already in the wrong, could only keep conceding, getting a personal taste of Shen Xihe’s cleverness.

“Your Majesty, Lady Sun relied on Your Majesty’s important appointment to bully the Princess. If such an evil servant isn’t beaten to death, it’s hard to uphold court law,” Minister of Chancellery Xue Heng stepped forward. “I’ve heard many old servants in the palace like to rely on their seniority, borrowing authority without knowing proper etiquette. The Princess’s method could indeed correct such behavior.”

Wang Zheng was still dismissed at home, with the Vice Minister temporarily handling Ministry of Personnel affairs. Vice Minister Yang remained quiet as a chicken – he dared not challenge Xue Heng.

With Xue Heng taking the lead, several other ministers supported this.

Emperor Youning said: “Then we’ll do as you say. Three Fingers, handle this yourself.”

Emperor Youning’s eunuch, Director of Palace Attendants, Third Rank, was called Liu Three Fingers.

He was Emperor Youning’s most trusted person. All palace eunuchs and maids feared him. He was called Three Fingers because after Emperor Youning ascended the throne, he named him this, as he had lost two fingers to Emperor Youning, leaving only three.

The name Three Fingers wasn’t to remind them of his disability but to let everyone know Liu Three Fingers had saved Emperor Youning’s life.

“Yes.” Liu Three Fingers accepted the order and withdrew. At his command, all palace servants were summoned to the empty courtyard, numbering thousands even excluding those on duty.

In an instant, the space that could hold ten thousand people was filled, standing straight in neat rows, creating an impressive sight.

Shen Xihe went to watch with Hongyu and Moyu. Lady Sun was gagged, continuously crying.

Liu Three Fingers held his horsetail whisk, standing straight, walking from one end to the other while speaking steadily: “We are all servants, and servants must be loyal and know their masters. Throughout this palace, there are masters everywhere. Don’t foolishly think you can rely on power and disregard other masters. Servants who don’t know how to respect their masters cannot stay in this palace. Today, by His Majesty’s command, open your eyes wide and see well the fate of servants who bully their masters – beat!”

After Liu Three Fingers finished speaking, at his command, heavy sounds rang out. Each strike landed solidly, and soon Lady Sun’s back was covered in seeping blood. Many palace people began to look away.

“All of you keep your eyes wide open for this public servant. Whoever dares not watch properly will meet the same fate,” Liu Three Fingers shouted.

The palace people trembled together. Some timid ones shook while crying, forcing themselves to watch.

Lady Sun was beaten to death under thousands of watching eyes.

Shen Xihe stood to the side, never blinking once from start to finish.

After the beating was done, all palace maids and eunuchs passed by Shen Xihe, not daring to breathe loudly.

Chapter 134: Meeting of Kindred Spirits
Princess Zhaoning became famous in one stroke.

If previous incidents had made officials warn their children to be cautious not to offend Shen Xihe, after this event, they feared her.

She was someone who could trample the Emperor’s face under her feet, and he could do nothing about it!

The outside rumors weren’t important. When she left the palace imperiously, she truly felt her ears were clearer. Even Mo Yuan said all the people watching outside the Princess’s residence had suddenly withdrawn.

When Xue Heng returned from the palace, he saw Xue Jinqiao practicing with a spear. Noble ladies were usually taught to be virtuous and gentle, considering weapons practice vulgar. But after that incident, Xue Jinqiao had taken up martial arts. She never showed it outside, but she had excellent martial skills.

“Grand Uncle!” Xue Jinqiao dropped her spear and ran over as soon as she saw Xue Heng, her eyes clear as a child’s.

“Qiao Qiao…” Xue Heng called out with a smile, walking to a nearby chair. “Your Sister today in the palace…”

Xue Heng told Xue Jinqiao about Shen Xihe’s actions. Xue Jinqiao talked about her “Sister” so much that he unconsciously helped Shen Xihe today.

Xue Jinqiao ranked seventh in the family, with gender-separated rankings. She had six elder cousins, but never called anyone “Sister.”

“Sister is so formidable.” Xue Jinqiao admired Shen Xihe even more.

“Do you truly like Princess Zhaoning so much?” Xue Heng asked.

“I like her, just like her.” Xue Jinqiao didn’t know why she just did.

“Qiao Qiao, the Princess acts unlike other ladies. Even many young men can’t match her farsightedness and decisiveness. As the legitimate daughter of the Northwest King, her future path won’t be ordinary,” Xue Heng said earnestly.

Though their noble families were dissatisfied with His Majesty’s ruthless methods of suppressing and dividing to maintain power, aside from that power grab, His Majesty was a good ruler who governed diligently and loved his people. They had never thought about taking sides.

But if Xue Jinqiao truly had thoughts of marrying Shen Yunan, as long as he remained the Xue family head, he wouldn’t sacrifice Xue Jinqiao. They would inevitably have to take sides.

At that time, the Xue family might face a hard battle. Whether he could overpower everyone and lead the Xue family together, or be defeated and expelled with Xue Jinqiao, or both sides would be damaged and the Xue family would split – it couldn’t be predicted now.

“Grand Uncle, Qiao Qiao has troubled you.” Xue Jinqiao lowered her head helplessly.

She knew that as the Xue family’s only remaining legitimate daughter, her marriage involved countless connections. She should obediently marry someone arranged by the family, someone not involved in factional disputes, but she was ill and sometimes couldn’t control herself.

No matter where she married, once her illness manifested it would become a weakness, affecting the marriages of other Xue family children. Therefore, though she was nearly of age, she hadn’t been matched, and suitors were all refused.

“Grand Uncle, Qiao Qiao likes Sister. When with Sister, Qiao Qiao won’t fall ill,” Xue Jinqiao said softly.

Shen Xihe had a pleasant aura. Seeing her made Xue Jinqiao feel peaceful.

Xue Heng looked sympathetically at this child he had raised by his side. If he had been in the residence back then, she wouldn’t have developed this illness. Thinking of his wife who passed away less than two years ago, who worried about this girl even on her deathbed, Xue Heng sighed softly: “Let Grand Uncle think about it carefully.”

……

“Your Highness, Doctor Qi has gone out again,” Mo Yuan reported.

They weren’t monitoring Xie Yunhuai, but somehow news of his staying at the Princess’s residence had leaked. After hearing this, Duke Xie had come seeking three times. Each time, Xie Yunhuai met him outside. Once when Hongyu went out shopping, she happened to overhear Duke Xie arguing with Xie Yunhuai.

The words were all reproaching Xie Yunhuai for becoming the Princess’s secret lover. Hongyu nearly jumped out to argue, but considering Xie Yunhuai’s life-saving grace to Shen Xihe, she didn’t embarrass him and chose to endure it, returning to tell Shen Xihe.

“He must be coming to bid farewell.” Shen Xihe sighed softly. Yesterday she had received a message from Zhenzhu – the old man with white hair had passed away. Though they had no formal master-disciple relationship, the two months of guidance had benefited Zhenzhu greatly.

Zhenzhu decided to return after the old man’s burial. Xie Yunhuai stayed here because he worried about Shen Xihe. Once Zhenzhu returned, he wouldn’t need to stay at the Princess’s residence just in case and could leave the capital if he wished.

The reason Shen Xihe had made a scene in the palace was partly because of the rumors Hongyu heard about a secret lover. Though not widely spread yet, she couldn’t bear to let someone as refined and elegant as Xie Yunhuai endure such vulgar slander.

It was precisely because she had forcefully beaten Lady Sun to death in the palace that these rumors hadn’t caused waves.

“Will Doctor Qi leave the capital?” Biyu and others were quite reluctant to see him go. Not because they admired him romantically, but because Xie Yunhuai had helped the Princess greatly, was courteous and elegant, deeply knowledgeable, and friendly with everyone. They all liked him.

Like a friend, thinking of parting always brought some melancholy.

“No, he won’t leave the capital easily this time.” Shen Xihe felt he might be returning for revenge.

After all these years, he must have completed his preparations and grown strong enough. It was time to resolve what had been weighing on his heart.

Sure enough, after sunset, Xie Yunhuai came to bid farewell: “Your Highness, I’ve arranged Axi’s matter properly. Your Highness’s condition is increasingly stable, no need for me to stay. In the future, I’ll still visit every three days. If there’s any urgency, send someone to relay a message to the outskirts.”

Shen Xihe had originally given Axi’s matter to Mo Yuan, but Xie Yunhuai took it upon himself. He was more meticulous, and since Axi was a medicine garden master, Mo Yuan didn’t understand many habits of medicine masters. Having him fake the death would be more thorough.

“Take care.” Shen Xihe didn’t try to keep him, but graciously saw Xie Yunhuai out to the main gate.

Seeing Xie Yunhuai descend the steps, she stepped forward: “Doctor Qi.”

Xie Yunhuai stopped, turning back amid the orange evening glow, his gaze clear, his pupils appearing gentle.

“I never refuse Doctor Qi’s help because I consider Doctor Qi a friend,” Shen Xihe smiled softly. “May I have the honor of being Doctor Qi’s kindred spirit?”

Xie Yunhuai’s lips curved into a smile more intoxicating than autumn colors, warmer than the sunset: “It would be Rugu’s fortune.”

Shen Xihe’s genuine smile bloomed from within. Having seen the flowing sunset filling the sky with color, having seen mist covering the earth gathering spirit everywhere – none compared to her knowing smile: “In that case, if Doctor Qi has troubles and doesn’t seek his friend, I will be upset.”

So this was her true intention.

People say he had a delicate heart that made others feel like basking in spring breeze, but today Xie Yunhuai discovered that if Princess Zhaoning wanted to warm someone’s heart, even the heartless might grow a heart just for her.

“Your Highness need not worry. If Rugu has any needs, I will shamelessly seek you out.”

Chapter 135: A Love So Deep It Stakes Life Itself
Under the elegant, towering eaves, the setting sun’s orange-red glow enveloped the young man and woman. The lady possessed extraordinary beauty and grace, while the gentleman stood aloof from worldly matters – truly a sight that delighted the heart and pleased the eyes.

Holding the Pingzhong leaf bonsai, Tianyuan felt immensely relieved that the Crown Prince wasn’t present to witness this scene. Otherwise, he believed the imperial city would likely face a bloody storm, with countless unfortunate souls ending up bloodied and broken.

Tianyuan gave a light cough. Xie Yunhuai withdrew his gaze and slightly nodded to Tianyuan before departing with his medicine box.

“Your Highness, this was specifically sent by His Highness,” Tianyuan hastily presented the Pingzhong bonsai.

The golden leaves were bathed in the sunset’s glow, making them even more brilliantly golden and pleasing. Shen Xihe looked at it with immediate fondness: “Has His Highness recovered?”

“His Highness had been cultivating this plant early on, and had divided and replanted it before falling unconscious. During this time, I carefully noted down the proper cultivation methods to ensure it thrives, which is why I’m now able to deliver it to Your Highness,” Tianyuan promptly explained the Crown Prince’s thoughtfulness and dedication.

Shen Xihe’s fingertips gently stroked the delicate leaves. After a moment of contemplation, she accepted it: “Convey my thanks to His Highness, and my hopes for his swift recovery.”

“With Your Highness’s concern, the Crown Prince will surely wake soon,” Tianyuan respectfully replied. “Some days ago, His Highness mentioned to me that due to his poor health and frequent fainting spells, he feared causing Your Highness worry. He vowed to take better care of himself in the future, to reduce such episodes and avoid frightening Your Highness.”

Tianyuan diligently spoke well of his master.

Shen Xihe regarded him with an expression that suggested volumes left unsaid.

When Tianyuan received no response from Shen Xihe after a long while, he became puzzled. Slightly raising his head, he met Shen Xihe’s gaze and felt completely bewildered – what had he said wrong to earn such a look from the Princess?

Shen Xihe suddenly smiled, then had Hong Yu accept the Pingzhong bonsai. As she turned, she spoke in a voice only she and Tianyuan could hear: “His Highness sought me out to bid farewell before leaving.”

These eight words struck Tianyuan like a bolt from the blue.

Only after Shen Xihe had entered the manor with a subtle smile did he recover his senses, immediately becoming grief-stricken: “Master, couldn’t you have informed me before making your confession?”

All his earlier words trying to curry favor for his master had become a joke, and he, who thought he was winning the Princess’s goodwill for his master, had become nothing but a clown.

Was he still his master’s most trusted confidant?

In the past, his master had never concealed anything from him!

Tianyuan left in distress, while Shen Xihe’s mood inexplicably improved, making her appreciate the Pingzhong leaves even more.

Hong Yu finished reading the small booklet, which not only detailed care instructions but also outlined potential problems and their solutions.

Hong Yu, who had just moments ago thought Xie Yunhuai gentle and considerate enough to match their Princess, immediately switched sides: “This servant has never seen any young man court the Princess with such attentiveness.”

While there had been no shortage of young men trying to win Shen Xihe’s favor – whether for her status and position, the wealth and glory behind her, or her beauty – all had tried their utmost to flatter her, sending refined, precious, and rare gifts.

But only the Crown Prince sent things that truly suited her tastes. Though he could easily bestow priceless treasures, he never sent the Princess any mundane objects – everything showed genuine thoughtfulness.

Shen Xihe responded with a light laugh, her heart unmoved.

After returning, Tianyuan immediately wrote a detailed report to Xiao Huayong about events in the capital, particularly those concerning the Princess.

The day Xiao Huayong received the letter coincided with his discovery of an extraordinary Snow Lotus at the highest peak – an exceptionally large specimen.

It swayed in the wind and snow, displaying an air of surpassing all other flowers in existence. At the cliff’s edge, the task proved even more challenging than collecting the immortal’s sash from the cliff face that day.

The cliff edge had no foothold, and there were no trees or rocks nearby to secure a rope.

The wind carried snowflakes that hindered Xiao Huayong’s vision. Fortunately, he had brought his gyrfalcon, commanding it to test the snow-covered areas along the cliff edge. As the bird shook off the thick snow, narrow edges suitable for footholds were revealed.

Seeing that he could create a path of fragmented handholds from his position when approaching the Snow Lotus, the gyrfalcon knocked against it, causing not only snow to fall but also making Xiao Huayong’s foothold begin to shake. His expression darkened.

Even the quickly retreating gyrfalcon sensed the danger, letting out anxious warning cries.

“Silence!” Xiao Huayong coldly commanded.

The gyrfalcon gave two low calls before circling the wind and snow to the other side.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze quickly surveyed the area, swiftly planning a barely feasible route. Confirming this was the only way, he unhesitatingly shed his heavy cloak and leaped down, his hands gripping identified holes while his feet found precarious half-holds horizontally.

After steadying himself, he pressed his entire body against the freezing cliff face. One hand released to quickly grip the next hold, his feet moving with difficulty, finding purchase only to slip several times due to the narrow ledge and icy snow. Small stones gradually fell as his fingers began to bleed from gripping too tightly during the climb.

In the cold wind, it took only moments for his hands to become numb and senseless, making progress far more difficult than anticipated.

Yet at this moment, he refused to give up easily, for it was then he realized he loved her – loved her enough to stake his life.

He didn’t know when these deep feelings had taken root, nor did he need to explore their origins.

The wind and snow suddenly intensified. Whenever Xiao Huayong raised his head, snowflakes would blow into his eyes, making it impossible to keep them open.

As time passed, his strength diminished increasingly. He quickly glanced up against the wind and snow, then lowered his head to blink away the melted snow in his eyes. Relying on memory, he began moving his arms again. Just as he was about to release one hand, his foot suddenly slipped. Only his lightning-quick reactions allowed him to catch himself, but three fingernails were torn off in the process, the blood freezing instantly.

The ice numbed any pain as he stumbled several times, nearly falling multiple times before finally reaching the Snow Lotus.

Steadying himself and freeing a hand to pluck it, he was shocked to discover how deeply the Snow Lotus had rooted itself. As soon as he applied force, the entire cliff edge began to shake, with massive chunks of snow crashing down.

“Dili-li—” The gyrfalcon let out shrill, anxious cries.

The gyrfalcon’s natural ability to assess environmental risks led it to brush its wings against Xiao Huayong, urging him to give up.

But having already grasped it, Xiao Huayong would never abandon something that had come into his possession!

His fingertips gradually tightened as he looked down at the endless snowy cliffs below, then surveyed the avalanche’s trajectory.

To the gyrfalcon, which had spread its wings to shield him from the wind and snow, he shouted: “Get back—”

With his shout, he exerted full force to uproot the Snow Lotus. Instantly, the snow peak collapsed with a thunderous rumble.

His body fell due to the excessive force, immediately engulfed by rolling waves of snow in mid-air.

Chapter 136: Her Brother Is Three Years Old
In his rapid descent, Xiao Huayong tucked his hand holding the Snow Lotus behind his back to shield it from the avalanche’s impact.

The gyrfalcon cut through the surging snow waves, spreading its wings to forcefully push Xiao Huayong’s body aside, helping him escape the storm and avoid the tragedy of being deeply buried under thick snow.

Man and bird tumbled together out of the avalanche’s most dangerous zone, crashing hard into the mountain’s snowbank. Xiao Huayong rolled a bit further before finally stopping, having kept his hand holding the Snow Lotus extended straight throughout to keep it undamaged.

With his internal organs feeling displaced, Xiao Huayong lay exhausted on the snowy mountain, breathing heavily and laboriously, gazing at the hanging sun whose halo seemed covered by a layer of black shadow.

Though exhausted enough to pass out, he knew that if he lost consciousness, he might never wake again. Fighting to stay awake, he eventually gathered enough strength to pull out a signal flare from his clothes, slowly bringing it to his mouth to forcefully trigger it, aiming skyward.

A brilliant flower, as bewitching as a spider lily, bloomed in the deep quiet of the snowy sky.

The gyrfalcon’s massive form perched beside Xiao Huayong. Not seriously injured, its sharp eyes watched the surroundings like a vigilant guard, steadfastly protecting the one it wished to defend.

Xiao Huayong had dared to venture where none would go, to the snow mountain’s peak, naturally making thorough preparations. His men waited below the mountain, and seeing the signal in the sky, knew where he had succeeded and immediately moved to reach him.

During this time, the gyrfalcon drove away two snow leopards and a golden eagle before help arrived. Xiao Huayong was safely escorted to a herder’s home at the mountain’s foot, where the best physician treated his wounds.

“Transport His Highness to Luoyang with utmost speed – the poison in his body is manifesting,” the physician said gravely.

Luoyang had two great medical masters: the recently deceased Bai Touweng, and the retired medical family who had been working to treat the unknown poison in Xiao Huayong’s body, due to his master’s connection.

As Xiao Huayong was being rushed to Luoyang, news of Axi’s death reached Bian Xianyi’s ears.

She had been arranged by His Majesty to recover in a secluded place outside the palace. She couldn’t guess why His Majesty had spared her life, knowing he wasn’t a lustful man – if he had desired her despite her modest beauty, she would have been taken into the palace years ago.

The more she failed to understand the emperor’s intentions, the more anxious she became. Recently, His Majesty had been preoccupied with the case of missing tax grain, seemingly having forgotten about her.

She could move freely within the courtyard, with meals delivered morning and evening, but couldn’t leave the premises.

How did she learn of Axi’s death? Having been in the capital so many days, she naturally had connections. She had asked people to watch over Axi for her, protect him if possible, and if not, at least inform her of his safety.

Having left without bidding farewell to this person meant she was either dead or trapped in the capital.

If he had news of Axi, he would release fireworks from the highest peak – three white ones signifying death.

That night, lost in thought in the courtyard, she saw three connected white fireworks in the west. Though unaware of her exact location, she didn’t believe this was a coincidence – it must be from her contact.

She stumbled to the entrance, kneeling before the guard: “Please, sir, could you inquire about Axi for me?”

The guard reported to the palace, but with His Majesty furious about the still-unrecovered grain, Liu Sanzhi directly refused.

Bian Xianyi gathered materials from around the courtyard to make a sky lantern. On a night with favorable winds, she lit and released it behind the guards’ backs, hoping to signal her location.

“Your Highness, it’s been five days. Will Madam Bian come?” Ziyu asked her daily questions.

“Once she escapes and learns of Axi’s news, she’ll come,” Shen Xihe patiently played with the freshly-washed Duanming, the only time she enjoyed being close to it.

Having discovered the reason, Duanming often jumped into water vats or pools, returning dripping wet. After being rejected and disdained, it gradually understood its master preferred it clean and perfumed at home.

Now after each bath, it would circle the incense burner, waiting for its fur to dry and absorb the fragrance before rushing to Shen Xihe.

Once perfumed, it would only allow Shen Xihe’s touch, biting and scratching anyone else who dared approach.

It seemed to believe everyone except Shen Xihe would sully it and make it smell bad.

“If she comes, will Your Highness take her life?” Ziyu suddenly asked.

Shen Xihe’s hand paused, raising her eyes to Ziyu: “What do you think, should I or shouldn’t I?”

“She’s so wicked, Your Highness can’t easily forgive her,” Ziyu struggled. “But I’ve heard that too much killing offends heaven. Perhaps…”

“Perhaps what?” Of all the maids, Shen Xihe had the most patience with Ziyu.

Those with deep thoughts often unconsciously relax around pure and lovable souls.

“Perhaps Your Highness needn’t give the order. Let Ziyu handle her to vent Your Highness’s anger.” Ziyu’s small face was serious.

That way, any karmic burden would fall on her, not affecting her mistress’s heavenly fate.

Shen Xihe smiled gently: “I don’t believe in fate, Buddha, or heaven – only in myself.”

She never cared about karmic burden or cause and effect.

An absolute master never falls into karmic cycles. When taking action, all future troubles should be cut off – how then could bad consequences arise?

She finished with a soft laugh: “She values her life extremely. Even if she comes, she’ll find ways to atone. Whether I choose to spare her is my affair.”

If Bian Xianyi dared use such methods against her, once she appeared, death would be certain. Shen Xihe would give her no chance of escape.

“Your Highness.” Mo Yuan’s voice came from outside.

“Enter,” Shen Xihe called.

Mo Yuan entered, presenting a letter from the Northwest with both hands.

It was an urgent message from Shen Yun’an, first reporting his safe return to the Northwest, then immediately complaining that Shen Xihe had given their father a cup carved with her likeness, accusing her of favoritism.

He expressed being deeply hurt and would only be consoled if she sent him an identical one!

If she didn’t appease him, he’d avoid vegetables for three months!

Shen Xihe: …

Her brother was three years old, no more.

Shen Yun’an couldn’t live without meat and hated vegetables. Yet since Shen Xihe was in poor health and focused on wellness, knowing that eating only meat without vegetables was unhealthy, she had always watched over him in the Northwest, using various means to make him eat properly.

Now he dared use this to threaten her.

Chapter 137: Loss of Color
Shen Xihe couldn’t help but shake her head and laugh at the letter.

Only then did he mention serious matters – he’d discovered this year’s military funds across regions had been tampered with. This likely wasn’t His Majesty’s doing but related to the stolen autumn grain. Now, except for the Northwest, military guards everywhere were discussing whether to jointly submit a secret memorial exposing the military funding issue.

They were hesitating, uncertain how many people were involved and whether His Majesty had tacitly approved. No one dared to take the lead, fearing becoming the first target.

Shen Yun’an wrote just a few sentences about such important matters, mentioning it briefly. If Shen Xihe weren’t so intelligent, she might have missed the deeper meaning.

His writing style wasn’t due to fears of the letter being intercepted, but because in his heart, the most important thing was ensuring his sister wouldn’t worry. Thus he first reported his safety, then devoted most of the letter – seven or eight-tenths – to his jealousy, which he felt his sister must fully appreciate and reflect upon.

Just as she finished Shen Yun’an’s letter, there was one from Shen Yueshan. He expressed his longing for her, his joy at her gifts, and urged her not to overwork herself or fear anything in the capital – she shouldn’t let anyone mistreat her.

Regarding marriage, he would support whoever she chose, as long as she was happy.

These scattered thoughts occupied half the content. The other half was devoted to criticizing and belittling his son. Shen Yueshan often took pleasure in disparaging his son before his daughter, as if this could diminish Shen Yun’an’s place in Shen Xihe’s heart.

About her marrying Xiao Huayong, Shen Yueshan barely mentioned it, showing no jealousy – meaning he didn’t consider Xiao Huayong worthy of notice.

He had likely learned from Shen Yun’an why Shen Xihe was marrying Xiao Huayong. In his eyes, Xiao Huayong was merely a pawn for Shen Xihe to use, nothing to displease him.

However, at the letter’s end, Shen Yueshan shamelessly mentioned: “At New Year’s, your father might also visit the capital.”

This was because Shen Yun’an had accompanied her during the Dragon Boat and Double Ninth Festivals, telling her to remember her father next time such good occasions arose.

Shen Xihe’s heart warmed reading the letter, smiling unconsciously throughout.

Shen Yueshan was simply jealous of his son. She could almost imagine the coming days – this father and son would fight again, with her brother cleaning horse manure for at least half a month.

At that moment in the Northwestern Prince’s mansion, Shen Yueshan caressed the cup his daughter had sent, deliberately pouring Western wine before his son. He loudly smacked his lips, ignoring his son’s heavy stare while swinging his crossed leg: “Long heard that drinking from a rattan cup makes wine more fragrant and lasting, one can drink a thousand cups without getting drunk. Youyou are so thoughtful.”

Shen Yun’an swallowed: “Father, let me have a sip.”

“This is Father’s cup, how could we share?” Shen Yueshan declared righteously.

What fussiness between two rough men? In military camps, they’d shared not just water skins and cups, but even bedding.

“Father, do you know? Youyou has grown taller, her complexion rosier. She held my arm through the capital’s streets, and when she saw candied hawthorn sellers, she tugged my arm, begging me to buy some, her voice so sweet and soft…”

Shen Yueshan suddenly found the wine tasteless, his gaze towards his smugly proud son changing – no longer looking at a son, but an enemy!

Shen Yun’an remained fearless. Just being punished? His thick skin was used to it. He had to stab his father’s heart first: “In the capital, she made me breakfast daily, even made me a Pingzhong leaf pillow. Each day lying on it, I didn’t want to get up…”

The intolerable Shen Yueshan slammed the table, leaping up with a strike toward Shen Yun’an: “You wretch! Your sister is frail, yet you only know how to burden her, not cherish her…”

While quickly dodging and countering, Shen Yun’an shot a contemptuous look: What about not cherishing? Isn’t it just because these weren’t done for you?

The Prince and Young Master were fighting again, but the mansion servants remained utterly calm, going about their business as if nothing was happening.

In the end, the Young Master was beaten by the Prince, who then punished him by cleaning horse manure at the stables, claiming his martial arts had deteriorated…

Shen Xihe’s gaze seemed to pierce through thousands of miles to the Northwest. The scene of her father and brother transformed into images in her mind, making her laugh unconsciously as she imagined it.

Biyu and the others were also happy – in this world, only the Prince and Young Master could make the Princess laugh so charmingly and radiantly.

Meanwhile, Xiao Huayong had been transported to Luoyang. After taking his pulse, Master Healer Linghu Zheng’s expression remained grave.

Holding back his anger while treating the other injuries, he finally said: “Your Highness, this old man is a doctor, not a deity. If you care so little for yourself, let this old man prepare you poison instead – one drink and you’ll never wake, passing peacefully rather than enduring such torment.”

Knowing he was at fault, Xiao Huayong remained courteous: “Thank you for your trouble, Master Linghu.”

“Don’t mention it. This old man is but a nameless runner for Your Highness, unworthy of such thanks,” Linghu Zheng’s white beard quivered as he spoke sarcastically. “This old man has but a few years left anyway. If I offend Your Highness’s eyes, why not grant me poisoned wine for a clean death, sparing me from being angered to death by Your Highness?”

“It’s my fault for wasting Master’s years of effort. Please forgive me,” Xiao Huayong humbled himself.

Being the Crown Prince and a talented junior he’d watched grow up, Linghu Zheng stopped needling him: “Your Highness’s poison attack this time was dangerous, the toxins now hard to control. This old man can only release some poison to suppress it.”

“How to release it?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Among the seven meridians, eight vessels, five organs, and six viscera, one must be damaged. Your Highness may choose,” Linghu Zheng said coldly.

After a long silence and discussion with Linghu Zheng, Xiao Huayong chose the least damaging method to force out some poison.

To maintain his freedom of movement in the future, Xiao Huayong sacrificed his eyes. He wasn’t blind, but after releasing the poison, he could no longer see colors.

“This is already the best outcome,” Linghu Zheng was deeply grateful for this much. “If Your Highness cannot find an antidote, not just sight but smell, hearing, feeling… all six senses will gradually decline, followed by organ failure.”

“How much time remains?” Xiao Huayong’s expression was calm.

“Without another dangerous episode like this, with this old man’s delays, you might last three to five years. But if it flares up again like this time, don’t seek this old man – I won’t see Your Highness again,” Linghu Zheng warned implicitly.

Xiao Huayong listened. After Linghu Zheng left, he opened the jade box containing the Snow Lotus, touching what appeared to him as gray petals, and ordered: “Rush this to the capital.”

Chapter 138: The Inscrutable Person
That night, the Snow Lotus from the Tianshan Mountains was delivered into Shen Xihe’s hands by a stranger – an unremarkable-looking man, but one with sharp eyes and the sturdy build of a martial artist.

The white jade box, measuring about twenty inches square, released a cool, fragrant aroma when opened that instantly cleared the mind of anyone who smelled it.

“Wow, what an enormous snow lotus!” Ziyu exclaimed, her eyes wide with wonder.

As large as a washbasin, its jade-green leaves glistened as if wet with dew, while the white petals unfurled as softly as goose down, pure white with distinct veining and a captivating luster.

Shen Xihe placed one of her small seals in the box and handed it back to the messenger, saying, “Please give this to your master.”

Shen Xihe had already mentioned the Northwestern market situation to Shen Yun’an. Since he had safely returned to the Northwest, he had presumably discussed matters with Father. When Hua Fuhai arrived with this seal, they could negotiate the profit distribution themselves.

“Princess, just breathing in this lotus’s fragrance makes this servant feel refreshed and uplifted,” Ziyu said coquettishly after the messenger left. “Could we keep just one petal?”

“This flower has traveled thousands of miles from the Tianshan Mountains, yet remains perfectly intact, even down to its roots,” Shen Xihe observed, looking at the snow lotus swaying between the ice crystals. The jade box contained a solid block of ice, with the snow lotus appearing to grow within it.

Through the transparent ice, its roots were visible. “We don’t know how much His Highness needs, nor when he might use it. We cannot damage it.”

“This servant understands,” Ziyu nodded obediently.

“Rest early, we’ll enter the palace first thing tomorrow,” Shen Xihe instructed before washing up and retiring.

Usually, when she lay in bed, her mind would be empty of thoughts, allowing her to fall asleep within moments. Tonight, however, she found herself wondering if the Crown Prince was truly him.

If he was, then this snow lotus was exactly what he needed – so why would he obtain it only to send it to her, and what sense would it make for her to send it back to the Eastern Palace?

If he wasn’t, then who was really behind Cui Jinbai and the others? Could it truly be Prince Jing, thousands of miles away?

Rarely had anything left her so uncertain and unclear. Xiao Huayong had only revealed that his condition wasn’t a strange illness or weakness, but rather a severe poison that had plagued him until now.

The Bone-Melting Pill wasn’t an antidote – it was primarily nourishing. Baitouweng had also said he hadn’t examined it carefully and didn’t know if it could counter all poisons. So it was possible that the person impersonating Hua Fuhai that day in Apricot Grove wasn’t Xiao Huayong.

Why had Xiao Huayong left the capital at this time?

Was he connected to the case of the intercepted autumn grain?

There were too many mysteries she couldn’t unravel. Although her intuition told her with eighty percent certainty that Xiao Huayong was him, she trusted but never relied solely on intuition. All decisions required rigorous reasoning.

Shen Xihe pondered for nearly half an hour before setting aside her thoughts to sleep.

Never mind, she would take it one step at a time. When the time was right, the clouds would part to reveal the truth.

The next morning, after a light breakfast, Shen Xihe entered the palace. She wasn’t sure if Xiao Huayong had returned, and the Imperial physicians had previously said the Tianshan Snow Lotus would be remarkably effective for the Crown Prince.

To avoid exposing him if Xiao Huayong hadn’t returned and couldn’t be awakened, Shen Xihe quietly met with Tianyuan and gave him the Tianshan Snow Lotus.

“This servant thanks the Princess on behalf of His Highness,” Tianyuan played his part enthusiastically, showing great excitement and joy.

He knew well that His Highness didn’t actually need the Tianshan Snow Lotus, and that His Highness had obtained it himself. He didn’t understand why His Highness wouldn’t let the Princess know, choosing instead such a roundabout approach, nor why His Highness hadn’t returned yet. He felt somewhat worried.

“Is His Highness using the Tianshan Snow Lotus as an antidote?” Shen Xihe asked softly.

Since Tianyuan had personally arranged for Gu Zexiang to inform her about the Crown Prince’s poisoning, he wasn’t surprised that Shen Xihe knew about it. “In reply to the Princess, it’s not for poison, but rather for strengthening his constitution.”

Tianyuan found himself in a difficult position. His Highness had instructed that he could conceal things in the future but must never lie, or else the Princess would hold him accountable later. To minimize future charges against himself, yet unable to reveal everything, he was truly stuck between a rock and a hard place.

“Has His Highness returned?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Tianyuan bowed and answered, “No.”

“Why did His Highness leave the capital?” Shen Xihe continued.

“For the autumn grain matter.” His Highness had instructed him about these answers before leaving.

As expected – Shen Xihe had already suspected this. The autumn grain incident was indeed connected to him.

“Did His Highness go to…” Shen Xihe asked her final question, “Chase or to hide?”

“First to chase, then to hide,” Tianyuan answered with a smile.

This meant the grain theft wasn’t planned by Xiao Huayong – he had retrieved the goods but then hidden them away to use in some scheme.

Having learned what she wanted to know, Shen Xihe prepared to leave, but Tianyuan stepped forward: “Princess, His Highness’s intent lies with the Ministry of Revenue.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes sharply, her obsidian pupils staring directly at Tianyuan, showing a hint of surprise.

Although tax and grain matters concerned the Ministry of Revenue, that didn’t necessarily mean it was the target. Who had intercepted the grain? And for what purpose?

Shen Xihe nodded slightly and walked away.

Tianyuan watched Shen Xihe’s retreating figure, recalling His Highness’s instructions before leaving the capital: “If she asks why I left, tell her it’s for the autumn grain.”

“How should this servant respond if the Princess inquires further?” Tianyuan had no desire to play mind games with the Princess – he was no match for her. Without His Highness’s guidance, he feared one misstep would spring the Princess’s trap and expose something about His Highness.

“You may tell her everything regarding the autumn grain,” Xiao Huayong said with a smile, turning a black chess piece between his fingers. “She will think of the Ministry of Revenue after learning about the Pasturage Office from Shen Yun’an. Tell her my intentions to lie with the Ministry of Revenue, let her know-how in sync our minds are.”

Tianyuan: …

Ever since His Highness had met the Princess, Tianyuan could no longer fathom his thoughts. Because he couldn’t guess the Princess’s thoughts, but His Highness could.

Not only could His Highness guess them, but he always followed the Princess’s thinking, making Tianyuan wonder if he should get closer to the Princess’s servants to better understand her thoughts.

Perhaps that would help him maintain his position as His Highness’s primary confidant.

The reason Shen Xihe leaned toward believing Xiao Huayong was behind Cui Jinbai and the others was that when she had warned Xiao Huayong about such a person’s existence, he hadn’t taken any action at all. She suspected his current departure from the capital might be to investigate Prince Jing.

If he truly left the capital because of Prince Jing, that would confirm that the person was Prince Jing.

His inaction suggested only two possibilities: either he was that person, or he had long known of such a person’s existence.

As Shen Xihe walked slowly in her pearl-adorned upturned shoes, lost in thought, Hongyu and Biyu followed behind.

“Ahhhhh, look out—!”

Suddenly, a cry came from above as a shadow fell. Hongyu quickly pulled Shen Xihe aside while Biyu reached out to catch the falling person. The impact force sent Biyu stumbling backward into Hongyu, causing both Hongyu and Shen Xihe to fall as well.

Chapter 139: The Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng
The four people fell in a heap, though Shen Xihe, cushioned by Hongyu, suffered the least injury. Both Hongyu and Biyu had bruised and scraped their arms in the collision.

“I… I…” The fallen child, protected from injury by Biyu’s cushioning, was the first to scramble up, standing helplessly to the side.

Shen Xihe rose with Hongyu and Biyu’s assistance, first asking them, “Are you both all right?”

As trained martial artists who had endured worse injuries during practice, this minor harm was insignificant to them. Both shook their heads.

Only then did Shen Xihe turn her attention to the child standing nearby. He was extremely thin and small, appearing around ten years old, wearing old but fine silk clothing. His eyes showed both guilt and anxiety.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s gaze, he quickly bowed and apologized: “I’ve offended the Princess, Changgeng begs forgiveness.”

Shen Xihe was surprised – this frail figure was the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng. Emperor Youning had fathered fourteen princes, of whom ten survived: Second Prince Xiao Changmin, the Prince of Zhao; Third Prince Xiao Zhenzhen, the Prince of Dai; Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai, the Prince of Ding.

Fifth Prince Xiao Changqing, the Prince of Xin; Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu; Seventh Prince Xiao Huayong, the Crown Prince; Eighth Prince Xiao Changyan, the Prince of Jing.

Ninth Prince Xiao Changying, the Prince of Lie; Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng; and the Two-year-old Fourteenth Prince Xiao Changhong.

Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng should have been the same age as her, yet this male heir was shorter than Shen Xihe, with a sickly yellow complexion. After his fall from the roof, not a single palace maid or eunuch had come looking for him.

She knew about his birth mother’s schemes, but since he was raised by Concubine Liang, how had he ended up in such a state?

“Why was Your Highness on the roof?” Shen Xihe didn’t reproach him, merely looking up at where he had fallen from, spotting a colorful feathered shuttlecock toy gleaming brilliantly in the sunlight.

“I…”

Before Xiao Changgeng could explain, an impatient voice called from across the wall in another courtyard: “Xiao Changgeng, are you stunned by the fall? If you’re still breathing, get back up there and fetch it for this Princess!”

The voice was familiar – it belonged to the Fifth Princess, Princess Yanling. The Emperor’s four princesses were close in age: Third Princess Anling was sixteen, Fourth Princess Changling was fifteen, while both Fifth Princess Yanling and Sixth Princess Pingling were fourteen.

Hearing the urging, Xiao Changgeng said to Shen Xihe: “If the Princess wishes to punish me, Changgeng will accept it.”

He hoped Shen Xihe would quickly pass judgment so he could retrieve the shuttlecock for Princess Yanling.

Before Shen Xihe could respond, Princess Yanling spoke with concern, knowing that if Xiao Changgeng could stand, he wouldn’t dare remain silent: “Fourth Sister, could Changgeng be hurt from the fall…”

Princess Yanling’s voice carried clearly across the courtyard, allowing Shen Xihe to hear everything.

“How could such a small height cause injury? When have we Xiao family men been so embarrassing?” Fourth Princess Changling scoffed. As they drew closer, their voices became clearer, “What are you afraid of? Even if he’s hurt, Father will only think him useless.”

“If the Princess has any complaints in the future, please seek out Changgeng.” Xiao Changgeng apologized and hurried away.

Was he trying to prevent the Fourth and Fifth Princesses from encountering Shen Xihe, worried she might face their anger?

He ran with a noticeable limp, moving as fast as he could, but still collided with someone at the moon gate – Fourth Princess Changling herself. While the Princess had numerous guards to help her up, no one spared Xiao Changgeng a single glance.

Shen Xihe cast a cool glance before leading Biyu and Hongyu away, but as they passed the moon gate, Princess Changling, now assisted to her feet, spotted them. She shouted harshly: “Stop right there!”

She was furious that Shen Xihe had witnessed her in such an undignified state, and that Shen Xihe hadn’t come forward to pay respects.

Shen Xihe halted, turning slightly to meet the enraged Princess Changling’s gaze: “If the Princess wishes for peace, don’t provoke my anger.”

Princess Changling, deeply spoiled by the Emperor in the palace and known for her tyrannical behavior, was used to even princes showing her deference. Never had anyone both ignored and threatened her!

“What do you think you are? You dare warn me?” Princess Changling raged, stepping forward to slap Shen Xihe.

But before her hand could reach Shen Xihe, something struck her knee, causing her to stumble toward Shen Xihe. As Shen Xihe stepped back, the Princess, having rushed forward without her attendants to catch her, fell face-first onto the ground with a loud thud. Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow slightly.

The frightened palace maids and eunuchs helped her up, discovering she had not only injured her forehead but her nose was bleeding profusely.

“Call for a physician, quickly—”

In the ensuing chaos, someone carried away the terrified Princess Changling, while the clever Princess Yanling, upon seeing Shen Xihe, wisely chose to leave as well.

Shen Xihe gave the frail Xiao Changgeng a meaningful look. Her sharp eyes had caught something striking Princess Changling’s knee, causing her to fall hard.

Only Hongyu and Biyu here were trained in martial arts, and they wouldn’t do such a thing. Everyone else belonged to the two princesses.

“The Princess need not worry, Changgeng will confess to His Majesty.” Xiao Changgeng did not attempt to hide it, giving Shen Xihe a formal bow before turning to follow the others.

“Princess, shall we leave the palace?” Biyu asked tentatively.

“How can we leave without clarifying matters?” Shen Xihe followed as well.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Xiao Changgeng, but rather that she didn’t trust Princess Changling.

Having been deeply humiliated in front of her, Princess Changling must have developed an intense hatred for her. If Shen Xihe left now, not only would Princess Changling believe it was Shen Xihe’s doing, but even if she knew otherwise, she would still blame Shen Xihe.

To Princess Changling, Xiao Changgeng was someone she could torment at will – what she wanted was to make Shen Xihe suffer.

At the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration, when she had asked Princess Pingling about Shen Yun’an’s marriage status, she had been expressing her desire to marry him.

Shen Xihe had offended her by telling her to ask the Emperor instead.

She hadn’t yet settled accounts with Princess Changling over the Prince of Kang incident.

Why had Princess Changling specifically asked about marrying Shen Yun’an that day? And how did the Prince of Kang learn of it, leading him to send someone disguised as Princess Changling’s maid to lure her?

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe didn’t care about these matters, but rather that she had prioritized other urgent issues, and Princess Changling’s presence in the inner palace had made her temporarily set these concerns aside.

Though Shen Xihe hadn’t wanted to settle scores, Princess Changling had eagerly rushed into confrontation!

“How did Changling break her nose?” Emperor Youning arrived to hear the imperial physician’s report, his expression dark.

Princess Yanling shrank back: “Father, Fourth Sister, and I were playing shuttlecock, and when it landed on the roof, we asked Twelfth Brother to retrieve it. He fell into the courtyard and encountered Zhaoning. When Fourth Sister rushed over, she tripped. Zhaoning ignored us completely and walked away.

Fourth Sister felt Zhaoning was being disrespectful, so she went to confront her and ended up falling in front of her.”

Chapter 140: His Majesty Doesn’t Know How to Raise Children
What a masterful display of evading the main issue, distorting facts, and twisting reality.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved into a slight smile.

“Your Majesty, that’s not quite right.” Xiao Changgeng stepped forward voluntarily. “Fourth Sister—”

“Your Majesty.” Shen Xihe cut off the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng’s words. She gracefully adjusted her silk shawl and moved with elegant steps. “What Princess Yangling said is what Princess Yangling saw, and what Zhaoning said is what Zhaoning saw. As for right and wrong, Your Majesty will make your judgment after hearing both sides.”

Emperor Youning swept his gaze across everyone present. “Zhaoning, you speak.”

“Zhaoning entered the palace today to visit the Crown Prince. When leaving, I passed by Wenxuan Pavilion where the Twelfth Prince fell from above. If not for Zhaoning and her attendants having some martial skills, not only would Zhaoning have been injured, but the Twelfth Prince would have been either crippled or severely wounded.”

As Shen Xihe spoke, she cast a cool glance at Princess Yangling. “When the Twelfth Prince fell from the roof, surprisingly no one was following him. While I was still shocked by this, I heard Princess Yangling’s imperious voice from within Wenxuan Pavilion…”

Clearing her throat, Shen Xihe repeated Princess Yangling’s words: “Xiao Changgeng, are you stunned by the fall? If you still have any breath left, climb back up and get it for this princess!”

As soon as she finished speaking, Princess Yangling’s face turned ashen, Xiao Changgeng lowered his head in submission, and Emperor Youning’s expression grew even darker.

“Father, I—”

“Your Majesty, Father has only three children. Zhaoning and my brother are separated from our half-sister, so I don’t know if, in large, prosperous families, half-siblings typically treat each other with such hostility,” Shen Xihe said with feigned innocence. “But the Fifth Princess’s behavior truly shows a lack of proper upbringing. The Twelfth Prince is somewhat younger than her—even if she doesn’t want to protect her younger brother, treating him as if his life holds no value…”

“Father says the royal family sets the example for all under heaven, a model for the common people. When Father asked Zhaoning to come to the capital, he said that whenever I was unsure of something, I should observe the princesses’ deportment, and learning even a fraction would be my good fortune. But behavior like the Fifth Princess’s—Zhaoning truly cannot bring herself to learn such ways.”

“Shen Xihe, how dare you!”

“Silence!”

Princess Yangling, burning with shame and anger, had barely finished her rebuke when Emperor Youning’s stern glare sent her dropping to her knees with a thud.

“Your Majesty, please don’t be angry. Princess Yangling is likely still young and was perhaps worried when the Prince didn’t respond for so long, fearing he might be injured. But it was Princess Changling’s response that truly opened Zhaoning’s eyes…”

Shen Xihe paused, then repeated Princess Changling’s words to the stern-faced Emperor: “What are you afraid of? Even if he’s injured, Father will only think him useless.”

At this point in Shen Xihe’s narration, Xiao Changgeng displayed a perfectly calibrated mixture of dejection and forced smile.

“Your Majesty, Father often says that fingers are naturally of different lengths. In the past in the Northwest, if I made a mistake, Father would always punish my brother as well—not out of favoritism toward me, but because an elder brother must look after his younger sister. Zhaoning vaguely remembers that the Twelfth Prince is of the same age as the two princesses, just a few months younger—so why must the younger brother yield to and care for his sisters?

Father also doesn’t favor our half-sisters, but he never deprived them of food, clothing, or necessities, and forbade my brother and me from bullying them.

Looking at the Twelfth Prince’s situation, could it be that the way of raising children in the capital differs from our Northwest?”

Shen Xihe asked with utmost sincerity, coming just short of explicitly stating that His Majesty doesn’t know how to raise children.

What made it particularly clever was that while everyone understood her implication, the words themselves couldn’t be pieced together to form such an accusation, making it impossible to charge her with disrespect.

Xiao Changgeng’s heart surged with shock. He had long heard of Shen Xihe’s reputation, but due to his young age and lack of status in the palace, besides catching a distant glimpse of her at the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration, he had never met her in person.

He knew of all Shen Xihe’s actions, but experiencing firsthand her subtle mockery of His Majesty was indescribably shocking.

Yet she wasn’t aggressive—her words were reasonable and well-supported, leaving His Majesty unable to rebuke her, forced to endure her sarcasm. Today she had not only mocked His Majesty but hadn’t spared the two princesses either.

“Zhaoning, how did Changling break her nose?” Emperor Youning, despite his usual composure, couldn’t maintain his dignity as an emperor and issued a veiled warning.

Shen Xihe remained completely unfazed, her expression unchanged: “The Twelfth Prince, fearing I would be bullied, hurried to respond to the Fourth Princess, but unexpectedly collided with the Fourth Princess who had impatiently come searching. The Fourth Princess fell to the ground in an undignified manner.

Zhaoning did not wish to approach, lest the princess think I was mocking her unseemly state, so I walked straight ahead. The Fourth Princess stopped me, berating me for being disrespectful and not showing proper courtesy to a princess, then moved to slap me.”

At this point, Shen Xihe’s eyes grew cold: “Setting aside that Zhaoning’s reluctance to approach was due to previous friction with the Fourth Princess, fearing she might take offense—even if Zhaoning truly had shown disrespect, the princess has no right to slap Zhaoning. Zhaoning would not meekly accept such treatment. Having learned some self-defense, I struck the princess’s knee with a bead, causing her to fall!”

Shen Xihe wasn’t trying to protect Xiao Changgeng, but rather wanted to make Princess Changling clearly understand that even if His Majesty knew it was she, Shen Xihe, who had caused the princess’s broken nose, this precious princess would just have to accept it.

After Shen Xihe finished speaking, the hall fell silent.

Emperor Youning’s face was stern, his gaze cold: “Yangling, is this what happened?”

Under Emperor Youning’s intimidating gaze, Princess Yangling’s heart pounded like a frightened rabbit, beating uncontrollably: “Father…”

She was now completely flustered. Initially angered by Shen Xihe’s words, then embarrassed, and suddenly being questioned by His Majesty, her mind went completely blank, unable to form a response.

As she tried to recall Shen Xihe’s earlier words, she realized they were all true, leaving her no room for argument.

Shen Xihe maintained her faint smile. She had said so much not only to mock Emperor Youning but also to psychologically pressure this princess, preventing her from making excuses.

After all, she was a princess, and there was an injured party—if she were to make a scene, it would likely end with both sides being punished equally, which wasn’t the result Shen Xihe wanted.

Princess Yangling stammered, her face red, unable to speak.

Emperor Youning could only turn to Xiao Changgeng: “Is it as Zhaoning says?”

Since Shen Xihe had already taken responsibility for injuring Changling, Xiao Changgeng naturally couldn’t contradict her, or else Shen Xihe would be guilty of deceiving the emperor: “Yes, Your Majesty, it is exactly so.”

“Yangling has failed in her duty as the elder, showing no care for her younger brother. She is confined to her palace chambers for three months, and I will send female scholars to instruct her day and night.”

Princess Yangling’s face paled. Having palace scholars instruct her was an admission of her poor upbringing, and such instruction was received kneeling, from sunrise to sunset.

“As for Changling, considering her injury, she will only be confined to the palace while she recovers. If this happens again, the punishment will be more severe!”

Shen Xihe thought to herself that His Majesty indeed favored Princess Changling, but since her goal had been achieved, she said nothing more.

There are no secrets in the palace. When Tianyuan learned of this incident, which was known throughout the palace, he specifically sought out the physician responsible for Princess Changling’s care: “Treat the princess’s injuries well, and when she’s healed, His Highness will reward you generously.”

What reward? Perhaps the reward of fainting in front of him? He couldn’t accept such an honor.

The physician, fearful of the Crown Prince fainting before him, nodded repeatedly like pounded garlic: “This humble official understands.”

Chapter 141: The Crown Prince Is Feeling Somewhat Uneasy
Upon returning to her residence, Shen Xihe discovered that Xie Yunhuai had already been waiting for quite some time at the Princess’s mansion.

“Your Highness, Doctor Qi has been here for half an hour,” Biyu reported.

“I was slightly delayed at the palace. What brings Doctor Qi to seek me?” Shen Xihe inquired softly.

Xie Yunhuai was the first person Shen Xihe had accepted as a true friend without any underlying interests. It had nothing to do with romance—she simply found their interactions comfortable and natural.

“I’ve come for the Bone-Dissolving Pills. I’ve found a way for Your Highness to take them again, but I need some pills to examine,” Xiao Huayong had sent him a message just moments before Shen Xihe obtained the pills.

He was told to come early to collect them, lest Shen Xihe send away the Snow Lotus from Tianshan and grow suspicious of the medicinal soup he’d prepared when she noticed it contained Snow Lotus. Xie Yunhuai didn’t know why Xiao Huayong had gone to such lengths to obtain the Snow Lotus while keeping it secret from Shen Xihe, nor did he wish to investigate.

“Can I take the Bone-Dissolving Pills again?” This had been one of Shen Xihe’s major concerns.

“I’m eighty percent certain,” Xie Yunhuai didn’t dare make absolute promises.

Even eighty percent filled Shen Xihe with joy. She had Biyu give all the remaining Bone-Dissolving Pills to Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi, please take them all. If you can’t succeed, they’re useless to me anyway.”

Actually, after learning she couldn’t take the Bone-Dissolving Pills, she had originally planned to give the remainder to Xiao Huayong. Since she wouldn’t live long, she hoped Xiao Huayong would live a long life, and she could use this to secure a promise, leaving an escape route for the Northwest.

But if she could live herself, naturally she would choose to live.

After giving the Bone-Dissolving Pills to Xie Yunhuai, Shen Xihe suddenly asked: “Doctor Qi, is there a medicine that, when taken, creates symptoms of false pregnancy and can fool even the imperial physicians?”

Xie Yunhuai’s brow twitched upon hearing about false pregnancy medicine: “Why does Your Highness need such medicine?”

“To teach certain precious royals a small lesson,” Shen Xihe answered diplomatically.

For Shen Xihe to refer to someone as ‘precious royals,’ it must be a princess of the imperial family, which explained the need to deceive the Imperial Medical Office—no ordinary person could accomplish that.

“I heard of such a thing in my earlier years traveling, but I’ve never prepared it. If Your Highness desires it, I’ll try to make some.” Xie Yunhuai didn’t ask why Shen Xihe wanted to target a princess; Shen Xihe was his friend, while the princess meant nothing to him.

Born into wealth, Xie Yunhuai didn’t share the common people’s deep reverence for the royal family.

After Xie Yunhuai left with the medicine, Tianyuan’s people arrived with the Tianshan Snow Lotus. From then on, Xie Yunhuai closed his doors to visitors, focusing entirely on researching the formula he had previously drafted.

After seeing off Xie Yunhuai, Shen Xihe returned to her room and brought out a pot of orchids, immersing herself in her fragrance room to create a mixed perfume primarily based on orchids.

“What a pure and elegant scent,” Hongyu, Shen Xihe’s assistant, was the first to smell it and quite liked it.

“You like it?” Shen Xihe asked with a faint smile.

“Yes,” Hongyu nodded.

Shen Xihe handed it to her: “Why not burn it tonight while you sleep?”

“Thank you for your kindness, Your Highness.” Hongyu happily accepted the incense burner, proudly raising her eyebrows at Ziyu before returning to her room.

“Your Highness…” Ziyu gazed expectantly at Shen Xihe, knowing she never showed favoritism.

“You like it too?” Shen Xihe said while handing her some as well. “Perfect, you use it tonight too.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows at Biyu. After months of guidance from Shen Xihe, Biyu had become considerably more perceptive.

The Princess was already low on energy; if she hadn’t needed it for something specific, she wouldn’t suddenly create a new fragrance. The fragrances at the Duluo Tower were all bought from professional perfumers, with Shen Xihe merely offering occasional guidance.

If there was an urgent need for fragrance, where would it be used? Besides making fragrances for the Crown Prince, Miss Xue, and Young Master Bu, every time the Princess specifically created a fragrance, it was to torment someone. Thinking back to what had happened in the palace today…

Biyu smiled and shook her head: “This servant won’t take what others cherish.”

Shen Xihe gave her an approving look.

The answer was revealed early the next morning: while Shen Xihe and Biyu were energetic and alert, Hongyu and Ziyu had dark circles under their eyes and appeared lifeless.

Watching the two struggling to stay awake, Shen Xihe remarked: “Not bad.”

The effect was even better than she had anticipated. Ziyu was extremely aggrieved: “Your Highness…”

She might not be clever, but she wasn’t stupid either. Throughout the entire household, only she and Hongyu hadn’t slept well—it must have been because of that fragrance.

“Orchid fragrance is ethereal, but in large doses, it causes insomnia. Your symptoms are just the mildest effects—if burned for several more nights, it would cause loss of appetite and nausea.” After explaining, Shen Xihe instructed, “You’re both relieved of duty today. I’ll stay in the residence and won’t go out. Both of you should burn some calming incense and get some proper rest.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Ziyu and Hongyu hurried back to their rooms to catch up on sleep.

Shen Xihe had specifically chosen these two to test the fragrance because it had been hastily created. She had theorized about it before, but this was her first attempt, and she wasn’t sure if it would affect everyone equally. She had previously found a willing maid to test it for five consecutive days, and by the fifth day, the maid had developed symptoms of nausea.

Coincidentally, Xie Yunhuai visited that day, personally delivering the false pregnancy medicine to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness, after taking this medicine, signs of pregnancy will appear within seven days. You can rest assured about the Imperial Medical Office.”

Xie Yunhuai wasn’t entirely certain whether someone in the Imperial Medical Office might discover the truth, but yesterday that person had come.

Xiao Huayong had returned to the capital, and soon there would be another storm in the capital. He had come to inquire about the progress of Shen Xihe’s medicine.

Xie Yunhuai had mentioned this briefly—if Xiao Huayong wanted, the Imperial Medical Office would present a unified front. This wasn’t because everyone in the Imperial Medical Office was Xiao Huayong’s person, but because he held compromising information about several highly respected figures there.

“Your Highness, have you truly lost your ability to distinguish colors?” When Tianyuan learned this news, tears suddenly welled up in his eyes.

“Dry your tears.” Xiao Huayong frowned as he commanded. If not for being his attendant, Tianyuan wouldn’t know—having an accident, he wouldn’t know how to respond, so Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have wanted to tell him.

“Your Highness already dislikes this servant.” Tianyuan wiped his eyes.

“The autumn grain will arrive in the capital in a few days, escorted by local officials. If you want to…”

“No, no, no, this servant doesn’t want to.” Tianyuan immediately stood straight, all traces of tears gone from his eyes, leaving only some redness that came from his rubbing.

“Tomorrow, send some fresh food to Youyou.” They had agreed that upon his return to the capital, he would send her food boxes.

“Yes, this servant will remember.” Tianyuan nodded. “The Fourth Princess…”

“What she needs to do, others can’t interfere with.” Xiao Huayong wanted to show his support, to stand up for her, but she didn’t need it.

However, thinking about how she had gone to seek Xie Yunhuai’s help made him feel somewhat uneasy, and he even found Xie Yunhuai slightly irritating to look at.

If it weren’t for his Youyou needing the medicinal soup that depended on Xie Yunhuai, he would have already found a way to send him far away from the capital.

Instantly sensing his master’s mood change, Tianyuan hurriedly withdrew to attend to the matters His Highness had commanded.

Chapter 142: Telling Her Now Would Be the Worst Strategy
Early in the morning, Shen Xihe received a food box. Every dish from the Eastern Palace was exquisitely prepared and delicious. Tianyuan didn’t say much, only that His Highness had ordered it to be sent, and Shen Xihe accepted it directly and ate it.

“Your Highness, as per your instructions, there have been no merchant caravans transporting large quantities of goods to the capital recently,” Mo Yuan reported, having been dispatched by Shen Xihe to monitor merchant caravans.

Ever since learning that Xiao Huayong had gone to recover the autumn grain with plans to hide it and target the Ministry of Revenue, Shen Xihe had guessed what he intended to do—make His Majesty catch his people as thieves.

Therefore, the recovered autumn grain must be transported back. Shen Xihe had placed watchers on both water and land routes. With Xiao Huayong back in the capital, these goods should have arrived with him.

“Have there been any unusual occurrences lately?” Shen Xihe stood by the window, her gaze lowered to the miniature landscape before her.

Mo Yuan thought carefully: “Nothing unusual.”

Shen Xihe extended her hand—her fingertips were rounded, and due to her weakened condition, her nails had lost some of their pink hues, instead taking on the pure white of cold jade. Her neatly trimmed nails were undyed with safflower, bright white, and lustrous as she gently touched the leaves.

“There must be something different from usual, you just haven’t thought of it,” Shen Xihe smiled. “Why don’t you go ask at the Lonely Garden?”

Mo Yuan was also eager to know what he had overlooked and immediately headed to the Lonely Garden personally.

This place took in abandoned, lost, or orphaned children—some due to illness or disability, some who had been trafficked, with their relatives yet to be found.

Shen Xihe never donated money for incense at temples, but she would give clothes and food to the children here in all four seasons. She had done so in the Northwest and continued here, though always anonymously.

Mo Yuan also dressed differently when he went, delivering winter clothes prepared by Shen Xihe—winter was approaching in the capital.

When Mo Yuan returned, his face showed disbelief: “Your Highness, from what the children say, there seem to have been more funerals lately.”

Mo Yuan had encountered a funeral or two before, but with people marrying and dying every day, such events were common.

“Just a few more in the past two days, none yesterday or today.” How much grain could a few coffins hold? Even if they were all transporting grain, they couldn’t hold dozens of shi of grain—and hundreds of shi had gone missing!

“Why transport it all into the city?” Shen Xihe asked with a light smile. “Just ten or so she left as evidence would be enough to justify an investigation. Which noble official in court doesn’t have a few estates outside the city?”

“Go investigate whether the Minister of Revenue and his family own any estates, and pay close attention—you’ll surely discover something,” Shen Xihe instructed.

“Yes,” Mo Yuan acknowledged, then asked, “If we discover something, should we…?”

“Just inform me of the location if you find anything. No need for rash action. He doesn’t interfere with my affairs, and I won’t meddle in his,” Shen Xihe felt this was a form of mutual respect.

That night, Mo Yuan made some discoveries and reported them early the next morning. After hearing the report, Shen Xihe said: “Let this matter rest here. Take a good rest for a few days—in a few days, we’ll put on our show for His Highness.”

After Mo Yuan withdrew, Shen Xihe looked at the thick clouds covering the sky and sighed softly: “The weather is about to change.”

After waiting half an hour, expecting rain, the sun came out instead. Shen Xihe took Biyu with her to the palace again.

Early that morning, news of Xiao Huayong’s awakening had spread from the palace. Both emotionally and rationally, she should visit him.

With the Crown Prince awake, the Eastern Palace had fewer gathered physicians, and the Empress Dowager had returned to her own palace, making the Eastern Palace seem colder again.

Seeing Xiao Huayong again, Shen Xihe felt he had grown much thinner and expressed her concern: “How is Your Highness’s health?”

“Thank you for your concern, just somewhat tired,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently.

“I’ve come to ask Your Highness for just one thing today,” Shen Xihe nodded.

“Please speak,” Xiao Huayong replied.

“I wonder if Your Highness has another rattan incense cup?” Shen Xihe’s eyes held a smile. “Some time ago, Your Highness gave one to Zhaoning. Seeing the carving somewhat resembled myself, and thinking of being separated from Father, I gave it to him to ease his longing.

When my brother learned of this, he said I was showing favoritism, so I can only shamelessly ask Your Highness about another.”

Xiao Huayong: …

In all his years, Xiao Huayong had never felt such tightness in his chest as he did now!

He, who prided himself on his acting skills, never imagined there would come a day when he couldn’t maintain his smile!

“Ka-ka-ka-ka…” Tianyuan suddenly broke into violent coughing—he had tried so hard to hold back his laughter that he choked.

Meeting the Crown Prince’s meaningful gaze, Tianyuan coughed even harder.

“Is Guard Cao alright?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

Tianyuan, coughing until he saw stars, finally knelt to apologize: “This servant was discourteous.”

“Go find a physician and get properly examined,” Xiao Huayong ordered expressionlessly.

Xiao Huayong possessed an innate dignified bearing—when he smiled, he was gentle and refined; when he didn’t, he didn’t need to deliberately show anger or coldness to make people inexplicably afraid.

Tianyuan’s interruption allowed the stunned Xiao Huayong to recover. For the first time, he refused Shen Xihe’s request: “Unfortunately, I only have one.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t intended to insist—she had just come to ask since the imperial palace had many treasures. She had also spent considerable money spreading the word outside but had received no response.

Afterward, Xiao Huayong’s attitude was notably cooler. Shen Xihe guessed he was probably unhappy that she had given away his gift. She didn’t explain further—it had been a congratulatory gift for her business opening, and regifting such presents was quite common.

Not wanting to make things awkward, she chatted briefly before taking her leave, and Xiao Huayong didn’t try to keep her.

Only after Shen Xihe left did he sit holding another rattan incense cup carved with his likeness, his expression slightly dark.

After brooding for quite a while, he smiled self-mockingly: “I’m being oversensitive.”

With her personality, such an action was entirely normal. If he got upset over this, wouldn’t he end up truly fainting from anger in the future?

“Why doesn’t Your Highness tell the Princess about the Snow Lotus?” Tianyuan, sensing that Xiao Huayong was no longer angry, finally dared to speak.

“Telling her now would be the worst strategy,” Xiao Huayong lowered his head, gazing at his cup. “It would only make her uncomfortable and cause her to withdraw. Even if she didn’t withdraw, she would find other ways to repay this favor.”

He wouldn’t tell her now. He would wait until she began to value him, then let others deliver the revelation for maximum impact.

He said he wouldn’t force her response because he had never planned for the possibility of not getting her response.

If her heart was cold, he would use every method to warm it; if she had no heart, he would split his own in half and let it seep into her body like spring rain!

Placing the rattan incense cup on the table before him, he rested his hand, with its three bandaged fingers, upon it: “Sooner or later, I’ll make her come to ask for it back herself.”

Chapter 143: The Crown Prince Is Easy to Please
“Your Highness, does the Crown Prince seem to be upset?” Biyu asked in a low voice.

For some reason, Biyu felt a trace of fear. This was the first time she had seen the usually gentle, refined, and noble Crown Prince appear so distant and cold. He hadn’t raised his voice or used any harsh words – he had simply spoken less, with his usual smile diminished – yet it was enough to make one’s heart tighten involuntarily.

“Upset?” Shen Xihe smiled indifferently. “So what if he is?”

“In the future…” Biyu knew that Shen Xihe didn’t care about matters of love between men and women. Even if she were to truly marry the Crown Prince in the future, she wouldn’t care whether he showered her with affection or not.

However, she worried that since the Crown Prince was known for his cunning schemes, he might harbor resentment and eventually harm the Princess.

“The Crown Prince’s character isn’t so petty,” Shen Xihe understood Biyu’s concerns.

If he only had such narrow-mindedness, he wouldn’t have achieved his current position, nor could he have remained hidden and patient until now.

“Don’t worry, I’m merely being honest with him,” a fleeting smile crossed Shen Xihe’s lips.

They had tested each other, and since they still needed to reach a consensus after these tests, they should start revealing their true selves. Wasn’t the Crown Prince also gradually opening up? She was simply returning the favor, letting him see clearly what kind of person she was.

If after being honest with each other, they still wished to form a marriage alliance, then they could benefit mutually, trust each other, and support one another. At least while they still had common goals and enemies, they wouldn’t be easily provoked into turning against each other.

As for whether hearts would change or interests would conflict once the greater situation was settled – they could determine the victor then.

When Shen Xihe reached the palace gates, she saw a tall, slender figure standing by the carriage in the distance. He wore a fresh cyan-colored robe with a jade belt at his waist, making him appear even more slender like a bamboo stalk.

Emperor Youning was masculine and angular, and since all the palace consorts were either plump or slim, none of the princesses and princes lacked distinguished features.

The Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng was no exception. Though his features still showed traces of youth, his sword-like eyebrows and star-bright eyes were already taking shape. His pupils especially contained hidden brilliance – he was certainly no ordinary person.

“Princess,” Xiao Changgeng stepped forward and cupped his hands in greeting. “Thank you for your protection that day. I have nothing of value, but this is a perfume manual left by my mother. She was extremely fond of making perfumes and had considerable expertise. I hope you won’t refuse it.”

Xiao Changgeng carefully took a slightly yellowed book with curled edges from his attending eunuch’s hands and offered it to Shen Xihe.

Xiao Changgeng’s birth mother came from a family of perfume makers, and this “Perfume Record” was a comprehensive collection that all perfume enthusiasts eagerly sought after, Shen Xihe being no exception.

“Your Highness need not do this. What I did that day wasn’t for your sake,” Shen Xihe refused firmly and decisively. After speaking, she gave Xiao Changgeng a slow bow and walked directly toward the carriage.

No matter how much she desired this item, she could trade it with Xiao Changgeng, but she would not accept it as a gift.

At least before she changed her mind about allying with Xiao Huayong, she wouldn’t have any unclear associations with anyone else.

Xiao Changgeng stood straight at the palace gates, watching the carriage disappear into the distance. Only then did the eunuch behind him mumble softly: “Your Highness, the Princess is no different from others. She also looks down upon Your High-“

Before the eunuch could finish speaking, Xiao Changgeng gave him a cold look, making him quickly lower his head.

Xiao Changgeng looked again in the direction where Shen Xihe’s carriage had disappeared, his lips curving into a slight smile: “She is different.”

She was indeed different. Her gaze when looking at him contained not a trace of contempt, not a hint of difference from how she looked at others.

Her refusal to accept his gift wasn’t because she thought he was an unfavored prince unworthy of association. He believed that someone who could manage two perfume shops and create incense for Buddhist statues at Xiangguo Temple must be a true perfume enthusiast.

She had desired this “Perfume Record,” yet she hadn’t accepted it. Her refusal wasn’t coy or pretentious, but straightforward and decisive.

This showed that her character was neither hypocritical nor deceitful, and her personality was strong with excellent self-control, allowing her to refuse something she desired without changing her expression.

Thinking this, the admiration in Xiao Changgeng’s clear eyes grew even stronger.

“Twelfth Brother, no matter how long you look, she will never belong to you,” a harsh voice sounded from behind.

Xiao Changgeng turned to meet Xiao Changying’s hostile gaze.

His expression remained unchanged as he stepped forward with a slight smile to bow: “Greetings, Ninth Brother.”

Xiao Changying sneered: “Twelfth Brother needn’t pretend to be a docile lamb in front of me.”

“Why is Ninth Brother angry?” Though Xiao Changgeng only reached Xiao Changying’s shoulder in height, his refined and pure demeanor showed no sign of weakness. “I was merely expressing my gratitude to the Princess for her help.”

“Help?” Xiao Changying circled him halfway, his gaze cold and probing. “Was it help, or a carefully planned scheme?”

Xiao Changgeng: “I don’t understand what Ninth Brother means.”

“Don’t understand?” Xiao Changying’s lips curved upward, his eyes showing mockery: “I haven’t yet congratulated Twelfth Brother on being allowed to attend court politics.”

Xiao Changgeng was already fourteen, but Emperor Youning seemed to have forgotten about him. After Shen Xihe’s intervention, the Emperor could no longer ignore him, and he received everything a prince should have.

“Thank you, Ninth Brother. I’ve just started learning about politics and understand little. I hope Ninth Brother will guide me more in the future.” Xiao Changgeng kept his eyes lowered submissively.

This was someone so docile he seemed to lack any temper, impossible to provoke into showing any emotion. Xiao Changying disliked people who could disguise themselves so well: “Twelfth Brother, let me give you your first piece of guidance.”

Xiao Changgeng: “Please speak, Brother.”

“Stay away from her. You’re lucky she didn’t take issue with you this time. Next time, even if she doesn’t care, I’ll skin you alive and let everyone see what kind of ugly creature you are.” After delivering this cold warning, Xiao Changying strode away.

“Brother, I respectfully bid you farewell.” Xiao Changgeng maintained perfect courtesy, and even after Xiao Changying’s figure disappeared, he didn’t show a trace of resentment.

How could anything happening at the palace gates escape Xiao Huayong’s ears? Just when Tianyuan was preparing to face the Crown Prince’s thunderous anger, he heard amusement in Xiao Huayong’s voice: “She truly refused the ‘Perfume Record’ offered by the Twelfth Prince?”

Tianyuan: ??

What about the main point? Wasn’t the main point that the Twelfth Prince had found an excuse to get close to the Princess?

Wasn’t the main point that the Ninth Prince was consumed with jealousy and warned the Twelfth Prince?

“Yes.” Tianyuan nodded quickly in confusion, his instinct making him add, “The Princess didn’t even spare it a second glance.”

The Crown Prince, who had just been angry enough to turn pale, suddenly seemed appeased, his smile gaining a hint of sweetness: “In her heart, I truly am the only one.”

Tianyuan: …

“She has never refused anything I’ve given her.” Xiao Huayong was in high spirits.

Tianyuan: …

Opening and closing his mouth, Tianyuan kept his thoughts to himself: The Princess probably accepts your gifts, Your Highness, because you are her target. As for not accepting gifts from others, it has nothing to do with feelings – it’s likely because the Princess has upright principles.

Chapter 144: A True Metamorphosis
It was rare to see the Crown Prince so happy, and Tianyuan didn’t dare dampen his spirits. He knew that although His Highness seemed unconcerned about his inability to distinguish colors, how could anyone truly not care when they suddenly lost the ability to see the world’s vibrant hues?

If not for this, why would His Highness lose control of his emotions and feel somewhat resentful and hurt upon learning that the Princess had given away his gifts to the Prince?

However, his Highness… Tianyuan could see crystal clear that the Princess’s gaze toward the Crown Prince was as still as dead water – there wasn’t even a hint of affection. He wondered when their Highness would truly be able to claim his bride.

“Princess, about the Twelfth Prince…” Biyu said in a low voice, “This servant heard that the Twelfth Prince has begun attending court.”

A prince could only receive assignments after entering court politics. Only with assignments could they build achievements and establish merit. It didn’t matter if they lacked the Emperor’s favor – as long as they had ability and achieved results, establishing merit, the Emperor would have no choice but to bestow rewards.

“An insignificant person, why waste thoughts on him?” Shen Xihe closed her eyes to rest.

She knew Biyu suspected that Xiao Changgeng had deliberately fallen in front of her that day. While Shen Xihe wasn’t someone who easily trusted others, she also wasn’t overly suspicious. Such matters could be either true or false.

Everything that happened afterward wasn’t his doing – even if he had anticipated Princess Changling’s actions, he couldn’t have predicted how she would respond.

She knew people outside were saying that she had stood up for Xiao Changgeng, which was why he received the treatment he deserved.

Shen Xihe didn’t care how these rumors started. Her actions were merely meant to embarrass the Emperor and make Princess Changling realize she wasn’t someone to be trifled with. If Princess Changling didn’t learn her lesson, she would ensure the Princess met a miserable fate as well.

Though Xiao Changgeng was the same age as her, Shen Xihe viewed him as a child. No matter how deep his thoughts might be, he wasn’t within her consideration.

The day after meeting Xiao Huayong, Xie Yunhuai brought medicine to her door.

“Princess, the bone-shedding pill has intense properties. Previously you took it with snow water, but now your internal organs are weak and can’t withstand the shock of extreme temperatures. You can no longer use snow water, so I’ve prepared this medicinal bath as a substitute. Princess should soak for a quarter-hour before taking the bone-shedding pill.”

“Thank you.” Shen Xihe trusted Xie Yunhuai completely and immediately ordered the medicinal bath to be prepared.

As she soaked in the bathtub, the cool fragrance of snow lotus encircled her nostrils. She was particularly sensitive to scents, and this fragrance was identical to the snow lotus she had smelled previously, though mixed with other medicinal herbs it wasn’t as refreshing as when it stood alone.

“There’s snow lotus in the medicine,” Shen Xihe said.

“Yes, there is snow lotus,” Biyu nodded. “That day when the Princess fainted, Doctor Qi also used this kind of medicinal bath…”

Taking a deep breath, Biyu continued, “Though it seems more fragrant and cool than that day. This servant also smelled the snow lotus fragrance then.”

Before this, Biyu had never smelled Tianshan snow lotus – she first encountered it when saving Shen Xihe. Later when the Tianshan snow lotus was delivered, she realized that’s where the fresh fragrance came from, though that day’s scent was far inferior to today’s.

Biyu assumed Xie Yunhuai had modified the prescription, and Shen Xihe didn’t think much of it either, only mentioning it because the snow lotus was somewhat special.

Though the medicinal bath was warm, for some reason Shen Xihe felt her limbs growing increasingly cold as she soaked. However, this coldness gathered very gradually, unlike the terrifying sensation of drinking snow water all at once.

After a quarter hour, she drank the bone-shedding pill mixed with warm water. A warm current flowed down her throat, the heat dispersing throughout her body, making her feel extremely comfortable without even a trace of pain.

She even fell into a peaceful sleep while soaking in the medicinal bath. Biyu was somewhat worried and immediately went out to inform Xie Yunhuai who was waiting outside: “The Princess has fallen asleep, is this alright?”

“Does the Princess show any signs of discomfort?” Xie Yunhuai asked.

“None at all,” Biyu shook her head.

Xie Yunhuai struck his palm with his fist: “It worked! Go back in and add more medicine to the bath as I instructed. Let her soak for half an hour, then carry her out without waking her. The longer she sleeps, the better the medicine will work.”

Biyu and the others were overjoyed at hearing this.

Shen Xihe slept until sunset before waking. Upon awakening, she felt an indescribable warmth throughout her body.

“Doctor Qi, I feel excellent.” Shen Xihe threw on a cloak, not even bothering to arrange her hair, and strode toward Xie Yunhuai who had stayed behind fearing something might go wrong.

Standing in the courtyard, Xie Yunhuai heard a clear call containing hints of joy. Turning to look, he saw the young woman in a white dress, her flowing hair, and a slightly lifted cloak, her face like pure white porcelain, her eyes gleaming like black obsidian – she possessed an unsullied, transcendent beauty.

Xie Yunhuai smiled and extended his hand to check her pulse. Noting that her pulse was moving excellently, he too revealed a pleased smile.

“I must thank you,” Shen Xihe looked up at Xie Yunhuai, whose eye sockets were sunken and whose eyes were bloodshot in the moonlight. She performed a proper, elegant curtsy: “Zhaoning gives her thanks.”

“Princess said we are friends, close confidants. Being confidants, why the formality?” Xie Yunhuai raised his hand without touching Shen Xihe, who was wearing thin gauze. “The night is cool. Princess should have some food and rest another night. I have matters to attend to, so I’ll take my leave.”

Shen Xihe initially wanted to personally see him out, but after taking a step, she realized she had been too happy and hadn’t arranged her appearance. If she saw Xie Yunhuai at the door in this state, it would confirm the rumors about him being her lover: “Biyu, see Doctor Qi out.”

Shen Xihe was truly delighted, showing such obvious joy after so long. The first time she took the bone-shedding pill, she hadn’t felt much, but this time she could feel herself truly undergoing a metamorphosis.

The next day, Bu Shulin, who wasn’t on duty, came to visit. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, she couldn’t help but examine her with clicking sounds: “What magical medicine did you take? How is it that you seem like a completely different person?”

She had seen Shen Xihe just two days ago, and while Shen Xihe hadn’t appeared sickly then, one could still sense her lack of energy.

After just one day apart, she was now radiant, as if all her old ailments had instantly vanished. Though her cheeks and lips were still paler than normal people’s even without makeup, they now had a lustrous glow.

“Don’t ask,” Shen Xihe rolled up her sleeves to pour Bu Shulin a drink.

“Why not?”

Setting down the water pitcher, Shen Xihe raised her eyes and gave her a slight smile: “Even if you ask, it’s medicine you can’t have.”

Bu Shulin: …

She noticed that not only had Shen Xihe’s health improved, but her mood was also quite good – she even had the leisure to tease her now.

Quickly taking advantage of her good mood to discuss something important and seek advice: “My father wants to unite with various regions to jointly expose the military funding discrepancies. What do you think about the feasibility?”

Previously they hadn’t dared expose it, thinking they were the only ones affected. After counting and stamping approval for military supplies, they could only swallow their losses silently. But now they discovered it wasn’t just them – except for the Northwest, only a few places hadn’t been tampered with.

Chapter 145: I Am Helping Him
“Is the Prince planning to lead by example? To charge at the forefront?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin silently nodded.

Everyone was afraid to take responsibility. Since the embezzlement wasn’t excessive, they all planned to endure it. But the Prince of Shunan had a fiery temper – he couldn’t stand this humiliation, and who knew if there would be a second time after the first?

“I’ll give you an idea.” A faint smile curved Shen Xihe’s lips.

Bu Shulin’s eyes lit up as she stretched her neck forward, leaning closer to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “How will you thank me?”

Bu Shulin: …

“What’s our relationship that you’d hurt our friendship like this?” Bu Shulin was accused with deep anguish.

Shen Xihe stroked her short-life cat: “You and I, what friendship is there to speak of?”

Bu Shulin clutched her chest: “Oh my, you wound me so – have you taken a fancy to some young man?”

Shen Xihe spoke leisurely: “The method I’ll give you won’t just keep your father from offending others, it will also prevent the Emperor from holding a grudge, and can even recover all the embezzled military funds.”

“Really?” Bu Shulin pressed both hands on the table.

“Why are you so excited?” Shen Xihe looked her over. “You should know that the better the method, the more precious it is.”

Bu Shulin paced back and forth several times in front of Shen Xihe before asking: “Tell me first, what do you want?”

“In a few days, it will be the autumn hunt. At that time, you’ll help me do something.” Shen Xihe’s smile was light.

Though the beauty was so enchantingly lovely, her smile so captivating, Bu Shulin inexplicably took a step back.

“Don’t worry, it won’t endanger your life, nor will I make your small frame hunt tigers or kill bears.” As Shen Xihe spoke, she revealed a slightly disdainful look.

Feeling looked down upon, Bu Shulin declared: “I’ll hunt a tiger for you at the autumn hunt!”

“Good, I’ll be waiting.”

Bu Shulin: …

She coughed lightly twice: “The wind was so strong just now, I didn’t say anything…”

This caused Biyu and the others to cover their mouths in laughter.

Shen Xihe stopped teasing her and simply asked: “Will you agree or not?”

“Yes, yes, yes!” Bu Shulin nodded. She trusted that Shen Xihe wouldn’t put her in danger. As for embarrassment, she didn’t care – she took pleasure in being embarrassed.

As long as she didn’t feel embarrassed, all the looks she received were jealousy and praise!

“Have your father unite people to expose this, but leak news of the intended exposure to the Minister of Revenue,” Shen Xihe said.

Bu Shulin’s head sprouted question marks: ???

“If we leak the news, how can we expose anything?” Bu Shulin thought Shen Xihe was teasing her.

“This time the military funds being embezzled from various regions doesn’t seem like the Revenue Ministry’s doing.” Shen Xihe lowered her gaze, her soft hand gently stroking down the short-life cat’s spine. “It seems more like someone trying to drag the Revenue Ministry down. Look carefully – aren’t all the places that weren’t embezzled from somehow connected to the Revenue Ministry?”

“Isn’t that favoritism?” Bu Shulin and the others had always thought it was preferential treatment.

“No, it’s to prevent information leaks.” Shen Xihe said with certainty. “The autumn grain being stolen at this time, someone deliberately creating confusion, causing the Revenue Ministry to be too busy to attend to other matters, plus you all being afraid to expose it – the Revenue Ministry probably doesn’t even know about this yet.

Once Dong Biquan knows, he will investigate thoroughly, then find ways to fill in the holes for you all.”

“Is it that simple?” Bu Shulin felt that things couldn’t be so simple, but she couldn’t figure out what might be wrong. She didn’t believe Shen Xihe would mislead her or set her up in such an important matter.

“It is that simple.” Shen Xihe’s smile was sweet.

Bu Shulin was somewhat skeptical but knew Shen Xihe wouldn’t say more.

“Princess, are you trying to cause trouble for the Crown Prince?” After Bu Shulin left, Biyu asked softly.

“No, I’m helping him.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Making his fabricated charges even more ironclad.”

In the autumn chill, Biyu inexplicably felt sorry for those targeted by the Crown Prince and their Princess…

After returning home, Bu Shulin pondered deeply but couldn’t figure it out, so she transmitted Shen Xihe’s words exactly to the Prince of Shunan. Let him make his own decision, to avoid being blamed later.

When the Prince of Shunan received his daughter’s message, his face darkened. He said to his confidant: “Look, both are daughters, yet how is it that Shen Yueshan’s daughter can manipulate events in the capital while my Bu Tuohai’s daughter can only be led by the nose!”

Growing increasingly angry, Bu Tuohai couldn’t help putting his hands on his hips and cursing: “By the ancestors, can’t this sea drown that mountain?”

The confidant thought to himself: Don’t you know best whether you can defeat the Prince of the Northwest?

“Your Highness, please calm down. Right now we need to decide whether to follow the Young Miss’s words?”

Bu Tuohai paced back and forth with his hands on his hips. If Shen Xihe had seen this, she would have thought he looked exactly like Bu Shulin.

This was no small matter. Since they were uniting to expose this, yet leaking the news to the Revenue Ministry, this was equivalent to informing others. If anything went wrong, he, Bu Tuohai, would become known as a treacherous person who harmed his peers and broke faith.

He would also be labeled as the court’s collaborator, and future regional military groups would surely ostracize him. If Shunan faced warfare in the future, they would likely end up isolated without aid.

But if they didn’t trust this advice, damaging the relationship between Shunan and the Northwest was one thing, and they might fall into unknown dangers as well.

“We have no one in the capital, but Lin is shrewd beneath her simplicity. Since she trusts Princess Zhaoning, let’s trust her judgment for now.” He knew his daughter – though she appeared careless, she had good judgment.

Through his daughter’s message and this unusual military fund embezzlement incident, he vaguely sensed that something major and unknown must have happened in the capital.

At this moment, one wrong move could lead to destruction. To avoid becoming others’ pawns, he decided to trust Shen Xihe once.

When news of the military fund discrepancies reached Dong Biquan’s ears, he was so angry he smashed his favorite crystal bowl and kicked his confidant: “Are you trying to rebel? How dare you touch military funds!”

“Lord Dong, the grain the Emperor wanted was stolen, we had no choice, didn’t dare make it known, and had to make up the shortfall…”

Since what the Emperor needed was privately diverted, even if it was stolen they didn’t dare make it public, much less openly pursue compensation.

“Even so, when something went wrong you dared not report it and took it upon yourselves to divert military supplies – who gave you such brazen courage!” Dong Biquan’s veins bulged in anger.

The confidant remained prostrate, not daring to speak.

Dong Biquan’s steward bowed and said: “Master, what’s urgent now is how to resolve the immediate crisis.”

“The autumn grain was stolen, and the Emperor is anxious. If we report now that military supplies were withheld, we’ll all be sacrificed to appease anger.”

At this point, how could they dare let the Emperor know about such a huge discrepancy?

Dong Biquan was so anxious he developed heartburn. The steward said: “Master, why not replenish the military funds for each region?”

“Replenish? Where do we get the grain to replenish it?” Dong Biquan demanded harshly.

“We don’t necessarily need to replenish it all at once. We can buy grain cheaply from outside, replenish some first, and let all the military regions know the court will compensate them. They definitely won’t cause trouble then. After we get through this crisis, we can plan another way out?”

Chapter 146: Arranging It For Him
Dong Biquan pondered thoughtfully. Military power had always been viewed with suspicion, and unless necessary, they wouldn’t antagonize the imperial court.

Regarding the military provisions, he had examined the accounts – the various regions hadn’t withheld excessive amounts, otherwise the current stability wouldn’t exist. The court’s loss of autumn grain wasn’t a secret either. At this juncture, if it could be resolved calmly, everyone should be willing to cooperate.

He could send people to smooth things over and pacify, promising to make up the difference, and first compensate the troublemakers. This matter should be manageable. Once the autumn grain situation was resolved, they could slowly figure out how to dissolve this issue.

This was already the most advantageous solution for him, but his trusted subordinate thought differently: “Lord Dong, this matter is suspicious. Prince Kang should serve as a warning example.”

If Prince Kang had earlier confessed to the Emperor about the weapon forging matter, at worst he would have faced dismissal from office. But he had insisted on concealing it, ultimately resulting in immediate execution, with his descendants reduced to commoner status. If he hadn’t been the Emperor’s blood relative, it likely would have meant disaster for the entire family.

The steward glanced at him and said: “What Assistant Minister Xu says is right. My lord must carefully consider. If you report to the Emperor now, His Majesty might show leniency considering your loyal service. If Assistant Minister Xu had shown such caution when he discovered the Emperor’s grain had been intercepted, and reported it to you, things wouldn’t have reached this point.”

At this mention, Dong Biquan wanted nothing more than to flay his trusted advisor alive!

He fell into endless struggle. Both Assistant Minister Xu and the steward silently waited for his decision. Just as Dong Biquan had made up his mind, the steward spoke again: “My lord, in this humble servant’s opinion, the autumn grain matter is extremely urgent right now. If my lord reports to the Emperor at this time, though His Majesty will be angry, he can’t do without my lord right now. Why not take this opportunity to confess, then devote yourself to the autumn grain matter to make amends? This could be a way out.”

The wavering Dong Biquan’s eyes lit up: “Indeed, this is an excellent plan!”

He strode toward the door while giving orders: “Tell them to prepare, I’ll seek an audience with the Emperor immediately.”

Before Dong Biquan had even left his residence, Xiao Huayong received the news. He rubbed the black chess piece between his fingers: “Dong Biquan is heading to the palace. Arrange the show for him.”

“Rest assured, Your Highness, everything is prepared,” Tianyuan smiled with particular innocence. “I guarantee when Lord Dong sees His Majesty, he won’t be able to utter a single word.”

Shortly after Dong Biquan left his residence in his sedan chair, there was a sudden jolt. After steadying himself, he lifted the curtain and demanded: “What happened?”

The sedan bearer replied: “My lord, someone fleeing after stealing medicine nearly collided with us.”

“In the capital, committing theft, they deserve to be beaten…” The word “killed” caught in Dong Biquan’s throat as he saw the medicine thief caught by the yamen runners – it was Prince Kang’s once-prominent third son.

“My mother is ill, it’s just a few doses of medicine. Please, you can take me to the yamen afterward, I beg you…”

“Move along, save your words for the yamen!”

“My mother is waiting for life-saving medicine, I beg you, I’ll kowtow to you…”

“Stop talking, or your bones will suffer!”

Dong Biquan watched as Prince Kang’s third son pleaded with tears streaming down his face, watched as the minor officials impatiently pushed him around. His emotions became a jumbled mess until the sedan bearer said: “My lord, please sit properly, we’ll continue.”

“Ah? Oh, oh, yes, proceed…” Dong Biquan sat uneasily.

Once he had considered marrying his daughter into Prince Kang’s household. He had always thought highly of this filial third son and had privately inquired about Prince Kang’s attitude. Prince Kang hadn’t been opposed. Who could have imagined that the noble young master of the prince’s mansion would end up so miserable?

If Prince Kang’s household hadn’t fallen…

At this thought, Dong Biquan’s mood grew heavy. If one day he ended up like Prince Kang, what would become of his children?

Just thinking about it made Dong Biquan shudder involuntarily.

He arrived at the palace in a daze and made his way to Mingzheng Hall, where Liu Sanzhi informed him someone was already meeting with the Emperor, so he should wait outside.

His waiting place was far, but he could still occasionally hear Emperor Youning’s furious rebukes.

Dong Biquan quietly asked: “Eunuch Liu, please give me some guidance.”

Liu Sanzhi, being Emperor Youning’s confidant and knowing of Dong Biquan’s audience, said: “Lord Dong, His Majesty is currently seeing Inspector Zhao. Inspector Zhao concealed from His Majesty how he used his position as Imperial Inspector for personal gain and has come today to beg forgiveness.”

“Who reported Inspector Zhao?” Dong Biquan asked.

“No one reported him. Inspector Zhao felt guilty and came to confess,” Liu Sanzhi said in a lowered voice.

Dong Biquan’s heart skipped a beat. When Zhao Zhenghao emerged covered in tea stains and bleeding from cuts caused by the teacup, his face grew pale.

Liu Sanzhi had no time to attend to him, as he needed to comfort His Majesty’s subordinate: “His Majesty is angry about the autumn grain, he’s bound to be somewhat temperamental. Inspector, please don’t take it to heart.”

The stone-faced Zhao Zhenghao took the clean cloth Liu Sanzhi offered: “Both thunder and dew are the Emperor’s grace.”

After wiping the tea stains from his face, he handed his sword and Imperial Inspector’s token to Liu Sanzhi: “His Majesty has ordered me to reflect behind closed doors. I am temporarily not to serve as Imperial Inspector.”

“Inspector Zhao, His Majesty has always relied heavily on you. He cares that you work day and night and wants the Inspector to rest for a while,” Liu Sanzhi accepted the sword and token while speaking for the Emperor.

Zhao Zhenghao didn’t respond, but silently cupped his hands in farewell before striding away.

Dong Biquan watched from the side, his throat dry. When Emperor Youning finally summoned him, his mind was blank, especially feeling the Emperor’s obvious lingering anger. When Emperor Youning asked why he sought an audience, he didn’t dare utter a single word.

His mind was filled with the miserable fate of Prince Kang’s son and the狼狈 (desperate) state of the once-imposing Imperial Inspector Zhao Zhenghao.

Finally, he rambled about some trivial matters that needed reporting and was impatiently dismissed by Emperor Youning.

Returning to his mansion dejectedly, after long contemplation and under the persuasion of his trusted steward, he still decided to take the risk one more time.

“Tianyuan, Lord Dong wants a grain merchant,” Xiao Huayong sat in a courtyard where maple leaves were falling, rocking in his chair.

“It’s arranged, everything is properly arranged,” Tianyuan responded.

As he raised his hand, a light leaf fell into his thick, powerful palm. Xiao Huayong’s gaze was gentle: “This time’s smooth progress is thanks to Youyou’s influence.”

Originally, he had planned to set up a different trap for Dong Biquan. Shen Xihe had used her relationship with Bu Shulin to give a hard push forward, accelerating Dong Biquan’s defeat and death.

This move could only have been made by Shen Xihe. If he had approached directly, Bu Tuohai absolutely wouldn’t have believed him and wouldn’t have made such a risky move.

If Bu Tuohai wouldn’t, others certainly wouldn’t. They wouldn’t even dare to be the first to stick their necks out, let alone openly unite with others while secretly revealing their conspiracy to Dong Biquan.

Chapter 147: She’s Like His Beloved Agarwood
“The Princess has calculated everyone’s hearts perfectly,” Tianyuan took the opportunity to praise. These days, praising the Princess brought more joy to His Highness the Crown Prince than praising him directly.

“No, she calculated my heart,” Xiao Huayong gazed at the gray-covered sky, his mood exceptionally bright. “She knew that with just one push from her, I could follow her pace.”

His unique eyes, showing only black, white, and gray, were particularly deep, concentrating silvery radiance. The smile on his lips spread upward with the light, seeping into his eyes, the beauty mark at the corner of his eye exuding charm.

She had guessed that once Dong Biquan knew of this matter, he wouldn’t dare make it public, wouldn’t dare let political enemies know, and wouldn’t dare easily confess to His Majesty. Even if he gathered the courage to go, he would ensure Dong Biquan couldn’t speak a word.

Thus, under the guidance of those with ulterior motives, he took a risky path, attempting to muddle through, completely unaware he had already stepped one foot into death’s door.

“As for Imperial Inspector Zhao…” This time they had sacrificed the Imperial Inspector.

“His Majesty is merely venting his anger at this juncture. He hadn’t committed any major error – he should stay away right now. Once this matter is settled, His Majesty will remember his forthright loyalty and sincere service. When he’s recalled, he’ll be trusted even more.”

How much effort had he spent to place a trusted person among the Imperial Inspectors? How could he easily waste such an asset?

Zhao Zhenghao confessing to some minor indiscretions in matters of romance at this time – His Majesty would be angry at his unworthiness, but after calming down, would appreciate his genuine nature, his vulnerabilities, and his loyalty to the throne.

When Dong Biquan investigated why His Majesty was so enraged with Zhao Zhenghao, discovering it was merely because Zhao had used his position as Imperial Inspector to pursue a courtesan out of jealousy, he would be even more afraid to tell His Majesty about the Ministry of Revenue’s deficit. He would fear immediate execution.

Death either way – why not gamble on the path that might offer some hope of survival?

“The Princess has truly been a great help. We originally thought it would take longer to trap Dong Biquan,” Tianyuan was experiencing firsthand, for the first time, Shen Xihe’s capabilities matching those of His Highness. “The Princess favors Your Highness.”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong smiled without speaking, watching the straight maple trees dropping their leaves, the smile in his eyes deep and unfading.

Though he spoke of Shen Xihe’s special treatment of him, his mind remained clear. She had helped him this time for three reasons: first, she wanted to move against the Minister of Revenue herself; second, to help Bu Shulin, or perhaps to gain something from Bu Shulin in exchange.

Third, she was using her wisdom to tell him that she could read his methods, and with just one casual move, could either perfect his plans or make them fail completely.

“She knows where we’ve hidden the autumn grain,” Xiao Huayong laughed softly, his unique laugh conveying captivating pleasure.

Whether to help him kick Dong Biquan into the trap, or turn around and help Dong Biquan break his scheme – it all hung on her whim.

Tianyuan couldn’t laugh anymore, muttering: “The Princess truly inspires fear…”

“Fear?” Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened as he shook his head gently. “Her beauty grows more enchanting the more one looks.”

Never had a woman given him so many pleasant surprises. Just when he thought he had seen all of her, she would reveal more facets, leaving him endlessly appreciating, hopelessly enchanted, unable to extricate himself.

Xiao Huayong knew his feelings for her had progressed from surprise and amazement to curiosity and interest, then to admiration and praise, and finally to fascination and infatuation.

“Just like agarwood… fragrant even unlit,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “Rich and intense fragrance that lingers endlessly.”

Regular agarwood was cool and clear, ordinary kinds only surrounding the nose, better ones penetrating the nasal cavity, and superior ones reaching the throat. But only dugala agarwood could penetrate both the nasal cavity and throat, reaching the deepest part of one’s chest, bringing a soul-shaking impact.

Xiao Huayong pressed his palm against his heart: “Dugala’s fragrance has sweetness within bitterness, bitterness within sweetness, just like…”

Bitter or sweet, as long as it came from her, he willingly embraced it all: “Bitterness becomes medicine, sweetness becomes preserved fruit.”

Tianyuan: …

Your Highness, you might as well just say directly that everything about the Princess is wonderful. Speaking so poetically makes me uncomfortable.

Tianyuan, only daring to complain internally, tactfully lowered his head.

That night, two dangerous criminals escaped from the Court of Justice. Fortunately, the guards discovered it quickly, and with the timely arrival of the Palace Guard patrol, they were cornered. However, these two fought desperately, aided by pre-arranged accomplices.

The Palace Guard pursued them throughout the city, alarming many civilians. Finally, they infiltrated the Minister of Revenue’s mansion, even taking his wife hostage. The Palace Guard and Court of Justice personnel engaged in several battles of wit and courage before capturing them.

During the fight, they discovered an old courtyard in the Minister’s mansion filled with grain, shocking everyone. A rough estimate showed six or seven shi of grain, but most shocking was that the grain sacks bore the tax grain seal!

When Shen Xihe woke the next morning, she heard Biyu report: “The Minister of Revenue has been imprisoned.”

“As he should be,” Shen Xihe wasn’t surprised at all.

“Last night, because of escaped prisoners from the Court of Justice…” Although Shen Xihe knew everything, Biyu still detailed the information she had gathered.

“Meticulous and thorough, completely concealing any trace of deliberate framing,” Shen Xihe offered slight praise.

“The remaining grain from the estate has also been found. Minister Dong protests his innocence, but a grain merchant from Jiangnan has presented evidence of Minister Dong trying to sell grain to him. Minister Dong has no way to defend himself.”

“His Highness the Crown Prince is skilled at switching things around – he can even force ‘buying’ to become ‘selling,'” Shen Xihe knew the inside story. It was all Xiao Huayong’s doing, and she had helped him secure this ironclad evidence.

Dong Biquan had adopted the plan to supplement military provisions and would buy grain. His available funds were limited, but with many people having made mistakes, they could pool money together to first pay off the more troublesome ones – actually a good plan.

Unfortunately, he didn’t know that from the autumn grain theft – no, from the moment the military provisions were tampered with – it had all been a trap.

As long as Xiao Huayong could transform evidence of buying grain into evidence of selling grain, Dong Biquan had no way out. He hadn’t stolen the grain – where would he get so much grain to sell?

“Today at court, the entire assembly denounced the Ministry of Revenue, demanding an investigation and severe punishment for Minister Dong,” Biyu continued.

These were all developments Mo Yuan had collected early in the morning.

“You say the entire assembly?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow.

“Yes,” Biyu nodded.

Shen Xihe looked at the sun outside. She now took bone-melting pills every other night, inevitably rising late the next day. Today was no exception – it was already late morning. “Did His Majesty faint?”

Biyu started: “His Majesty fainted from anger…”

Shen Xihe’s lips curved: “I still underestimated his… shamelessness!”

The position of Minister of Revenue alone couldn’t satisfy him – he had to transform from villain to hero.

Chapter 148: The Original Schemer
Dong Biquan had failed in his dealings, and with His Majesty having loyal supporters, there would surely be those speaking for him. His Majesty knew well the size of the deficit in the Ministry of Revenue – it couldn’t be investigated. Once investigated, the unexplained disappearance of large sums could be pinned on Dong Biquan.

But an empty treasury would cause panic among court officials and common people alike – a crime that would shake the nation’s foundation. If foreign tribes learned of this, it could trigger warfare. Wasn’t that why His Majesty had to faint from anger amid the unanimous outcry?

This would first help him avoid the ministers’ counsel, and then…

“Elder Brother, you’ve been too rash this time.” In Prince Xin’s mansion, Xiao Langying looked disapprovingly at Xiao Langqin in his plain white attire.

After the autumn grain was stolen, His Majesty had sent him to investigate secretly. He never imagined his investigation would lead to his own elder brother – the withheld military funds and the stolen autumn grain had all been orchestrated by Xiao Langqin.

“You can report to His Majesty that I’m responsible,” Xiao Langqin watered the flowers and plants in the courtyard, appearing as casual as if discussing something trivial.

Xiao Langying’s expression darkened. He truly despised his brother like this – that spirited, passionate brother was gone. He had become bland, silent, and lifeless. Especially now as he watered flowers, he looked exactly like his former fifth sister-in-law.

The same indifference, the same disregard for anything and anyone.

Creating such an enormous mess yet remaining unconcerned, unafraid even of death – it was infuriating!

“Elder Brother, do you realize what unimaginable consequences will follow if the Ministry of Revenue is investigated?” Xiao Langying strode before Xiao Langqin, his eyes mixing reproach, blame, and deep concern.

“I merely want everyone to see our Emperor’s hypocritical face,” Xiao Langqin didn’t look up, gazing tenderly at an orchid before him. “What consequences could there be?”

“Elder Brother, don’t you understand what an empty treasury means? This isn’t just about His Majesty’s face – it affects the common people, soldiers, and foreign relations!” Xiao Langying felt for the first time that his brother had gone mad. “One misstep could shake the realm, trigger warfare, and leave people destitute!”

Xiao Langqin laughed softly: “Brother, why is the treasury empty?”

Xiao Langying remained silent.

“It’s the private army. These years have been peaceful and prosperous, with good harvests. His Majesty never increased taxes – shouldn’t the treasury be abundant?” Xiao Langqin paused, raising his eyes to look calmly at his brother. “If the accounts weren’t so ugly, His Majesty wouldn’t be feigning illness to avoid them.

Therefore, the private army wasn’t built in just the past two years – it must have long been formed, a sword waiting to be drawn.

If His Majesty is willing to admit it, he has plenty of reasons to reveal his private army as reinforcement for the imperial forces. Would foreign tribes dare move then? Though I hate His Majesty, I haven’t lost my humanity – how could I allow foreigners to bully our people and seize our Great Xing’s territory?”

Yes, this move only targeted His Majesty. If he would admit it and bring the private army into the open, everything could be resolved.

But putting the private army in the open, regardless of his excuse, would damage his reputation.

Moreover, once the private army was officially recognized, who would control it? Who would command it? It wouldn’t be His Majesty’s decision alone. Even the rewards and pay wouldn’t withstand scrutiny. If frontier soldiers learned that this army, which had done nothing, received better treatment than those who guarded cities day and night through wind and rain, blade and blood, His Majesty would completely lose the military’s heart.

If the soldiers were dissatisfied, they would surely challenge the private army. If they won, fine, but if they lost, His Majesty would have to disband this private army and perhaps even issue an edict of self-blame for emptying the treasury to maintain them, just to quell the anger!

The private army was His Majesty’s greatest trump card. No one knew who commanded it or its true size. Destroying this shield would take half His Majesty’s life.

Xiao Langying felt deeply troubled: “Elder Brother, must it be this way?”

Xiao Langqin’s eyes were calm but determined: “It must.”

“Elder Brother… he is our father,” Xiao Langying said softly.

“Hehe…” Xiao Langqin laughed lightly. “He is my father, and whatever he does to me is fine, but he cannot break his word to me. He cannot use the life and death of my beloved to deceive me.

If that day he had been willing to show mercy to the Gu family, even if just exiling Minister Gu’s family of three thousand li as criminals, I could have accepted it.

But he didn’t. He broke his promise.”

Because of his broken promise, he lost his beloved and his flesh and blood.

He could have been a father too, but his father had destroyed his faith and what little tenderness remained in his heart.

The incompatibility between noble families and imperial power – he hadn’t been naive enough to think he could protect both sides alone. There had to be a winner and a loser. His Majesty shouldn’t have given him hope. If from the beginning His Majesty hadn’t promised to spare the Gu family, he wouldn’t have had any expectations.

He wouldn’t have hated His Majesty either, only fate for being born into the imperial family while she was born into a noble house.

He wouldn’t have killed so desperately for His Majesty, nor would he have gone mad from Qingqing’s coldness under extreme mental pressure, doing many regrettable things that gradually drove them apart.

If His Majesty had told him from the start that if the Gu family fell, their fate would be complete annihilation.

He would have accepted fate, and done his best to mediate, and even if they still failed, at least he would have had more time with her. She wouldn’t have left him so cruelly.

Now looking back, his heart was full of regret. He had worked tirelessly in the shadows for His Majesty, staying out of the open and hidden conflicts between His Majesty and Minister Gu, only hoping that after the outcome was decided, His Majesty would keep his promise.

Had he known His Majesty never intended to show mercy, he wouldn’t have been constantly away after their marriage, sometimes not seeing her for half a month or a month. He would have stayed in the prince’s mansion, talking with her, growing flowers, drinking tea.

Even if she ignored him, it would have been fine – he could have spoken to her.

Now in retrospect, at least he would have had beautiful memories to sustain him…

Now, he had nothing, nothing at all…

Xiao Langying stepped back involuntarily, stung by the increasingly cold light in his brother’s eyes.

“This matter is no longer in my control,” Xiao Langqin looked away. “Someone stole the autumn grain from my hands. Though I also intended to frame Dong Biquan and use the Ministry of Revenue to drag down His Majesty, he has different intentions.”

“Who is he?” Xiao Langying knew someone had interfered, and Xiao Langqin had later refrained from pursuit, instead withdrawing at the right moment to wait for developments.

Xiao Langqin’s gaze grew deep, and after thinking for a moment, he shook his head gently: “I’m not certain either.”

“Then what will he do?” Xiao Langying considered whether to report to His Majesty.

“Don’t worry. Though I’m not sure of his identity, he’s more moderate than I am.”

Chapter 149: The Crown Prince’s Benevolence
Was Xiao Huayong gentle?

He certainly thought of himself as gentle.

He had merely arranged for various officials to receive news of an empty treasury before the Dong Biquan case broke.

These people would naturally panic at the thought of an empty treasury, and when Dong Biquan’s matter came to light, they would unanimously call for an audit of the Ministry of Revenue.

Would His Majesty dare to allow such an abrupt audit of the Ministry of Revenue to verify the treasury’s contents?

He wouldn’t dare. Even if he ultimately compromised to an audit, he would first need to distance himself. But with the court and common people filled with righteous indignation, even His Majesty’s people who didn’t know the inside story would want to clarify exactly how much remained in the treasury.

What else could His Majesty do?

He would have to follow his lead and feign illness.

“Your Highness, Minister Cui, and others are still kneeling at the hall entrance, requesting His Majesty’s permission to audit the Ministry of Revenue,” Tianyuan delivered the news gathered from below.

“No hurry. Let them pressure His Majesty. Has Dong Biquan still not spoken?” Xiao Huayong peeled open a pomegranate and tasted it. “Sweet and fresh. Tomorrow pick a few juicy ones to send to Youyou.”

Tianyuan looked up at the bright red pomegranates in the distance, quite festive in appearance. “Yes, Your Highness.”

After acknowledging it, Tianyuan continued, “Dong Biquan is showing signs of wavering. After two days without seeing His Majesty, he will naturally speak up.”

“Mm, His Majesty will remain ill these few days, but Cui Zheng and the others cannot kneel for too long. Pry open his mouth as soon as possible,” Xiao Huayong instructed.

Dong Biquan was confined in the imperial prison, and forbidden from receiving visitors. Even Xiao Huayong couldn’t enter. The prison guards were dressed as His Majesty’s confidants, and even with one or two of their people there, they dared not act rashly.

Dong Biquan waited for His Majesty’s summons while Xiao Huayong’s people relayed every detail of outside events to him.

“Minister Dong, confessing early will help preserve the Dong family,” the guard said.

“Your master hasn’t shown his face or sent even a word of message. Why should I trust you?” Dong Biquan sat expressionless.

“Does Minister Dong see any other way out?” the guard asked. “Minister Dong must understand, His Majesty has been pushed to this point and cannot protect you. The treasury’s deficit and the ministry’s corruption are destined to fall on Minister Dong’s shoulders.”

At these words, Dong Biquan’s heart jumped—this person knew he had been acting as His Majesty’s vanguard.

“Minister Dong, if you confess you face death either way, but my master might still be able to protect the Dong household,” the guard persuaded patiently. “If you don’t confess, Minister Dong might want to consider the fate of Prince Kang’s mansion.”

“You—” Dong Biquan’s heart surged with shock—this person even knew Prince Kang was His Majesty’s man!

The guard ignored his reaction and continued, “The young masters of Prince Kang’s household barely survived because of their royal blood. The Dong family has no such royal connection.”

Dong Biquan thought of Prince Kang’s third son, and his thoughts began to spiral into chaos.

“How will your master protect my household? And how will he ensure my wife and children have food and shelter for the rest of their lives?” Dong Biquan asked.

“That depends on whether Minister Dong believes us or not,” the guard was merely passing on the message. “Belief offers a thread of hope for survival. Disbelief means execution for the entire family.”

Having said his piece, to avoid suspicion, the guard left without lingering.

Two days had passed. His Majesty claimed illness for two days. Cui Zheng and Xue Heng led the court officials in departing before nightfall, only to return to kneel and request an audience at dawn.

On the third day, Xiao Huayong finally obtained what he wanted. After casually flipping through it, he stood up: “Let’s see His Majesty.”

Liu Sanzhi, seeing the Crown Prince looking frail and pale, seemingly even thinner than before, dared not stop him. If the Crown Prince were to kneel outside as well, he couldn’t bear that responsibility.

Liu Sanzhi entered to report, and Xiao Huayong became the first prince allowed in to visit.

“Seventh Brother has come. Sit,” Emperor Youning truly had dark circles under his eyes and red rashes around his lips.

“Father *cough cough cough cough*…” Xiao Huayong burst into violent coughing, barely managing to bow and sit down. “Father, the Ministry of Revenue… what exactly happened there?”

Emperor Youning couldn’t help but feel a headache at the mere mention of the Ministry of Revenue. He rubbed his temples: “The ministry is in deficit. Five years of tax silver has vanished without a trace. If the civil and military officials learn of this, no one will know peace.”

Upon hearing this, Xiao Huayong was shocked into another bout of rapid coughing, until his eyes reddened: “Dong Biquan… he, he is so brazen!”

“It’s your father’s fault for poor judgment in appointing officials.” Emperor Youning hung his head and sighed, showing considerable self-reproach.

“Father… I feel *cough cough cough cough*… the ministers may have heard some rumors…” Xiao Huayong said with difficulty. “Continuing to delay like this… might make them more uneasy…”

“Your father has thought of a solution. Seventh Brother need not worry.” Saying this, Emperor Youning instructed Liu Sanzhi, “Summon Cui Zheng, Xue Heng, Tao Zhuanxian, and the Six Ministers.”

Emperor Youning had spent two days reviewing the Ministry of Revenue and had developed a plan. He only summoned eight people.

These people had been worn down over the past few days. Emperor Youning spoke gently, informing them of the true situation with the Ministry of Revenue. The ministers grew dizzy hearing it—the corruption was even worse than they had imagined. To balance the books, Emperor Youning had added some non-existent entries in other places.

“It was my poor judgment in selecting officials that caused this great disaster. This news cannot leak out, or the frontier tribes will surely seize the opportunity for war.” Emperor Youning directly passed the problem to the ministers. “You gentlemen discuss and develop a plan.”

They were all stunned—their supposedly prosperous nation was just an empty shell. Cui Zheng asked, “Your Majesty, are there any leads on the embezzled silver?”

“I will order Dong Biquan to be interrogated,” Emperor Youning answered. “The immediate concern is how to keep this matter quiet.”

Indeed, this matter couldn’t be exposed, or it would mark the beginning of national chaos.

“Your Majesty, if we are to keep this quiet, we must show leniency to the Dong family,” Xue Heng said.

At this suggestion, Emperor Youning’s face turned ashen. The court officials, unaware of the inside story, assumed His Majesty was displeased. They understood His Majesty had to clean up after such an audacious criminal for the greater good, and couldn’t even deal with him as harshly as desired. Naturally, they felt dissatisfied.

They dared not speak easily, fearing that by pleading for Dong Biquan today and giving His Majesty a way out, they might face embarrassment if other crimes were discovered later.

Xiao Huayong looked at everyone, then slowly knelt with Tianyuan’s support: “Your Majesty, punishment should not extend to wives and children. Let Minister Dong’s mistakes be borne by him alone *cough cough cough cough cough*…”

Xiao Huayong coughed as if his heart was being torn apart. Emperor Youning strode forward to help him up personally.

Gripping his shoulders, he found him even thinner than the last time.

Cui Zheng and the others looked at Xiao Huayong with both admiration and regret. The Crown Prince showed responsibility, but alas, his health…

The outcome: Dong Biquan was sentenced to execution after autumn, while the Ministry of Revenue would be audited jointly by the other five ministries along with the Secretariat and Department of State Affairs. They calculated a deficit amount that finally calmed the officials’ hearts. While Dong Biquan’s corruption was enormous, thanks to the Crown Prince’s plea for mercy, his wife and children were spared prosecution. Emperor Youning only confiscated the Dong family property, and Dong Biquan’s descendants were banned from official positions for three generations.

When the court officials learned of this, they all praised the Crown Prince’s benevolence.

Chapter 150: A Cup of Poison
“Benevolent?” Shen Xihe let out a scornful laugh, followed by an ambiguous soft “hmm.” “Yes indeed, the very picture of benevolence.”

And wasn’t he benevolent? He had protected Dong Biquan’s entire family.

In this round, he had achieved a complete victory!

To the ministers, he had stepped forward in their time of crisis, becoming the one to plead for Dong Biquan, giving His Majesty reason to show leniency to the Dong family, convincing the officials that the treasury deficit wasn’t severe, and demonstrating the responsibility befitting an heir apparent.

To the court officials, he showed magnanimity and virtue. Official corruption was a pervasive phenomenon impossible to eliminate, differing only in degree and whether evidence was left behind. In their eyes, corruption wasn’t a grave crime, but the law showed no mercy. Yet the Crown Prince had protected Dong’s household by arguing that crimes shouldn’t extend to wives and children, winning the officials’ favor and earning his reputation for benevolence.

To His Majesty, he considered the bigger picture. His Majesty needed a reason to spare Dong Biquan’s family members to prevent the civil and military officials from believing rumors of an empty treasury. But if he showed mercy himself, he would have to produce evidence, and the Ministry of Revenue couldn’t be thoroughly investigated.

His Majesty needed a stepping stone, but the court officials dared not offer one lightly, not knowing how deeply Dong Biquan was implicated, fearing it might become ammunition for political enemies later. Xiao Huayong provided His Majesty with that stepping stone, making everything fall naturally into place.

Inside and out, high and low, everyone sang his praises. But only she knew that this was all his carefully laid scheme.

He reaped the benefits, earned endless praise, and no one suspected him. No one realized they were merely pieces on his chessboard.

Used thoroughly by him, yet still they had to shower him with praise!

In the imperial prison, after Dong Biquan received the imperial edict, he handed something new to the jail guard who had persuaded him, and knelt at the cell door in sincere reverence: “Please convey my deepest gratitude to His Highness for his great kindness.”

What he handed over was incomplete and not entirely truthful. He was waiting for the outcome—as long as his wife and children could be protected, he would have no more worries. This was his true pledge of loyalty, hoping His Highness would show mercy to his family in return for this small consideration.

Only now did he realize that the Crown Prince, whom they had never taken seriously and rarely even remembered, was the most unfathomable person in the world.

How pitiful that His Majesty, wise throughout his life, still didn’t know. Thinking of this, he felt an inexplicable satisfaction!

“Sister, His Majesty has already ordered the replenishment of military provisions in all regions,” Bu Shulin came to find Shen Xihe in high spirits.

When Dong Biquan’s case broke, he protested his innocence about intercepting the autumn grain, claiming he was buying grain rather than selling it. Why buy grain? To fill the military funding gap. The military funding hole was thus exposed, and while it could be said Bu Taohai and the others had nothing to do with it, His Majesty still had to make up for it.

Bu Shulin was happy because it proved they had trusted the right person. Though Bu Taohai had chosen to trust Shen Xihe, he hadn’t been without worries—if Shen Xihe harbored even a trace of ill intent, the Bu father and son would have found themselves in dire straits.

“Don’t forget what you promised me.” Shen Xihe was sampling incense, new varieties sent from the incense tower. Several centers were burning side by side as she fanned each one gently and sniffed.

“Can you tell me what it’s about now?” Bu Shulin was extremely curious about what Shen Xihe wanted her to do.

“We’ll discuss it when the time comes.” Shen Xihe didn’t even look up.

Bu Shulin leaned in to smell the incense burners but quickly retreated, dizzy from the complex fragrances.

She wondered how Shen Xihe could tolerate it. After stepping out to the pavilion for fresh air and clearing her head, she asked, “How did this all come about? Tell me.”

Shen Xihe finished sampling from the first censer to the last before looking up to say: “Don’t be curious. Those who know too much often don’t live long.”

Bu Shulin: …

Pouting irritably, Bu Shulin noticed that Shen Xihe’s complexion had become rosy. She looked as if she had shed a layer of sickly pallor, becoming vibrant and radiant.

She grew more curious about what magical medicine Shen Xihe had taken: “Your health is improving day by day. Will you be able to ride horses in the future?”

“In some time, I should be able to.” Shen Xihe’s eyes crinkled with a smile at the mention.

“I can teach you horseback riding!” Bu Shulin immediately volunteered.

“Every one of my maids grew up on northwestern horse farms.” Shen Xihe gave her a bland glance, showing no disgust yet somehow conveying complete dismissal. “Don’t forget, you’re pretending to be a man.”

Bu Shulin looked down at her male attire, then suddenly winked at her: “What if I change into women’s clothes, wear a veil, and accompany you?”

Seeing her eager expression, Shen Xihe didn’t outright refuse: “We’ll discuss it after I’m able to ride.”

“I’ll take that as a yes!” Bu Shulin was an expert at seizing opportunities.

“Princess, someone seeks an audience, saying their surname is Bian,” a maid came to report.

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow slightly: “Finally here.”

Bian Xianyi had arrived. The previous days when His Majesty claimed illness, security in the compound had been lax. Her sky lantern was found by a close friend who came to help, allowing her to escape. Before leaving, she went to claim Axi’s body for burial, only to discover the deceased wasn’t Axi.

Learning some details from her friend, she realized Shen Xihe was using Axi’s life to wait for her.

She could have left the capital without looking back, and indeed she had tried, but the further she went, the more uneasy her heart became.

“Lady Bian, it’s been a while. I trust you’ve been well?” Shen Xihe walked slowly to the main hall to find Bian Xianyi wearing a hooded cloak.

With the medicine Axi had prepared for her, Bian Xianyi had recovered well during this time, so her complexion looked good.

“Princess.” Bian Xianyi stepped forward with a graceful curtsy. “All wrongdoing arose from my selfish desires. I am willing to accept punishment—please release Axi.”

“Princess, Princess—” Axi came running in, dropping to his knees before Shen Xihe with a thud. “Princess, please spare Lady Bian’s life. This humble servant will dedicate his entire life to serving you, facing any danger without retreat!”

“Axi!” Bian Xianyi rushed forward to shield Sui Axi. “Princess, I alone should bear responsibility for my actions.”

“Lady Bian, His Highness is still waiting for you!” Sui Axi said anxiously.

Shen Xihe gave them a lazy glance: “Debts must be paid by those who incurred them.”

“Princess…”

Shen Xihe raised her hand to cut off Sui Axi’s words: “You are a rare talent, and I truly desire such talent. But I won’t overlook those who scheme against me without consequences.”

With that, she gave Biyu a look, and Biyu brought a prepared cup of wine before Bian Xianyi.

“This cup contains poison. Drink it, and we’re even.”

Bian Xianyi pressed her lips together. She looked at the clear, clean wine shimmering with light in the crystal cup. Taking a deep breath, just as she was about to take it, a figure burst in, followed closely by Moyu, who moved to protect Shen Xihe.

The figure darted toward Biyu, snatched the wine cup, and drank it in one gulp.

“Sixth Brother!” Bian Xianyi’s eyes filled with blood as she rushed forward to embrace Xiao Changyu.

Chapter 151: A Life as a Wager
Xiao Changyu’s face bore scabbed wounds, two very deep cuts, their dark red color jarring to the eye.

After drinking the poison, he collapsed into Bian Xianyi’s arms, his complexion turning pale as cold sweat beaded on his forehead: “Princess, by drinking in her place… can I… quell your hatred?”

“Sixth Brother, oh Sixth Brother…” Large tears fell from Bian Xianyi’s eyes as she trembled, wiping Xiao Changyu’s face contorted in suppressed pain. More and more sweat seeped out, and she could feel his body trembling slightly, just like her heart.

“Don’t cry…” Xiao Changyu struggled to raise his hand, which Bian Xianyi clutched tightly. “It’s my fault for being incapable, unable to be with you properly, forcing you to take such risks just to stay with me. I should bear this consequence.”

“No, no, it’s my fault, I shouldn’t have seduced you…” Bian Xianyi shook her head, tears flying from her eyes. “I’m not worthy of such sacrifice…”

Initially, she hadn’t truly loved him. He was from the Minister’s legitimate line, and among all the princes, Xiao Changyu was only slightly more presentable than the Twelfth Prince. Proud and arrogant, she had always refused to be second to anyone, and Xiao Changyu, though a prince, had neither the Emperor’s favor nor ambition.

She had never considered marrying him until the Minister’s household fell and she became a criminal slave. Knowing she could never be a proper wife, she remembered this prince who remained devoted to her. She began deliberately courting his favor, step by step ensnaring his heart.

She had never imagined he would treat her so well—remaining chaste for her sake, repeatedly refusing the Emperor’s gifts of palace maids, twice declining marriage, rejecting His Majesty’s kind intentions to arrange marriages, willing to cast aside his princely dignity just to give her the status of a proper wife.

“I… I knew all along…” Xiao Changyu smiled through immense pain. “None of that… matters… I finally… earned your true love…”

“Sixth Brother, no, I can’t live without you…” He was the person who treated her best in this world, more sincere than even her parents. “Axi, Axi!”

The stunned Axi finally came to his senses, rushing forward to check Xiao Changyu’s pulse. Upon examination, his face drained of color. He looked up sharply at Shen Xihe, who remained expressionless.

“Lady Bian… it’s, it’s death cap mushroom poison.” Sui Axi’s face turned ashen.

Bian Xianyi’s pupils constricted as her whole body stiffened. It was the same poison she had pretended to use—Shen Xihe had found it, intending to make her lie become truth, to let her taste her own medicine, but in the end, harmed the person she loved most.

Soon, blood began seeping from Xiao Changyu’s lips, nostrils, and eye sockets.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyes: “You may go. This matter is settled. I trust you’ll conduct yourselves appropriately.”

With a vacant stare, Bian Xianyi, soul-stricken, helped Xiao Changyu up with Sui Axi’s assistance. Sui Axi had bought an expensive carriage, and they quickly drove out of the city.

After reaching the outskirts, Sui Axi jumped down from the carriage: “Lady Bian, let me apply acupuncture for His Highness.”

A glimmer of light returned to Bian Xianyi’s lifeless eyes. Not daring to delay, she immediately made room, helping remove Xiao Changyu’s clothes while watching Sui Axi’s needlework intently.

An hour later, Sui Axi, slightly pale, finally withdrew his hands and checked Xiao Changyu’s pulse. The two held their breath, each moment stretching like a year. After half an incense stick’s time, Sui Axi finally relaxed, tears welling in his eyes: “It worked. Let’s quickly find an apothecary for medicine!”

“Recite the prescription to me. You take Sixth Brother to the village first, and I’ll bring the medicine to you,” Bian Xianyi said.

Sui Axi immediately recited the prescription while Bian Xianyi traced the characters on her palm with her finger. One recitation was enough for her to memorize it, and she quickly jumped down from the carriage.

Sui Axi took Xiao Changyu to a village where they could take shelter, immediately retrieving hidden medicinal wine and heating it in a vat. When it cooled enough to touch, they immersed Xiao Changyu in it, and Sui Axi continued with acupuncture.

Soon Bian Xianyi returned and silently began brewing the medicine. She had asked the apothecary about preparation methods when buying the ingredients.

By the time Sui Axi finished the medicinal bath, Bian Xianyi’s decoction was ready. After letting it cool, they gave it to Xiao Changyu: “As long as His Highness wakes tomorrow, he’ll be fine.”

They kept vigil over Xiao Changyu through the night, remaining anxious and worried through the next day until dusk. As the last ray of sunlight disappeared on the horizon, taking with it Bian Xianyi’s last glimmer of hope, Xiao Changyu suddenly opened his eyes, sat up, and vomited a mouthful of black blood.

“It’s alright now, His Highness is safe,” Sui Axi said with relief. “This method has damaged his vital energy. His Highness will need three to five years of careful recuperation to fully recover.”

“Set out… leave…” Xiao Changyu grabbed Bian Xianyi’s hand, forcing out the words.

“But your condition…”

“Go!” Xiao Changyu’s eyes reddened with urgency.

“Alright, alright, we’ll leave now, don’t worry.” Bian Xianyi hurriedly worked with Sui Axi to prepare, and they drove the carriage away.

Even after they had settled, Bian Xianyi still felt it was somewhat unreal. She kept touching Xiao Changyu’s face, fearing he might be just an illusion.

“Xianyi, I’m still alive.” Xiao Changyu grasped her hand, his voice gentle.

“What exactly happened?” Bian Xianyi still couldn’t figure it out.

Sui Axi had been in the Princess’s mansion and couldn’t have treated Xiao Changyu, and Xiao Changyu couldn’t have been like her—besides, their symptoms were different. Moreover, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have given a cup of fake poison.

“I just wagered my life once.” Xiao Changyu smiled slowly.

“The Princess’s poison was real, His Highness…”

“Axi, call me Sixth Brother from now on. There is no Sixth Prince anymore.” Xiao Changyu corrected.

“Yes, Sixth… Sixth Brother.” Sui Axi said somewhat stiffly. “Sixth Brother had taken something beforehand to counter the death cap mushroom poison.”

It had been a risky method—if Princess Zhaoning had used any poison other than death cap mushroom, the Sixth Prince would have died without question.

“It was too dangerous, do you know you nearly…” Bian Xianyi’s heart still raced thinking about it.

“But we won the gamble, didn’t we?” Xiao Changyu held Bian Xianyi’s hand. “It was our only way out.”

Losing the gamble would have meant death anyway; this was his only chance to try.

“I’ve brought you nothing but trouble.” Bian Xianyi felt deep remorse.

“Why did you move against the Princess? Advance our plan?” Xiao Changyu asked.

“This.” Bian Xianyi had been carrying an exquisitely carved hollow incense ball. “That day when I returned to my room, it was hanging by my bed.”

Inside the incense ball was a note, written in tiny, elegant characters, ordering Bian Xianyi to kill Princess Zhaoning, or else her affair with Xiao Changyu would become known to all under heaven.

She and Xiao Changyu had fallen in love, and at their age, naturally had become more intimate. Somehow evidence had fallen into someone’s hands, and so she knew they had been targeted. To avoid becoming pawns and being forced into more unwilling acts, they had to escape early.

Chapter 152: Three-Equal Incense
Xiao Changyu held the silver incense ball in his hand. Originally an item exclusive to the imperial court, it had become highly fashionable in the capital in recent years. Both silver shops and incense shops sold them, and every noble lady seemed to carry one.

After careful examination, Xiao Changyu found nothing unusual about it. He returned the paper scroll inside and handed it to Sui Axi: “Axi, find an escort agency to deliver this back to the Princess’s mansion in the capital.”

After taking it, Sui Axi hesitated briefly before suddenly kneeling before the surprised Xiao Changyu and kowtowing: “Sixth… Sixth Brother, Axi wishes to promote the Sui family’s acupuncture techniques. I want to return to the capital and serve under the Princess.”

Xiao Changyu watched him silently for a moment before helping him up: “Axi, you needn’t do this. The Princess won’t pursue Xianyi and me any further.”

When Shen Xihe had said to conduct themselves appropriately, she likely knew what he had done. She truly considered the matter settled.

“No, Sixth Brother. It’s not that Axi doesn’t trust the Princess. Given her way of handling matters, if she truly wanted to pursue this to the death, Axi wouldn’t be enough to change her mind. Axi sincerely wishes to serve the Princess.”

Seeing this, Xiao Changyu sighed lightly: “When I saved you back then, and you saved me today, our debt is settled. You’re not my servant; you’re free to come and go. Princess Zhaoning is decisive in her actions, clear in rewards and punishments—she’s a good master.”

Moreover, Shen Xihe had Xiao Huayong behind her, who could turn situations around at will.

“Sixth Brother, Lady Bian, take care,” Sui Axi bowed to them both. “May you both find freedom and peace on your journey.”

Thus Sui Axi took the incense ball and bid farewell to Xiao Changyu and his wife, returning to the capital.

“Princess, the Sixth Prince didn’t die from the poison…” Mo Yuan had sent people to watch; after Xiao Changyu woke up, he reported to Shen Xihe.

“Wasn’t I also saved by Doctor Qi’s emergency treatment?” Shen Xihe said coolly. “My poisoned wine was genuine. If he could survive it, that’s his capability. I said we’re even, so we’re even. Let them go.”

She hadn’t shown any mercy to Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi. That Xiao Changyu could anticipate she would use death cap mushroom poison and take the antidote beforehand showed his ability. If she tried to kill him again, it would be no different from murder.

Moreover, at this point, unless she killed both Bian Xianyi and Xiao Changyu, a seed of hatred would remain in the survivor’s heart, leading to revenge until death.

Though Bian Xianyi had indeed attacked her to be with Xiao Changyu, he hadn’t known about it. She was someone who distinguished clearly between grudges and wouldn’t blame Xiao Changyu for this. Since he had drunk the poison meant for Bian Xianyi, the debt was paid.

In the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong had known before Shen Xihe that Xiao Changyu wouldn’t die. Tianyuan asked for instructions: “Regarding the Sixth Prince…”

“She doesn’t like others interfering in her affairs, even if it’s to avenge her.” Xiao Huayong could only watch and wait.

After Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi left the capital, Tianyuan asked again: “Are we not going to investigate who instigated Lady Bian?”

“Do you know why I didn’t give Xiao Changyu a chance to make Bian Xianyi confess in Heaven?” Xiao Huayong’s fingertip tapped lightly on the smooth table. “Whoever used Bian Xianyi wouldn’t have let her know their identity. Questioning would be pointless. If Bian Xianyi knew anything, Youyou might not have made her drink that poisoned wine.”

Such a good opportunity could have been used as leverage. Though Shen Xihe wouldn’t have let an accomplice go entirely, she would have considered reducing the punishment.

Even now, Bian Xianyi hadn’t spoken up, knowing she had no concrete evidence and would be hard to convince Shen Xihe—speaking up would seem like making excuses.

“So who in the palace wanted to kill the Princess?” Tianyuan couldn’t figure it out.

“Not His Majesty.” Xiao Huayong first eliminated Emperor Youning.

If Shen Xihe died mysteriously in the capital, Emperor Youning wouldn’t be able to explain it to Shen Yueshan and would lose sleep over it.

On this point, even Xiao Huayong couldn’t guess who was responsible. Shen Xihe hadn’t blocked anyone’s path or gotten in anyone’s way.

Her only mortal enemy was Prince Kang’s household, but they were already ruined and couldn’t have such power. If they had had such capability, they wouldn’t have tried to harm Shen Xihe by other means back then.

“It’s also not Fifth Brother and Little Ninth Brother.”

This tax grain matter was Fifth Brother’s doing; he had no time to move against Youyou. Moreover, Little Ninth had feelings for Youyou; Fifth Brother wouldn’t do something to turn brothers against each other.

Palace forces were complex and intertwined. While it seemed no one could move against Shen Xihe, everyone was also suspect.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that Bian Xianyi’s sudden attack wasn’t just about taking advantage of the Sixth Prince’s chance to fake death on Tianshan, but because someone had threatened her. She only learned the whole truth several days later when she met Sui Axi again.

Sui Axi personally delivered the incense ball to Shen Xihe. She only glanced briefly at the note—the paper was ordinary, the writing unremarkable, and the incense ball of common craftsmanship and material. Such incense balls could be found all over the capital, if not a hundred then at least eighty or so.

She held the incense ball and smelled it carefully, detecting a very faint remaining fragrance: “Three-equal incense.”

Three-Equal Incense was a uniquely rich and refined fragrance made from borneol, musk, and premium agarwood.

Given the exacting formula and expensive ingredients, ordinary people wouldn’t burn it. Since Bian Xianyi had received it in the palace, and palace maids and eunuchs couldn’t afford such luxury: “Mo Yuan, have people investigate what incense each palace uses.”

So, the true culprit behind her attempted murder was still hiding.

After Mo Yuan withdrew, Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on Sui Axi: “Why did you return?”

The item could have been sent back through any escort agency, but Sui Axi chose to deliver it personally, intending to stay.

“Axi wishes to follow and serve the Princess, hoping the Princess won’t mind Axi’s crudeness,” Sui Axi offered.

Shen Xihe had guessed his thoughts, but those around her needed not just ability but loyalty: “What do you seek?”

“It was my grandfather’s dying wish to promote the Sui family’s acupuncture techniques. Axi took the acupuncture examination at the Imperial Medical Office but faced suspicion and nearly met disaster. Thanks to the Sixth Prince’s rescue, I survived until today. With no support in the Medical Office and others coveting our techniques, I wish to pledge loyalty to the Princess and find another path.”

Sui Axi raised his head, his gaze honest.

He told Shen Xihe he sought fame and fortune.

“While serving the Sixth Prince, why did you hide your medicinal garden?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Princess, this humble one never served the Sixth Prince, only repaid his kindness. The Sixth Prince had no interest in fame or fortune, so naturally I had to hide, studying acupuncture techniques while waiting for a chance to show my abilities,” Sui Axi replied.

“You administered Lady Bian’s poison cleverly and cured the Sixth Prince’s poisoning brilliantly,” Shen Xihe slowly rotated the incense ball with her thumb. “You helped two of my enemies, yet hope I would employ you?”

Chapter 153: The Art of Bone Manipulation
Sui Axi bowed deeply: “Before this, I was indebted to the Princess. During my time at the Princess’s residence, I observed how the Princess acts with deep planning and wisdom, holding the world in her sleeve. If the Princess harbors concerns about my previous actions, I have nothing to say.”

“You had already intended to join me, yet still chose to treat the Sixth Prince, showing your loyalty and sense of honor,” Shen Xihe nodded, “But even though you stayed hidden in the medicine garden, someone still saw you. If there’s an investigation later…”

Shen Xihe finished speaking, looking at him with calm eyes.

Sui Axi untied his belt, causing Biyu to change expression: “How dare you!”

Ignoring Biyu, Sui Axi opened his clothes, exposing his chest where there was a burn – a recent wound: “People can look similar, but I have only one copper coin-sized black birthmark here. This was recorded when I entered the Imperial Medical Office. I have already destroyed it.

I know some methods for treating burns that can heal them without leaving scars, making the birthmark seemingly vanish into thin air.”

Shen Xihe smiled with satisfaction, then said: “I don’t lack for healers around me. You’ve met Doctor Qi, and I have a senior maid studying medical principles under Baituoweng who will return soon. Give me a reason to keep you.”

Sui Axi lifted his head confidently: “Princess, in the art of pulse-reading and prescribing medicine, I dare not compare myself to Doctor Qi; in the art of treating illnesses and saving lives, I also dare not compete with Baituoweng’s accomplished student. However, my unique acupuncture technique is something neither of them can surpass.”

After a pause, Sui Axi added: “I also have another unique skill.”

“Unique skill?” Shen Xihe was curious.

“The art of bone manipulation.”

Shen Xihe showed slight surprise: “The bone manipulation technique for changing appearances?”

“Yes.” Sui Axi answered firmly.

While Shen Xihe’s face remained neutral, her inner thoughts were far from calm.

She had long heard of a bone manipulation technique that could make two completely different people look identical, or permanently change someone’s appearance into another’s without using human skin masks.

Though the process of changing appearances was lengthy and painful, once completed, the person would appear completely normal with no damage to their underlying bone structure.

“From today onwards, you’ll follow me. Whatever you need, just ask Biyu,” Shen Xihe accepted Sui Axi, “I don’t expect you to solve many of my problems, but I won’t tolerate even the slightest betrayal.”

“This servant will serve the Princess with absolute loyalty until death.” Sui Axi kowtowed again.

As soon as people in the palace began investigating, the Crown Prince received news that Shen Xihe was looking into the incense used in various palaces. Xiao Huayong naturally offered secret assistance, so Shen Xihe quickly obtained a report on incense usage throughout the palaces.

The Three-Blend Incense wasn’t unique to one palace – it was found in three locations: Third Princess Anling’s palace, the Buddhist hall where the Empress Dowager worshipped, and the chambers of Concubine Liang, Prince Dai’s birth mother.

“Such incense balls have never appeared in the Empress Dowager’s palace,” Mo Yuan added.

Shen Xihe nodded. Such items were mostly favored by young women and ladies; someone of the Empress Dowager’s age wouldn’t fancy such things.

Princess Anling and Concubine Liang, only had some friction with Concubine Liang, which started at Noble Consort Rong’s chrysanthemum banquet, when Prince Dai’s wife confronted Liang Danpu, and Liang Danpu tried to create discord between her and Prince Dai’s wife. After Shen Xihe saw through this and punished her severely.

The Liang family hadn’t mentioned this matter since, and Concubine Liang seemed unbothered – at least when they met in the palace, she showed no dissatisfaction during formal greetings. Concubine Liang wasn’t just one of the nine consorts; she had also given birth to Prince Dai and was raising the twelfth prince, Xiao Changgen.

“This item doesn’t bear the palace manufacturing mark. It seems to have been made outside the palace,” Shen Xihe stared at a scratch mark on it, “Let’s test Liang Danpu.”

Liang Danpu would visit Xianguo Temple with Madam Liang for prayers every fifteenth of the month. Master Xuqing happened to owe her a favor, so she directly stated she needed to secretly meet with Lady Liang, promising no harm or ill intentions and asked for his help in arranging it.

After confirming Shen Xihe wouldn’t harm Liang Danpu, Xuqing did her this favor, allowing Shen Xihe to easily meet Liang Danpu alone. Before Liang Danpu could react, she became disoriented from inhaling large amounts of hallucinogenic incense.

“Does Lady Liang harbor resentment towards Princess Zhaoning?” Biyu asked softly.

Liang Danpu’s face immediately twisted with hatred: “Shen Xihe, I hate her!”

Liang Danpu certainly hated Shen Xihe, not just for publicly humiliating her, but more importantly because after the chrysanthemum banquet in Furong Garden, Prince Dai visited the palace and explicitly rejected Concubine Liang’s intention to take her as a secondary consort.

Though the Liang family wasn’t particularly prominent, she was still a legitimate daughter, with an aunt who ranked among the nine consorts and a cousin who was a prince. She would have had an excellent marriage, but her aunt had hinted at letting her enter Prince Dai’s household as a secondary consort.

Prince Dai and his wife had been married for five or six years without producing any children. If she could give birth to the firstborn son, wouldn’t she eventually control the prince’s household, regardless of being a secondary consort? She had her aunt’s support and the Liang family’s influence – her cousin couldn’t treat her poorly.

Convinced, she set her sights on entering Prince Dai’s household. But after the chrysanthemum banquet, Prince Dai refused, and she was severely punished by Shen Xihe. People outside spread the word that she was presumptuous and lacking in virtue. Forget about the good official’s sons from before – even the illegitimate sons of noble families were unwilling to marry her.

Those willing to marry her were all rat-faced opportunists. Her marriage prospects had been thoroughly ruined.

“Have you thought about revenge?” Biyu asked again.

“Yes,” Liang Danpu responded loudly, her face twisted with an eerie smile, “I must have my revenge!”

“How will you take revenge?” Biyu prompted.

Liang Danpu thought for a while, shaking her head: “I will certainly think of a way.”

Listening to this, Shen Xihe could tell from her malevolent expression that she must have spent considerable time plotting against her, but unable to get close enough, and with Rong Er’s cautionary example, she hadn’t acted or succeeded yet, hence her current resentment and frustration.

“Did you give the lotus-patterned incense ball to Concubine Liang?”

“Yes,” Liang Danpu nodded blankly, “It had my specially mixed Three-Blend Incense, to please my aunt.”

“Was there anything unique about the incense ball?”

Liang Danpu dazedly shook her head: “There was a scratch.”

Biyu glanced at Shen Xihe, then pressed further: “How did the scratch occur? Where is it?”

“The scratch was caused by a palace maid’s carelessness. Because it was my gift, my aunt specifically mentioned this to me. It’s on…” Liang Danpu’s vision began to darken, “On the lotus pod…”

Before she could finish, she fainted from the effects of the hallucinogenic incense.

Shen Xihe looked at the scratch on the lotus pod, her lips slowly curving upward, a cold light briefly flashing across her soft lips.

“Give her some calming incense,” Shen Xihe ordered before leaving the room. Two novice monks stood guard outside, and she said, “Lady Liang is feeling drowsy. She should wake up in about half an hour.”

No one knew of Shen Xihe’s visits to Xianguo Temple. The next day, she entered the palace to pay respects to the Empress Dowager, sat for a short while before leaving, and happened to encounter Concubine Liang, who often went out for walks, as she was exiting the palace.

Chapter 154: Identifying the Culprit
“Concubine Liang, might I have a word?” Shen Xihe asked.

Concubine Liang was surprised – previously, Princess Zhaoning had never paid them any attention. Even when they met in the palace, she would only offer distant greetings to fulfill protocol before leaving as if they were invisible. Had the sun risen from the west today?

With such thoughts in mind, Concubine Liang glanced up at the sun before gesturing to her attending palace maids and eunuchs.

Adjusting her shawl, she followed Shen Xihe to a spot sheltered by trees: “What matter brings the Princess here?”

Shen Xihe raised her hand, fingers spread, letting the incense ball hanging from them dangle: “Does Concubine Liang recognize this item?”

As the incense ball rotated in Shen Xihe’s hand, Concubine Liang noticed the scratch on the lotus pod, her eyes flickering: “I don’t recognize it.”

“Lady Liang personally told me she gave this to Concubine Liang,” Shen Xihe asked, “Would Concubine Liang like to dispute this before His Majesty?”

Concubine Liang’s expression shifted slightly: “Even if it is mine, what of it?”

“This item nearly cost me my life,” Shen Xihe’s gaze turned cold.

Concubine Liang snatched it away and smashed it to the ground: “The Princess jests. How could a common item endanger the Princess’s life? The Princess speaks of attempted murder – where is your evidence? And how did you obtain this item?”

Shen Xihe calmly observed Concubine Liang’s reaction before suddenly stating: “Zhaoning was the last person to see Madam Bian.”

Concubine Liang’s breath caught, but having spent over twenty years in the palace, she had mastered controlling her expressions: “Princess, I am an Imperial Concubine of the Second Rank. How dare you make baseless accusations?”

Shen Xihe gave her a light glance, looked at the broken incense ball, curved her lips slightly, and left without another word.

After Shen Xihe and her group departed, Concubine Liang’s palace maid came forward. Spotting the incense ball on the ground, she picked it up, saw the scratch, and her face paled: “Your Grace, the Princess, she…”

“What if she knows? Can she lay hands on me?” Concubine Liang laughed coldly with composure.

“Might she move against the Prince?” the palace maid worried.

Concubine Liang sneered: “She’s just like her mother, too proud. Otherwise, why would she need to come to question me personally?”

“Why did you admit to it?” The palace maid felt there were many ways to dismiss the Princess.

The Princess’s fierce reputation was well known, each incident more shocking than the last. Just thinking about how she had mutilated Duchess Kang’s spy before sending them back to the Kang residence made one shudder.

“I had no choice but to admit it,” Concubine Liang shook her head slightly, “All of you need to be more careful.”

Back in her carriage, Biyu, who hadn’t accompanied Shen Xihe to test Concubine Liang, asked: “Princess, was it Concubine Liang?”

“Yes,” Shen Xihe coldly uttered the single word.

Although the item was given to Concubine Liang by Liang Danpu, Shen Xihe didn’t immediately move against Concubine Liang, because when she acted, she never left room for survival – Xiao Changyu’s escape was only possible through extreme cleverness and courage.

She wouldn’t allow herself to harm the innocent, which was why Shen Xihe came to ask in person. Though Concubine Liang didn’t directly admit it, her attitude told Shen Xihe this was her doing, so Shen Xihe now had no reservations.

Did Concubine Liang think being in the deep palace would protect her?

How utterly naive!

When Shen Xihe wanted someone’s life, unless she changed her mind, that person had no path to survival!

“Your Highness, it was Concubine Liang!” Tiangyuan was also incredulous.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong thought carefully, then suddenly nodded: “It does make sense.”

“Just because the Princess punished the Liang family’s daughter?” Tiangyuan felt Concubine Liang couldn’t care that much about Lady Liang.

“There’s more to it than that,” Xiao Huayong knew some past events, “Concubine Liang and Youyou’s mother Lady Tao were close friends before marriage, and both had feelings for the Prince of the Northwest.”

Tiangyuan’s eyes brightened – he loved stories, especially these kinds of romantic entanglements. Just as he hoped His Highness would say more, he met the Prince’s coolly amused gaze, and immediately shrank his neck.

A misstep – he’d forgotten this romantic affair involved the Princess’s parents.

Out of respect for the Princess, His Highness wouldn’t elaborate on this to him. Tiangyuan quickly changed the subject: “With Concubine Liang in the palace, and the Princess being someone who clearly distinguishes between gratitude and grudges, won’t Your Highness help?”

“This person wants her life – in what capacity should I help?” Xiao Huayong countered.

He did want to stand up for her, to rage against heaven and earth for his beloved, even if it meant moving against his father’s concubine, but how could he dare?

If he dared to act, she would teach him a lesson the very next day!

“Ah…” Xiao Huayong sighed softly, “You don’t understand the heartache of having such a brilliant person as the object of one’s affection.”

Tiangyuan: …

Your Highness, please don’t let your smile spread so wide – I won’t believe your supposed melancholy!

Then, Xiao Huayong’s smile diminished somewhat, this time genuinely relieved: “Fortunately…”

What was fortunate, Xiao Huayong didn’t say, but Tiangyuan could guess something from the tasks His Highness had assigned these past days.

Perhaps traumatized by the incident with Second Lady Rong, His Highness had feared the Princess’s trouble might be due to him, thoroughly investigating his close subordinates, even letting those who noticed think there were spies between them, leading to much mutual testing.

Now that the truth was revealed – that it was Concubine Liang’s doing – His Highness could naturally breathe easier.

If it had been his trusted subordinate, how could he face the Princess in the future?

The Princess had become so important to His Highness that even a slight disturbance concerning her could throw him into complete disarray.

When Shen Xihe returned to her residence, she received another basket of pomegranates from the Eastern Palace. The Eastern Palace’s pomegranates were sweet and juicy – when Hong Yu crushed them for juice to make pastries, they were particularly delicious.

This time it wasn’t Cao Tiangyuan who delivered them, but an Eastern Palace eunuch: “His Highness said the red pomegranates look cheerful, and hopes the Princess will look at them often to lift her spirits.”

Probably knowing about her palace matters, he sent pomegranates to cheer her up and let her know that if she needed anything, she could ask him.

“Convey my thanks to His Highness,” Shen Xihe accepted them.

The eunuch didn’t leave, instead hesitantly adding: “His Highness wondered if the Princess might have time to prepare more dumpling filling.”

They’d finished the previous batch, and when the Eastern Palace made them, His Highness said the taste wasn’t right – he couldn’t forget the Princess’s dumpling filling.

“Tell His Highness I’ll deliver it personally when I next enter the palace.”

Shen Xihe didn’t expose Xiao Huayong’s little scheme. Such harmless matters, with give and take, she was willing to… hmm, indulge him once or twice.

After dismissing the Eastern Palace eunuch, Shen Xihe called for Sui Axi: “I notice you understand medicines well, especially poisons. Make me a poison that only works through wounds, and make its effects as slow as possible.”

“Slow-acting poisons require daily administration to be fatal,” Sui Axi replied.

“No, I want it to be certainly fatal, but take three to five days to take effect,” Shen Xihe specified.

Chapter 155: The Seven Kills
Sui Axi wasn’t very confident: “This servant will try their best.”

It was precisely because he was familiar with drug properties that Sui Axi felt the poison Shen Xihe requested would be difficult to create. However, as this was Shen Xihe’s first assignment to him, Sui Axi still wanted to make an effort. Though the final result wasn’t ideal, he hadn’t managed to create exactly the type of poison Shen Xihe wanted.

“Princess, this poison causes no harm when applied to the skin, but once it enters a wound, the toxin will lie dormant in the body. After three days, the person will experience fever and weakness similar to heat exhaustion. If they take Zixue Dan to reduce the fever, it will trigger the poison.”

The palace had countless fever-reducing prescriptions and medicines. Whether someone would use Zixue Dan specifically was an uncertainty.

“Medical Official Huang from the Imperial Medical Office favors using Zixue Dan for fevers, and the heat symptoms induced by the medicine align well with Zixue Dan’s properties,” Sui Axi added.

Although he had previously worked in the medicinal garden, he had extensive contact with the Imperial Medical Office and was very familiar with the treatment habits of various imperial physicians.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows as she looked at Sui Axi standing respectfully to the side: “You are very clever.”

From beginning to end, she had never told Sui Axi who this poison was meant for, but when Sui Axi delivered the scented balls, she investigated their destination without hiding it from him, and Sui Axi was able to deduce who she was targeting.

Thinking of how Sui Axi had managed to hide Bian Xianyi in the medicinal garden that day, Shen Xihe felt it was normal that he could figure it out.

“Thank you for the Princess’s praise.” Sui Axi’s joy showed on his face.

“Princess, shall I go make arrangements?” Mo Yuan felt somewhat threatened.

Shen Xihe thought for a moment: “No, using our people would be too risky.”

After all, death by poisoning couldn’t be concealed, and once the poison took effect there would be a thorough investigation. Shen Xihe stood up and went to the kitchen to prepare a large batch of dumpling filling. She wrapped a hundred dumplings and stored them in the ice room to freeze. The next day, she went to see Xiao Huayong.

When Xiao Huayong saw the bowl of cooked dumplings Shen Xihe placed before him, he was quite pleasantly surprised: “Princess…”

“Payment.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Why couldn’t she sweet-talk him a little? He was very easy to sweet-talk!

Even if it was a lie, he could believe it!

Somewhat between laughter and tears, Xiao Huayong ate two bites first: “I wonder how I might be of service to the Princess?”

Seeing that he had eaten two dumplings, Shen Xihe then asked: “Is Your Highness not afraid that Zhaoning will give you trouble?”

“I hope the Princess will give me some trouble,” Xiao Huayong said as he happily ate another dumpling. After feeling somewhat satisfied, he continued, “The Princess is upright in character. When she rarely seeks help from others, it’s certainly not for troublesome matters.”

After a pause, Xiao Huayong added: “Even if it were truly troublesome if I refused, the Princess wouldn’t force me just because I ate some dumplings.”

Shen Xihe smiled slightly. She discovered that while Xiao Huayong wasn’t the same type of person as Xie Yunhuai, she felt equally at ease when interacting with him.

“There is one matter.” Shen Xihe didn’t beat around the bush. “Three days from now, if Noble Consort Liang calls for a physician, I hope Your Highness can arrange for Medical Official Huang to attend.”

Xiao Huayong felt this was a simple matter upon hearing it: “Just need to ensure the person sent is Medical Official Huang, with no other instructions?”

“No other instructions needed.” Shen Xihe nodded.

A person’s habits were difficult to change. As long as it was the right medicine for the symptoms unless it wasn’t available, there wouldn’t be any variables.

Even if Noble Consort Liang truly had some luck and there were variables, Shen Xihe would simply find another method.

“Princess, rest assured. Leave this matter to me, I’ll ensure it goes perfectly,” Xiao Huayong agreed.

“Your Highness, I want Noble Consort Liang’s life.” Shen Xihe didn’t want Xiao Huayong to be careless, lest the investigation after the poison took effect would implicate him and cause him to lose personnel.

She didn’t care if Xiao Huayong knew what kind of person she was. Since they would be spending time together in the future, it was better not to harbor empty, beautiful illusions about each other.

Xiao Huayong was very pleased. He liked how candid she was with him, his eyes flowing with threads of silvery, luminous smile: “I understand.”

I understand.

Just four words, without asking why she wanted to kill Noble Consort Liang, or feeling that her methods were ruthless and completely lacking in feminine virtue and gentleness.

She spoke of killing someone, and he accepted it so easily.

Shen Xihe was quite gratified. She stayed in the Eastern Palace talking with Xiao Huayong about many things. Xiao Huayong occasionally looked at her intently, as if seriously listening to her words, yet also as if carefully examining her countenance.

“Has the Princess’s complexion improved?” After Shen Xihe left, Xiao Huayong asked.

He couldn’t see colors now, so he could only judge her physical condition from Shen Xihe’s spirit and demeanor, calculating that she had been using the medicinal soup for some time.

“The Princess has truly transformed, with rosy cheeks and bright, beautiful eyes,” Tian Yuan also marveled at Shen Xihe’s transformation.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward, habitually touching the small black mole at the corner of his eye with his little finger: “This is worth it…”

Life in the back palace was dull and monotonous. The Emperor had gradually lost interest in the back palace, and in recent years had stopped recruiting new people into the palace and rarely visited the back palace. Thus, the lives of the imperial consorts were simple, and many people developed fixed habits.

For instance, Noble Consort Liang would be doing certain things at certain times each day, all of which were easy to track. This was why Shen Xihe had “coincidentally” encountered her before. She had another habit of personally delivering evening meals to her cats daily and playing with them for a while.

Today, as usual, she went to deliver the evening meal, placing it before the cat and reaching out to touch the cat as it lowered its head to eat. Unexpectedly, the cat suddenly scratched at the back of her hand, leaving three scratch marks before she could react.

The pain made Noble Consort Liang grimace, and she immediately had people investigate why the cat had gone wild. They eventually found the cause was a new hand cream she had started using, whose fragrance had agitated the cat.

The wounds weren’t deep, so Noble Consort Liang didn’t take them seriously. After three days, she suddenly developed a fever. Thinking she had caught a chill at night, she sent for the Imperial Medical Office. Medical Official Huang came to check her pulse, and finding it was a common fever, prescribed Zixue Dan as usual.

No one expected that Noble Consort Liang, who had taken Zixue Dan and gone to bed that night, would be found by her palace maid the next morning when she went to wake her. Upon lifting the gauze curtain, they found her face purple-blue. The palace maid’s terrified scream shocked the entire back palace, and Noble Consort Liang’s death by poison in her sleep made everyone in the palace fear for their safety.

The Youning Emperor was particularly enraged. One of his consorts had been silently poisoned to death in her palace chambers – if the true culprit wasn’t found, wouldn’t he too be silently poisoned to death one day?

However, this thorough investigation was destined to be disappointing, as no suspicious persons were found.

Misfortunes never come alone. Before the cause of Noble Consort Liang’s death could be determined, news came from Tianshan that the Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu had fallen off a cliff and died, with no remains found.

With bad news coming one after another, the Youning Emperor decided to go to Xiangguo Temple to pray for blessings before the autumn hunt.

“Something’s not right,” Shen Xihe frowned.

“What’s not right?” Biyu anxiously asked.

“The Dai Wang Manor’s reaction isn’t right,” Shen Xihe’s gaze was deep and contained. “Noble Consort Liang’s servants couldn’t possibly suspect me at all, and the Dai Wang wouldn’t react at all after hearing about it.”

All the preparations she had made hadn’t been needed at all.

Chapter 156: The Third Cup of Green Tea
There were their people in Noble Consort Liang’s palace as well. This person was given to Shen Xihe by Shen Yun’an. During the previous emperor’s reign, he had greatly expanded the back palace, with palace maids exceeding ten thousand. Various factions had seized the opportunity to place their people inside.

Even after the Youning Emperor ascended the throne and conducted several major purges, there were still deeply hidden spies who remained.

She had specially prepared a hand cream with the fragrance that Noble Consort Liang liked, mixing it into the palace supplies. Once she saw it, she wouldn’t be able to resist it. As for how to make her see it, that was just a matter of some silver.

The hand cream contained something that would agitate cats. For this, she hadn’t experimented on short-lived rats – the cat’s claws contained Sui Axi’s newly concocted poison, which would lie dormant in the body for three days before showing signs of fever.

At this point, if the poison was discovered, there was still hope for survival. But once Zixue Dan was taken before discovery, it would be nearly impossible to save the person.

Whatever Noble Consort Liang had done, her confidants must have known about it. It couldn’t have been her hanging the scented balls in Bian Xianyi’s room. When Shen Xihe took the scented balls to confront Noble Consort Liang that day, this matter couldn’t have been kept from her confidants either.

No matter what, Noble Consort Liang’s confidants should have been suspicious of Shen Xihe.

“Could someone be helping the Princess?” Hong Yu thought of the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe’s needle pierced through, the red embroidery thread gleaming: “No.”

Since she had personally gone to find Xiao Huayong, stating that she only needed him to ensure Medical Official Huang would attend when Yilan Palace called for a physician, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have done anything unnecessary.

“Princess, yesterday Prince Dai and the Twelfth Prince had a conflict,” Mo Yuan said.

“Oh?” Shen Xihe was slightly surprised, but after careful thought, she smiled in understanding. “So that’s it.”

“So it was the Twelfth Prince who helped the Princess.” Hong Yu suddenly realized.

Shen Xihe’s needle paused briefly. She smiled faintly but said nothing.

In her heart, she found the Emperor’s princes truly interesting – not one of them was a fool, which was itself a kind of capability.

She had seen many great families where even when one generation had many talents blooming together, there would still be some cousins of mediocre ability. But from what she had seen so far of the Emperor’s princes, none were simple.

“Your Highness, won’t you tell the Princess about how you helped her?”

In Yilan Palace, Dai Yi, the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng’s trusted eunuch, asked in a low voice.

“I didn’t help the Princess,” Xiao Changgeng set down his brush after finishing his calligraphy practice, examining his writing with some dissatisfaction. “Rather, the Princess helped me.”

He spread out a new sheet of paper heavily, picked up his brush to ink it, applied force to his wrist, and in one breath completed a powerful rendition of the character “endure.”

He was fourteen now, no longer the prince who needed to be raised by palace consorts. He had been in Yilan Palace for eight years since he was six.

Although Noble Consort Liang had never been harsh to him, she and everyone in the palace had ignored him. All these years he had been careful, not a day passing without longing for freedom. He was eight years younger than Prince Dai, and Noble Consort Liang feared he would show any sign of intelligence that might diminish Prince Dai.

In his younger years, he was naive and didn’t understand, thinking that diligent study at the Department of Books would earn the Emperor’s recognition. But later he nearly lost his life from this and realized that a prince without a mother had no right to shine.

Without full-fledged wings, one shouldn’t spread them and let others know of their ability to soar the nine heavens.

Princes were supposed to attend official offices at the age of ten, but Noble Consort Liang never helped bring this up to the Emperor, and the Emperor deliberately overlooked him, leaving him a prince with nothing even now.

When Shen Xihe moved against Noble Consort Liang, he discovered it after seeing someone tampering with Noble Consort Liang’s cat. After a secret investigation, he guessed it was Shen Xihe. Though he didn’t know the reason or extent of her move against Noble Consort Liang, he still gave it a push.

He longed to leave the palace, to move into the Sixteenth Prince’s residence, to be his own master with no one controlling his daily necessities anymore.

What could be more natural than Noble Consort Liang’s passing?

Otherwise, he would have to endure two more years before he could move out of Yilan Palace on account of coming of age to understand matters between men and women.

He had thrown Noble Consort Liang’s maid down a well, covering for Shen Xihe’s people switching the hand cream.

Making Noble Consort Liang’s death an unsolved case.

“But now… everyone in the palace is saying that you…” Dai Yi felt somewhat distressed.

Now that the cause of Noble Consort Liang’s death couldn’t be found, a rumor was running rampant in the palace – that the Twelfth Prince, who had just started participating in government affairs, was an ungrateful wolf who had poisoned Noble Consort Liang.

After all, outsiders could hardly enter the palace, the back palace was locked, and only Xiao Changgeng could have poisoned Noble Consort Liang so quietly without alerting others.

“Let them investigate. I’m innocent and unafraid of their investigation. The more they spread these rumors, the better.” Xiao Changgeng’s thin lips curved slightly.

The more they slandered him, the more compensation he would receive once his innocence was proven.

These rumors even had his subtle encouragement.

After writing the character for “endure,” Xiao Changgeng wrote the character for “two”: “She helped me twice.”

The first time the Emperor no longer ignored him, giving him the right to participate in government affairs; the second time sent away Noble Consort Liang, giving him the right to establish his own residence.

Her appearance had changed his fate…

“Tian Yuan,” in the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong lazily spoke while looking through official documents, “I’m feeling somewhat uneasy.”

Tian Yuan stammered: “Your Highness…”

“Little Twelve is quite sensible, not trying to curry favor with Youyou.” Xiao Huayong closed a document. “But could he have developed improper thoughts about Youyou?”

Tian Yuan: …

Tian Yuan didn’t know how to respond. He wanted to say the Twelfth Prince had barely met the Princess a few times, and this intervention was merely for his benefit – how could it involve having thoughts about the Princess?

He suddenly realized His Highness had developed an illness, a suspicious illness that only manifested regarding the Princess. Whenever any young man met the Princess, His Highness would suspect them of coveting her.

“He wants to move out of the palace. What do you think about me bringing him to the Eastern Palace?” Xiao Huayong suddenly smiled somewhat mischievously.

“Your Highness, the Twelfth Prince is clever. If he comes to the Eastern Palace…” Tian Yuan felt this was a risky move.

“Being clever is good. Like Sixth Brother, it saves trouble in everything.” Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened.

Bringing him to the Eastern Palace would let him see clearly what kind of person his Seventh Brother was, and after weighing himself against that, he would understand what it means to know when to retreat and when to be sensible.

Tian Yuan knew he couldn’t stop it now. Xiao Huayong again requested a physician, and when the Emperor learned of this, he naturally came to visit.

Xiao Huayong took the opportunity to say tactfully: “Cough cough cough cough… Son has a heart ailment. The other day… seeing several brothers laughing and talking at the horse grounds cough cough cough cough, son’s health is poor, could only envy the brothers’ frequent gatherings, all living as neighbors. Son often thinks, if mother were alive if son had siblings from the same mother, they wouldn’t be… distant because of sons… Crown Prince status…”

Chapter 157: Making Him Learn Fear
The Youning Emperor understood – his son was depressed because he envied how his other brothers could frequently spend time together.

As Crown Prince, he had a status distinction from his other brothers, and his weak health made it difficult to play with them. He had also spent time recuperating at a Taoist temple since childhood…

Thinking of this, the Youning Emperor thought of how Xiao Changgeng was also physically weak. Just now he didn’t want Xiao Changgeng to move out of the palace – Prince Dai had just lost his mother, and if Xiao Changgeng was granted his residence at this time, these two brothers might become bitter enemies.

The Youning Emperor had been worried about this matter, and now the Crown Prince had helped solve his concerns.

The next day, the Youning Emperor issued an edict for the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng to move to the Eastern Palace to keep the Crown Prince company.

Shen Xihe was stunned when she heard the news: “You’re saying His Majesty ordered the Twelfth Prince to temporarily stay at the Eastern Palace to keep the Crown Prince company?”

This was the first time Mo Yuan had heard such an incredulous tone from Shen Xihe: “Yes, the palace has issued the edict.”

Shen Xihe stared unblinkingly at the nearby bonsai, finding it more puzzling the more she pondered: “Could it be that this Twelfth Prince has something that makes him wary?”

The Eastern Palace was a special place, a symbol of status, especially for princes.

Though Xiao Huayong’s position as Crown Prince was essentially nominal, even if another prince was sent to temporarily reside in the Eastern Palace, it wouldn’t cause various court factions to stir – after all, they had all tacitly accepted that Xiao Huayong would die from illness in a few years.

But this violated protocol, not only slapping Xiao Huayong’s face but also impossible to pass the censors’ scrutiny.

The fact that everything remained calm now could only be due to Xiao Huayong’s wishes.

She really couldn’t understand – aside from wariness, why would Xiao Huayong bring Xiao Changgeng to the Eastern Palace?

It couldn’t be to help ease the Emperor’s concerns and show consideration for a younger brother. Or because he was lonely in the deep palace and needed companionship?

“Youyou, I’m here—”

Bu Shulin’s arrival interrupted Shen Xihe’s thoughts. Since resolving the military funds matter, her steps had become light and breezy. When not teasing Cui Jinbai at the Court of Justice, she would come to Shen Xihe’s Princess Manor to chatter away alone.

“Today the weather is clear and the sun isn’t too strong, perfect for horseback riding. Let’s go riding.”

Shen Xihe looked at the bundle in her hands as she approached: “What’s this?”

“Riding clothes I prepared.” Bu Shulin pulled out the Hu-style clothes – turned-down collar, front overlapping, narrow sleeves. One was moon-white with apricot patterns, clearly women’s clothing.

The other was apricot-colored with moon-white patterns, both in the same style.

“You want to wear these clothes to go horseback riding with me?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin looked at both robes: “Is there something wrong?”

Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on her face – the thick, fine heroic eyebrows, skin much darker than her own – and realized she was overthinking. She had worried that wearing such Hu-style clothing with herself at Bu Shulin’s side might make others suspect Bu Shulin was female.

“Alright.” Shen Xihe also wanted to test how much her body had recovered.

These past two days she could already jog, so horseback riding should be fine as long as they didn’t gallop.

She changed into the moon-white riding outfit Bu Shulin had brought, which was shorter. Bu Shulin also changed.

Though Shen Xihe wore no makeup, her skin was snow-white, her eyes bright like white porcelain, her eyebrows fine and long extending to her temples – one glance showed she was an incomparable beauty.

When Bu Shulin stood there, she exuded the air of a rich young noble.

The two rode horses slowly down the main street. This was Shen Xihe’s first time riding through the streets. Looking at the common people and merchants on both sides, the people coming and going in the shops, she couldn’t help but smile – these noisy sounds made her feel vibrant and moved.

“Isn’t that the Crown Prince of Shunan? Changed companions again?”

“What a sin, who knows which young lady will be ruined by this philanderer this time!”

“I heard Miss Zhu was on a hunger strike for her the other day!”

“This lady’s male dress can’t hide her exceptional beauty, such a graceful figure, no wonder the Crown Prince of Shunan abandoned Miss Zhu…”

Hearing these discussions, Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a meaningful glance. Bu Shulin returned an embarrassed smile.

The two left the city gate, and Bu Shulin took her to her usual strolling spot. The grassland here was wide, perfect for a novice rider like Shen Xihe.

While they were riding, walking, and chatting in the suburbs, Xiao Changgeng arrived at the Eastern Palace with his rather shabby bundle, first going to pay respects to Xiao Huayong.

“Twelfth Brother pays respects to the Crown Prince.” Xiao Changgeng performed the proper ceremonial bow between the subject and the ruler.

As Crown Prince, Xiao Huayong was different from others – while others could exchange brotherly greetings, the Crown Prince was also sovereign.

“Twelfth Brother need not be so formal.” Xiao Huayong’s clear, deep voice rang out.

Xiao Changgeng slowly rose. It had been long since he’d heard Xiao Huayong speak. At first, he stood to the side, waiting about fifteen minutes without hearing anything else from Xiao Huayong. When he finally raised his head to speak, he met Xiao Huayong’s deep eyes gleaming with silver light.

Just that one look made Xiao Changgeng feel as if he were naked.

He quickly lowered his eyes: “If the Crown Prince has no instructions, Twelfth Brother requests to withdraw and arrange his belongings.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze lightly swept over him and Dai Yi: “Throw away the old things. Now that you’re in the Eastern Palace, you won’t lack for necessities.”

Xiao Changgeng tightened his grip, very obediently responding: “Yes.”

His reaction made Xiao Huayong raise an eyebrow: “I am quite fond of obedient people. Won’t Twelfth Brother ask me why I’m sheltering you in the Eastern Palace?”

The word “sheltering” was particularly cutting, constantly reminding Xiao Changgeng that he was like rootless duckweed, without any territory of his own. He laughed softly, raising his head to look directly at Xiao Huayong, this elegant and noble Crown Prince brother.

He had torn off his disguise before him, and facing him gave a suffocating sense of pressure: “Can the Crown Prince shelter Twelfth Brother forever?”

“You want to stay in the Eastern Palace forever?” Xiao Huayong carelessly looked Xiao Changgeng up and down.

“Twelfth Brother feels that except for Sixth Brother, no brother wouldn’t want to stay in the Eastern Palace.” Xiao Changgeng allowed Xiao Huayong’s scrutiny. “But you, Crown Prince, cannot keep Twelfth Brother in the Eastern Palace long-term. Twelfth Brother is just a guest here.”

“So, you don’t care why I let you temporarily stay in the Eastern Palace.” Xiao Huayong understood Xiao Changgeng’s meaning. “You’re not afraid of what I might do to you.”

“Twelfth Brother has no attachments, no desires, naturally I’m not afraid.” Xiao Changgeng answered firmly.

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong gave a soft laugh, but his smile instantly vanished, turning cold enough to freeze one’s courage. “Not afraid of death?”

Xiao Changgeng’s heart tightened, though his face showed nothing: “Crown Prince, do you think a murder weapon can avoid being stained with blood?”

“A murder weapon must be stained with blood, but if it’s another’s blade, whether it’s stained or not, whose blood stains it, what does that matter to me?” Xiao Huayong’s tone was gentle, with an indescribable composure.

Chapter 158: Appearing Once Again in Disguise
Dai Yi, who stood behind Xiao Chang Geng, fell to his knees trembling in terror.

Xiao Chang Geng glanced at him, refusing to bow his head: “Crown Prince has been lying low for so long, and if you want to kill someone by borrowing another’s knife, you’ll eventually expose your tracks. Is the Twelfth Prince so fortunate that Your Highness would risk exposing yourself just to end his life?”

“You’re still too naive,” Xiao Hua Yong softly laughed and shook his head. “If I wanted you dead, why would I need to make such a fuss? Everyone knows I have at most three to five years to live. What do you think would happen if, starting today, I began interfering in court affairs, amassing power, and openly showing my intention to groom you?”

The Crown Prince was still the Crown Prince – no one could strip away his rightful authority. In previous years, he had voluntarily stepped back citing poor health, but from today if he chose not to step back, no one could object. If he were to take Xiao Chang Geng under his wing and handle everything perfectly, then let everyone outside know these were all Xiao Chang Geng’s doing.

How could such a person, heavily supported by the Eastern Palace’s Crown Prince who was desperate to cultivate a successor before his flame extinguished, not draw suspicion? How could he avoid being pushed to the precarious edge?

Using others’ knives to kill, without spilling a drop of blood, while concealing his obvious ambitions.

Xiao Chang Geng couldn’t help taking a step back.

“I’ll tell you one more thing,” Xiao Hua Yong said softly. “Your Sixth Brother isn’t dead. He only chose to flee early because he feared me. Do you know why he feared me so?”

Xiao Chang Geng’s face turned pale.

He had always thought Sixth Brother Xiao Chang Yu only loved beauty and not power. He had doubted his brother’s death because it was too coincidental that Lady Bian also died. He hadn’t imagined that his Sixth Brother’s decisive action wasn’t just because of beauty, but more because the Crown Prince before him had made him so desperate and fearful that he didn’t dare harbor even the slightest thought of claiming the throne.

“Because… seven years ago, he witnessed me strangling your First Brother to death…” Xiao Hua Yong lazily and lightly revealed an earth-shattering secret.

Xiao Chang Geng could no longer maintain his composure, stumbling several steps before steadying himself against a palace pillar.

First Brother was caught in an illicit affair in the palace and executed by His Majesty – why was the Crown Prince saying he strangled him?

Seven years ago, First Brother had already come of age at twenty, while Crown Prince was only twelve years old, he…

He not only strangled First Brother to death with his bare hands but also meticulously arranged everything to deceive heaven and earth, such that until now no one knew First Brother’s true cause of death.

That year Sixth Brother was also only twelve years old – what circumstances had made him, an eyewitness, keep this matter buried in his stomach, not daring to stand up and accuse the Crown Prince?

All these years, the Crown Prince knew Sixth Brother was privy to this information, yet never made a move against him – what kind of confidence was this?

This news dealt Xiao Chang Geng a shock far beyond what he could bear.

This revelation also presented him with one fact – that Xiao Hua Yong had already killed a prince before, and he had done it with such casual indifference.

“Tian Yuan, escort the Twelfth Prince to the prepared Ju Yue Palace,” Xiao Hua Yong resumed his languid tone.

“Yes,” Tian Yuan respectfully acknowledged, turning to face Xiao Chang Geng, “Twelfth Prince, please follow this servant.”

Though his face showed defeat, Xiao Chang Geng hadn’t forgotten his manners. He bowed to Xiao Hua Yong before forcing himself to calmly follow Tian Yuan’s steps.

His reaction earned him a look of approval from Xiao Hua Yong. After his figure disappeared, Xiao Hua Yong expressed some regret: “What a shame…”

Such promising talent, wasted until today – if he had been cultivated earlier, he could have already been capable of handling matters independently by now.

Tian Yuan quickly returned because he had received another message: “Your Highness, the Princess, and Young Master Bu have gone out for an excursion…”

After speaking, Tian Yuan immediately shrunk his neck, ready at any moment for Xiao Hua Yong’s thunderous anger.

Since returning from Tianshan, His Highness had been particularly concerned about the Princess. Anyone who got even slightly close to her suffered consequences.

The Ninth Prince was now busy as a spinning top, with duties that required leaving the capital, almost no longer seeming like a resident of the capital.

The Twelfth Prince was still a child – look how frightened His Highness had made him.

Young Master Bu, you’d better pray for your fortune.

Contrary to Tian Yuan’s expectations, although Xiao Hua Yong’s smile faded, he didn’t become angry. He clenched his jaw and pondered for a moment: “So be it. I can’t accompany her in recreation right now anyway. If someone keeps her company and she’s happy, that’s fine.”

Was Xiao Hua Yong jealous?

Of course!

He not only disliked men getting close to her but women as well. Yet he forcefully controlled his possessiveness, knowing deeply that if he was too domineering, they would have no possibility of joining in marriage.

He had long known Bu Shu Lin was female – he couldn’t deprive her of the right to make friends.

As long as she’s happy, that’s fine – even if that happiness wasn’t brought by him.

Xiao Hua Yong closed his eyes and tried to convince himself repeatedly, but ultimately failed. He suddenly stood up: “I’m going out of the palace.”

He could endure her finding joy from others, but he couldn’t bear not seeing her joy himself.

Shen Xi He was truly very happy today. She had mounted a horse, initially led by others, but gradually as the horse became familiar with her, she had Mo Yu let go, allowing her to guide it slowly herself. Although she couldn’t gallop wildly, she could still ride by herself. This long-held wish finally being fulfilled filled her heart with indescribable delight.

“Seeing you so happy, shall I accompany you horse riding often in the future?” Bu Shu Lin rode her horse to her side, watching the bright and lively sparkle in her eyes. Even the earthy scent in the air seemed to become fresh, infected by her smile.

“Yes,” Shen Xi He agreed without hesitation.

Bu Shu Lin noticed a strand of hair stuck to her lips, and being close and natural, reached out to brush it away. Shen Xi He, knowing she was female and truly treating her as a friend, didn’t shy away.

Xiao Hua Yong, wearing a different face, arrived on horseback with several young masters from noble families, just in time to witness this scene.

The sky was high and clear, yellowing branches swayed gently in the wind, and distant streams flowed with a gentle murmur. The world was filled with softness.

Two fine horses rode side by side, with the slightly taller Bu Shu Lin and Shen Xi He leaning toward each other. Bu Shu Lin lowered her head, tenderly brushing away Shen Xi He’s hair strand, her eyes gentle and focused, her lips curved in an indulgent smile.

Anyone watching would see a scene of romantic harmony between lovers. Even Xiao Hua Yong, who knew Bu Shu Lin was female, showed some displeasure.

Cui Jin Bai, who came with Xiao Hua Yong, looked even more black-faced.

“What’s the matter with Young Minister Cui? Could it be that Young Master Bu has taken another’s fancy, making you jealous?” A young lord beside them noticed Cui Jin Bai’s dark expression and flaring nostrils, and couldn’t help but tease.

The voice was neither loud nor soft, but both Shen Xi He and Bu Shu Lin heard it. They turned their heads together, with Shen Xi He first noticed a gentleman wearing a dark blue turned-collar robe with a jade belt at his waist.

When he looked at her, his eyes gathered a silvery light, as deep as an abyss or ocean.

Chapter 159: Misleading Her Again
When Shen Xi He met his gaze, she showed no surprise, casually shifting her attention to the others as if merely appraising strangers.

Although she had suspected this person might be Xiao Hua Yong, without concrete proof, anything was possible.

This time she would play a new game with him. As they were sizing each other up, Xiao Hua Yong, Cui Jin Bai, and the others rode over. Someone laughingly addressed Bu Shu Lin: “Young Master Bu, we haven’t disturbed your pleasant time with the Princess, have we?”

“Yes.” Before Bu Shu Lin could answer, Shen Xi He coldly tossed out a single word.

The speaker hadn’t expected Shen Xi He to be so cold, not even offering pleasantries, directly showing her unwelcoming attitude. Given Shen Xi He’s status, he couldn’t say much and could only awkwardly touch his nose.

“Master Xiao, Young Minister Cui, Fourth Young Master Wen…” Bu Shu Lin greeted them one by one.

Shen Xi He pulled her reins, slowly turning her horse away, completely ignoring them.

“The Princess, she…” Someone wanted to comment on Shen Xi He’s apparent arrogance and lack of manners, but was silenced by Master Xiao’s intimidating glance, forcing him to swallow his remaining words.

After these people arrived, Shen Xi He dismounted with Mo Yu’s help, handing the reins to Mo Yuan. Accompanied by Mo Yu, she stood on a nearby hillside, gazing at the distant undulating mountains, feeling the cool autumn breeze.

Bu Shu Lin, after finishing the greetings, hurried after Shen Xi He – how could these people interrupt her time with her beauty?

“I usually spend time with them, that’s why they followed…” Bu Shu Lin explained softly.

She had forgotten to warn her group of friends not to disturb her precious time with her beauty – they had to join in everything!

Shen Xi He tucked her wind-blown hair behind her ear, glancing toward the distance. Seeing that the group seemed to understand her dislike and kept their distance despite not leaving, she asked, “Who is their leader?”

Bu Shu Lin looked back before answering, “Xiao Fu Xing, the eldest legitimate son of Princess Ruyang.”

The son of Wei Tao, the Prince Consort involved in the rouge case?

This was Shen Xi He’s first time seeing Wei Fu Xing. He was strikingly handsome, carrying himself with noble restraint in every movement. Sitting tall on his horse, he possessed an indescribable heroic air. His build was tall and proportionate, with long limbs. His complexion was neither as fair as the capital’s young men nor as rough and dark as Shen Yun An’s from living at the frontier.

His skin tone struck a perfect balance, displaying a healthy, vigorous beauty. His features were defined, yet he had eyes full of sentiment.

“When Prince Consort Wei was implicated in the rouge case, Princess Ruyang was kept in the dark. Later, after returning large amounts of embezzled funds to the treasury, His Majesty remembered how the Princess had helped protect the lives of the Empress Dowager, himself, and Prince He when they were exiled to the northwest. Thus, he didn’t pursue the matter further.

He ordered the Princess and Wei Tao to divorce, and Xiao Fu Xing has since taken his mother’s surname. His Majesty wanted to grant him a title, but he refused.”

Bu Shu Lin still admired Xiao Fu Xing – how many people coveted a Marquis title?

He believed that as a man, one should either inherit a title to honor one’s ancestors or achieve merit to become a marquis or minister.

However, although the Princess had divorced the Prince Consort, he had passed away, and Xiao Fu Xing had to observe three years of mourning, unable to seek achievements on the battlefield.

“So he’s also of royal blood…” Shen Xi He mused thoughtfully.

His father Wei Tao had orchestrated the rouge case that made Emperor You Ning pale at its mention, and after its exposure, his mother could still protect him, with the Emperor wanting to grant him a title – this showed that the Wei family and Princess couldn’t be underestimated.

Such a character could indeed support such an identity, but whom did he serve?

“Who does he associate with closely?” Shen Xi He asked again.

Bu Shu Lin noticed Shen Xi He seemed overly interested in this young man, and couldn’t help looking back again.

Sunlight broke through the clouds, showering down from above, enveloping his figure and making him appear like jade and gold – a strikingly beautiful young man hard to forget.

“Oh my, you couldn’t be…” Bu Shu Lin couldn’t help but speculate.

Coming from the northwest, Shen Xi He should have preferred more masculine men, but she was the future Crown Prince’s consort!

Shen Xi He gave her a bland look, and Bu Shu Lin immediately stopped, thinking seriously before answering formally: “In his youth, he was inseparable from Prince Jing. After Prince Jing went to An Nan, he became friends with us through various encounters, and we’ve spent considerable time together.”

“Prince Jing?” Shen Xi He fell into deep thought.

“You… you couldn’t be thinking of marrying him instead of Prince Jing?” Bu Shu Lin worried, “Although I don’t think much of the sickly Crown Prince, Prince Jing would have to pay too high a price to marry you, so I don’t think it’s possible.”

Prince Jing commanded An Nan’s army – to marry Shen Xi He, he’d have to lay down his armor and military power. Otherwise, nearly all of Da Xing’s territory would be in their hands – how could His Majesty sleep at night?

“Of all feminine traits, only overthinking seems to have stayed with you,” Shen Xi He gave Bu Shu Lin a sidelong glance, then prepared to tell Mo Yu and the others to get ready to return home.

Just then, Cui Jin Bai and Xiao Fu Xing approached. Xiao Fu Xing said to Bu Shu Lin: “Young Master Bu, we’re planning to hunt some game and feast here. We’d like to invite you and the Princess to join.”

“That sounds gre-” Bu Shu Lin loved eating freshly hunted game roasted outdoors, as did all Shu Nan soldiers, but after starting to agree, she remembered Shen Xi He’s dislike of crowds. She quickly declined, “Another day perhaps, I’ll invite everyone another time.”

“Go if you want to,” Shen Xi He said flatly.

“I don’t want to,” Bu Shu Lin, thinking Shen Xi He was unhappy, hurriedly declared, shaking her head vigorously.

Cui Jin Bai’s gaze at Bu Shu Lin grew increasingly hostile. This person who showed their teeth and claws to others, fierce as an untamed leopard, became as docile as a house cat before Princess Zhao Ning, practically begging for a favor!

“What are you looking at?” Noticing Cui Jin Bai’s gloomy stare, Bu Shu Lin grew annoyed and snapped back fiercely, “Let me tell you this – just because of your stinking presence, I’ve lost my appetite. What’s there to eat?”

Cui Jin Bai ground his teeth and suddenly smiled coldly: “In that case, if you see me at every meal, wouldn’t you starve to death?”

“It won’t come to that,” How could Bu Shu Lin fall into such a trap? She bumped Cui Jin Bai with her arm and raised her eyebrows at him flirtatiously, “Didn’t Young Minister Cui used to avoid me like the plague? Why are you thinking of facing me at meals now?

Let me be clear – I won’t marry or be the one lying underneath. But if Young Minister Cui is willing to be carried in a grand bridal sedan to my Shu Nan Prince’s mansion and willing to…”

“Ahem!” Xiao Fu Xing coughed lightly, interrupting Bu Shu Lin’s increasingly outrageous words.

Only then did Bu Shu Lin realize that teasing Cui Jin Bai had become such a habit, that she’d forgotten her pure and innocent sister was still present.

Chapter 160: Jealous of Himself
“No no no, you didn’t hear anything!” Bu Shu Lin turned back and covered Shen Xi He’s ears.

At this, not only did Cui Jin Bai’s face darken, but even Xiao Hua Yong’s expression turned black.

Shen Xi He shook her hands off, frowning at her.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I forgot to clean my hands. I’ll wash them right away.” Bu Shu Lin, knowing Shen Xi He’s cleanliness obsession and that she’d been holding horse reins, quickly ran to her horse to fetch her water pouch to clean her hands.

Cui Jin Bai followed after her, leaving only Shen Xi He and Xiao Hua Yong – he without attendants, she with Mo Yu and Mo Yuan.

Xiao Hua Yong nodded to Shen Xi He: “Princess.”

Shen Xi He returned a faint courtesy and walked past him wordlessly. Though the strong wind easily carried his distinctive duoluo fragrance to her, she pretended not to recognize him.

Xiao Hua Yong turned to watch Shen Xi He’s graceful departing figure, somewhat surprised. Previously, Shen Xi He had always seen through him instantly – he’d never successfully deceived her before. Even Qin Zi Jie, whom she hadn’t definitively identified, had aroused her suspicion.

Yet this time, her reaction suggested she truly hadn’t recognized him at all. This led Xiao Hua Yong to examine his disguise and carefully recall what steps he’d taken differently this time to achieve such deception.

After pondering for a while without finding an answer, he gave up trying to figure it out.

Meanwhile, Bu Shu Lin was awkwardly washing one hand while holding the water pouch with the other. Seeing her clumsiness, Cui Jin Bai reached for the pouch: “Let me help.”

Bu Shu Lin was still angry with him – if he hadn’t provoked her, how could she have upset her dear Youyou?

“No need,” Bu Shu Lin wouldn’t let go.

The usually composed and mature Cui Jin Bai was now somewhat displeased and even felt mischievous, wanting to spoil her carefully maintained good-young-master image before Princess Zhao Ning. He pulled hard: “Let me help.”

“I said no need!”

“Let me help!”

“No!”

As they struggled, the water pouch suddenly tilted. Bu Shu Lin let go first, and Cui Jin Bai’s force caused all the water to splash onto Bu Shu Lin’s clothes, soaking a large patch of her chest and hem.

Cui Jin Bai stood helplessly.

Bu Shu Lin snatched the pouch and threw the remaining water in Cui Jin Bai’s face, then angrily led her horse after Shen Xi He.

Shen Xi He had already mounted to leave, but seeing the soaked Bu Shu Lin and considering the heavy autumn chill, she worried Bu Shu Lin might catch cold rushing back like this.

“Can you… warm yourself by the fire?” Shen Xi He noticed some young lords had already built a fire nearby.

They’d come out for horseback riding and hadn’t brought spare clothes.

“I can. But there’s no need – I’m hardy. Even swimming in winter pools doesn’t bother me, don’t worry.” Bu Shu Lin mounted her horse with a flip.

“Still, stay and dry your clothes. I’d like to try some game meat too,” Shen Xi He changed her mind.

Having a legitimate reason to stay and probe Xiao Fu Xing’s depth was exactly what Shen Xi He wanted. To avoid arousing his suspicion that she’d seen through him, she maintained her aloof manner.

This way, whether he was the real Xiao Fu Xing or another impersonation, he would continue appearing before her in this identity, giving her the chance to catch his fox tail.

“Then let’s stay,” Bu Shu Lin was deeply moved, believing Shen Xi He was enduring those stinking men for her sake.

Given Shen Xi He’s personality, that she would do this much for her nearly brought Bu Shu Lin to tears.

Faced with Bu Shu Lin’s fawning gaze, Shen Xi He couldn’t take it and was about to say it wasn’t for her when Cui Jin Bai and Xiao Hua Yong approached, making her swallow her words.

“Hmph!” Bu Shu Lin snorted coldly.

She’d just realized that Youyou had been about to comfort her with gentle words, but these two tactless men had made her too embarrassed to speak them, causing her to miss winning her beauty’s care!

Bu Shu Lin extended her hand: “I just washed them clean!”

But Shen Xi He still gave her hand to Mo Yu, letting Mo Yu help her dismount.

Bu Shu Lin, again forgetting she was supposed to be a man, thought her hands must smell and sniffed them.

Her fawning, accommodating manner toward Shen Xi He nearly made Cui Jin Bai grind his teeth to powder.

After Bu Shu Lin informed them they were invited, Xiao Hua Yong led them to the fire. As evening approached, the young lords returned laden with prey – rabbits, pheasants, and even a small wild boar.

Bu Shu Lin immediately stripped down boldly to her snow-white undergarments. Shen Xi He glanced at her flat chest, then looked away, helping her hang her clothes to dry.

Cui Jin Bai also removed his outer robe to dry, hanging it with Bu Shu Lin’s. Bu Shu Lin didn’t mind and moved closer to Shen Xi He, but Cui Jin Bai pulled her back first: “You’re improperly dressed – what propriety is there in a man hovering around the Princess like this?”

Bu Shu Lin realized she’d been careless again – around Shen Xi He, she kept forgetting to act like a man.

She yanked free from Cui Jin Bai: “What propriety is there in two improperly dressed men huddling together?”

Cui Jin Bai: …

As the men enthusiastically discussed cooking methods, Shen Xi He listened with furrowed brows – these crude people only knew simple roasting.

Noticing Shen Xi He’s slight change in expression, Xiao Hua Yong asked, “Does the Princess have any suggestions?”

Shen Xi He glanced at him and coldly replied with one word: “No.”

“Yo… Princess.” Bu Shu Lin almost called Shen Xi He by her pet name but caught herself quickly, “Why don’t you give them some pointers?”

She wanted better food too, knowing Shen Xi He was skilled in cooking – she often mooched meals at the Princess’s mansion.

Everyone stared expectantly at Shen Xi He, who felt somewhat awkward about eating without contributing, so she said: “This season, there should be some spices in the woods. Gather some to rub on or stuff inside the game – it will taste better.”

“Which spices, Princess, tell us quickly!” Bu Shu Lin urged.

Shen Xi He listed some spices good for roasting meat. Xiao Hua Yong looked at Bu Shu Lin and Cui Jin Bai, then led the others to search, letting them stay to dry their clothes. By the time they returned, Bu Shu Lin and Cui Jin Bai would be properly dressed again.

“Do you have any medicine?” someone asked upon return. “The young master cut his palm, and none of us brought medicine.”

The outdoor feast was impromptu – they hadn’t planned on hunting and thus hadn’t prepared medicine.

“I have some,” Shen Xi He had brought some in case of accidents during her first time riding.

“Then please help treat the young master – we’ll prepare the game.” The speaker left this message as everyone busied themselves.

Though Shen Xi He had brought maids and attendants, she took the medicine from Mo Yu, intending to treat Xiao Hua Yong herself.

Xiao Hua Yong was pleased at first but then realized – since she hadn’t recognized him, this treatment was just how she’d treat anyone else. His expression immediately darkened.

Chapter 161: Same Surname Cannot Marry
“Thank you for the medicine, Princess.” Xiao Huayong extended his uninjured hand. Shen Xihe paid special attention to his fingers.

Since returning from Tianshan, every time she saw Xiao Huayong, three of his fingers were wrapped in bandages, apparently injured – though Shen Xihe didn’t know how. As she stared at his upturned palm, she saw no signs of injury.

Shen Xihe placed the medicine in Xiao Huayong’s hand without further comment.

Xiao Huayong took the medicine and withdrew his hand, beginning to sprinkle the powder on his supposed cut. Shen Xihe glanced over casually but couldn’t spot any wound.

“Princess, we’re all ready – please come give us some guidance!” Bu Shulin called out from beside the meat-roasting fire.

Shen Xihe glanced at them, thinking that if she didn’t supervise, they would surely make a mess of things. She walked over.

Though she wouldn’t handle the food herself, she gave instructions for them to follow. Despite the crude conditions, fragrant aromas soon wafted through the air.

This excited everyone present – they craned their necks eagerly, some even dramatically gulping.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile. These people had tasted all sorts of delicacies – but doing it themselves made it more meaningful.

Just as the wild game was nearly done, hoofbeats approached. It was Bu Shulin’s subordinate, who handed several bamboo tubes to Bu Shulin.

“You’re in for a treat today – thanks to the Princess’s presence, I’ve brought my specially-stored Pitong wine for you all to try.” Bu Shulin took the tubes, tossing one to each person while keeping one for himself. He then eagerly approached Shen Xihe.

Taking a cup from the brocade box his subordinate carried, he poured one for Shen Xihe: “It’s sweet – try it.”

Sichuan’s famous wine, spring-brewed in tubes, wrapped in lotus fiber, and covered with banana leaves, its fragrance reaching beyond the forest, sweet as honey without the usual harshness.

Though Shen Xihe had heard of it, she had never tasted it. She had never drunk alcohol since childhood – her constitution was weak and she could hardly handle alcohol’s potency.

Smelling the fragrant small cup, Shen Xihe felt tempted. She accepted it and took a tiny sip. The sweet taste spread in her mouth, followed by a burning sensation sliding down her throat, spreading through her body and driving away a touch of cold.

“How is it?” Bu Shulin asked expectantly.

“The taste is excellent,” Shen Xihe acknowledged.

Bu Shulin smiled with satisfaction, tilting his head back to take big gulps straight from the bamboo tube, wiping his mouth roughly with his sleeve: “You’re weak now, just taste it today. When you’re better, I’ll get you as much as you want.”

His words made Xiao Huayong and Cui Jinbai’s expressions turn cold, but some of the more familiar young men squeaked in falsetto: “Young Master Bu, I want some too.”

A companion beside him added: “Too bad your looks aren’t up to par.”

“How mean~~~”

Knowing these people were purely teasing Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe wasn’t angry and remained expressionless.

Bu Shulin gave the two a cool glance, looking toward the distant stream: “No Pitong wine, but plenty of water – want some?”

“No need, no need, Young Master Bu needn’t be so courteous,” the two waved their hands. “We were talking about the roasted meat, the roasted meat!”

Previously, Shen Xihe had held some prejudices against these people, thinking them idle wastrels squandering their time in mediocrity.

After getting to know Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe gradually realized some might use this lifestyle to preserve their lives, while others simply found joy in it. They didn’t bully others or abuse power – they just sought their own happiness.

They were romantic but not vulgar, upright in character. How one lives their life is their right.

As Shen Xihe came to understand these people, they too, while eating the fragrant roasted meat, developed some goodwill toward the typically frost-cold Shen Xihe. She didn’t seem as coldly indifferent and disdainful as rumored.

After finishing the meat, daylight was fading. With less than half an hour until the city gates would close, everyone set off together.

The higher-ranking officials lived closer to the imperial city. As they walked, soon only Cui Jinbai, Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe, and Bu Shulin remained.

The Princess Royal’s mansion and Shen Xihe’s princess residence were on the same street, while Bu Shulin’s mansion and Cui Jinbai’s were on another.

At the intersection, Bu Shulin said: “Stone-head Cui, I’m escorting the Princess home – you go on ahead.”

“I left some items at the Princess Royal’s mansion, I’ll go along to retrieve them,” Cui Jinbai said.

Xiao Guoxing had just come of age and now had his courtesy name, Xingzhi.

Xiao Huayong glanced at Cui Jinbai but said nothing.

They continued toward the Princess Royal’s mansion. Shen Xihe’s residence was behind the Princess Royal’s – it was formerly a princess’s residence before Emperor Youning specially granted it to Shen Xihe.

Arriving first at the Princess Royal’s mansion, Xiao Huayong and Cui Jinbai bid farewell. Shen Xihe watched as the mansion’s servants came out to skillfully, eagerly, and respectfully welcome them inside.

The servants’ attitude showed that Cui Jinbai and Xiao Guoxing were indeed close.

Shen Xihe withdrew her thoughtful gaze. Bu Shulin escorted her to her residence before turning his horse to leave.

As soon as Xiao Huayong entered the Princess Royal’s mansion, Princess Ruyang took him to Xiao Guoxing’s room. The real Xiao Guoxing sat in plain clothes reading military texts, quickly rising to bow when Xiao Huayong entered.

“Sorry to keep Aunt waiting. Aunt should rest early,” Xiao Huayong said gently.

“It’s still early – I usually don’t rest until the Hai hour (9 PM),” Princess Ruyang smiled. “Your Highness… do you have feelings for Princess Zhaoning?”

Princess Ruyang was Xiao Huayong’s aunt. Because of the Wei Tao incident, it was Xiao Huayong who had protected her three children. Now they were his to employ.

“Yes,” Xiao Huayong admitted frankly.

“Your Highness doesn’t seek an imperial marriage decree?” Princess Ruyang asked.

Surely His Majesty would be pleased to have Shen Yueshan’s daughter marry the Crown Prince – she’d be widowed in a few years and confined to the capital for life.

A prince’s widow, if Shen Yueshan was powerful enough, could still be taken home. But a former Crown Princess could not.

“My marriage with her should flow naturally, with mutual affection,” Xiao Huayong’s tone was gentle and protective.

Princess Ruyang understood – the Crown Prince was deeply in love and didn’t want an imperial decree to bind Shen Xihe to him.

Xiao Huayong changed back to his appearance at the princess’s mansion and returned to the Eastern Palace through a secret passage.

In the Princess Royal’s mansion, another slender figure gazed deeply after his departure, eyes desolate.

“Xieer, you’re now surnamed Xiao,” the Princess sighed softly.

The reason she had questioned Xiao Huayong was to have him openly admit having someone he loved, to end her daughter’s hopes.

The former Wei Wenxi, now Xiao Wenxi, had loved Xiao Huayong for three years, falling for him at first sight in Luoyang at age fourteen, waiting and hoping for his return ever since.

But what she waited for was her father committing an enormous crime, waiting to take her mother’s surname – and now, those of the same surname cannot marry.

Chapter 162: Whether One Close to His Highness
From the moment she changed her name to Xiao Wenxi, she knew she could never be with him.

“Mother, I understand. Even if I hadn’t changed surnames, still being a Wei family lady, he wouldn’t marry me anyway,” Xiao Wenxi lowered her eyes dejectedly.

Her delicate eyebrows and phoenix eyes, jade cheeks and crimson lips with naturally upturned corners, graceful and gentle; her eyes like water-soaked apricots, rippling softly.

As lovely as spring peach blossoms; as pure as autumn chrysanthemums.

The Princess Royal drew Xiao Wenxi into her embrace with some melancholy: “I’m very relieved that you understand.”

Xiao Wenxi nestled against her mother, forcing back the moisture in her eyes: “Mother, could we invite the Princess over as a guest?”

“Xieer?”

“Mother, I want to see properly what kind of lady could earn such cherishing from him,” Xiao Wenxi looked up, her eyes pleading.

The Princess Royal considered for a while before agreeing: “Alright.”

…

When Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace, it was already the Xu hour (7-9 PM), yet he saw bright candlelight in Xiao Changgeng’s chambers, his book-holding silhouette cast on the windows.

He went straight to his chambers where Tianyuan waited anxiously, only relaxing upon seeing Xiao Huayong. He quickly prepared washing items, finally bringing medicine to soak Xiao Huayong’s fingernails, which soon came off in complete pieces.

Revealing raw red flesh beneath, Xiao Huayong’s real nails hadn’t grown back. He attached fake nails made from his previous ones after special treatment, adhering them over gossamer-thin gauze on his fingertips.

Due to the medicine, the flesh where the nails detached had turned slightly purple. Tianyuan looked on with distress: “Your Highness, please don’t leave the palace anymore. Your nails need proper healing.”

In the palace, he could just wrap them lightly with medicine, but outside while impersonating others, careful treatment was necessary.

“I’m afraid that’s not possible,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly.

“Your Highness…” Tianyuan was utterly helpless.

“The autumn hunt is in a few days, and I must attend,” Xiao Huayong said. “Don’t worry, I won’t use Xiao Guoxing’s identity anymore.”

Tianyuan asked puzzled, “Why? Did the Princess see through it again?”

“Precisely because she didn’t see through it,” Xiao Huayong’s face turned cold.

Shen Xihe was a solitary person who rarely grew close to others. Even Bu Shulin and Xue Jinqiao had to persistently pursue her attention to gain special treatment. While she wasn’t as coldly dismissive toward Xiao Guoxing as usual, she didn’t treat him particularly differently either.

This bothered Xiao Huayong, and he absolutely wouldn’t use Xiao Guoxing’s identity again.

Wasn’t it good that she hadn’t seen through it?

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s displeased expression, Tianyuan dared not say more.

However, Tianyuan hadn’t expected that Xiao Huayong, who had firmly declared last night he wouldn’t use Xiao Guoxing’s identity again, would become restless upon hearing early the next morning that Princess Ruyang had sent Shen Xihe an invitation which she had accepted.

“I must visit Princess Ruyang’s mansion,” the Crown Prince began fiddling with his fingers again. “Since entering the capital, she’s rejected all invitations from other households, yet today she accepted Aunt’s – it must be because of Xiao Guoxing.”

Tianyuan: …

Shen Xihe was indeed waiting for Xiao Guoxing to come again, but instead received Princess Ruyang’s invitation for tea at her mansion.

Usually, Shen Xihe would have declined, but today she guessed this might be Xiao Guoxing’s strategy, so she extraordinarily accepted.

When she arrived properly dressed at Princess Ruyang’s mansion, she only saw Princess Ruyang and her daughter, Lady Xiao Wenxi.

“Wenxi greets the Princess,” after Shen Xihe exchanged greetings with the Princess Royal, Xiao Wenxi also came forward to bow.

This was Shen Xihe’s first time meeting Xiao Wenxi. She hadn’t seen her at Furong Garden before, and later at the Empress Dowager’s birthday banquet, she had been in mourning and didn’t attend.

She was an outstanding beauty with well-balanced features.

“Lady Xiao,” Shen Xihe returned the greeting.

“I’ve invited the Princess today to thank you for giving medicine to my son yesterday. My daughter has also long admired you and wished to meet you, hoping to learn some of your grace for future benefit,” the Princess Royal spoke warmly with an affectionate smile.

“The Princess overstates. I grew up in barbaric lands. With the Princess’s careful guidance, Lady Xiao should be the one teaching me,” Shen Xihe said modestly.

Hidden in the shadows, Xiao Huayong felt inexplicably sour. Thinking about how Shen Xihe treated other elders – while not deliberately arrogant, she rarely lowered herself to be humble and courteous – yet she was different from the Princess Royal.

It must be because of Xiao Guoxing!

Thinking this, Xiao Huayong turned to give a cold look at the following Xiao Guoxing.

Xiao Guoxing: ??

What had he done wrong? Why was His Highness giving him such a cold look?

“What does the Princess enjoy doing usually?” Xiao Wenxi asked, leading Shen Xihe to a well-arranged flower arbor. Flowers twined around them with pleasant fragrance, exquisite refreshments lay on the stone table, beside a teapot and stove for brewing tea. “I enjoy making tea daily.”

“I shouldn’t move much, so I usually just read books and tend to flowers and plants at home,” Shen Xihe replied.

Xiao Wenxi invited Shen Xihe to sit, while Princess Ruyang also accompanied them: “If the Princess doesn’t mind, please try Wenxi’s brewed tea.”

“My pleasure,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

The golden tripod brazier caught Shen Xihe’s attention – she was familiar with such stoves, having seen them in Xiao Huayong’s Eastern Palace.

Particularly, Xiao Wenxi used the same charcoal as the Eastern Palace, then poured water from a jar: “I used to think spring water was best for tea, but later learned from someone that rainwater is superior.”

The so-called rainwater was collected through complex processes during rainfall.

“Tea brewed with rainwater leaves no scale in the pot, no stains in the cup,” Shen Xihe responded.

Xiao Wenxi’s smile deepened as she nodded: “The Princess is also knowledgeable about tea.”

Shen Xihe just smiled faintly. The Princess Royal engaged Shen Xihe in conversation, knowing both the Tao family and Shen Yueshan, she spoke of her parents’ deeds.

While responding, Shen Xihe observed Xiao Wenxi’s every movement, increasingly noting similarities between her tea-brewing manner and Xiao Huayong’s.

Tea preparation had two methods – brewing and steeping. During her visits to the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong always used the brewing method.

She stored her tea leaves in a gilt silver turtle box – Shen Xihe had seen one like it in the Eastern Palace.

The gilt silver phoenix-patterned spoon, the twin fish-patterned gilt silver osmanthus cups, the ribbon-patterned silver bowls…

After observing, Shen Xihe asked: “Is Lady Xiao close to His Highness the Crown Prince?”

No one expected Shen Xihe to ask so directly. The Princess Royal was puzzled, while Xiao Wenxi’s smile remained unchanged: “Why does the Princess ask this?”

“I often visit the Eastern Palace. His Highness is also skilled at brewing tea. Lady Xiao’s tea-making technique resembles His Highness’s, and many tea implements are similar, hence my question.”

Shen Xihe wasn’t implying any romantic relationship – she was probing, testing the closeness between Xiao Guoxing or Princess Ruyang’s household and Xiao Huayong.

Unaware of the circumstances, Xiao Wenxi thought Shen Xihe was questioning her.

Chapter 163: The Annoyed Crown Prince
From his hiding place, Xiao Huayong frowned – he had never known Xiao Wenxi harbored such feelings for him!

“The Princess is quite perceptive,” Xiao Wenxi smiled openly. “I merely learned some tea-making from His Highness. I’ve only met His Highness twice and am not close to him. If there’s any connection, it’s only as cousins.”

Though Shen Xihe hadn’t gotten the answer she wanted, she merely nodded slightly without showing it.

Xiao Wenxi’s heart was far from calm. She had quietly observed Xiao Huayong for three years, knowing his true face since then, aware of his talents in governance and ability to influence events.

He enjoyed brewing tea but never did so for others – even the Emperor and Empress Dowager had never tasted his personally brewed tea.

Yet he brewed tea for Princess Zhaoning, and by her words, not just once but seemingly every time.

That man who seemed above worldly matters on his divine pedestal had shown a human side, but not for her.

“Young Master,” at this moment, a maid outside curtsied.

Shen Xihe turned her head to see Xiao Guoxing – Xiao Huayong disguised as Xiao Guoxing.

Princess Ruyang, not expecting Xiao Huayong today, didn’t realize this wasn’t her son. She smiled warmly without rising, while Xiao Wenxi stood somewhat dazedly until her maid tugged at her sleeve.

She then came to her senses and curtsied: “Brother.”

“Princess.” He first greeted the Princess Royal, then Shen Xihe, before responding coolly to Xiao Wenxi.

His coldness made the Princess Royal glance between them before suddenly understanding, though she didn’t show it, instead saying naturally: “Are the siblings quarreling?”

“It’s my fault, I asked my brother for something he values,” Xiao Wenxi answered first.

Xiao Huayong then said: “You know my nature – what I cherish is not for coveting.”

Xiao Wenxi’s pretty face paled slightly: “Yes, Wenxi understands.”

In the breeze, a faint familiar scent of tagara wafted past. Observing Princess Ruyang and Xiao Wenxi’s reactions, Shen Xihe wondered if this was the real Xiao Guoxing.

Princess Ruyang, unable to bear it, said: “The tea is ready. Your brother has always doted on you, but you must know your limits. Don’t upset him in the future.”

“I understand,” Xiao Wenxi forced a smile and began pouring tea.

Shen Xihe remained silent. This family of three showed no discord, so perhaps it had always been Xiao Guoxing impersonating Hua Fuhai and others.

She didn’t believe someone could impersonate another person so well that even close family couldn’t tell the difference.

Even less likely that someone would dare impersonate another person so boldly that those around them would know and play along smoothly.

When Xiao Wenxi’s tea reached Shen Xihe’s hands, its fragrance was strong yet gentle: “Did Lady Xiao use spices in the tea?”

Tea brewing often uses seasonings like salt, pepper powder, and fresh ginger.

“Please try it, Princess,” Xiao Wenxi smiled without answering.

After tasting, Shen Xihe found the tea’s original fragrance fully preserved but with a unique additional aroma, very suitable for women but not quite right for men.

Xiao Huayong’s brows furrowed after drinking: “The tea’s fragrance is muddied.”

“Ladies drink tea for taste; gentlemen drink tea for character,” Shen Xihe spoke up for Xiao Wenxi. “Thank you for the tea, Lady Xiao.”

Pleased at the approval, Xiao Wenxi answered the earlier question: “This tea wasn’t seasoned during brewing, but rather roasted with spices, allowing the tea cakes to absorb the fragrance before being ground into powder.”

“I see. Lady Xiao’s creativity is admirable. I’ll try this at home,” Shen Xihe smiled.

Having realized Xiao Wenxi’s feelings for him, Xiao Huayong was quite uncomfortable. Seeing Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed, that her earlier probing wasn’t from jealousy but mere curiosity, made him even more displeased.

Now seeing them chatting pleasantly, he couldn’t help finding fault: “The water hasn’t reached three boils, the astringency remains.”

Tea brewing had three boiling stages: first boil like fish eyes, slightly bubbling – tea undrinkable then, flavor not released; second boil with spring-like pearls at the edges – tea still bitter then; third boil with surging waves – best for drinking, smooth and fragrant.

After three boils, brewing must stop – old water being harmful to health.

“Brother’s guidance is correct, I’ll be more careful in the future,” Xiao Wenxi lowered her head.

Shen Xihe took another sip. The tea’s astringency was barely noticeable – it was nearly at three boils. She didn’t understand why Xiao Guoxing was being so critical.

Moreover, Shen Xihe didn’t approve of his behavior. Xiao Wenxi was his full sister – if she had shortcomings, they shouldn’t be pointed out in front of guests. If Shen Yunan treated her like this, she wouldn’t speak to him for a month.

But this was another family’s business, not her place to comment. Having achieved her purpose, and finding Xiao Guoxing’s presence somewhat irritating and dampening, she didn’t want to stay long. After sitting briefly, she declined the Princess Royal’s repeated invitations and left.

As soon as Shen Xihe left, Xiao Huayong’s expression changed. Still wearing Xiao Guoxing’s face, his eyes turned cold: “Cousin, today I won’t hold this against you for Aunt’s sake, but don’t let it happen again.”

These words seemed to warn Xiao Wenxi but also served to reproach Princess Ruyang since she had sent the invitation to Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness, forgive me. This old one was presumptuous,” Princess Ruyang moved to kneel in apology.

Xiao Huayong quickly supported her: “Aunt, I treat cousin and Axing equally. Cousin now bears your surname, making us even closer. Cousin is getting older – Aunt, perhaps you should find her a husband soon. Once the mourning period ends, she can marry.”

Xiao Wenxi was already seventeen, but having just lost her father, she had three years of mourning. After mourning, she’d be twenty – quite old for marriage in their dynasty. If they didn’t seek early, it might be hard to find a good match later.

Hearing this, Xiao Wenxi raised her head suddenly, eyes reddening, biting her lip in uncertain thought. As Xiao Huayong was about to leave, she blocked his path: “Though unworthy, might Wenxi ask Your Highness to act as a matchmaker? Your Highness sees clearly, best able to judge good from bad.”

“I can indeed judge good from bad, but I don’t know which you are,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes glinted coldly. “With Aunt and Axing here, I wouldn’t let you marry a beast. But with your impure thoughts, how could I let you harm a good man?”

With that, Xiao Huayong left without another glance at Xiao Wenxi.

Xiao Wenxi collapsed to the ground, tears falling like broken strings of pearls: “I just wanted to see her, to see her once. How did that become impure thoughts?”

“Sister, you shouldn’t have deliberately used tea implements like His Highness’s, trying to make the Princess misunderstand,” Xiao Guoxing sighed softly.

He knew where his sister had erred and also knew His Highness’s anger likely stemmed from the Princess recognizing the tea implements yet showing no jealousy.

So, His Highness’s love was still unrequited.

Chapter 164: Taking the Crown Prince’s Pulse
Xiao Huayong left the palace in high spirits but returned in a rage. Upon seeing his cold expression, Tianyuan instinctively shrank his neck.

Despite trying his best to minimize his presence, there was no escaping his role as a trusted courtier. As Xiao Huayong brushed past him, he tossed out a comment: “You look particularly ugly today.”

Tianyuan: …

The more Xiao Huayong thought about it, the angrier and more frustrated he became.

Knowing in his heart that she held no feelings for him was one thing, but having it so cruelly confirmed was another matter entirely.

What made it worse was that he had no standing to seek her out, and could only stew in his anger while she remained completely unaware!

“Tianyuan, go make me a bowl of wontons!” Xiao Huayong felt that only a bowl of wontons could quell the fire in his heart.

“Yes, Your Highness.” Tianyuan retreated as if granted amnesty, scurrying away swiftly.

Not only did Tianyuan have the Eastern Palace kitchen make wontons, but he also lit the cold-dispelling incense that Shen Xihe had sent. The delicate fragrance wafted through the air, gradually calming Xiao Huayong’s mood. By the time the fragrant wontons were served, his anger had largely subsided.

Though his face remained stern, after a few bites of the tender and savory wontons, Xiao Huayong’s expression finally softened. As he continued eating, he laughed at himself: “Even knowing the truth, why can’t I control myself?”

He had always been strong-willed, and in recent years had developed such composure that he could remain unmoved even if Mount Tai were to crumble before him. Almost nothing and no one could affect his emotions anymore. Yet since meeting Shen Xihe, he had truly experienced what it meant to have all his joys and sorrows controlled by a single person.

“The mind can control others, discipline itself, but a heart given to another is beyond control.” With a soft sigh, Xiao Huayong buried himself in his wontons, knowing that a full stomach would make him feel somewhat better.

Although he had come to terms with and comforted himself with the situation, Xiao Huayong was clearly lacking in spirits and remained low in mood.

When Tianyuan heard that Shen Xihe had arrived, his eyes suddenly lit up brilliantly. He hurriedly went to inform Xiao Huayong, who was half-reclining in his chair: “Your Highness, the Princess has entered the palace and sent word that she will be here shortly to visit you.”

“Really?” Xiao Huayong perked up, but then languidly settled back as he realized something, saying insincerely, “Well, if she’s coming, then let her come.”

Tianyuan: …

He couldn’t quite understand why His Highness, while keeping his neck turned toward the door, deliberately kept his eyes fixed in the opposite direction.

“Your Highness, does this mean you don’t wish to see the Princess?” Tianyuan feigned ignorance.

“When did I say I didn’t want to see Youyou?” Xiao Huayong glared at Tianyuan.

“This servant misunderstood. I’ll go prepare everything right away.” Tianyuan smiled sycophantically.

“Throw away that double fish and begonia flower tea set.” Xiao Huayong suddenly remembered the tea set he had seen yesterday at Princess Ruyang’s mansion, wondering how Xiao Wenxi had known about his set and managed to make such an exact copy.

“Yes, Your Highness.” As Tianyuan was about to withdraw, Xiao Huayong suddenly changed his mind, “Use that tea set today!”

Tianyuan: “…Yes, Your Highness.”

As Tianyuan stepped outside, he heard Xiao Huayong command again: “Change it.”

Tianyuan stood outside without responding. He figured that this tea set must be causing His Highness to feel both love and hatred toward the Princess. His Highness wanted to use it to spite the Princess but knew it wouldn’t affect her at all and would only end up frustrating himself, hence the back-and-forth struggle.

After some thought, Tianyuan suggested: “Your Highness, in my several visits to the Princess’s residence, I’ve noticed she always drinks beverages. The Princess probably doesn’t care for tea. Perhaps we should serve her beverages instead?”

“Fine, prepare some light refreshments, nothing too sweet.” Xiao Huayong finally made up his mind.

He changed his clothes, and while adjusting his sleeves, noticed the marks on the back of his hand. He immediately retrieved his implements and carefully concealed the marks, though he left the injuries on his fingernails untreated.

Shen Xihe came to the Eastern Palace only after paying her respects to the Empress Dowager. Her visit today wasn’t for investigation, but rather to understand Xiao Huayong’s physical condition. She had brought Sui Axi with her into the palace.

As soon as Xiao Huayong saw Sui Axi, he understood Shen Xihe’s intentions.

Shen Xihe was direct: “Your Highness, I recently learned that you were poisoned in your youth with a strange poison that remains unresolved. Axi is a newly recruited expert in poisons. I brought him to see Your Highness, not expecting to solve your urgent condition, but hoping to have one more person paying attention to it.”

“How could I refuse the Princess’s thoughtful concern?” Xiao Huayong was truly happy in his heart that she cared about his physical condition but also worried that once she knew the truth, she would reject him. With an anxious heart, he still extended his hand.

Shen Xihe noticed that while the back of his hand showed no injuries, his fingernails had been severely damaged and torn off, not yet regrown: “How did Your Highness injure your fingers?”

“Just a minor scratch.” Xiao Huayong glanced at it and answered casually.

Since he didn’t wish to elaborate, Shen Xihe didn’t press further.

Sui Axi took Xiao Huayong’s pulse, his brow furrowing deeper as he continued. He then examined Xiao Huayong’s pupils and pricked his finger to draw two drops of blood for careful examination. Finally, he spoke with some hesitation: “Your Highness has been treated by a master, the poison is being controlled extremely well.”

“I’ve been poisoned for eleven years. This poison is particularly strange. Back then, a physician helped remove the poison, and we thought it was completely gone, but three months later it resurfaced. It’s been the same every time.” Xiao Huayong explained.

“Princess, forgive Axi’s limited knowledge, but I’ve never heard of such a poison.” Sui Axi shook his head.

A poison that couldn’t be eliminated – Shen Xihe had never heard of such a thing either: “Is it poison or gu?”

Only living gu could regenerate inside the body.

“It’s not gu,” Sui Axi said with certainty. “It seems the true antidote hasn’t been found. After this poison is suppressed, the pulse appears normal, leading physicians to believe in recovery, but there remains a slight trace of poison which, over time, can grow stronger and cause havoc for certain reasons.”

After a pause, Sui Axi continued: “I notice that the poison in Your Highness’s body rushes up to the Qingming and Taiyang acupoints. Does Your Highness have difficulty with vision?”

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows to look at Sui Axi, then turned to look at Shen Xihe. He said: “I cannot distinguish colors.”

“This is caused by the poison flaring up, but thanks to the divine hand assisting Your Highness, you can still see. Your Highness should take careful care of yourself.” As Sui Axi spoke, he looked at Shen Xihe with some hesitation.

Shen Xihe said: “Speak freely if you have something to say.”

“This servant currently has no clue about the poison in Your Highness’s body, but I do have one method that might help Your Highness see without impediment,” Sui Axi said in a low voice. “This servant is only fifty percent confident, and while this method is harmless to normal people, for Your Highness… since we don’t know the nature of this strange poison, I cannot be certain whether it will stimulate the internal poison.”

Treating the eyes involved stimulating the damaged meridians and acupoints around them. Xiao Huayong’s inability to distinguish colors wasn’t because there was poison in his eyes – the poison was still in his body – but because the poison’s flare-ups had damaged the eye meridians. The meridians only needed to be repaired for his vision to be restored.

“What method?” Tianyuan asked in surprise.

Chapter 165: I Must Not Die Early
To think that even the divine physician Linghu Zheng had no solution, Sui Axi, once an obscure doctor at the Imperial Medical Office, actually had a method!

“Thanks to the Princess’s reminder, this humble servant thought of this method to treat damaged meridians,” Sui Axi smiled.

“Me?” Shen Xihe was puzzled.

“The other day, Princess mentioned that during the autumn hunt, you asked Young Master Bu to gather wild honey for you,” Sui Axi explained. “The Sui family’s acupuncture techniques include a bee-sting therapy.”

The so-called bee-sting therapy used the stinger from a honey bee to stimulate acupoints. When Shen Xihe previously mentioned asking Bu Shulin to do something during the autumn hunt, she meant disturbing a beehive. She needed some premium wild honey to make fragrances, which couldn’t be bought in the market.

She hadn’t told Bu Shulin in advance, not because she feared frightening her, but because she wasn’t certain they would find any at the hunting grounds.

Now it seemed Shen Xihe needed not just wild honey but also wild bees. She wondered if Bu Shulin would be up to the task.

“If you need wild honey, I can send people to gather it,” Xiao Huayong said to Shen Xihe. “As it happens, I need wild bees too.”

“Your Highness is willing to try?” Sui Axi was somewhat surprised at this.

“You are someone the Princess brought, and I trust the Princess.” Xiao Huayong smiled at Shen Xihe, his smile vanishing the instant he turned to look at Sui Axi with a cool expression. “Besides, if you dare to treat, I dare to let you treat.”

“This servant will be extremely careful,” Sui Axi responded respectfully, adding, “Live bee stings would be more effective, Your Highness.”

“I’ll send someone to find a beekeeper,” Xiao Huayong replied.

After listening, Shen Xihe finally spoke: “Your Highness need not trouble yourself. As for wild bees and honey, Your Highness may do as you please. Zhaoning thanks Your Highness in advance for the gift and won’t decline. However, Zhaoning will also search for some, as different bees produce different honey, and Zhaoning needs quite a bit.”

Wild honey was excellent for consumption, so naturally, the more the better.

As long as Shen Xihe didn’t refuse, Xiao Huayong was satisfied. They chatted briefly, but since Shen Xihe had brought people into the palace, it wasn’t appropriate to stay too long.

Back at the Princess’s residence, Shen Xihe questioned Sui Axi in detail about Xiao Huayong’s poisoning.

“The poison in the Crown Prince’s body is most peculiar. Axi has truly never heard of such a thing,” Sui Axi answered cautiously. “Moreover, His Highness’s internal organs have been weakened by years of poison erosion. This condition cannot be faked.”

So Xiao Huayong truly was afflicted by a strange poison and in poor health.

“Will it affect his lifespan?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The five organs cannot sustain damage for long periods. His Highness’s condition worsens daily. If no antidote is found within three to five years, I fear he won’t live long,” Sui Axi answered truthfully.

“Will it affect his ability to have children?” Shen Xihe asked directly.

Caught off guard by Shen Xihe’s bluntness, Sui Axi’s face reddened as he stammered, “It won’t affect that.”

“I’ve heard some poisons can be passed down to descendants,” Shen Xihe remained concerned.

“That’s more common with poisons transmitted through the mother’s womb to children,” Sui Axi explained diplomatically. “The poison in the Crown Prince’s body hasn’t dissolved into his bloodstream…”

Shen Xihe was finally satisfied after hearing this. The appearance of Xiao Guxing had made her realize her previous suspicions might be wrong – Xiao Huayong might not be who she suspected, though she couldn’t be certain he wasn’t. All this guessing was too mentally taxing.

She decided to stop guessing and brought Sui Axi to get a clear understanding of Xiao Huayong’s physical condition. No matter how deep his schemes, how terrifying his machinations and power, as long as he had a short life expectancy, that was enough.

At worst, she would avoid his sharp edge for three to five years, and during his remaining time, they could protect each other with honesty.

However, after Shen Xihe left, Xiao Huayong found himself unable to sleep. Unable to rest, he decided to wake up Tianyuan as well: “Tianyuan, do you think the Princess will despise me now that she knows the poison in my body will take my life in three to five years if not cured?”

The drowsy Tianyuan instantly became alert. How should he answer this question?

After some thought, Tianyuan carefully replied: “Your Highness, the Princess is no ordinary woman. Her thoughts and concerns differ from common women. Moreover, the Princess is resilient and intelligent. This servant believes she won’t distance herself from Your Highness because of life expectancy. Besides, surely an antidote can be found within three to five years.”

Tianyuan’s words failed to comfort Xiao Huayong. He lay on his bed, staring at the canopy lost in thought. After a long while, just as Tianyuan was about to doze off again, he sighed softly: “Should I not have involved her?”

He had never before truly considered that he might only live for three to five years.

No, rather, he had never cared that he might only live for three to five years. Three to five years was enough time for him to do as he pleased, to accomplish what he wanted.

Now he found himself worried about it. He couldn’t die early – in three to five years, she wouldn’t even be twenty, still in her prime. For someone her age to be confined to widowhood for life would be too cruel.

Moreover…

The current dynasty encouraged widows to remarry. If he died early and she was coaxed away by another man…

The mere thought of this possibility made his eyes bloodshot, wishing he could kill all other men right now.

Tianyuan suddenly felt a murderous aura and immediately played possum, swallowing the words of comfort he had been about to offer the Crown Prince.

“You’re right, I will definitely find an antidote,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes cleared of their wild rage, replaced by determined resolve.

Two days later was the imperial hunt at Diwang Valley’s Green Mountain. This was the emperor’s hunting ground. The current dynasty valued martial prowess, and every autumn when the game was plentiful, the emperor would bring his nobles and ministers here to hunt.

The area also had training grounds for soldiers, with many military guards stationed there. After each annual hunt, His Majesty would return with plenty of game to reward these soldiers. Before heading up the mountain to hunt, he would also select some soldiers to accompany them.

Shen Xihe came along this time to experience the capital’s hunting customs.

In the Northwest during this season, Shen Yueshan would also lead his soldiers on group hunts, creating quite a grand spectacle. Today was similar.

“Sister, let me ride with you,” As soon as they set out, Xue Jinqiao came to find Shen Xihe, bringing her Diandian with her.

Diandian was originally a hunting cheetah, bred specifically to assist nobility in hunting.

Shen Xihe had also brought Shortlife along. When Shortlife saw the massive Diandian, it showed no fear at all, instead grinding its claws and assuming an attack stance. Diandian didn’t even spare it a glance.

Just as Shortlife was about to pounce on Diandian, Shen Xihe firmly gripped its neck: “Know your limits.”

“Don’t worry, Sister. Diandian is very gentle and won’t bully Shortlife,” Xue Jinqiao said. Diandian had visited the Princess’s residence before, and while its first meeting with Shortlife hadn’t been pleasant, they had grown familiar later. Shortlife would even run to the academy to find Diandian.

Chapter 166: Named “Short Life”
The appearance of the gyrfalcon truly attracted many people’s attention, even causing His Majesty to order its capture.

Amidst the chaotic noise, Xiao Huayong heard Shen Xihe call out. Due to the distance and interference from other sounds, he could only vaguely identify that it was Shen Xihe’s voice, so he asked Tianyuan, who was riding horseback beside his carriage as a guard: “Who is the Princess calling?”

Tianyuan’s attention had also been diverted by the gyrfalcon’s appearance. Though he heard someone call out, he couldn’t even distinguish who it was, nor did he have time to consider it. Instead, he anxiously reminded the Crown Prince: “Your Highness, it’s the gyrfalcon!”

The gyrfalcon had been personally captured and trained by Xiao Huayong. That year, to catch it, Xiao Huayong had spent a full three months with it in Bohai Commandery before finally capturing it, then spent several more months taming it. Since then, it has only acknowledged Xiao Huayong.

It wasn’t kept in the capital, and would only seek out Xiao Huayong for extremely urgent matters.

“It’s just joining in the excitement,” Xiao Huayong replied flatly.

Tianyuan breathed a sigh of relief, finally remembering Xiao Huayong’s earlier question, “This servant will go investigate…”

“Meow!”

Before he could finish speaking, Short Life suddenly leaped into his carriage. Xiao Huayong deeply despised these furry little creatures, and his expression darkened. Just as he was about to strike out with his palm to kill it, Tianyuan cried out in alarm: “The Princess’s cat!”

Tianyuan had visited the Princess’s residence several times, and on one occasion had briefly encountered this cat. Though it was just a glimpse, the cat was so ugly that it was impossible not to remember.

The moment Tianyuan uttered “Princess,” Xiao Huayong’s palm strike diverted, hitting the carriage shaft instead, causing the vehicle to shake violently. If Tianyuan hadn’t quickly reached out to steady it from outside, they might have risked overturning.

Completely unaware of the trouble it had caused, Short Life jumped from the window to the carriage roof, where it issued challenging calls to the circling gyrfalcon above: “Meow—Meow—”

Moyu, who had chased after it, showed disdain even on her usually cold face. The Princess’s cat always liked to punch above its weight, challenging any strong opponent it met, seemingly unaware it was just a cat, thinking itself a tiger!

She leaped up and grabbed the extremely arrogant Short Life, then apologized to Xiao Huayong: “This servant has offended, please forgive me, Your Highness.”

“No matter,” Xiao Huayong stared at Short Life, who was still waving its paws while being held by the scruff of its neck by Moyu. “It has courage.”

This was the first time he had seen a cat dare to challenge the gyrfalcon, which was the king of birds that could drive away even leopards and black bears.

Tianyuan looked skyward: …

In His Highness’s eyes, anything or anyone associated with the Princess could do no wrong. If it had been someone else’s cat daring to challenge His Highness’s gyrfalcon this way, His Highness would certainly have summoned the gyrfalcon to utterly humiliate it.

“This servant will take it back to report,” Moyu bowed again to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong, not wanting Shen Xihe to worry, waved his hand indicating she could withdraw.

When Moyu brought Short Life back, Shen Xihe took out a cage and directly threw it in. Short Life began meowing in the cage, scratching at the bars with its paws. Shen Xihe completely ignored it – no matter how it was called or scratched, Shen Xihe remained perfectly composed.

She loved tranquility, a tranquility that required no accommodation or coordination from external things or other people. Even amid crowds, she could remain as quiet as a secluded orchid, calm and undisturbed by any external objects or clamor.

While Shen Xihe could maintain this state, others could not. Hong Yu, Bi Yu, and the others endured the grating sound of Short Life’s claws on the cage with gritted teeth, but Xue Jinqiao grew increasingly agitated, feeling the urge to destroy something in a release.

Sensing she was about to have an episode, she quickly said: “Sister, I’m leaving.”

She took Diandian and jumped down from the carriage, returning to the Xue family’s carriage.

Soon they arrived at the temporary palace, and Ziyouren led Shen Xihe to her assigned residence. Shen Xihe placed Short Life aside – it had finished scratching at the bars and was now crouching pitifully in the cage, letting out soft, pleading sounds whenever Shen Xihe came near.

Just as Shen Xihe had Bi Yu finish arranging their things, Tianyuan brought over some small fish: “Princess, His Highness just learned that you keep a cat, and specifically had this servant bring some food for it.”

“His Highness is too kind,” Shen Xihe gestured for Hong Yu to accept it.

“His Highness says there are many mosquitoes in the temporary palace, and wonders if the Princess has any mosquito-repelling sachets to spare for His Highness. This way, His Highness won’t need to trouble the Imperial Medical Office. Everyone has just arrived today and things are chaotic everywhere – if someone provided unclean items, it would be difficult to investigate.”

Tianyuan smiled outwardly, but inwardly felt exasperated at his master’s behavior. They had brought mosquito-repelling sachets, yet he insisted on asking the Princess for some, using the fear of being sabotaged as an excuse so the Princess couldn’t easily refuse.

With Xiao Huayong putting it this way, Shen Xihe saw no reason to be stingy with a mosquito-repelling sachet. She provided not only one for mosquitoes but also one for snakes, both personally blended with medicinal herbs: “Hang these two sachets in His Highness’s room, and neither snakes nor insects will come near.”

Actually, every room had been fumigated with mugwort by the palace staff before they knew His Majesty would come hunting, and the rooms for royal relatives and noble families had been additionally fumigated with common fragrances.

However, these couldn’t ward off snakes and vermin.

“I want some too, I want some too!” Xue Jinqiao had just entered and overheard the conversation between Shen Xihe and Tianyuan, immediately coming over.

Shen Xihe glanced at the luggage carried by her two maids Huahua and Caocao: “Where’s your Diandian?”

Xue Jinqiao puffed her cheeks at the mention: “Diandian refuses to come in.”

Outside, no matter how she pulled, she couldn’t get it to enter.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly: “In my courtyard, not only do snakes and insects dare not approach, but even birds and beasts stay away.”

Some scents naturally made animals fearful, and as soon as she entered the courtyard, she hung different sachets in the four corners.

“Then why isn’t Short Life afraid?” Xue Jinqiao asked.

“Short Life was raised by me, I trained it,” Shen Xihe said as she turned to go inside.

“Sister, please help train Diandian too…” Xue Jinqiao followed after her.

Tianyuan understood now – so the Princess’s cat was called Short Life, truly a unique name.

He returned to the courtyard with the sachets and handed them to Xiao Huayong: “The Princess is truly a master of fragrances. Even Miss Xue’s leopard dares not enter because of the Princess’s sachets.”

“When she could recreate the Winter-Dispelling Fragrance, any scent she creates seems natural to me,” Xiao Huayong held the two sachets close to smell them – they were sharp up close but had a light, comfortable fragrance from a distance.

He immediately hung one sachet on each end of his bed, carefully straightening their tassels, somewhat regretful that these weren’t made by her.

“Oh yes, Your Highness, you’ll never guess what name the Princess gave her cat,” Tianyuan said smugly.

Xiao Huayong gave him a sidelong glance.

Tianyuan obediently said: “The Princess named the cat ‘Short Life.'”

Chapter 167: Wanting to Take Back His Heart
“Short Life?” After hearing this, Xiao Huayong was first slightly surprised, finding the name interesting and unique when considering it alone.

His habitually upturned lips suddenly froze, then slowly fell, his gaze growing heavy.

Originally intending to amuse the Crown Prince, the atmosphere suddenly stiffened. Tianyuan couldn’t identify what had gone wrong, his heart suddenly leaping to his throat.

Xiao Huayong’s face showed a stormy silence. It wasn’t that he was being oversensitive, but he had never understood why Shen Xihe had chosen him specifically among all the princes.

Initially, he thought it was because he was the Crown Prince, making everything more legitimate. Later, he deliberately tested her, thinking Shen Xihe knew about his poisoning in Mingzheng Hall eleven years ago and his distant relationship with His Majesty, meaning he wouldn’t trouble the Northwest according to His Majesty’s dying wishes.

The test results showed that Shen Xihe knew nothing about his poisoning. Later, he wondered if it was Shen Xihe’s intelligence that let her see through His Majesty’s favor toward him – a favor that wasn’t truly empathetic – and that’s why she chose him.

This guess was also overturned, remaining a mystery in his heart to this day.

He investigated his medical records and sought people to assess the poison in his body, thinking she cared for him. But she was such a cold person – even when Xiao Wenxi’s actions were so obvious, she showed no jealousy, proving she didn’t care about him at all.

He then thought perhaps she cared for him because she didn’t want her carefully chosen partner to become unsuitable for cooperation.

Only now did he suddenly understand that perhaps he had been wrong from the start.

She chose him precisely because she saw that his life would be short, and whether checking his medical records or finding people to investigate his poison, she just wanted to confirm if he truly had a short life!

Suddenly, Xiao Huayong felt a sharp pain in his chest, and a rush of blood surged up, causing him to uncontrollably cough up a mouthful of fresh blood.

“Your Highness!” Tianyuan cried out in shock, quickly supporting Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong only felt his vision blur before collapsing.

“Quickly summon the Imperial Physician!” Tianyuan roared toward the door.

The news of Xiao Huayong vomiting blood and fainting upon arriving at the temporary palace alarmed everyone. Emperor Youning abandoned the important matters under discussion and strode over with several princes. The blood stains on the ground, not yet wiped away, caused Emperor Youning’s face to darken.

Seeing this, the princes’ eyes flickered, especially Xiao Changying who showed a particularly contemplative expression.

Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin, hadn’t come to this hunt, officially saying he needed to stay in the palace to accompany the Empress Dowager, but actually, because he insisted on observing mourning for Gu Qingchi and shouldn’t take his life.

But ever since the Crown Prince had stepped forward to protect Director Dong’s family, Xiao Changqin had said to Xiao Changying: “Our Crown Prince is the one who hides the deepest.”

“Fifth Brother means that the one who seized the autumn grain from your hands and reorganized it was the Crown Prince?” Xiao Changying was shocked.

“Otherwise, why would he step forward to protect the Dong family?” Xiao Changqin smiled enigmatically. “You don’t think he was truly sharing His Majesty’s worries? If I’m not mistaken, Dong Biquan must have made a deal with the Crown Prince using his family’s safety. He is His Majesty’s confidant after all.”

Xiao Changqin had wanted to make this move too, but had no one to use in the imperial prison and couldn’t contact Dong Biquan. Yet the Crown Prince had managed it, showing that their seemingly isolated and helpless Crown Prince influenced the court.

“But the Crown Prince’s health…” Xiao Changying suddenly realized, “Could the Crown Prince be faking his illness?”

The Crown Prince suffered from a strange disease and would live at most three to five more years – what would he scheme for? Why not just enjoy his remaining life in peace and luxury? They all thought this way, which is why after years of overt and covert struggle, no one had thought to move against the Crown Prince.

While he lived, the position of Crown Prince didn’t need to be openly contested, allowing them to secretly nurture their forces.

But now they suspected the Crown Prince might be faking his illness!

If he was faking, it was truly shocking – how many times had the Crown Prince’s illness alarmed the entire Imperial Medical Office? Yet not one person from the entire Imperial Medical Office had exposed his deception – wasn’t that terrifying?

Who would dare use the Imperial Medical Office’s people again? Wouldn’t that be placing their lives in the Crown Prince’s hands?

“I originally didn’t believe it either,” Xiao Changqin had never suspected the Crown Prince of faking his illness, precisely because each time the Crown Prince fell ill, it caused such a great commotion – how could such a deception be maintained? But now he couldn’t help but suspect, “Look, hasn’t someone always suffered misfortune whenever he falls ill?”

Thinking carefully, Xiao Changying felt this was true.

Looking at the pool of blood today, Xiao Changying hesitated again. Today the Crown Prince didn’t seem to be targeting anyone, yet he still fell ill. Perhaps the Crown Prince’s target hadn’t been revealed yet?

While they were speculating, the Chief Imperial Physician had already checked the Crown Prince’s pulse, his expression very grave: “Reporting to Your Majesty, the Crown Prince’s illness flared up, causing him to vomit blood.”

Actually, it was anger attacking his heart, but the Chief Imperial Physician hadn’t received any hints, and particularly since Tianyuan had shaken his head at him, he knew not to reveal the truth.

The recent series of events had also caused Emperor Youning to harbor some suspicions about Xiao Huayong, but today’s incident dispelled his doubts. Today was genuinely an illness attack, unrelated to anyone.

Xiao Changying also waited for a long time, expecting more to come, before confirming the Crown Prince had truly just fallen ill. He felt they had all suspected wrongly, and sent someone to deliver a letter to Xiao Changqin.

When Shen Xihe heard about Xiao Huayong vomiting blood and fainting, her first reaction was similar to Xiao Changying’s, waiting for someone to suffer misfortune. After waiting all afternoon without hearing any follow-up, she realized Xiao Huayong might truly have had a poison attack, and she brought Random Happiness to visit him.

Xiao Huayong had just woken up and taken his medicine, and was listening to the Chief Imperial Physician’s nagging: “Your Highness, what exactly caused you such anger? Don’t you know you nearly had the poison attack your heart? You must not do this again, otherwise this humble servant will have to accompany you in death.”

“Your Highness…” Tianyuan nervously began, “The Princess has come…”

“Don’t see her.” Before Tianyuan could finish, Xiao Huayong coldly spat out these two words.

Tianyuan had guessed that the Crown Prince’s angry blood-vomiting was because of the Princess but didn’t know why. Knowing the Princess had come, he still hoped seeing her would improve the Crown Prince’s condition.

Though he often felt the Crown Prince had become a different person because of the Princess, he had become more vivid, more human.

Although Tianyuan found it troublesome, he had to admit that His Highness thinking of the Princess was better than His Highness being lonely.

No longer viewing life and death with indifference, he had developed a will to live, actively cooperating with treatment and striving to survive.

His Highness had long since put life and death aside. Even seeking the Immortal’s Belt was only because they had threatened him with death. If he had truly been determined to get the Bone-Shedding Pill, he wouldn’t have let the Princess take it away so easily.

He hoped His Highness could succeed together with the Princess. With the Princess, His Highness was always gentle and bright, even laughing more often, and the Eastern Palace was no longer cold and gloomy.

Chapter 168: Encountering Danger
For the first time, Shen Xihe was turned away by Xiao Huayong. She didn’t insist, only asking if the Crown Prince had awakened. Upon receiving an affirmative reply, she left.

“What did she say?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“The Princess only asked if Your Highness had regained consciousness and if there was any serious concern,” Tianyuan answered truthfully.

Xiao Huayong slowly closed his eyes, letting out a self-mocking short laugh through his nose. Though knowing the outcome, he still wanted to hold onto a shred of self-deceptive hope.

He had never imagined that one day he would become so humble.

His chest ached in waves – so this was the taste of heartache, truly the world’s most terrible torture.

“Tianyuan, I want to take my heart back…”

Take it back – would that stop this bone-deep pain? Would that let him return to being unmoved by all things?

He had said if her heart was cold, he would warm it; if she had no heart, he would give her half of his.

But today he realized she wasn’t heartless or cold-hearted – she had a heart firmly set on being unmoved by anyone!

Such as she was, he couldn’t shake her, and his heart couldn’t squeeze in.

“Your Highness, what did you say?” Xiao Huayong’s voice was too soft and unclear, Tianyuan hadn’t heard clearly.

But Xiao Huayong said: “I don’t want to hear news of her anymore.”

Tianyuan was stunned, then realized this matter was more serious than he had thought.

This was the first time Xiao Huayong had retreated. He didn’t know if he could still confidently win such a Shen Xihe’s heart. He wasn’t sure if her coldness would eventually leave him unrecognizable and scarred.

He wasn’t afraid of being hurt himself – he feared that after being wounded by love, he would lose control and end up hurting her too.

Even now, he couldn’t bear to hurt her in the slightest. If so, better to let go early.

This way, they could remain free of debt to each other.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that Xiao Huayong was so perceptive that merely from the name “Short Life,” he had an epiphany about her thoughts.

After Xiao Huayong refused to see her, on her way back to her quarters, she encountered Princess Changling. Though it had been long since her nose bridge was broken because Princess Changling hadn’t followed the doctor’s instructions, it had left a mark – her nasal bone protruded in the middle, giving her nose an arc. From the front, it didn’t look too severe, but from the side, it appeared particularly strange.

When Princess Changling saw Shen Xihe, her eyes flashed with cold light, like a venomous snake lurking in the grass, desperately wanting to pounce and bite Shen Xihe viciously. However, this time she didn’t approach, instead just glaring darkly at Shen Xihe for a moment before choosing another path.

“Why did she look at Sister that way?” Xue Jinqiao, who was following Shen Xihe, found Princess Changling’s gaze very disagreeable.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xue Jinqiao and said seriously: “She’s jealous of my beauty.”

Xue Jinqiao nodded in agreement: “That’s only natural.”

In Xue Jinqiao’s view, all women in the world should be jealous of Shen Xihe’s beauty.

She was different – because she admired Shen Xihe’s beauty.

For three consecutive days, Shen Xihe brought Random Happiness to visit Xiao Huayong, but each time was put off by Tianyuan, who felt very conflicted.

He knew His Highness was angry but didn’t know when the anger would pass. He also dared not offend Shen Xihe – if His Highness later held him accountable, he would suffer greatly. He could only rack his brains for appropriate excuses.

Although Tianyuan’s explanations were always reasonable, Shen Xihe wasn’t foolish. She understood that Xiao Huayong truly didn’t want to see her.

She thought carefully but couldn’t recall angering him.

Men were truly difficult to understand.

Unable to understand, Shen Xihe simply stopped trying and put it aside. The autumn hunt was only five days total, and she had already spent half the time on him. Shen Xihe accepted Bu Shulin’s invitation and went horseback riding with Xue Jinqiao.

“Young Master Bu, do you remember what you promised me last time?” Shen Xihe reined in her horse in a grove, seeing a beehive ahead.

“You… you’re not going to make me hunt a tiger, are you?” Bu Shulin’s face showed wariness and pleading.

“What would I do with a tiger?” Shen Xihe nodded toward the beehive. “I want that.”

It was a crescent-shaped beehive hanging on a cliff face, extremely large, surrounded by steep terrain with no trees to climb.

“This? …” Bu Shulin stroked her chin, quickly surveying the environment. “I can try.”

She instructed her subordinates to go back and fetch clean white clothes while she went to explore the environment. Shen Xihe gave her a snake-repelling sachet to wear. Bu Shulin climbed up, planning to leap across from one side and use a long sword to cut it down.

Someone would catch it below, while she would land on the opposite cliff face and jump down. She shot an arrow to the landing spot on the opposite side to test the stability of the rocks there. Satisfied, she turned back to Shen Xihe below: “Wait for me to get it for you!”

Just then, the sound of horses approached from behind. Several princesses seemed to be racing with some noble ladies, charging toward their location. Shen Xihe, Xue Jinqiao, and the others quickly made their way.

Leading the group was the Sixth Princess, Princess Pingling, followed by two noble ladies who galloped past where Shen Xihe and Xue Jinqiao had cleared the path. Right behind them was the Fourth Princess, Princess Changling.

Princess Changling saw Shen Xihe sitting parallel to the path on horseback. As she passed by, she viciously whipped Shen Xihe’s horse’s rump.

Shen Xihe’s startled horse immediately galloped away, its speed so great it overtook even the racing Princess Pingling.

Everyone cried out in alarm and pulled tight their reins. Princess Pingling looked back and shouted: “Fourth Sister, what are you doing!”

“What’s there to fear? Princess Zhaoning is the Western King’s daughter. Which Western woman doesn’t have skill in horsemanship? Let Princess Zhaoning show us all.” Princess Changling leisurely urged her horse forward, her gaze cold.

Princess Pingling glanced at her, then whipped her horse to give chase. Xue Jinqiao also pursued, and passing by Princess Changling, gave her horse a fierce whip in return.

Then, ignoring Princess Changling’s shocked cry, she chased after Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe knew some horsemanship but wasn’t an expert. As the horse galloped, she found it difficult to breathe. Her body was gradually recovering but hadn’t recovered this quickly – riding at a gentle pace was fine, but once galloping, she couldn’t withstand it.

She completely couldn’t calm down to control the horse. As her chest began to feel like it was being torn apart, she knew she couldn’t continue like this. Making a split-second decision, she abandoned the horse, finding a slope overgrown with weeds, she leaped from the horse, protecting her head with her arms as she rolled down the slope.

There were thorns among the weeds, leaving countless scratches on her arms. The slope was deeper and longer than she had imagined. She rolled uncontrollably downward, and at the bottom was a waterfall’s deep pool – she plunged straight in.

Chapter 169: He Only Wanted Her to Live Well
“Your Highness, the Princess…”

“I said I don’t want to hear any news about her!” Before Tian Yuan could finish, Xiao Huayong threw down the book he was reading and said coldly.

Tian Yuan fell to his knees with a thud: “The Princess fell from her horse and is missing, her fate is unknown!”

Xiao Huayong rose abruptly: “What did you say!”

“The Princess, she…”

Before Tian Yuan could repeat himself, Xiao Huayong strode towards the door. Tian Yuan immediately lunged forward and grabbed Xiao Huayong’s legs: “Your Highness, if you go out like this, you’ll expose yourself…”

Xiao Huayong’s steps faltered. He pushed Tian Yuan away: “Where did she fall? What caused her to fall?”

While questioning, Xiao Huayong removed his outer robe and put on a plain one instead. By the time he had changed his clothes, Tian Yuan had finished relating all the details. Grabbing a mask, Xiao Huayong disappeared from the courtyard in the blink of an eye.

Guards were already rushing to search for Shen Xihe. Xiao Huayong circled along steep paths, avoiding the searching guards. His keen eyes swept the area, and he quickly swooped down, finding the waterfall.

Shen Xihe had fallen into the pool. Though not deep, the powerful waterfall created turbulent currents. She wasn’t a strong swimmer to begin with, and after choking on water, her mind wasn’t clear. The current swept her downstream into a deeper pool.

The impact made her vision go dark, but she knew she couldn’t lose consciousness or it would mean certain death. She forced herself to relax, letting her body float up slowly, avoiding the area where the waterfall crashed down with its rapid currents.

Using her last bit of strength, Shen Xihe tried to swim to shore, only to discover countless colorful small snakes gathered at the nearby bank. She instinctively reached for her waist, fortunately finding her sachet hadn’t been lost in the tumble.

Unable to swim toward the bank, she could only retreat to the side near the cliff wall, which for some unknown reason was free of the spine-chilling small snakes.

She had swallowed several mouthfuls of water and was gasping for air when she felt the surrounding water move with a strange force. The water pattern gave her an ominous feeling. She steadied her breathing and waited quietly for a moment until things seemed to calm down, making her wonder if the earlier glimpse had been an illusion.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to breathe a sigh of relief, a huge shadow flashed through the clear spring water. The water rippled up from below in that spot, making Shen Xihe’s heart race.

This racing caused the searing pain in her chest to return. She had to take several deep breaths to suppress it.

Something was in the water below. Shen Xihe couldn’t determine what it was. With snakes on the shore, she couldn’t act rashly. As she quickly considered how to handle the situation, an anxious, worried call came: “Youyou!”

It was Xiao Huayong’s voice. Shen Xihe thought she was hearing things, but then it came again: “Youyou!”

Shen Xihe confirmed it was Xiao Huayong. His voice drew closer, but she dared not call back loudly. Seeing moss on the cliff face before her, she grabbed some, formed it into a ball, and threw it in the direction of his voice.

Xiao Huayong had tracked from above. He judged Shen Xihe should be in this direction but hadn’t seen anyone. Thinking about how high the upper pool was from here, if she had truly fallen, perhaps she would…

Just the thought that she might have lost her life made Xiao Huayong’s hands and feet turn ice cold. He was filled with self-reproach, so regretful he wanted to strike himself dead. Why had he been so sulky? Why had he been so moody?

If not for that, how could she have encountered such danger?

For the first time in his life, he experienced what it meant to be truly panic-stricken. He was afraid, truly afraid, afraid he would never see her again.

Only now did he understand that his pretense of indifference was because his love had penetrated to his very bones, yet his pride wouldn’t let him compromise.

He just wanted her to be safe, just wanted her to be well. Everything else was fine.

Whatever she wanted would be fine. He would no longer make demands, no longer hope for anything, just wish for her to live, to live without worries.

As long as she was happy, he could bear anything.

Just as Xiao Huayong was nearly despairing, thinking he had misjudged the direction, a shadow flashed past his peripheral vision. He stopped and looked over. After a moment, another object was thrown.

Shen Xihe worried Xiao Huayong hadn’t heard, threw another handful. Xiao Huayong’s calls had stopped, and she thought he had left. Just as her heart was sinking, she saw a tall figure standing on the bank.

It was a stranger wearing a mask.

Just as Xiao Huayong was about to leap over, Shen Xihe waved him off, pointing downward, warning him about something in the water. If he leaped over, he might startle whatever unknown creature was below, bringing deadly danger to them both.

Xiao Huayong put his hand to his lips and whistled. The sea eagle’s proud cry split the sky, and simultaneously Xiao Huayong leaped forward, graceful and swift as a celestial crane spreading its wings. As he leaped toward Shen Xihe, he saw a huge black shadow flash through the pool. His expression darkened slightly as he grabbed Shen Xihe.

Almost the instant they leaped up and left the water’s surface, a massive head emerged from the water with a splash, snapping at them. Shen Xihe, clinging to Xiao Huayong’s shoulder, got a clear look at a giant python.

She had never seen such a huge snake in her life. Its head was thicker than her waist, beyond her imagination.

Just as the giant snake snapped at them when Shen Xihe could already smell its horrible stench, the sea eagle swooped in diagonally, its sharp beak wounding the python’s eye and knocking its head aside.

Only then could Xiao Huayong carry Shen Xihe clear of the deep pool. They had barely landed when the small snakes that had been clustered at the bank all came slithering out at the giant snake’s hiss.

Shen Xihe was already prepared. She pulled off her waist sachet. Due to her sensitive sense of smell, her sachet wasn’t wrapped in gauze but in a more tightly sealed oilcloth, so the powder hadn’t gotten wet.

She poured out the powder and sprinkled it on Xiao Huayong, especially around his feet. The attacking snake swarm retreated.

“Let’s quickly leave this place,” Shen Xihe said to Xiao Huayong. “Crown Prince…”

At first, she hadn’t recognized him, but once in Xiao Huayong’s arms, she smelled the familiar strong medicinal scent.

“Bear with it a little longer,” Xiao Huayong instructed gently, then swiftly carried Shen Xihe away from the eerie deep pool.

The giant snake seemed unwilling to leave the pool, giving the sea eagle a great advantage. Before Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had gone far, the sea eagle led guards to them, with large numbers of guards swarming in, blocking Xiao Huayong’s path back.

“Your Highness put me down.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t be exposed.

If a masked person of unknown identity appeared in the hunting grounds, these guards might shoot to kill without hesitation.

“You think these guards truly wouldn’t dare to harm you?” Xiao Huayong turned in a different direction while holding Shen Xihe. “Don’t underestimate Changling.”

Chapter 170: The Crown Prince’s Ruthlessness
Changling might be arrogant and willful, but she wasn’t completely without cunning. Having lived in the palace for years, among the guards searching for Shen Xihe were surely some acting under Changling’s instructions.

“How dare I underestimate members of the royal family,” Shen Xihe said weakly, leaning on Xiao Huayong’s shoulder.

Xiao Huayong’s shoulder stiffened slightly. He pressed his lips together silently and quickly carried her away.

Shen Xihe opened her mouth, but ultimately couldn’t resist the darkness that overtook her as she relaxed, fainting in Xiao Huayong’s arms.

With people all along the path back to the palace pavilion, Xiao Huayong simply carried Shen Xihe up the mountain. Behind the mountain cliff was an extremely hidden and dilapidated thatched hut. He brought Shen Xihe inside, immediately started a fire, and looked at her unconscious, soaking-wet form.

He removed his outer robe, quickly memorized how Shen Xihe’s clothes were arranged, held her waist sash, closed his eyes, and carefully removed all her wet clothes by memory, wrapping her in his robe before opening his eyes.

Seeing her pale lips and slightly trembling form, he carefully held her in his arms and added more wood to the fire. Before light could penetrate through the cliff’s crevices, Xiao Huayong had sent out a signal.

Tian Yuan had arranged for people to find Mo Yu and Sui Axi and give them prepared bundles, leading them to this location. Though it took only about two hours, Xiao Huayong waited with an expression dark as water.

Just as he was contemplating murder, Mo Yu and the others arrived. Xiao Huayong put Shen Xihe down and stepped out: “Change Youyou’s clothes.”

Xiao Huayong’s signal had been ice blue – Tian Yuan knew this meant water was involved and had prepared clothes and medicine for colds, including Purple Snow Pills which were excellent for reducing fever.

The clothes were Xiao Huayong’s, extremely loose on Shen Xihe. Sui Axi checked her pulse and found she had caught a cold. Fortunately, he was skilled in acupuncture, particularly adept at expelling cold energy – otherwise, Shen Xihe might have developed a chronic condition.

“Your Highness, this servant will take the Princess back to the palace pavilion,” Mo Yu said after everything was properly arranged.

“Is there anything seriously wrong with the Princess?” Xiao Huayong asked Sui Axi.

“Your Highness, the Princess has caught a severe cold. She was already weak, and this has further depleted her energy. She needs careful nurturing. The injuries on her body are not serious and won’t leave scars,” Sui Axi replied.

“Would it be harmful for her to recover here?” Xiao Huayong asked again.

Sui Axi hesitated briefly: “I can write a list, and have Miss Mo Yu make another trip. It should be fine.”

He understood why Xiao Huayong wanted Shen Xihe to stay on the mountain for a day – to let everyone know Princess Changling had endangered Shen Xihe’s life. The longer they delayed, the more worried people would be, and the heavier Princess Changling’s punishment would become.

Additionally, no one would disturb Shen Xihe’s recovery. Though the place was crude, after some tidying up it might not be worse than the treacherous palace pavilion.

“Take this to see Tian Yuan. He will prepare everything needed,” Xiao Huayong gave Mo Yu a jade pendant.

Mo Yu returned with Xiao Huayong’s people, while Sui Axi and Xiao Huayong remained. Sui Axi cleaned thoroughly and sprinkled some beast-repelling powder at the entrance.

An hour later, the sea eagle’s cry came from behind the cliff. It was carrying a huge bundle, which it dropped when it saw Xiao Huayong at the cliff’s edge.

Sui Axi looked at Xiao Huayong, and after receiving his signal, went to unpack it. Inside were bedding, with a hanging pot, medicinal herbs, food ingredients, water skins, bowls, and chopsticks in the middle. Sui Axi could barely lift it – he’d heard the sea eagle could carry a full-grown deer, and now knew the rumors weren’t false.

Sui Axi immediately began brewing medicine, while Xiao Huayong kept Shen Xihe in his arms, constantly watching for any changes in her condition.

When Sui Axi brought the medicine, Xiao Huayong took it and fed it to her bit by bit. Shen Xihe was still slightly conscious and could swallow on her own. Sui Axi then went to cook porridge.

Mo Yu arrived with two rabbits just as Sui Axi finished cooking the porridge. She reported to Xiao Huayong: “The Fourth Princess has been punished to kneel in His Majesty’s court hall. Many people saw the sea eagle fighting with the giant snake and are saying the Princess fell into the deep pool and became the snake’s meal.”

Xiao Huayong listened expressionlessly. After the sea eagle delivered the bedding, he wrapped Shen Xihe tightly in it.

“His Majesty has ordered the snake to be killed,” Mo Yu added finally.

Such a monster appearing in the royal hunting grounds, witnessed by many people, would surely cause fear in the future. With the camp below the mountain, if the giant snake left this area and went down the mountain, the consequences would be hard to predict. Moreover, rumors were spreading that Princess Zhaoning had died in the snake’s mouth.

If they truly couldn’t find Shen Xihe, this would be a good explanation.

Xiao Huayong remained unresponsive as if all this was within his expectations.

Once the giant snake had shown itself, Emperor Youning wouldn’t allow it to live. Such a creature would easily spark supernatural rumors, especially with so many witnesses. If the endless gossip wasn’t suppressed quickly, who knew how many malicious rumors about the royal hunting grounds might be stirred up by those with ulterior motives.

If it only harmed people, that would be one thing, but they feared it would harm the emperor and the peace of the realm.

Xiao Huayong was thinking that this snake must be a hundred years old – he happened to need a hundred-year snake gallbladder.

“When will His Majesty kill the snake?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Tomorrow at the latest,” Mo Yu replied, delivering Tian Yuan’s message, who had anticipated Xiao Huayong would ask.

“Take good care of Youyou,” Xiao Huayong instructed Mo Yu before leaving.

That night, while most people were still searching the mountains for Shen Xihe, the palace pavilion’s storehouse caught fire for unknown reasons. As it contained everyone’s food supplies, except for one squad left to protect His Majesty, all the palace servants ran to fight the fire.

Princess Changling, dizzy from kneeling, found her watchers gone and tried to get up to slack off. Suddenly, a person wearing a Kunlun slave mask appeared, frightening her into a sharp scream: “Ghost!”

She was knocked unconscious after screaming and quickly abducted. From the bushes emerged a woman of similar build and identical dress, who ran out limping, hair disheveled, rushing past palace maids and guards who had returned upon hearing the princess’s voice.

Everyone who gave chase only saw her steal a horse and gallop wildly away, ignoring the guards’ attempts to stop her, racing all the way to the waterfall’s edge where she abandoned the horse and leaped down. The pursuers heard only a huge splash and saw some water droplets fly up.

“Quickly report to His Majesty, the Princess has jumped into the water!”

In the ensuing chaos, some went back to report while others quickly pursued downward. No one saw a person emerge from the side and swiftly leave in another direction.

Princess Changling was awakened by a bucket of cold water. Seeing Xiao Huayong standing before her, her expression changed dramatically. She tried to scream but found herself mute.

Xiao Huayong gave her an extremely gentle yet eerily disturbing smile, personally feeding her several wax pills: “His Majesty will kill the snake tomorrow. You shall perform a meritorious service for His Majesty.”

These wax pills were all filled with deadly poison. When they threw her into the deep pool, the giant snake would surely be poisoned after eating her.

Chapter 171: I’ll Give You a Good Opportunity to Stand Out
Princess Changling had jumped into the water in full view of everyone. The guards and palace servants who dove in to search only retrieved her clothes – she wasn’t in the upper pool. She must have fallen into the deep pool below, where everyone knew the giant snake dwelled. No one dared to go down.

They wouldn’t even approach the pool, as it was surrounded by numerous colorful, highly venomous snakes. They held torches at a distance, seeing no movement in the dark depths.

Just then, the sea eagle came circling overhead, its proud cry drawing everyone’s gaze upward. At that moment, someone dragged Princess Changling into the upper pool, holding her at the bottom as she weakly struggled, tears streaming continuously.

From above, she appeared to float down with the current. The sea eagle’s cry not only attracted everyone’s attention but also enraged the vengeful giant snake, which angrily thrust its head from the pool. The small snakes at the water’s edge also became notably agitated.

The sea eagle circled high overhead, calling constantly. Its voice infuriated the giant snake, yet even at full stretch, it couldn’t reach the eagle. The sea eagle playfully taunted it, repeatedly swooping just out of reach. Combined with the fearful guards’ arrows attacking the snake, this drove it into a wild rage.

Its tail swept up huge waves along with flying small snakes, striking at the surrounding guards. Many couldn’t retreat in time and were bitten, quickly falling. This successfully drove back all the guards.

“It’s the Fourth Princess, it’s the Fourth Princess!”

Just then, Princess Changling crashed down from above with the current. The enraged giant snake immediately snapped at her. Everyone watched as the snake caught her in its jaws, blood spraying, before throwing her back onto the pool’s surface.

As if warning everyone, the snake cruelly tore at and swallowed Princess Changling. This sight left everyone trembling with terror, weak in their limbs.

Just then, Emperor Youning arrived on horseback with his entourage, held back at a safe distance. His face was frost-like: “Where is Changling?”

All around fell silent, and no one responded.

Emperor Youning grew angrier: “Where is Changling!”

The head guard finally came to his senses, trembling as he ran over and knelt before the Emperor: “Your Majesty… the Princess was swallowed by the giant snake…”

They dared not say Princess Changling had fallen from the upper pool they were searching, or they would have to die with her. They could only let His Majesty believe they couldn’t catch up with the current, arriving only to find the Princess already in the snake’s mouth.

Xiao Huayong had anticipated their reaction, which was why he acted this way. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have had time to force the medicine into Changling. The final step was concealing the poison in Changling’s body.

“Liu Sanzhi, personally order Li Jin to lead three thousand men into the hunting grounds to kill the snake!” Emperor Youning handed his command token to Liu Sanzhi.

Among the princes present (except for the gravely ill Crown Prince), the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng quickly stepped forward: “Your Majesty, I know you are enraged over Fourth Sister, but a forceful attack is not wise.”

Emperor Youning’s piercing gaze cut through the night to fall on Xiao Changgeng.

Xiao Changgeng’s heart trembled. This was his first time experiencing the Emperor’s silent fury directly – it felt as if one more word would cost him his life. But remembering that person’s instructions, Xiao Changgeng steeled himself: “Your Majesty, when men serve in battle to protect country and home, with iron will and integrity, shedding blood and laying down lives for the peace of our mountains and rivers, for the tranquility of the state – that is loyalty and bravery, a worthy death. They should not die in vain here.”

As Xiao Changgeng spoke, screams rose in waves. Emperor Youning and the others looked over to see the enraged giant snake, most of its body now out of the deep pool, beginning to tear at the guards. No guard could match its speed and strength. One sweep of its body sent many guards flying, crashing down heavily to die spitting blood.

“Speak of your better strategy!” Emperor Youning asked sternly.

Xiao Changgeng’s gaze steadied: “Poison.”

The princes looked at each other. Before Emperor Youning could inquire further, someone shouted: “Your Majesty, quickly retreat!”

The giant snake had left the deep pool entirely. Seeing this, everyone immediately turned their horses, escorting Emperor Youning away.

While riding to keep up with His Majesty, Xiao Changgeng called out loudly: “Your Majesty, we must not further enrage the giant snake. Please order everyone to retreat, or it will surely pursue relentlessly!”

If such a giant snake pursued them to the palace pavilion, it would surely be catastrophic.

This was the outcome Xiao Huayong had predicted early on. The giant snake couldn’t be attacked forcefully because it couldn’t be killed quickly. Once enraged, if they couldn’t kill it, everyone might die needlessly.

“Liu Sanzhi, order everyone to retreat completely!” Emperor Youning turned back to tell Liu Sanzhi.

Liu Sanzhi immediately transmitted the imperial order. Everyone swiftly retreated as the giant snake pursued for some distance, determined to take revenge. Xiao Huayong watched from above as they fled in disarray for a moment, until they were nearly at the palace pavilion, before finally blowing his bone whistle.

Following orders, the sea eagle swooped down to intercept the giant snake. With its extreme speed, agility, and fierce attacks, the snake was no match for it. The sea eagle forced it back into the deep pool.

The sea eagle circled several times above the deep pool before stretching its neck and soaring straight toward the clouds.

“His Majesty has Heaven’s mandate, protected by a divine bird,” Liu Sanzhi immediately rallied morale as everyone remained shaken and disheveled.

Everyone showed looks of solemn respect. Xiao Changgeng lowered his gaze. Now living in the Eastern Palace, he had come to the hunting grounds with the Crown Prince and was staying in the Crown Prince’s palace pavilion.

An hour earlier, Xiao Huayong had appeared before him, that magnificent sea eagle perched on his raised arm.

“I’m giving you a good opportunity to stand out. If you succeed, you will surely gain His Majesty’s special regard – it will be a great achievement,” Xiao Huayong’s voice was clear and deep. In the night, it was like falling autumn leaves, casual yet carrying late autumn’s chill and severity.

Xiao Huayong concealed nothing from Xiao Changgeng, even allowing him free access throughout the Eastern Palace, including Xiao Huayong’s library. Seeing those books and Xiao Huayong’s annotations, he felt both respect and fear.

This Crown Prince’s brother became more frightening the more one understood him. He fully grasped why Sixth Brother had chosen to flee far from the imperial city after learning his true nature. For a moment, he too wanted to flee.

Having someone like Xiao Huayong in this imperial city was like having an invisible sword suspended above one’s head, ready to fall silently at any moment.

If he was in a good mood, he might grant a quick death. If he was in a bad mood, that sword would cut to the bone, leaving one crippled but unable to die!

“Seventh Brother, please instruct me,” Xiao Changgeng said most respectfully.

Chapter 172: The Crown Prince’s Method for Dealing with a Love Rival
“If His Majesty wants to slay the snake, a direct attack would result in total casualties. You should stop His Majesty and suggest using poison to kill the snake,” Xiao Huayong was very pleased with Xiao Changgeng’s obedience.

“Yes,” Xiao Changgeng responded promptly and decisively.

Xiao Huayong turned his head and gently stroked the gyrfalcon’s wing: “You don’t ask why I want to use poison to kill the snake?”

“Please enlighten me, Seventh Brother,” Xiao Changgeng didn’t want to guess because no one could guess Xiao Huayong’s thoughts.

“If you want a noble reason, it’s because I am kind and virtuous, unwilling to see innocent sacrifice, unwilling to let good men who should protect home and country die needlessly,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slowly upward. “If you want the real reason, it’s because I want Changling to die in the giant snake’s belly.”

Xiao Changgeng suddenly raised his head, his pupils contracting.

Though Changling had bullied him since childhood and he disliked her, even wanting to teach her a lesson, he had never thought about letting her die like this.

“You must be wondering if the giant snake can bite Changling to death, why do I need you to carry out this poisoning scheme,” Xiao Huayong continued, ignoring Xiao Changgeng. “With a snake this size, its skin has become armor, and ordinary poison may not harm it. The only poison that can truly take its life is the one in my possession.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t want to expose himself and also worried that their plan might backfire – not only failing to poison the snake to death but enraging it into a frenzy, which would inevitably result in a bloodbath with countless casualties.

Each step was calculated meticulously, without any flaws or oversights.

While Xiao Changgeng was still shocked and trembling, Xiao Huayong’s smile took on a hint of malevolence: “Most importantly, this poison is sealed in a wax pill. Once it enters Changling’s body before she breathes her last, she’ll feel pain like a thousand arrows piercing her heart but won’t be able to die – only then can I vent the hatred in my heart.”

Xiao Changgeng retreated several steps again, his face pale as he struggled to speak: “Is it… because she hurt Princess Zhaoning?”

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong replied lazily, then continued casually, “Anyone in this world who sets their sights on her will meet the same fate.”

At this moment, Xiao Changgeng understood why Xiao Huayong had brought him to the Eastern Palace, and why he let him see his true face.

It was a warning, warning him to mind his boundaries, not to set his heart on Princess Zhaoning.

Though his limbs felt as heavy as lead, he still stood straight and bowed with difficulty to Xiao Huayong: “Twelfth Brother thanks Seventh Brother for the guidance.”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong turned his head and asked: “What guidance did I give you?”

Taking a deep breath, Xiao Changgeng said: “Seventh Brother taught by example how to stay uninvolved while making others willingly serve one’s purposes.”

In this matter, though Xiao Huayong planned everything, no one would suspect him – he remained completely detached.

He would act according to Xiao Huayong’s arrangements, not out of fear, but because he couldn’t resist the temptation Xiao Huayong offered.

By suggesting to His Majesty to poison the snake, he would first demonstrate his intelligence and wisdom, and second win the favor of all the guards.

Having the opportunity to stand out while winning people’s hearts was what he desired most right now.

“Clever,” Xiao Huayong knew that personally cultivating someone in plain sight was an interesting affair.

“Is there anything else I can do for brother?” Xiao Changgeng asked again.

Xiao Huayong had given him such a great advantage – he could have asked anyone else to make the suggestion, but it would still be meritorious. There must be some reason why it was more advantageous for him to do it.

“If His Majesty asks what reward you want, say you want the snake’s gallbladder. I need the snake’s gallbladder,” Xiao Huayong said.

He couldn’t request the gallbladder himself, nor could he conveniently fall ill and need a hundred-year snake’s gallbladder. That would only make the suspicious emperor doubtful, especially since Changling had just caused Shen Xihe to fall into the water, and he had never hidden his affection for Shen Xihe. It would make the emperor suspect that Changling’s sudden jump into the water was his scheme.

Even if there was no evidence, it would make the emperor grow wary. Before finding the emperor’s secret army, he didn’t want to confront the emperor directly.

“Twelfth Brother understands,” Xiao Changgeng bowed deeply.

Xiao Huayong left with the gyrfalcon, and moments later news came of a fire in the storehouse, followed by Changling’s piercing scream across the sky, and news that she had frantically shouted about seeing ghosts before stealing a horse and galloping to jump into the pond.

The fear in Xiao Changgeng’s heart was deeper than what the giant snake had brought.

“Twelfth Prince, tell us how to use the poison?” Emperor Youning pulled back his thoughts.

Xiao Changgeng immediately came to his senses and respectfully said: “Fill chickens and ducks with deadly poison and drop them from above.”

It didn’t matter whether the snake would eat them or not. Based on what happened earlier, when they deployed the poison, the Crown Prince would surely summon the gyrfalcon again to provoke the snake. The snake would surely tear apart these objects dropped from above in its anger.

It had already swallowed Changling, so it was already poisoned – the chickens and ducks they would drop were just a front.

“This method is feasible,” the Second Prince, Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin agreed.

Since others didn’t object, Emperor Youning nodded: “We’ll do as suggested.”

When Emperor Youning returned to the traveling palace, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, pale-faced and walking with difficulty, slowly followed a group of people. Seeing this, Emperor Youning spent quite some time comforting him. When Xiao Huayong learned of Changling’s fate, his eyes reddened with tears.

Watching from the side, Xiao Changgeng thought the Crown Prince’s acting skills were unmatched.

Back at the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong changed his demeanor completely, even strutting away brazenly in front of Xiao Changgeng.

When he returned to the mountain, the moon was high in the sky. Shen Xihe had just woken up, having caught a chill, looking somewhat sickly. After drinking a bowl of porridge, she didn’t want to sleep and sat by the cliff’s edge, lost in thought in the boundless night.

Not knowing what she was thinking about, Xiao Huayong walked to her side, yet she showed no reaction.

“Your Highness, why did you especially come to save me?” Shen Xihe had long smelled the medicinal scent belonging to Xiao Huayong in the night wind.

Xiao Huayong slowly sat down beside her, answering her question with another: “Why wouldn’t I save you?”

Shen Xihe slowly turned her head, her somewhat lifeless eyes meeting his gentle ones: “Your Highness, do you know what kind of person Zhaoning is?”

“A cold-hearted person,” Xiao Huayong looked at her seriously, not seeming to jest.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyes slightly, her lips relaxing, nodding then shaking her head: “Your Highness, Zhaoning is a cold-hearted person, Zhaoning doesn’t believe in romance between men and women; but Zhaoning is not heartless. Today’s life-saving grace from Your Highness, Zhaoning will be remembered. If one-day Zhaoning can give her life for Your Highness, Zhaoning won’t hesitate for even a moment.”

Xiao Huayong’s heart was stabbed again.

So she lay sleepless in the deep night, lost in thought here, only pondering what his motives were for saving her.

She had every kind of emotion – filial affection for her father and brothers, friendship for her associates, gratitude for those who helped her.

Only for young men did she lack romantic feelings, and she disdained and had no need for romance between men and women.

Chapter 173: Desiring a Love Like Pan and Yang
Xiao Huayong silently tilted his head back and took a deep breath. Even when he had gone to find her earlier, he had already accepted this cruel reality. Though hearing it now still brought a deep ache, it seemed somehow bearable.

“Do you know why I knew of this abandoned place?” Xiao Huayong suddenly asked.

Shen Xihe gently shook her head.

“My first time at the hunting grounds was when I was six years old,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze grew distant as his thoughts drifted back. “I was riding a small pony, following game with my guards, when somehow all the guards around me disappeared, leaving only me. When I turned to head back, I encountered a tiger.”

The tiger leaped at him, and he only escaped by rolling off his horse. Perhaps because it had the horse for food, the tiger didn’t pursue him, but he dared not be careless. With the downward path blocked, he could only go up, hoping to reach higher ground to call for help.

Later, as he ran halfway up, he heard the tiger’s roar. With no time to think, he could only run upward desperately. Soon he saw the fierce tiger’s shadow. By then he wasn’t far from this place, and the rock crevice leading here was extremely narrow – the tiger couldn’t enter, which saved his life.

“How did Your Highness get separated from the guards?” Shen Xihe frowned.

“Even among our ancestors there were emperors who got separated from their guards. I’m merely a crown prince – getting lost is nothing unusual,” Xiao Huayong smiled lightly. “I dared not leave this place, and ate everything edible.”

To fill his stomach, he deliberately let the blood drip at the stone entrance to lure beasts. When they attacked him, they got stuck in the crevice, and he killed them with the dagger hidden in his boot, dismembered them, and dragged them inside.

He drank beast blood to quench his thirst and ate raw meat to satisfy his hunger.

“I waited three days but no one came looking for me. Later, I noticed the wind direction, tore up my robes, bit my finger to write messages in blood and let the fabric pieces fly down. After countless attempts, one was finally spotted by my guard unit, who climbed up to find me – that was seven days later.”

The Crown Prince had six units of guards, each unit commanded three to five garrisons of soldiers – he had the most guards after His Majesty.

“Your Highness shows exceptional wisdom,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but admire.

At just six years old, he remained calm in danger, survived adversity, and showed incredible perseverance.

How many six-year-olds wouldn’t dare walk alone, let alone on a cliff edge in a desolate valley surrounded by wild beasts?

“When I returned to the traveling palace, all the guards who had gone hunting with me and gotten separated had died,” Xiao Huayong spoke calmly, showing no trace of resentment or pain when mentioning these past events. “From that moment on, I knew everyone around me was a blade that could take my life at any time. I learned to discern between people and ghosts, learned not to trust or rely easily on others.”

“No one can fool Your Highness now.” This was the price of growth and strength.

Chuckling softly, Xiao Huayong turned to gaze deep into Shen Xihe’s eyes: “This is why I no longer trust people easily, but why does the Princess not believe in romance?”

So he shared his childhood story because he was curious why she didn’t believe in love between men and women.

Shen Xihe didn’t hesitate: “The world is unfair.”

Xiao Huayong paused slightly, seeming not to understand.

“Men can have one wife and many concubines, while women can only be faithful to one person,” Shen Xihe said. “I don’t understand how one can truly love yet accept others. If there is no true love, why force women to be wholeheartedly devoted?”

“Princess… is this why you don’t believe in romance?” Xiao Huayong suddenly smiled.

Inexplicably, his mood lifted – he had thought she didn’t believe in romance because of past heartbreak…

Shen Xihe was puzzled by his laughter: “What’s so amusing about my words?”

“Has the Princess not heard of the love between Pan and Yang?” Xiao Huayong asked, starlight and tenderness hidden in his eyes.

Pan An, the most handsome man of the Western Jin Dynasty, was betrothed to his wife at twelve. They loved each other for life – he never took concubines while alive nor remarried after her death.

He gave all his loyalty and deep affection to his childhood sweetheart wife, becoming a celebrated romance through the ages, known as the love of Pan and Yang.

“In thousands of years, this is but one example. It’s because too many passionate women take the love of Pan and Yang as their dream that they spend their lives trapped in ethereal love, wasting away. One must know that Pan Anren appears only once in a millennium. Even if one is fortunate enough to meet such a man as Pan Anren, one might not be Yang Rongji. Different people meeting lead to different outcomes.”

“The Princess speaks truly – different people meeting lead to different outcomes,” Xiao Huayong gazed deeply at Shen Xihe. “I have Pan Anren’s heart – would the Princess return Yang Rongji’s feelings?”

Caught off guard by this declaration, Shen Xihe froze. She showed no emotion or ripple of feeling, only looking at Xiao Huayong with a strange, questioning gaze.

“Why does the Princess look at me so?” Xiao Huayong had anticipated various reactions from Shen Xihe, but not this one.

“Your Highness should not be one for romance,” Shen Xihe said directly. “When a man has lofty ambitions and grand aspirations, he won’t be confined by worldly love.”

Throughout history, those with great ambitions disdained private romance and naturally had no deep feelings. Women were merely seasoning – nice to have but not essential. How could such men spend their thoughts on women?

“Your Highness is of royal blood, Pan Anren was from a noble family. The constraints on royalty differ from those on noble families.”

In a thousand years of imperial dynasty, there had never been an emperor with only one woman. Even Emperor Wen of Sui, though he had no children by other women besides Empress Dugu, still had women besides her – they just had no titles or status.

“Princess, whether a man can do something depends on if he’s willing, not if he’s able,” Xiao Huayong said. “Whether a beauty can make a hero bow depends on if she’s worthy – and this beauty is not about appearance. To me, Princess, your beauty surpasses mountains and rivers.”

“Princess, I am an extremely particular person. If I hadn’t met you, I would likely have lived as you imagine – wielding power while awake, resting on beauties’ laps while drunk. I would have countless beauties, not because I’m romantic, but because no one could enter my heart, leaving me to do as I pleased.

I think many heroes of the past were like this. Their lack of deep feeling wasn’t because their ambitions blinded them, but because they were not as fortunate as I am to meet a princess who could enter their heart.”

“Your Highness, nothing in this world is more changeable than the human heart,” Shen Xihe remained calm, very patient.

Not only had Xiao Huayong just saved her, but she also admired and respected him. Setting aside romance, Xiao Huayong was an admirable hero in her heart, and she didn’t want to see such a brilliant, towering image shatter.

“The heart is changeable…” Xiao Huayong nodded and laughed softly. “That’s just an excuse for those who lack self-control and self-awareness.”

Before Shen Xihe could speak, Xiao Huayong continued: “Since childhood, my nature has been resolute. When I desire something, I won’t rest until I achieve it. Once I’ve set my mind on someone, even if dynasties change, time passes, and stars shift, my heart won’t change.

I know you can’t believe today’s words, but watch my actions in the future.

I don’t ask you to believe me today, nor to be moved by me, but only allow me to prove with my remaining life: The rising sun and constant moon cannot compare to the depth of my feelings for you.”

Chapter 174: My Childhood Name – Lu Ming
The autumn wind sighed mournfully, rustling through the treetops; the bright moon shone brilliantly while all was quiet.

The deep blue night seemed to both rise from the ground and fall from the starry sky, heaven, and earth merging into one color.

Only he stood out as a different hue in this world, vividly reflected in Shen Xihe’s eyes.

She was stunned because, in that moment she believed every word he spoke came from his heart.

“Your Highness, wouldn’t mutual respect be good?” Shen Xihe sighed softly. “When we marry, I’ll respect you as my husband, you’ll respect me as your wife. We can be like close family – you won’t betray me, I won’t leave you. We’ll treat each other well and grow old together.”

This was what Shen Xihe considered the best model for marriage – there would be more tolerance and less demand for each other. When facing dangers or difficulties, they could remain more clear-headed and less impulsive.

“No,” Xiao Huayong firmly rejected. “If I hadn’t met you, I too would think what you described was the most loving marriage in the world. But having met you, I want more than that. I don’t want to be someone you respect, nor do I want to be your family – I want to be unique in your heart, just as you are irreplaceable in mine.”

He was so forceful, his gaze so passionate, like a flame in the darkness, making Shen Xihe feel scalded and want to escape. She shook her head slightly: “Your Highness, Zhaoning doesn’t know what passion is, doesn’t know what love is, and doesn’t know how to feel or love.”

Her eyes slightly lowered, her face pale, looking haggard and lost – her confusion ran deeper than he had imagined.

Even the most composed lady would show some shyness or joy when faced with such a direct declaration of love. Even if unmoved, being loved, especially by someone as exceptional as him, should bring some happiness.

She showed no trace of joy – her calmness was defeating.

He had been somewhat calculating – he knew what kind of person she was. Had he dared say these things at ordinary times, she would surely have shown rejection and disgust. Speaking these words while she felt grateful to him for saving her life was inevitably taking advantage of her gratitude.

But her willingness to marry him because she thought his life would be short had truly pierced his heart. He had originally planned to proceed slowly, but now he couldn’t.

He knew she bore him no ill will or intention to harm. As long as he didn’t hurt her, even if he lived long, she wouldn’t harm him – but if he were long-lived, she wouldn’t have chosen him. She truly disliked entanglements with men.

“Before meeting you, I didn’t know either,” Xiao Huayong sighed deeply. “I hope I can become the one who makes you understand. Until then, treat me as you wish.”

He compromised, yielded, and accepted his fate.

Who could he blame for falling for such a person, one others wouldn’t cherish?

If he couldn’t win her heart, perhaps he hadn’t treated her well enough.

At least when she learned of his feelings for her, she hadn’t tried to avoid or reject him.

“Your Highness, don’t be too passionate towards Zhaoning – Zhaoning is passionless. I don’t want us to end up resenting each other,” Shen Xihe thought for a moment and felt she should be clear. “I’m telling you this now – if you still insist on your course, whether you blame me later or not, I won’t feel I’ve wronged you.”

Shen Xihe never felt that someone’s love for her obligated her to return their feelings.

In this world of men and women, there was so much complexity – a man wouldn’t have only one woman’s love, and a woman wouldn’t necessarily have only one man’s admiration. If one had to respond to every declaration of love and admiration, wouldn’t everything become chaotic?

Xiao Huayong found her serious declaration both irritating and amusing. Finally, he could only respond indulgently and tenderly: “I understand. Whatever I do for you in the future will be from my feelings – you won’t owe me anything.”

Shen Xihe still wasn’t satisfied and added: “How Your Highness acts is Your Highness’s right – I have no right to interfere. But whether to accept Your Highness’s kindness is my right. I hope Your Highness won’t take it too much to heart if I refuse in the future.”

Even if he became angry or frustrated, she wouldn’t care – it would only make him suffer.

Such direct words were somewhat hurtful, but considering he had saved her life, she tried to be more tactful.

Xiao Huayong wasn’t moved by her tact – no matter how diplomatic she was, he could understand her meaning.

Sighing deeply, he could only good-naturedly comply with the person he had chosen: “I understand.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t press her or make unreasonable demands, which pleased Shen Xihe. Having resolved her concerns, she slowly stood up: “It’s late, Your Highness should rest early.”

After saying this and giving a bow, she returned to her room, crawled into her previous bedding, and quickly fell asleep.

Xiao Huayong: …

He was somewhat annoyed yet couldn’t help smiling – Shen Xihe was the most unique woman he had ever met.

She could so calmly go to sleep, telling him to rest early, without caring where he would sleep? She truly had no defenses against him.

Yet her reactions were so endearing, like an innocent little rabbit – he wanted to hold her close and pet her.

Xiao Huayong found a random place to rest. Over the years of traveling mountains and rivers, he had often slept outdoors. As Crown Prince, he could be the most pampered when he wished, yet also the most casual when he chose.

After a good night’s sleep, Xiao Huayong opened his eyes to a subtle fragrance. Seeing Shen Xihe sitting by the fire, stirring porridge in a hanging pot with a spoon, he was surprised.

He usually slept lightly and alertly, waking at the slightest movement, yet Shen Xihe had been up for who knows how long, had dressed and washed, and even started cooking porridge, all without him noticing.

Seeing Xiao Huayong sitting nearby in disbelieving silence, Shen Xihe explained: “I burned some calming incense.”

The calming incense had been burned before Xiao Huayong returned, brought up by Mo Yu.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong looked at her with gentle eyes: “Youyou know my heart best.”

Without saying anything, just one look, and she understood what he was thinking.

Shen Xihe glanced at Ran Axi pretending not to exist and Mo Yu standing like a wooden post at the stone entrance: “Don’t call me by my childhood name.”

“Why not?” Seeing she wasn’t particularly opposed, Xiao Huayong started playing dumb.

“Only those close to me can call me that,” Shen Xihe had no other meaning – it was fine when Bu Shulin called her that, but hearing it from a strange man of another surname made her uncomfortable.

“Close ones?” Xiao Huayong smiled meaningfully. “Is Youyou reminding me to propose marriage soon?”

Shen Xihe gave him a cool look: “I don’t like glib people.”

“But even when I’m not glib, Youyou still don’t like me, right?” Xiao Huayong suddenly found teasing her quite interesting.

Shen Xihe thought about it and realized he had a point.

She didn’t like having any relationship with him, and after understanding this, she stopped caring.

But Xiao Huayong suddenly said: “Youyou can also call me by my childhood name – Lu Ming.”

Chapter 175: Bearing the World’s Burden for You
“No.” Shen Xihe firmly refused.

Last time in the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong had mentioned this pet name given to him by the Empress Dowager. At that time, Shen Xihe was focused on testing Xiao Huayong and didn’t feel any awkwardness about it. But hearing it again today made her feel somewhat uncomfortable.

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, clearly in good spirits, and went to wash up briefly under her puzzled gaze.

Thanks to A Xi’s medicine and acupuncture, Shen Xihe recovered quickly. In the morning, she had prepared a pot of meat porridge with simple ingredients – just meat and rice, along with some medicinal herbs. The aroma was exceptionally fresh and pleasant.

When Shen Xihe took a bowl to serve the porridge, Xiao Huayong hurriedly came over to take it from her: “Let me.”

Without standing on ceremony, Shen Xihe released the bowl. Though she was skilled at cooking, she neither particularly enjoyed nor disliked preparing food.

Xiao Huayong first served a bowl for Shen Xihe, then one for himself. Noticing two more empty bowls, he raised his eyebrows and looked up to ask A Xi and Mo Yu gently: “Would you two like some porridge?”

A Xi had been craning his neck waiting, as the rich aroma had already made his stomach growl.

However, when he met Xiao Huayong’s gaze – despite the smiling face and gentle tone – he felt inexplicably uneasy.

A Xi instinctively shook his head: “This humble one… doesn’t like porridge.”

After speaking, A Xi internally wept. He did like porridge, especially the kind his mistress made – he had never smelled such a wonderful aroma before.

Mo Yu was Shen Xihe’s maid and the most indifferent one at that. She was exactly like Shen Xihe, completely unable to read anyone’s expressions except her mistress’s. She wasn’t intimidated by Xiao Huayong and stepped forward herself: “I wouldn’t dare trouble Your Highness to serve porridge.”

With that, she took a bowl. Her reaction didn’t anger Xiao Huayong; rather, it earned a trace of his approval.

However, approval aside, he smiled and handed the ladle to Mo Yu. Before she could grasp it, he let go. Though Mo Yu’s reflexes were quick enough to catch it, Xiao Huayong flicked a pearl he had pulled from his belt, striking Mo Yu’s arm.

Mo Yu’s hand loosened, and the ladle fell to the ground.

The noise startled Shen Xihe, who turned to see the fallen ladle: “Pick it up and wash it.”

“Yes,” Mo Yu responded. Though she didn’t understand the Crown Prince’s intentions, she only followed Shen Xihe’s orders and wouldn’t report what had happened.

Seeing Mo Yu’s wooden inability to read the situation, A Xi took out some dried food from his pack to share with her as she washed the ladle: “Have some dried food.”

Mo Yu wasn’t picky about food, and since A Xi was also one of Shen Xihe’s people, she didn’t refuse his offering and began eating.

After placing down the cleaned ladle, she didn’t serve any porridge. By the time Mo Yu finished her dried food, there was no porridge left in the pot.

Xiao Huayong asked Shen Xihe: “Would you like more?”

Shen Xihe had a small appetite and shook her head. Xiao Huayong then quickly finished the porridge in his bowl, poured all the remaining porridge into it, and seeing there was still more, quickly finished another bowl. The remainder was exactly enough for one more bowl.

Shen Xihe: …

Xiao Huayong drank contentedly, then said: “I haven’t eaten since coming to look for you yesterday.”

This wasn’t a lie – he truly hadn’t eaten anything since setting out to find Shen Xihe, and even three bowls of porridge hadn’t fully satisfied his hunger.

Shen Xihe looked at him suspiciously, then inadvertently noticed a pearl near the bottom of the pot, and her gaze moved to his belt.

Xiao Huayong followed her gaze and said very naturally: “Oh? When did I lose a pearl? I didn’t even notice.”

A Xi’s lips twitched. He had seen clearly that it was the pearl His Highness himself had pulled off to strike Mo Yu!

But he dared not say anything!

Mo Yu was a woman of few words, and since the Crown Prince held such an esteemed position, she wouldn’t argue over such a harmless matter, though she didn’t quite understand why the Crown Prince had done this.

Just then, footsteps were heard outside. Mo Yu quickly moved to investigate. It was Xiao Huayong’s guard captain who had led Mo Yu up the mountain: “Your Highness, His Majesty plans to slay the snake in half an hour.”

“Proceed as planned,” Xiao Huayong said simply.

As the guard captain withdrew, Xiao Huayong remained seated motionless, directing A Xi to clean and pack up: “Leave these items here.”

“Your Highness, shall we go down and take a look?” Shen Xihe stood up.

Xiao Huayong grabbed her wrist: “It’s dangerous.”

The reason Xiao Huayong hadn’t let Shen Xihe return to the palace immediately was that he knew Emperor Youning would certainly want to slay the snake when he saw it, and he needed the snake’s gallbladder. But the snake’s strength was difficult to estimate. Though he had poisoned it last night, the poison still hadn’t taken effect, showing how resilient it was.

There would surely be a fierce battle below, and staying here would be safest.

“We’ll stay here and wait for news,” Xiao Huayong said.

Shen Xihe didn’t insist otherwise. If Xiao Huayong said this, he must have made proper arrangements.

“Your Highness, do you hope for casualties in this fierce battle?” For some reason, Shen Xihe suddenly wanted to ask.

“You’re wondering if I’ve set up this situation to take lives… such as His Majesty’s…” Xiao Huayong smiled faintly.

Xiao Huayong wasn’t displeased; rather, he was delighted. That someone like Shen Xihe would ask such a question meant she saw him as someone trustworthy. Although this trust had nothing to do with love, it was enough to please him.

Shen Xihe had asked without intending to hide her thoughts and suspicions and nodded in acknowledgment.

“I suggested using poison precisely because I don’t want His Majesty to lose his life here,” Xiao Huayong was equally frank. “If His Majesty were to die now, it would leave many hidden troubles, and I’m not ready to ascend the throne.”

Shen Xihe smiled at him: “There’s Prince Xin and Prince Dai in the palace, and Prince Jing commanding the army.”

This time, neither Prince Xin Xiao Changqin nor Prince Dai Xiao Changzhen had come – one was mourning his deceased wife, the other his mother.

Prince Jing held military power in the South. If the Emperor and princes met with misfortune at the hunting grounds, Princes Xin and Dai could control the court while Prince Jing would lead his troops into the imperial city, throwing the realm into chaos.

“That’s one reason,” Xiao Huayong no longer concealed his thoughts. “Also, His Majesty’s private troops would be left leaderless, and with external enemies surrounding us, internal strife would invite foreign invasion. An unstable empire would only cause suffering for the common people.”

Hearing his words, Shen Xihe had a thought: “Your Highness has a benevolent heart. If one day, Your Highness had to choose between ascending to the throne, which would cause the people to suffer from war, or stepping aside to protect the people at the cost of your life, what would Your Highness choose?”

“Oh? You want to hear the truth?” Xiao Huayong asked with a smile.

Shen Xihe: “The truth.”

“The truth is, if there were no you in this world for me to care about, I would sacrifice myself to save the realm,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a faint smile, his eyes intense, gentle as spring waters stirring. “But if you need my protection, I can only fail all under heaven.”

Chapter 176: One for You?
“Better to fail all under heaven than to fail you.”

Such soul-stirring sentiment would have delighted any other woman, but Shen Xihe only fixed Xiao Huayong with an incomprehensible gaze.

Could someone care so deeply for another person without blood ties?

Could one truly love that much?

How was it possible to love to such an extent?

To Shen Xihe, this was inconceivable.

Her eyes held the unguarded confusion and bewilderment of a deer, yet Xiao Huayong didn’t feel the least bit frustrated. Instead, his lips curved upward: “One day, I will make you understand how willing this is, how deeply I’ve sunk, how determined I am without regret.”

A trace of a smile appeared at the corners of Shen Xihe’s lips – not mocking, but conveying a profound sense of absurdity.

Xiao Huayong remained undiscouraged. He clasped his hands behind his back, gazing at the sheer cliff faces, steep and treacherous, with winding paths through dense forests. Rolling mists swirled endlessly, mountains and waters layered upon each other, thousands of vines intertwined. A powerful desire to conquer arose within him.

The cries of the gyrfalcon intermingled with the giant snake’s hisses, transmitted intermittently through the peaks and mountain mists.

A Xi and Mo Yu began tidying things up – even though they were staying, they couldn’t leave things scattered about. Shen Xihe was still somewhat weak. She sat quietly, tilting her head back with closed eyes to enjoy the sunlight filtering through the branches.

While this spot was peaceful and undisturbed, brutal fighting raged below.

Emperor Youning had adopted Xiao Changgeng’s suggestion to poison the giant snake. However, all the poisoned chickens, ducks, and sheep they threw down were simply knocked aside by the snake. It neither bit nor swallowed them. Having ingested only a small amount of the poison Xiao Huayong had administered, it was extremely agitated.

Emerging from the deep pool, it charged about recklessly, attacking any living thing it saw. When the pain became unbearable, it would slam itself against the walls. The gyrfalcon kept its wings folded, perched on the cliff face, watching everything below.

Emperor Youning had made thorough preparations to slay the snake, secretly deploying the Divine Crossbow Unit overnight among the layered forests. These crossbows were extremely powerful with a range of several hundred paces. The strong bolts penetrated the snake’s rigid skin, embedding like nails deep in its body.

Even so, it refused to fall easily. Despite being pierced by dozens of crossbow bolts, it continued thrashing and roaring.

When the archers attacked again, it had learned to dodge. Soon the arrows were exhausted. As it charged forward with its bloody maw agape, Xiao Huayong, having led Shen Xihe to a safe position, happened to witness this scene.

He took out a bone whistle and blew softly. The gyrfalcon, still as stone on the cliff edge, finally spread its wings and swooped down.

Shen Xihe glanced sideways at the whistle in his hand, carved from large animal bone, producing a crisp, penetrating sound, lustrous as white jade.

“Would you like one?” Xiao Huayong produced another and offered it to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe turned her expressionless face toward the scene below, silently refusing.

Having expected her rejection, Xiao Huayong put it away. The gyrfalcon soared off, its wingspan stretching ten feet.

Shen Xihe saw it sweep past the giant snake’s neck, leaving a spray of blood droplets in the air. After one loop in mid-air, it returned, dodging the snake’s attack before raking its body, tearing away two chunks of flesh.

While an uninjured snake might have stood a chance, this one was already weakened by Xiao Huayong’s poison and grievously wounded by the crossbows. How could it match a well-fed, energetic gyrfalcon?

In moments, the snake’s massive body crashed to the ground. After a few spasms, it lay still. Yet no one dared approach until the gyrfalcon, following Xiao Huayong’s command, flew down and tore open its vulnerable belly. Only then did Liu Sanzhi dare step forward.

“Let’s return to the temporary palace,” Xiao Huayong said to Shen Xihe.

With everyone’s attention on the snake, this was the perfect moment to slip back unnoticed. Upon arrival, they separated, with Mo Yu supporting Shen Xihe toward her courtyard.

Bu Shulin and Xue Jinqiao were still searching for Shen Xihe. All the ministers and their wives who had come were waiting for news at the council hall under Emperor Youning’s leadership, with all guards concentrated there. Only Bu Shulin and Xue Jinqiao had ignored the restrictions to search for Shen Xihe.

“Hong Yu, go summon the imperial physician. Mo Yu, find Young Master Bu and Seventh Miss Xue,” Shen Xihe ordered after understanding the situation.

A Xi had inserted a needle in the back of her head, creating a large bump. She would tell the physician she had fallen, hit her head, and lost consciousness, only to be found by her servants and attendants.

When the imperial physician came to check her pulse, he could only detect blood stagnation at the back of her head, consistent with a fall injury. This way, Emperor Youning wouldn’t investigate where she had gone, nor suspect her involvement in Princess Changling’s death.

Emperor Youning had just received news of the snake’s slaying when word came that Shen Xihe had been found. Hearing she needed a physician, he immediately appointed his most trusted Imperial Physician Zhuo.

Among the three most respected figures in the Imperial Medical Bureau – Chief Physician Chen and Deputy Physicians Zhuo and Huang – only Deputy Physician Zhuo was Emperor Youning’s confidant.

After examining Shen Xihe, Deputy Physician Zhuo reported back to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, Princess Zhaoning has many scrapes, surely from tumbling down a slope. There’s swelling at the back of her head from a severe impact, and cold qi has stagnated in her body, likely from lying unconscious in the wilderness overnight.”

“We understand. You may withdraw,” Emperor Youning waved his hand.

He suspected Shen Xihe’s overnight absence was revenge against Changling. Emperor Youning couldn’t make sense of Changling’s sudden madness and drowning, with Shen Xihe being the most likely culprit – he had heard of her hallucinogenic incense.

However, there had been no traces of burning incense in Changling’s chambers last night. He wondered if Shen Xihe might have used other means.

Now it seemed Shen Xihe wasn’t responsible. When Changling met her fate, he immediately sent someone to inform Xiao Huayong, who was reported to be in his chambers. Neither of them could be the killer – could Changling truly have simply lost her mind?

Emperor Youning turned back and took out a scroll painting. The woman depicted bore a seventy percent resemblance to Princess Changling. She was his lifelong unrequited love. His doting on Princess Changling stemmed from her resemblance to the woman in the painting.

Changling looked like their daughter, a vessel for his emotional longing.

Now Changling was gone…

“Your Majesty, the Twelfth Prince seeks an audience,” Liu Sanzhi reported.

“Summon him,” Emperor Youning put away the painting.

As Xiao Changgeng entered, he caught a glimpse of half a woman’s portrait, though not the face. He immediately lowered his head: “Your Majesty, son feels there may be something unusual beneath the pool. The pool teems with venomous snakes and requires careful handling.”

“We have already arranged for the aftermath,” Emperor Youning had considered this as well. He asked, “You merit the highest credit for slaying this snake. What reward do you desire?”

Chapter 177: An Emperor’s Murderous Intent
“Your Majesty, serving you is my duty – I seek no reward,” Xiao Changgeng bowed with clasped hands.

“Your loyalty is known to Us. We reward merit fairly – achievements must be rewarded.” Emperor Youning’s tone softened, “Not knowing your preferences, We thought to let you choose a reward that pleases you.”

Xiao Changgeng appeared to consider briefly: “Son has heard snake gallbladder makes excellent medicine when steeped in wine. If Your Majesty would grant me the gallbladder, just as one keeps a tiger’s pelt or wolf’s teeth as mementos, I would treasure it as a remembrance.”

“This snake died of poison, its gallbladder may be contaminated…” Emperor Youning hadn’t planned to keep any part of the snake, given its poisoned death and unknown toxicity.

“Son can have it examined at the Imperial Medical Bureau. If it proves toxic and useless, I won’t take it,” Xiao Changgeng added.

“This reward of yours…” Emperor Youning smiled, then suddenly asked, “Are you comfortable staying with the Seventh Prince?”

“The Crown Prince resides in the Eastern Palace – it is elegant and spacious, and His Highness treats others generously. How could a son be uncomfortable?” Xiao Changgeng replied.

Emperor Youning studied him for a moment before saying: “Stay with the Seventh Prince for two more months. After Consort Liang’s first hundred days of mourning, We’ll let you move into your princely residence.”

“Son thank Your Majesty for this grace,” Xiao Changgeng contained his joy.

Emperor Youning could hear his eagerness to move out, indicating at least that his relationship with the Seventh Prince was not harmonious.

Emperor Youning ordered the snake disposed of, giving only the gallbladder to Xiao Changgeng, who had Chief Physician Chen examine it. The verdict was that the gallbladder had been contaminated by poison and was unusable.

Xiao Changgeng still brought the gallbladder to Xiao Huayong, though he relayed the physician’s words honestly: “The gallbladder is unusable.”

Xiao Huayong glanced at the gallbladder in the jade box, closed it, and handed it to Tian Yuan. He smiled at Xiao Changgeng: “Congratulations, Twelfth Brother. Soon you’ll be able to move into your princely residence.”

Xiao Changgeng’s heart tightened. He had asked for the gallbladder, but it was likely ruined – the reward was essentially empty. In Emperor Youning’s view, Xiao Changgeng’s modesty might have prompted him to offer compensation by promising the move in three months.

This served both to provide a tangible reward and to test his relationship with Xiao Huayong.

At the time, only Emperor Youning, himself, and Liu Sanzhi were present. Liu Sanzhi would never betray His Majesty, and His Majesty wouldn’t have told Xiao Huayong, yet somehow he knew.

“You’re wondering how I knew, aren’t you?” Xiao Huayong smiled faintly. “I guessed.”

Xiao Changgeng lowered his eyes. Xiao Huayong was telling him that he understood the Emperor’s mind perfectly. “If Seventh Brother has no other commands, this brother will take his leave.”

“Mm,” Xiao Huayong responded carelessly.

Meanwhile, Shen Xihe was hearing about everything that had happened during her absence. After listening, she fell into silent contemplation.

How could Princess Changling have suddenly gone mad and ridden into the pool, knowing a giant snake lurked below? Only Xiao Huayong could have intervened for her so cleanly and effectively.

He had killed his half-sister for her sake. Though she would have taken Changling’s life upon returning anyway, the meaning was different.

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to feel moved by his deep devotion or terrified by his ruthlessness.

She wouldn’t harm Shen Yingruo for an outsider unless Yingruo wronged her first.

He seemed the type to love so deeply he’d give life, and hate so deeply he’d give death. If one day she earned his disgust, then her fate…

She seemed to have provoked a truly frightening man.

“Princess, Young Master Bu has disappeared,” Bi Yu reported urgently as Shen Xihe pondered.

Shen Xihe stood abruptly: “How could he disappear?”

“Young Master Bu and Seventh Miss Xue have been searching for you day and night. This morning when Young Master Bu returned asking if you’d been found, we didn’t dare reveal anything, only saying you hadn’t been. He went out searching again…”

And hadn’t returned since. Shen Xihe’s expression changed: “Where is Commander Cui?”

She asked while walking out, but Bi Yu stopped her: “Commander Cui was sent by His Majesty last night to lead the Divine Crossbow Unit.”

“They sent Commander Cui?” Shen Xihe’s eyes darkened. “This is bad…”

His Majesty harbored murderous intent toward Bu Shulin. What better way to silence the King of Shu South than to have Bu Shulin die in an “accident”?

Bu Shulin went searching for Shen Xihe, who had met with misfortune – it would be seen as self-inflicted. His Majesty was busy with the snake and couldn’t attend to everything. The King of Shu South would have no grounds for complaint, except perhaps that Bu Shulin ignored warnings and insisted on searching for Shen Xihe.

If Bu Shulin truly died, not only would the Bu family have no heir, but with Bu Tuohai aging, Emperor Youning could appoint someone to take control of Shu South’s forces. Moreover, Bu Tuohai and Shen Yueshan would surely grow estranged, eliminating any worry about their cooperation.

What an excellent scheme – three birds with one stone!

“Have Mo Yuan come and stop anyone from reporting Young Master Bu’s disappearance to His Majesty!” Shen Xihe ordered immediately.

They couldn’t give His Majesty reason to send people searching for Bu Shulin. Otherwise, his men would flood in, and even if Bu Shulin wasn’t dead, being found by His Majesty’s people would mean certain death.

“A Xi, Mo Yu, take Duanming to search,” Shen Xihe retrieved a box of incense she had made for Bu Shulin and handed it to A Xi. “If Duanming loses the trail, let it smell this incense.”

Since Duanming had joined her, she had been training its sensitivity to scents. Its sense of smell was as keen as any dog’s, though it lacked tracking ability. But under Shen Xihe’s guidance, it had become especially attuned to incense.

After giving instructions, Shen Xihe took Bi Yu to find Xiao Huayong.

When she arrived, Xiao Huayong had just dismissed Xiao Changgeng. She met Xiao Changgeng face-to-face, hurriedly gave a greeting, and strode in before he could return it.

Xiao Changgeng stood outside the courtyard, watching Shen Xihe enter unimpeded, without need for announcement or facing any obstruction. This was clearly by Xiao Huayong’s specific arrangement.

“Oh my dear, what brings you here?” Xiao Huayong asked urgently, seeing Shen Xihe’s grave expression.

She glanced back and, seeing Xiao Changgeng had gone, said: “His Majesty wants to kill Young Master Bu. She went searching for me from the beginning – I can’t let her die because of this.”

Though she hadn’t asked Bu Shulin to search for her, Bu Shulin’s sincerity was genuine. She wasn’t someone without conscience – how could she ignore this? She firmly believed Duanming could track Bu Shulin by scent, but still worried they might be too late.

In terms of connections, she couldn’t match Xiao Huayong, so she could only seek his help.

“Tian Yuan!” Xiao Huayong immediately summoned him. “Send word – search for Young Master Bu with all effort.”

Bu Shulin was a woman – Xiao Huayong wouldn’t allow her death to weigh on Shen Xihe’s mind forever!

Chapter 178: The Ancestral Temple Burns
“And there’s His Majesty to consider,” Shen Xihe added, “We can’t let people go to His Majesty about Young Master Bu’s disappearance…”

“Your Highness, the Policy Discussion Hall reports that His Majesty has summoned Young Master Bu,” Before Shen Xihe could finish, the servant who had just left to deliver orders returned.

Indeed, His Majesty had resolved to kill.

By summoning Bu Shulin, when the person couldn’t be found, he would be able to issue a death warrant under the pretense of searching for him.

“I’ll go see…”

“Your Highness need not concern yourself,” Shen Xihe grabbed his arm. “I anticipated that if His Majesty had no one to prompt him, he would certainly summon Young Master Bu, so I’ve already sent a maid to find Jin Shan, Young Master Bu’s confidant.”

Bu Shulin had two personal guards he brought from the Shu Southern Army, called Jin Shan and Yin Shan.

“How do you plan to delay His Majesty’s summons?” Xiao Huayong was curious. He knew she was clever, but was still delighted and surprised.

“I had Jin Shan find someone of similar build to the Young Master to pretend to have stomach troubles and keep running to the privy. They’re not to let the palace servants see their true face, and even if the imperial physician comes, they should try to delay the examination as much as possible,” Shen Xihe didn’t hide anything from Xiao Huayong.

“His Majesty is determined to see the person. This method can only delay for a moment. He will surely send Liu Sanzhi, His Majesty’s confidant who must know about Young Master Bu’s misfortune. He will have ways to catch the person you have impersonating Young Master Bu,” Xiao Huayong said.

Shen Xihe smiled gently: “It doesn’t matter if they catch him. Just have Jin Shan say the Young Master was there just now, that he was trying to persuade the Young Master to see a physician, but somehow the Young Master had someone impersonate him to escape Jin Shan’s urging. The Young Master has always feared taking medicine, so he must have just run off, and they should go look for him.”

Xiao Huayong nodded with a smile after hearing this: “That’s a good plan.”

This way, it wouldn’t be that the person was missing all night, but rather had just disappeared to avoid being urged to see a physician. His Majesty couldn’t very well send people to search everywhere, and even if there was urgent business, they could only search around the immediate vicinity.

Time was short, but delaying for an hour or so should be possible.

“Is Youyou confident she can find the person within an hour?” Xiao Huayong was very curious about where Shen Xihe’s confidence came from.

“The hunting grounds are vast, and Zhaoning cannot estimate their size. I have no confidence we can find someone in an hour,” Shen Xihe shook her head. “We can only delay as long as possible moment by moment, fearing that Young Master Bu has already met with misfortune. That’s why I came to seek Your Highness’s help, hoping he can return safely.”

“Don’t worry, he will certainly be fine,” Xiao Huayong gently comforted Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe nodded somewhat worriedly.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t bear to see her brows furrowed and wanted to reach out to smooth them, but moved his hand and forcefully restrained himself. He suddenly thought of something: “About the Changling matter… I am not a cold-blooded person.”

Shen Xihe was slightly startled, she hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to bring this up on his own.

“I know after you heard about it, you must think I’m cruel and heartless, disregarding brotherly bonds…” Xiao Huayong’s tone was somewhat melancholic.

Though Shen Xihe appeared aloof and didn’t form deep relationships with others, she was someone who valued traditional moral principles. This could be seen from how she didn’t let the previous generation’s grievances affect Shen Yingruo, never making things difficult for her. As long as Shen Yingruo remained this sensible, if one day someone bullied her, for the sake of her surname being Shen, Shen Xihe would still stand up for her.

She was someone who regarded family honor and familial bonds as very important. Regarding his cruel scheme against Changling, she would certainly feel uncomfortable, because she didn’t understand romantic love. In her view, when there were blood ties, even if there was no contact, one still shouldn’t harm the other.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning is ignorant and indeed had such thoughts,” Shen Xihe wasn’t a hypocritical person. If Xiao Huayong hadn’t asked, she might not have brought it up voluntarily, but since he mentioned it, she wouldn’t pretend she hadn’t thought that way.

“In your heart, family ties are paramount. Nothing I say now will make you understand,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly. “I only hope you know that I won’t hurt you. I won’t be someone who would dye mountains red with blood for you when I love you, then wish to cut you into a thousand pieces when I no longer do.”

And he would never stop loving her.

Shen Xihe stared steadily at Xiao Huayong, remaining silent for a moment before saying: “I believe Your Highness.”

She didn’t know why, but she believed these words from Xiao Huayong. Where this confidence came from, she couldn’t explain herself, it was just an intuition that he wasn’t deceiving her.

Xiao Huayong truly loved this aspect of Shen Xihe’s personality, and how she meant what she said. She wouldn’t lie, and if she didn’t believe something she would express it through silence rather than direct words, but when she said she believed, she meant it.

Nothing else mattered, as long as she believed, that was enough.

Xiao Huayong felt relieved in his heart and invited Shen Xihe to sit inside, personally brewing tea for her.

A fragrant aroma brought back Shen Xihe’s wandering attention. She looked down to see a flower blooming in the teacup, and as the petals unfurled, the rouge-colored tea was particularly brilliant.

“I heard you don’t like drinking tea, so I prepared flower tea,” Xiao Huayong brought a cup to Shen Xihe, with small dishes of milk, honey, sugar cubes, and such on the side. “Add whatever you like to make it to your taste.”

Shen Xihe was somewhat anxious, worried about Bu Shulin’s life and death, worried until her lips were dry. Feeling it wasn’t too hot, she picked up the cup and took a sip. The flower had been preserved in honey and naturally had a hint of sweetness, which was just right for Shen Xihe, and she couldn’t help but take several more sips.

After more than half an hour passed without any news, Shen Xihe stood up: “I need to go to Young Master Bu’s quarters to help delay things further.”

“No need, just wait here peacefully. I’ve already made arrangements to ensure His Majesty won’t find any excuse to send people,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly.

Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened: “His Majesty will return to the palace immediately.”

Soon someone came to report that the ancestral temple was on fire. With such a major incident, how could Emperor Youning sit still? He hurriedly left some instructions and led his personal guards to ride back to the palace.

“You…” Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that Xiao Huayong would send people to burn the ancestral temple. That was also where his ancestors were enshrined!

This was a great disrespect to the ancestors!

“It’s just some thick smoke outside. My doing this isn’t about disregarding the ancestors, but has other intentions. After we return to the capital, you’ll understand,” Xiao Huayong feared she would misunderstand him even slightly.

“I know,” Shen Xihe nodded: “Even riding at full speed from the capital to here, an hour might not be enough.”

One way wasn’t enough, let alone a round trip. She had come to find Xiao Huayong less than an hour ago, even if Xiao Huayong had arranged it right then, the person still wouldn’t have reached the capital.

So this wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment decision, but something Xiao Huayong had arranged in advance, just happening to coincide with Bu Shulin’s situation. This was also why Emperor Youning didn’t suspect this was done by someone to rescue Bu Shulin.

Calculating this way, Xiao Huayong hadn’t set the ancestral temple on fire for Bu Shulin.

Shen Xihe’s shock and astonishment were only directed at his action of burning the ancestral temple.



Chapter 179: Peril All-Around
With the ancestral temple on fire, Emperor Youning had no time for arrangements and hurriedly returned to the capital, leaving the main force ready to depart. The Emperor left with several princes, and since Crown Prince Xiao Huayong was too weak to travel quickly, he left an oral decree that everything should defer to the Crown Prince.

Even though Emperor Youning had left Liu Sanzhi behind, he didn’t dare make decisions over Xiao Huayong’s head.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince, Young Master Bu has disappeared,” Liu Sanzhi was anxious. He vaguely felt that if they didn’t send people to “search” for Bu Shulin soon, His Majesty’s plan would fail.

“Kha-kha-kha-kha…” Xiao Huayong coughed weakly. He seemed quite unwell. Tianyuan brought throat-soothing tea, but after drinking it, he vomited it back up shortly after.

Tianyuan’s face changed drastically with worry and immediately summoned the imperial physician. The Chief Imperial Physician rushed over, took his pulse, and asked what His Highness had eaten from yesterday until now. Tianyuan’s answers didn’t match up, so he asked several other questions.

Finally, after more than half an hour, he concluded that His Highness might have caught a chill.

Liu Sanzhi waited for a long while. He had barely waited for the physician to leave and was about to re-enter when he saw Tianyuan come out as well, closing the door and saying to Liu Sanzhi: “Eunuch, His Highness has been unwell lately and has only just managed to rest. If there’s nothing urgent, please let His Highness rest properly.”

“Guard Cao, Young Master Bu is missing. Please have His Highness order a search,” Liu Sanzhi said.

“Young Master Bu is missing?” Tianyuan was startled and immediately pointed to a young palace servant, “Go find Young Master Bu’s guards and question them.”

Jin Shan came quickly and insisted that his young master was just being playful and hiding, not missing at all.

This left Liu Sanzhi unable to persist. He thought darkly that His Majesty’s plan to deal the final blow probably couldn’t be carried out, and only hoped the people sent would succeed.

Had the people Emperor Youning sent succeeded?

Of course not. Bu Shulin felt very guilty about Shen Xihe disappearing after being thrown from her horse because of Princess Changling. She had brought Shen Xihe out but hadn’t taken proper care of her, so she searched day and night.

Xiao Huayong wanted to use this situation, so naturally, the fewer people who knew Shen Xihe’s whereabouts, the better. He certainly wouldn’t inform Bu Shulin and Xue Jinqiao, letting them search outside to avoid arousing suspicion. He even sent his people to make a show of searching for Shen Xihe.

No one had expected Emperor Youning to develop murderous intentions toward Bu Shulin at this time.

Having just suffered the pain of losing his daughter, with the unknown threat of a giant snake still unresolved, the emperor still had the mind to the scheme. Indeed worthy of one who had sat firmly on the dragon throne for twenty years.

Bu Shulin had returned early in the morning to learn that Shen Xihe hadn’t returned, and despite her exhaustion, went out searching again. She didn’t believe Shen Xihe would so easily die in a snake’s belly. Perhaps Shen Xihe hadn’t fallen from that spot at all, so she wanted to search further away.

She had barely entered the woods when her horse became uneasy. At first, she thought they’d encountered a beast until an arrow grazed past her ear as she turned her head. Only then did she realize she’d fallen into an ambush?

She was already exhausted, and this time His Majesty had sent first-rate experts. If not for her horse’s intelligence working in perfect harmony with her, she would likely have been unable to escape. Even so, she only managed to kill one person and was ultimately forced, like Shen Xihe, to gamble on survival by riding her horse off a cliff.

Shen Xihe had jumped down a slope, but she jumped off a precipice. Although she used the mechanism on her wrist to shoot iron spikes into the cliff face, hanging and scraping along the rock face for some distance before catching herself on the cliff edge, the uniquely forged thin iron wire also caught her, but she was severely injured with unstaunched bleeding from her wounds.

Hanging like this for a day would certainly mean death.

Her arm had also been dislocated during the fall and suspension. If she kept hanging like this, she would likely lose the use of one arm.

She knew His Majesty wanted her life. If she became disabled, even if she preserved her life, the Shu Southern Prince’s Manor would exist in name only.

How could a disabled heir lead troops in battle?

She bit her tongue to stay alert and looked down to find a dense pine forest below. The distance wasn’t too great; if lucky, she could use the pine branches to break her fall, and shouldn’t be fatal: “First, I’ve never cheated or swindled, second, I’ve never killed innocents, third, I’ve never peeped at ladies bathing – surely Heaven won’t deny me a way out!”

Gritting her teeth, Bu Shulin tore off the mechanism guard on her wrist and fell straight toward the pine forest. Her calculations were precise, using the pine branches to cushion her fall, but the solid impact with the ground still felt like it had displaced all her internal organs.

She was bleeding continuously and couldn’t stay there, or she would attract wild beasts.

It felt as if every bone in her body was broken. Powered only by survival instinct, she found a climbable tree and leaned against it, breathing heavily.

Though completely drained of strength, Bu Shulin didn’t dare be careless or let herself close her eyes. When a bear’s roar reached her ears, she felt utterly desperate: “Damn it, if you couldn’t stand to see young master so handsome and refined, you shouldn’t have given me this appearance in the first place. Did you have to use this method to take it back?”

Even a tiger would be better – those can’t climb trees. Yet they had to send something that could climb!

Especially when that huge black shadow entered her vision, Bu Shulin’s first reaction was to check if her small frame would be enough to fill its teeth.

Such a huge bear – by her estimate, it would take four of her to match its size!

Bu Shulin held her breath, silently chanting: “Can’t see young master, can’t see young master, can’t see young master!”

Until her tree began to shake, she had to look down. This bear was licking her blood trails on the tree, ramming the trunk. Finding it couldn’t knock her down, it started climbing.

Bu Shulin pulled out the hidden weapon concealed in her boot, held it in her palm, and waited until the black bear climbed close enough. She threw the weapon with swift precision, the projectile shooting accurately into the bear’s eye. It crashed to the ground with a boom.

The wounded black bear furiously rammed the tree trunk. Bu Shulin hugged the tree trunk with all her might, nearly being shaken loose, but fortunately, the poison on the weapon acted quickly. The bear collapsed below, foaming at the mouth until death.

Just when Bu Shulin thought she could breathe easier, she never imagined that while the bear hunted Bu Shulin, wolves lurked behind.

These wolves tried to climb but lacked the strength in their claws and slid back down. After howling at her for a while, they brazenly lowered their heads and began tearing at the bear’s carcass. Seeing this, Bu Shulin laughed coldly: “Eat up, eat up. Your last meal in life – no, your last meal in wolf life.”

Daring to eat a bear that died from poison – truly eating anything when hungry.

After all this excitement, she had become more alert. When Duanming arrived with Mo Yu and Sui Axi, Bu Shulin was crouching on a tree branch, counting with great interest, calculating the wolves’ time of death.

Before the poison could take effect, Mo Yu and Sui Axi’s arrows had already dropped two wolves, sending the rest fleeing.

However, before they could approach, Bu Shulin shouted from the tree: “Careful, wolf pack!”

Chapter 180: A Chapter Full of Laughter
It turned out that before the few wolves started feasting on the black bear, they had already been calling out. A wolf pack from nearby responded, and suddenly there were over a dozen wolves surrounding Mo Yu and Sui Axi.

“Meow— Meow—” Duanming struggled in Mo Yu’s arms, taking the stance of one ready to jump down and duel the wolf king.

Mo Yu pressed down on its head and drew her sword. Sui Axi knew some martial arts as well, and the two prepared to battle the wolf pack.

Just as Bu Shulin was about to jump down to fight alongside them, a piercing cry rang through the sky, reaching the sun and moon.

The wolf pack immediately showed signs of retreating, yet was reluctant to abandon the feast before them.

The gyrfalcon’s silhouette drew closer from high above, its gray-white wings gradually emerging from the black shadow.

Duanming lost interest in the wolf king and turned to yowl at the gyrfalcon instead: “Meow— Meow—”

Sui Axi raised his hand to shield his eyes, finding it hard to watch his master’s cat anymore.

Mo Yu kept her cold expression, remaining vigilant even with the gyrfalcon’s appearance.

Sure enough, one wolf intent on challenging the gyrfalcon leaped toward them. Mo Yu grabbed Sui Axi, trying to pull him away, but before she could act, they felt a blur before their eyes and a gust of wind as the wolf pack retreated.

Looking up, they saw the wolf that had leaped at them now in the sky, caught in the gyrfalcon’s talons. After a screech, the gyrfalcon released its grip, and the wolf crashed down precisely in the middle of the pack, reduced to a bloody mess.

Duanming froze for a moment, slowly tucking its head into Mo Yu’s embrace, curling into a ball with just a bit of fur still visible.

Not just Duanming, but Bu Shulin and the other two were also dumbstruck. This gyrfalcon looked to be as tall as a three or four-year-old child with a wingspan of ten feet, but they hadn’t expected it to be so ferocious.

That was because they hadn’t seen the gyrfalcon battle the black bear, snow leopard, and that giant snake.

The wolf pack swiftly retreated. Bu Shulin’s taut nerves relaxed, and she slid down from the tree. Sui Axi immediately went to examine her, his expression changing briefly when he took her pulse before quickly composing himself.

Only then did he understand why the Princess treated Young Master Bu with such familiarity, showing no concern for the proper distance between men and women.

He had been with the Princess for some time and knew that once Shen Xihe trusted someone, she trusted them completely. That’s why she never worried about propriety when associating with Bu Shulin and Xie Yunhuai. While she was close but respectful with Xie Yunhuai, maintaining proper boundaries, it was different with Bu Shulin. So that was it – Young Master Bu was female.

He quickly treated Bu Shulin’s wounds, using acupuncture to stop the bleeding, then bandaged the injuries before crouching before her: “Young Master Bu, please forgive the offense.”

Bu Shulin had never lost consciousness – in these wild mountains full of dangers, who knew what might happen next?

She wasn’t sure if the gyrfalcon had been sent by someone, and while it could help them once, it might not help a second time.

She lay across Sui Axi’s shoulders, letting him carry her down the mountain. With the gyrfalcon clearing the way, their descent was particularly smooth.

Liu Sanzhi waited for the Crown Prince to wake, only to receive news that Bu Shulin had been injured in a fall. He closed his eyes: they had missed their opportunity.

Bu Shulin had someone knowledgeable in medicine by her side, a Tibetan doctor brought from Shu South. Otherwise, she couldn’t have concealed her female identity for so many years.

“The Young Master’s injuries are serious, but thanks to the Princess’s physician’s proper treatment, there won’t be lasting effects,” the Tibetan doctor sighed in relief.

“This is all thanks to Sister Xihe’s good fortune.” Otherwise, this hunting trip would have been one of no return.

“Young Master’s misfortune was also because of the Princess…”

Before the subordinate could finish speaking, Bu Shulin’s cold gaze landed on him: “Jin Shan, thirty lashes.”

“Yes…”

“Wait.” Shen Xihe arrived just in time to hear these words. While touched by Bu Shulin’s defense of her, she couldn’t let Bu Shulin alienate loyal subordinates because of her.

This subordinate wasn’t necessarily truly blaming her, but rather feeling distressed for his master, inevitably displacing some emotional blame.

“Youyou.” Bu Shulin’s pale face gained a hint of color as she gave Jin Shan a meaningful look. “Sister, no need to plead for him. He’s thoughtless, and I don’t need such servants by my side.”

Then, with a piercing gaze, she addressed all her confidants: “Today with the giant snake, His Majesty had an excuse for not being able to look after me, and he wouldn’t miss such a rare opportunity. This has nothing to do with the Princess.

If we must speak of connections, it’s that I invited the Princess out but failed to take proper care of her, causing her to face danger. I am the one who failed her. If anyone objects, take it up with my father. If I learn of anyone trying to sow discord between our houses, I won’t be lenient!”

After this rebuke, her cold gaze fell on the punished subordinate: “Do you accept these thirty lashes?”

“This servant accepts wholeheartedly. I spoke out of turn.” The subordinate fell to his knees with a thud, answering forcefully.

At this point, Shen Xihe couldn’t intervene further. This was Bu Shulin reasserting her authority and stopping any attempts at provocation.

“Everyone withdraw. I wish to speak with the Princess.” Bu Shulin impatiently watched them leave – all these rough, burly men, how could they compare to the pleasing sight of her dear Youyou?

Despite being so seriously injured, she still didn’t forget to act shamelessly, her eyes curved into crescents and sparkling as she looked at Shen Xihe. Who could suspect Bu Shulin was female? Shen Xihe said irritably: “Not hurting anymore?”

“Aiyoo…” Bu Shulin immediately let out a weak, miserable cry, then began to moan. “I’m in so much pain. Youyou, pat me, surely that will make it better…”

“The Crown Prince has expressed his feelings to me,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

Bu Shulin heard this with confusion, not noticing Shen Xihe’s mischievous smile, and continued clutching herself: “It hurts so much, so much… Youyou doesn’t even care about my pain, I might as well die from the pain…”

Shen Xihe quietly watched her theatrics. If not for her injuries, she probably would have been rolling around: “That gyrfalcon that saved you belongs to the Crown Prince.”

“I might as well die from the pain, I’m alive and—”

Bu Shulin’s singing cut off abruptly, her mouth forming a perfect O, blinking several times before asking hesitantly in a small voice: “You’re saying that gyrfalcon that grabbed the wolf into the sky and dropped it to smash into meat paste belongs to the Crown Prince?”

She couldn’t help but swallow after speaking.

Seeing her loss of composure, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but look down on her: “Is smashing one wolf worth such amazement?”

“You didn’t see it – the wolf went whoosh into the sky and then bang down to the ground, just a pile of meat. The whole pack ran away scared.” Bu Shulin’s eyes were wide as she gestured with both hands.

“Oh, have you seen that snake in the pond?” Shen Xihe asked.

The topic shifted, but Bu Shulin still nodded honestly: “I have.”

“That snake? The one His Majesty’s Divine Crossbow Corps couldn’t subdue? The Crown Prince’s gyrfalcon gutted it with one talon.” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled back: “I’m fainting. You’d better go, I don’t want to become meat paste or get gutted.”

Chapter 181: Youyou, You Have the Breadth of Mind of an Emperor
“Don’t want me to check on it?” Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a teasing glance.

Bu Shulin saw her step forward and hastily shifted deeper into the bed, the movement pulling at his wound and making him grimace in pain.

Shen Xihe let out a light, mocking laugh. “You should be more careful in the future.”

The playful expression vanishing from his face, Bu Shulin’s gaze grew intense. “I was careless. I never imagined His Majesty already harbored the intent to kill me.”

“His Majesty is entering his twilight years, and the princes have come of age with full authority. He will grow increasingly impatient.” Shen Xihe crossed her hands in front, moving with graceful steps and elegant bearing toward the window. Her gaze penetrated through to the bamboo grove outside, the shadows of bamboo swaying in her misty, ethereal pupils, elusive and difficult to capture. “Moreover, His Majesty is far from reaching a point of paranoid urgency. For him to act this way, besides the timing being a rare opportunity, he must also have everything thoroughly planned.”

“Thoroughly planned?” Bu Shulin carefully savored these words, his gaze sharp. “You mean His Majesty has placed spies within the Shunan army, at my father’s side!”

If he were to be killed here, when the news reached Shunan, his father would be devastated. The spy would take advantage of this moment to strike, declaring his father died of grief. Even if someone discovered the truth, the court-appointed officials would arrive immediately to take control, and for the safety of themselves and their families, they would maintain their silence.

What a masterful move of bloodless conquest through subtle manipulation!

“That’s just one possibility.” Shen Xihe reached out her hand, gently brushing the emerald leaves arranged on the windowsill. “Nothing is absolute. It’s not difficult for His Majesty to ensure this strike leaves no evidence, yet he still acted. This means…”

Shen Xihe turned around, her gauze skirt floating with a lustrous glow, her eyes gleaming as they met Bu Shulin’s: “It means His Majesty is not afraid to wage war against Shunan.”

Bu Shulin’s heart trembled: “Where does His Majesty get such confidence?”

Even as an emperor, assassinating his officials first would leave him without justification. Could he command with such authority that the military stationed around Shunan would heed his orders to encircle them? Wouldn’t these forces fear the domino effect and grow suspicious of the emperor?

“His Majesty never intended to use the surrounding forces to suppress Shunan.” Shen Xihe’s gaze grew somber. “His Majesty has secretly built a special force over the past five or six years. Now that this force has grown formidable, His Majesty naturally won’t be restrained by others. He truly just needed a good opportunity to test its edge, using this to intimidate all directions.”

“His Majesty secretly built a special force?” Bu Shulin had only just learned of this, her face changing dramatically with shock.

To build an army, and maintain it for five or six years without arousing suspicion, was no easy feat even for an emperor.

Funding was one issue, but the most difficult part was manpower. A special force could range from hundreds to thousands of men. For such a large number of people to disappear without anyone reporting or investigating meant local officials were covering for His Majesty, indicating His Majesty had absolute control over the regions where he recruited talent.

“His Majesty has ruled for twenty years, sweeping away the decline from his predecessor’s reign. Over these years, apart from his extreme self-interest, he neither heavily employed sycophants nor pardoned corruption. He is considered a wise ruler in the hearts of civil and military officials, and is deeply supported by the common people.” Shen Xihe reminded him.

This time Bu Shulin had suffered such a great calamity, that he had no choice but to swallow this bitter pill. Without evidence, there was no way to expose the emperor’s ruthlessness.

Emperor Youning was a ruler who had almost no flaws except for his emphasis on power and reputation. He wasn’t obsessed with women, was diligent and upright, brave and clever, and appointed people based on merit – if he had been a legitimately succeeding emperor during peaceful times, it would surely have been an era of perfect peace and order.

But the timing was wrong. His childhood was full of hardships – Emperor Youning had fallen on hard times in the Northwest, received support from the Shen family and gratitude from the Gu family, and had an elder brother who completely overshadowed his brilliance.

He successfully ascended to the throne, but his brother’s death remained shrouded in mystery. Many suspected he was responsible, countless eyes watching him. Whenever he showed the slightest weakness, people would sigh about Prince Qian’s early death, saying if Prince Qian had ascended to the throne, things would have been different.

In his early years, he was constrained by the noble families. The Gu family occupied half the court’s power, many imperial orders were rejected by the Secretariat, and local military power was everywhere tied to family connections, all scheming for their princes. The Northwest was powerful. He could truly be said to have had sleepless nights.

He learned to be patient, gradually took down the eunuchs, dismantled the noble families, and was just one step away from becoming a legendary enlightened ruler. Only by concentrating military power would this realm truly and completely become his realm.

“I don’t understand why His Majesty is so suspicious?” Bu Shulin sighed lightly. “My father and your father only want to protect their people. As you said, His Majesty is worthy of being called an enlightened ruler. Forget about us not having thoughts of rebellion – even if we truly did, we couldn’t find any pretext.

As long as His Majesty doesn’t lose virtue, even if we committed acts of great disloyalty, the common people wouldn’t accept it.

We could have been rulers and subjects in harmony, creating a golden age together. Yet His Majesty cannot tolerate us.

If our Bu family and your Shen family fall, can His Majesty directly govern both regions? When his trusted subordinates are sent with great authority, so far from the capital, how can they not develop their ambitions?”

“Removing eunuchs, suppressing aristocrats, concentrating military power.” A cold smile appeared at the corner of Shen Xihe’s lips. “These are legendary achievements. If His Majesty succeeds, we will all be treacherous ministers who abused our master’s trust. How history records it will be up to His Majesty to decide.”

“Just for this empty reputation?”

Sometimes Bu Shulin didn’t understand His Majesty either. Over these years in the capital, His Majesty never delayed court meetings due to illness, was strict with himself, set an example for all officials, and deserved praise for his diligent governance and love for the people. If she weren’t the heir to Shunan, just an ordinary subject of His Majesty, she would certainly praise and sing His Majesty’s virtues.

Such a ruler – Bu Shulin couldn’t believe he didn’t know that the Shen family and Bu family, and even the previously exterminated Gu family, had no ulterior motives.

Yet he particularly lacked this measure of tolerance.

“It’s not just about reputation.” Shen Xihe was very rational. “His Majesty has his position. It’s not that he doesn’t trust us, but as emperor, he cannot only look at the present. Today, my father and brother have no thoughts of rebellion, and you and your father wish to be pure subjects.

But what about the future? Will my brother’s descendants still be willing? Can you guarantee that your Bu family’s future generations will remain loyal?”

Bu Shulin opened her mouth but couldn’t say the word “can.”

“You can’t.” Shen Xihe said with certainty. “His Majesty doesn’t want such calamities to appear after his death. The Shen family’s roots in the Northwest are too deep, and your Bu family is the same. When His Majesty replaces people, he doesn’t need them to be loyal forever, because for these people to take root, to become the second Shen family or Bu family, requires an extremely long time – long enough for his heir to defend against.”

No one had ever spoken to her like this before. Bu Shulin was shocked internally. As a lady of the Shen family, who was also suspected and marked for elimination by the emperor, Shen Xihe could be so impartial, without resentment, anger, or bias. Bu Shulin was full of admiration: “Youyou, you have the breadth of mind of an emperor.”

Chapter 182: Cannot Be Enemies Again
Even though Bu Shulin grew up under Emperor Youning’s nose and admired many of his political tactics, she had never truly grasped what it meant to have an emperor’s breadth of mind. All she had seen was Emperor Youning’s deep desire for power and self-serving nature.

She never imagined that one day she would experience what it meant to have an emperor’s breadth of mind and foresight through a young lady.

“I’m not as noble as you think.” Shen Xihe smiled lightly, her eyes gleaming with brilliance. “I understand His Majesty’s position, but I don’t agree with his methods, nor will I surrender because of it.”

“Though His Majesty’s position demands it, he had other options. He didn’t have to resort to such drastic measures…” Bu Shulin harbored some prejudice about this.

“You haven’t listened to a word I said.” Shen Xihe sighed softly. “His Majesty acts for his reputation. He cannot allow powerful ministers to grow too strong, so conflict with us is inevitable. His Majesty’s unwillingness to choose peaceful methods isn’t due to excessive paranoia, but because he values reputation and achievements.

If His Majesty maintained harmony with the Gu and Shen families as a benevolent ruler, allowing them to withdraw unscathed, history would record him as a mediocre emperor who obtained and kept his throne only through his ministers’ support. This is what His Majesty cannot tolerate.”

His Majesty cared too much about reputation, both during his lifetime and after. Eliminating eunuchs, crushing noble families, subduing warlords, and leaving a prosperous empire for his descendants – these would make him a legendary ruler of remarkable achievements, remembered for generations.

“Perhaps every emperor with great ambitions is like this,” Bu Shulin sighed softly.

Just like how scholars from humble backgrounds aspire to achieve greatness and eternal fame – it was the same principle.

“Not just rulers, this is the lofty ambition of every man,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

Bu Shulin suddenly looked at Shen Xihe, hesitating for a moment before saying: “His Highness the Crown Prince will also be emperor one day.”

Shen Xihe had chosen Xiao Huayong, so there were only two paths: either accompany Xiao Huayong to rule the world, or perish with him.

Throughout history, idle princes might live long lives, but no crown prince who failed to ascend the throne could keep his life.

Shen Xihe’s expression remained unchanged as she nodded calmly: “I know.”

“You…” Bu Shulin wanted to say something but finally remained silent. Nothing she said could change Shen Xihe’s fate of marrying into the royal family.

Since she had made her choice, Bu Shulin shouldn’t say anything discouraging. Besides adding to her troubles, what good would it do? Now she could only hope the Crown Prince was different from ordinary men. At this thought, Bu Shulin couldn’t help but laugh.

Where in this world were there men not bound by fame and fortune? Only mediocre people lacked ambition. Anyone with ability – who wouldn’t want to become the ruler of all under heaven?

And after becoming ruler, they would want their name to echo through the ages.

“This time when I was in danger, His Highness saved me. Without his timely arrival, my life would have been in peril. This is a life-saving grace,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Bu Shulin: “For such a life-saving grace, should you pledge yourself to him?”

“Not to that extent.” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly. “But owing a life-saving debt means I cannot be his enemy again.”

This debt must be repaid. Unless it was cleared before drawing swords against each other, she would lose the right to oppose him.

Since she couldn’t be Xiao Huayong’s enemy, she couldn’t marry other princes. In the imperial family, all princes were enemies of the Crown Prince, even those born of the same mother.

“Youyou…” Bu Shulin felt some heartache for Shen Xihe.

“You pitiful creature, what right do you have to feel sorry for me?” Shen Xihe couldn’t understand why Bu Shulin sympathized with her.

No matter how you looked at it, her situation was better than Bu Shulin’s. She didn’t have to worry about her identity being exposed at any moment, and didn’t have to shoulder a family’s burden alone – at least she had her brother to share the load.

Moreover, by marrying Xiao Huayong, she would one day become the empress mother of the nation, unlike some who might never be able to live as a woman again, forced to hide their true identity their whole life.

Bu Shulin: …

Any attempt at sentimentality would be destroyed by this cold woman. She was truly heartless!

Stung by her words, Bu Shulin let out a light snort and turned to face the wall, not wanting to look at Shen Xihe anymore.

Shen Xihe pressed her lips together slightly and left without a sound.

Seeing the shadow move and grow distant, Bu Shulin still muttered: “Thank you, Youyou.”

Shen Xihe had told her all this to broaden her perspective, to help her understand His Majesty’s thoughts, to warn her about His Majesty’s spies in Shunan, and to comfort her. Though her words weren’t pleasant and she hadn’t cursed once, she had branded “fool” on Bu Shulin’s forehead. Still, Bu Shulin was grateful to Shen Xihe.

Moreover, if not for the incense Shen Xihe had prepared for her, and Duan Ming’s timely arrival, her life might have been lost.

Shen Xihe’s steps didn’t pause, her smile growing deeper, flowing into her eyes, making them shine like the bright moon emerging from clouds.

With Bu Shulin injured, Xiao Huayong ordered some people to go ahead, letting Bu Shulin rest for a day before continuing the journey back to the capital.

They soon learned what had happened in the capital – the arsonist turned out to be the deceased Prince Xun, Xiao Jian’an!

‘Jue’ was avoided out of respect for Emperor Youning’s name – the deceased Prince Qian’s tablet read Xiao Juezong. Xiao Jian’an was Emperor Youning’s cousin.

This cousin was different from Prince Kang. Prince Kang and His Majesty shared the same grandfather, while Prince Xun shared the same great-grandfather with His Majesty – a much more distant relation than Prince Kang.

But Prince Xun was a man of brilliant military achievements. During the previous emperor’s reign, he had fought four campaigns against the ethnic minorities led by the Shiwei, protecting the peace of the northeast. He and Shen Yueshan were known as the Twin Peaks of the North.

One towering like a mountain, keeping the Turks at bay in the northwest; one outstanding like a cliff, resisting the eastern barbarians to protect the northeast.

Ten years ago, Prince Xun died in the northeast, causing widespread regret. Emperor Youning personally attended his funeral. Now a man dead for ten years had come alive – not only alive but had infiltrated the palace to set fire to the ancestral temple!

This was such a shocking event. Most terrifying was that although Xiao Jian’an wasn’t captured, many people had seen him. It wasn’t just hearsay, leaving court officials no choice but to believe it.

Emperor Youning angrily denounced this as absurd, saying someone must be playing tricks with evil intentions, and ordered the Imperial Clan Court to thoroughly investigate.

“Using the Imperial Clan Court?” After hearing this, Shen Xihe found it quite intriguing, her gaze sliding toward Bu Shulin, who had recovered enough in just two days to squeeze into her carriage and was now enjoying her tea and fruits.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” Bu Shulin felt puzzled by her stare.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “I’m just curious why such a major case was taken from the Court of Judicial Review and given to the Imperial Clan Court?”

Although Emperor Youning cited the involvement of imperial clan members as the reason for letting the Imperial Clan Court handle it, the Court of Judicial Review was more skilled at investigations. Even court officials opposed this, yet His Majesty stubbornly insisted on the Imperial Clan Court.

“Didn’t His Majesty already explain?” Bu Shulin carelessly lifted a cup of flower tea and took a big drink. “Since it involves imperial clan members, the Imperial Clan Court is better suited for the task.”

Chapter 183: Intelligence? You Have None
Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “That’s just an excuse. I think His Majesty believed that you and Cui Shaoqing…”

“Pfft—”

Before Shen Xihe could finish, Bu Shulin sprayed out another mouthful of tea, looking at the water stains all over the table and floor. She raised her face with a forced smile, meeting Shen Xihe’s narrowed eyes.

“I… I’ll clean it up.” Bu Shulin hurriedly wiped the table with her sleeve, then added, “I’ll have someone thoroughly clean the carpet when we get back. If you’re disgusted by it, I’ll give you a new identical one!”

Shen Xihe took a deep breath, casually picked up her book, and began reading with a cold expression.

Given her love for cleanliness, not throwing Bu Shulin out immediately showed remarkable restraint.

If not for Bu Shulin’s unhealed serious injuries, Shen Xihe would have truly wanted to throw her out.

“You can’t blame me,” Bu Shulin mumbled pitifully. “Who told you to say such shocking things?”

His Majesty believed that she and Cui Shaoqing were truly romantic partners.

“Why wouldn’t he believe it?” Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a sidelong glance. “Are you unaware of what you’ve done?”

Bu Shulin stroked her chin: “Perhaps I was too convincing?”

Maybe she should have shown more restraint. Now even His Majesty believed it, worried that Cui Stone Head might seek revenge for her after being manipulated.

“But that’s not right. Even if His Majesty believes Cui Stone Head and I are real,” Bu Shulin couldn’t figure it out. “What could Cui Stone Head do for me? Would he defy imperial orders for me?”

Even real spouses couldn’t do that, let alone their pretense of male companionship.

“He might not defy imperial orders, but what if His Majesty has secrets he doesn’t want you to know, and thus takes extra care to keep them from Cui Shaoqing?” Shen Xihe said.

“What does this have to do with His Majesty? Could it be that His Majesty ordered someone to set fire to the ancestral temple?” Bu Shulin frowned.

Shen Xihe sighed lightly and continued reading her book.

Bu Shulin was deeply wounded by Shen Xihe’s attitude of treating her like a frog in a well unable to comprehend the ocean, or a summer insect unable to understand ice. She snatched the book: “Fine, I admit it! I’m not as clever as you, not as capable of seeing the whole picture from a glimpse, but you don’t have to look down on me like this!”

Shen Xihe grabbed her book back: “Prince Xun didn’t die.”

“What—ouch…” Bu Shulin was so shocked she pulled her wound, clutching her hand. “Prince Xun faked his death? This is His Majesty’s secret?”

Shen Xihe nodded: “His Majesty’s special forces needed someone to command and train them. Prince Xun was the perfect choice.”

Shen Xihe finally understood why Xiao Huayong wanted to burn the ancestral temple. Perhaps Prince Xun was hiding in the temple, or his residence was nearby. If the temple caught fire, as a descendant, Prince Xun would surely not stand idly by.

The temple fire was meant to draw out Prince Xun. Xiao Huayong had confirmed that Prince Xun was leading troops for His Majesty – he was trying to cut off His Majesty’s arm!

Compared to Prince Kang, Prince Xun was His Majesty’s core strength. Prince Xun was someone willing to become a dead man for His Majesty!

Such loyalty was unmatched!

“Prince Xun is truly loyal to his emperor,” Bu Shulin was shocked. “He was the King of the Northeast!”

His prestige in the Northeast was no less than Shen Yueshan’s in the Northwest. When he reportedly died from a recurring illness in the Northeast, people for ten li came to send him off, every household hanging white silk. Even now, people still talk about it with great interest.

“He’s not afraid of His Majesty discarding him after using him. He’s already died once – even if His Majesty kills him now, no one would know,” Bu Shulin firmly believed her father could never go to such lengths.

Shen Xihe looked at her quietly: “Does the Shunan King have any strategists?”

Not understanding why Shen Xihe suddenly changed topics, Bu Shulin nodded truthfully: “Yes, my adoptive father.”

“That explains it.” Shen Xihe expressed understanding.

“No, no, what do you mean by that?” Bu Shulin vaguely felt she was being looked down upon by Shen Xihe again, and she refused to accept it.

“Without strategists, I would somewhat doubt how the Shunan Prince’s mansion has avoided falling,” Shen Xihe elegantly picked up her flower tea and took a sip.

“Youyou, I warn you, you can bully me, order me around, ignore me, but you cannot insult my intelligence!” Bu Shulin fumed.

“Intelligence?” Shen Xihe looked her up and down, shaking her head regretfully. “You have none.”

“You… I…” Bu Shulin was so angry she patted her chest.

Shen Xihe put down her teacup: “If you insist you have intelligence, fine. Then tell me why Prince Xun gave up being the respected King of the Northeast to fake his death and secretly build a private army for His Majesty?”

“Prince Xun is a subject, His Majesty is the ruler. Prince Xun’s wife and children are all in the capital – how could he escape His Majesty’s control?” Bu Shulin said righteously.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe showed a trace of disdain: “You’re wrong. Once His Majesty entrusted the task of building a private army to Prince Xun, he only had two paths: serve His Majesty’s purpose or truly die knowing the secret.”

Bu Shulin nodded: “Yes if he died, it would anger His Majesty, who would surely take action against Prince Xun’s household.”

Rubbing her temples, Shen Xihe said: “Prince Xun’s achievements benefited the nation. If he chose to die maintaining his dignity, how could His Majesty move against his wife and children? How would he explain it to Prince Xun’s guards? How would the people of the Northeast view him?”

“Uh…” Bu Shulin immediately deflated. “Then isn’t it just loyalty to the emperor?”

“Why did His Majesty build a private army?” After being tortured by Bu Shulin’s slowness, Shen Xihe finally understood why she found conversations with Xie Yunhuai and Xiao Huayong so pleasant. Bu Shulin was like a wooden block to her – talking to her was truly exhausting.

“Building a private army firstly ensures the troops aren’t controlled by others, secondly allows for surprise attacks against us, and thirdly intimidates the regional military governors, letting all military groups know that if they don’t obey, His Majesty can replace them at any time.” Bu Shulin had figured out this much.

“If so, Prince Xun’s fate was destined to be death. His Majesty wouldn’t let him become the pillar of the new army. The day His Majesty takes over the new army would be his death day,” Shen Xihe said. “If death was inevitable, why didn’t he maintain his dignity back then, instead of letting His Majesty use him up?”

“His Majesty must have had serious leverage over him!” Bu Shulin realized.

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “No, His Majesty had no leverage, and it wasn’t out of loyalty to the emperor. He wanted to defeat my father.”

Bu Shulin’s pupils dilated, and after thinking, she suddenly understood: “I remember now, Father often said Prince Xun never lost in external battles, but internally he was defeated three times by the Northwestern King.”

When the previous emperor was still alive and Prince Xun was still the heir, he was loyal to the royal family. Northwestern King Shen Yueshan supported Prince Qian and the current Emperor Youning. Fighting for different masters, they clashed several times, with Prince Xun always losing to Shen Yueshan, leading to Prince Qian and His Majesty’s march into the capital.

Chapter 184: Have I Not Sinned Against the Crown Prince?
What men care about is forever beyond women’s understanding – for Prince Xun, this might have been the hurdle he needed to overcome.

When His Majesty sought him out, asking him to form a special military unit supposedly to deal with Shen Yueshan, Prince Xun must have been more than willing. Moreover, since His Majesty had already approached him, he had no choice but to accept unless he wished to die making a statement. Since both paths led to death, why not resolve this knot in his heart before dying? If this special unit he created could defeat the Northwestern Army and overcome Shen Yueshan, he could die without regrets.

“Hiss, His Majesty is truly calculating,” Bu Shulin drew in a sharp breath.

He must have long seen through Prince Xun’s discontent before approaching him, offering various benefits to protect his descendants, while also giving Prince Xun a chance to resolve his inner conflict. As the person who best understood Shen Yueshan, the elite force he would meticulously train would surely be Northwest’s nemesis.

“You should warn the Northwestern King,” Bu Shulin couldn’t help but advise.

Shen Xihe felt warmth in her heart: “When I learned His Majesty was forming a private army, I already knew they were targeting the Northwest.”

Bu Shulin nodded, then suddenly asked: “If that’s the case, the ancestral temple fire wasn’t an accident, but deliberate?”

“Impressive, you actually thought of that point,” Shen Xihe offered lukewarm praise.

Bu Shulin: …

Pursing her lips, Bu Shulin looked at Shen Xihe with guarded eyes: “Don’t tell me this was the Crown Prince’s doing…”

Shen Xihe slowly nodded: “Besides him, no one else could have exposed Prince Xun so precisely.”

After learning about His Majesty’s private army formation, Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an repeatedly searched for suspects among the court officials, examining both the living and the dead. They had suspected Prince Xun but investigation showed he was truly dead.

What they couldn’t uncover, Xiao Huayong did. Not only did he discover it, but he must have monitored it for quite some time to get this rare opportunity to force Prince Xun out.

At this thought, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but say: “I suspect Prince Xun might have already fallen into the Crown Prince’s hands.”

Bu Shulin’s eyes widened, her head stiffening. After a while, she swallowed nervously: “Youyou, quick, help me think if I’ve ever offended the Crown Prince!”

Among His Majesty’s princes, none were simple. She had always thought Prince Xin with his mysterious thoughts was the most outstanding, only to realize today that the Crown Prince, whom she had never taken seriously, was actually the hidden dragon in the depths – she truly failed to recognize Mount Tai!

“Oh, nothing much, just called him a weakling a few times,” Shen Xihe said casually.

Bu Shulin’s expression changed: “No, no, no, may the Crown Prince live as long as heaven, be as eternal as the southern mountains, immortal…”

“You only said those things in front of me, why panic?” Shen Xihe interrupted, unable to listen further.

“Oh right, why am I panicking?” Bu Shulin immediately straightened her back.

Shen Xihe gave her a false smile: “So, how much hush money are you planning to give me?”

Bu Shulin: …

“Aren’t we best friends?” Bu Shulin tried to appeal to their relationship.

“But I am to be wed to the Crown Prince,” Shen Xihe pondered, “Between spouse and friend, there are different levels of intimacy.”

Bu Shulin: …

“But… you’re not married yet, so surely I’m closer to you,” Bu Shulin argued firmly.

Shen Xihe nodded: “You make a good point.”

Bu Shulin smiled, but before her smile could fully form, Shen Xihe added: “Then I’ll wait until I enter the Eastern Palace as Crown Princess to settle accounts with you.”

Bu Shulin: …

Closing her eyes in resignation, Bu Shulin spoke with the air of one going to their execution: “Tell me, what do you want?”

“What do you have that could move me?” Shen Xihe countered.

“I…” Bu Shulin stammered for a while, unable to come up with anything.

“How much do you owe me again?” Shen Xihe put on a generous face, “Well, just keep owing it.”

“One life and two favors…” Bu Shulin counted on her fingers, nearly popping her eyes out, “Now I owe you two lives and three favors?”

Shen Xihe had saved her life again, and if the hush money became another favor, that would make it two lives and three favors.

“Just keep owing it, you can repay the debt by following my orders in the future,” Shen Xihe said softly, picking up her book to continue reading.

Bu Shulin no longer dared to disturb Shen Xihe, calculating in her heart how she could never repay such a debt even by selling herself. Her appetite for fine food vanished, leaving her deeply depressed with a bitter expression.

Shen Xihe finally had peace, returning smoothly to the capital.

As they dismounted from the carriage, Bu Shulin said: “I brought down the beehive, there are many bees and honey, I’ve given them to the beekeeper, and he’ll deliver them to you tomorrow.”

Sadly, this couldn’t count against the favors owed, as it was something already promised to Shen Xihe earlier.

“Mm.” Seeing Bu Shulin’s depressed state improved Shen Xihe’s mood, “Take good care of yourself when you return, if you need any medicine, come to me. Don’t go to the palace or buy from pharmacies, lest you expose your identity.”

Bu Shulin brightened again: “I knew Youyou cared about me…”

“Two lives and four favors,” Shen Xihe interrupted with a smile.

Bu Shulin’s smile froze on her lips, and she woodenly turned and strode away.

Bi Yu and the others couldn’t help but laugh, somehow they always enjoyed seeing the Princess Consort thoroughly controlled by their Princess.

“Princess!” An excited call came from behind.

Shen Xihe turned to see Zhenzhu in a pearl-white gauze dress, pearl flowers in her hair, tears in her eyes, standing at the Princess Manor’s entrance.

She hurried over to bow to Shen Xihe: “Zhenzhu pays respects to the Princess.”

Shen Xihe steadied her: “You’ve grown thinner.”

“Has the Princess recovered?” Zhenzhu asked tearfully, carefully examining Shen Xihe. She had returned two days ago and heard much about Shen Xihe’s arrival in the capital from Zi Yu who had stayed behind, feeling both joy and worry.

“Now that Sister Zhenzhu is back, the Princess won’t favor me the most anymore,” Bi Yu pretended to be jealous.

Lightening the atmosphere, Shen Xihe said: “When have I ever favored you the most?”

Bi Yu immediately covered her eyes and started crying dramatically, making Zhenzhu laugh through her tears.

With Zhenzhu’s return, Shen Xihe noticed she had changed significantly, radiating confidence and brilliance from within, like a pearl revealing its previously concealed luster. It seemed she had experienced much during her months away.

“Zhenzhu, make a copy of the elder’s letter, tomorrow when Doctor Qi comes, give it to him.” This was the reward Shen Xihe had always intended to give to Xie Yunhuai.

“I’ve already copied it.” These past two days at the manor she had been doing just this – no matter how long she was away, she would always be the Princess’s most thoughtful servant.

Shen Xihe took the copied letter she handed over, smiling with satisfaction: “The day after tomorrow I must enter the palace to see the Crown Prince, you and Ah Xi will come with me.”

Chapter 185: Love Tea
When Shen Xihe returned after being away for seven or eight days, she hadn’t interrupted her medicinal baths and bone-melting pills. At the hunting grounds, Xie Yunhuai had been too preoccupied to attend to her, so on the second day after her return, he visited early in the morning to personally check her pulse.

He naturally noticed Zhenzhu standing closest to Shen Xihe, and lowered his eyes to conceal the melancholy within them: “The Princess’s condition has improved excellently. It seems there won’t be any more accidents. I heard the Princess even experienced a horse getting startled, yet emerged unharmed – there’s hope for the Princess to become as healthy as a normal person.”

Shen Xihe: “When the horse was startled, my breathing became labored and I felt a sharp pain in my chest.”

“When suddenly startled by a horse, it’s natural for the Princess to be alarmed. Since your body hasn’t fully recovered to normal levels, some sharp pains are ordinary occurrences. The Princess need not worry,” Xie Yunhuai consoled her, “It’s fortunate that the Princess’s condition hasn’t worsened.”

“My recovery and healing are all thanks to you,” Shen Xihe expressed genuine gratitude, “I owe Doctor Qi a great debt. You must give me a chance to repay you in the future.”

“Princess, you said we are kindred spirits. Between close friends, helping each other is natural. If we seek repayment, it would taint this friendship,” Xie Yunhuai smiled.

Shen Xihe turned to take the manuscript from Zhenzhu’s hands and presented it to Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi, this is my sincere gesture. Between kindred spirits, you mustn’t refuse.”

Xie Yunhuai accepted and opened it, treating it like a treasure. He turned the pages carefully, handling them with great care. After reading several pages, joy spread across his face: “A gift from a close friend must be cherished and valued.”

Shen Xihe smiled too and invited Xie Yunhuai to stay for breakfast. He had arrived early and hadn’t eaten, so he didn’t decline.

However, after the meal, Xie Yunhuai said: “As the Princess’s health gradually improves, and you know the method for medicinal baths, with Zhenzhu and Ah Xi by your side, even if something unexpected happens, you won’t need my help. I won’t come anymore in the future. If the Princess has any instructions, just send someone to find me.”

Shen Xihe asked: “Is Doctor Qi not leaving the capital?”

“No, I’m not,” Xie Yunhuai answered firmly.

“Doctor Qi, regarding me… how do you view me?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Xie Yunhuai was slightly startled, then became serious: “Princess, I once had feelings for you.”

Shen Xihe’s fine eyebrows furrowed.

She was someone who didn’t quite understand romantic feelings between men and women. Her interaction with Xie Yunhuai had been frank and open – she admired him, but it had nothing to do with romance. However, she wasn’t certain if Xie Yunhuai felt the same way, which was why she wanted to clarify. If Xie Yunhuai was like her, she wouldn’t care about societal views and would continue their straightforward friendship like brothers.

But Xie Yunhuai said he had once had feelings for her.

Not missing the gravity in Shen Xihe’s eyes, Xie Yunhuai continued: “I did have feelings, but only for a moment. However, the Princess and I are very similar people.”

“Similar?” Shen Xihe was puzzled.

“We both live too clear-headedly and won’t knowingly pursue the impossible,” Xie Yunhuai’s gaze was calm, his smile open, “The Princess and I are people who have neither destiny nor fate together. Since that’s the case, I won’t allow myself to fall deeper.

Now, my feelings for the Princess are purely those of a friend, a kindred spirit.”

Shen Xihe scrutinized Xie Yunhuai, looking deep into his eyes. He neither avoided nor shifted his gaze, remaining completely open and honest.

She believed every word he said and smiled gently: “Why not view me as a sister?”

Xie Yunhuai shook his head: “When a strange man views a woman as a sister, deep in his heart, he considers that woman weak, unable to stand as his equal, needing his protection – that’s why he claims to view her as a sister. It has nothing to do with age.

In my eyes, the Princess isn’t someone who needs my protection. The Princess’s intelligence and talents command my admiration. The Princess is someone who can stand shoulder to shoulder with men. Being able to become friends with the Princess is my fortune.”

Xie Yunhuai was telling her that he held her in high regard, sincerely wanting to be her friend in life and death, unrelated to romantic feelings.

“In that case, let’s not trouble another doctor. Regarding my condition, I’ll continue to trouble Doctor Qi in the future,” Shen Xihe said with a smile.

Xie Yunhuai smiled and cupped his hands in greeting: “Since the Princess has entrusted me, I will certainly do my utmost until you’re fully recovered.”

After speaking, they shared an open, bright smile.

They didn’t change how they addressed each other – the form of address wasn’t important, as closeness isn’t determined by titles.

After resting for a day at the Princess Manor, Bu Shulin delivered the live bees and collected wild honey to Shen Xihe. Shen Xihe had Ah Xi select some, then took Ah Xi and Zhenzhu with her to enter the palace.

As soon as Shen Xihe entered the palace, Xiao Huayong knew. While she went to pay respects to the Empress Dowager, he stood under the Pingzhong tree, hands clasped behind his back, gazing at the autumn scenery for a long time without speaking.

He knew Xie Yunhuai had visited Shen Xihe yesterday, and when leaving appeared radiant, clearly indicating they had enjoyed their conversation.

He hadn’t had people monitor Shen Xihe but rather had someone following Xie Yunhuai.

He knew Shen Xihe had no romantic feelings for him, nor for Xie Yunhuai, but he had to admit that Shen Xihe considered Xie Yunhuai a friend, while perhaps because he had been chosen as her husband early on, she wasn’t as close to him as she was to Xie Yunhuai.

Shen Xihe treated him as a partner in cooperation, and even now probably only felt gratitude toward him. After they married, in Shen Xihe’s eyes, he might just be her responsibility – the duty a wife should fulfill toward her husband.

He knew all this, but still couldn’t control the pain in his heart. He wanted her to treat him differently, to treat him as unique.

“Ah—” Sighing deeply with melancholy, Xiao Huayong knew this would be an extremely long journey.

He could take a step back, not aspiring to be irreplaceable in her heart, becoming close friends like Xie Yunhuai, having saved her life. They would quickly become close, though this closeness would have nothing to do with romantic feelings.

But Shen Xihe was someone who, once she positioned someone in her mind, would never change that positioning.

“Never mind, never mind. I ask for the most, so naturally, I must give more. Can’t be too hasty, can’t be too hasty…” Xiao Huayong repeatedly consoled himself.

“Your Highness, the Princess has arrived.”

As soon as Tian Yuan finished speaking, Xiao Huayong immediately and involuntarily revealed a tender smile.

His expression changed in an instant, leaving Tian Yuan in amazement.

No longer needing to pretend to be seriously ill, Xiao Huayong hurried to personally welcome Shen Xihe: “I’ve prepared Dragon Phoenix cakes and Pingzhong leaf tea for you.”

“Pingzhong leaf tea?” Shen Xihe was surprised, “Pingzhong leaves can be made into tea?”

“I know you like Pingzhong leaves but don’t like regular tea, while I love drinking tea. I wanted us to have a tea we both love, so I tried making tea with Pingzhong leaves, and it succeeded. This tea is glossy green, fragrant, refreshing to drink, with a sweet aftertaste,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were full of tenderness.

Since Shen Xihe appeared, it seemed his eyes could only contain her, his gaze never leaving her: “I had the Imperial physicians verify it’s safe to drink, and personally tested it for half a month. I found it cleared my mind, improved my vision, and made my body feel comfortable.”

Shen Xihe didn’t know how to respond when she heard this – he had tested it on himself!

Chapter 186: No Innocents on the Path to Imperial Power
On a beautiful mid-autumn day, under a crystal-clear sky, dragon and phoenix-adorned roof ridges and qilin-decorated beams stood hidden among brilliant yellow Pingzhong leaves.

As the melancholy wind blew, butterfly-like leaves spiraled down, forming a golden carpet on the ground. Elegant upturned shoes made rustling sounds walking across it, while flowing skirts brushed past, lifting a few fallen leaves into butterfly-like dance.

After Shen Xihe sat down, Xiao Huayong brewed her Pingzhong leaf tea. As he had said, the tea was glossy blue-green, with a pure fragrance wafting about. The fresh scent of Pingzhong leaves came with the rising steam, causing Shen Xihe’s expression to soften.

She eagerly picked up the cup, inhaled deeply for a moment, and took a small sip. She had expected bitterness followed by sweetness, but instead found it smooth with a lingering sweetness, making her take another sip.

“Your Highness has ingenious thoughts; this tea has a unique flavor.” Shen Xihe, who usually disliked tea, found herself strangely drawn to this taste.

“If the Princess enjoys it, the effort wasn’t wasted. I have plenty more here, I’ll have some sent back with you later.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes danced with gentle laughter.

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Shen Xihe didn’t refuse.

Firstly, she genuinely liked the taste. Secondly, it wouldn’t be appropriate to ask for the preparation method – she hadn’t planned to be distant before, and now even less so.

Thirdly, she had come today to help Xiao Huayong. She had a feeling that if she refused the tea, Xiao Huayong might refuse Ah Xi’s help with his eyes.

It seemed illogical and somewhat amusing, but Shen Xihe inexplicably felt certain about this. She didn’t want to test her theory, lest Xiao Huayong react that way. If she then accepted the tea afterward, he might misinterpret it as her softening toward him.

Her insistence on having Ah Xi treat Xiao Huayong’s eyes was her way of trying to owe him less.

“Today I’ve brought some live bees, so Ah Xi can treat Your Highness’s eyes with bee stings,” Shen Xihe was characteristically straightforward.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on the special medical box Ah Xi carried, from which buzzing sounds could be heard.

“Your Highness, live bee stings are more effective, though they are somewhat painful,” Ah Xi said softly. “We could use acupuncture needles instead.”

How could Xiao Huayong show fear of pain in front of Shen Xihe? Of course not!

“Let’s use the live bees,” Xiao Huayong said.

“Please lie down in the inner chamber, Your Highness.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t appropriately follow, so she could only wait here, enjoying the tea snacks Xiao Huayong had prepared.

Half an hour passed before she saw Xiao Huayong again. His eyes were now surrounded by small black dots, identical to the mole at the corner of his eye, giving him a somewhat festive appearance.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but twitch her lips.

“If Youyou want to laugh, just laugh. If it can amuse Youyou, I don’t mind my appearance being less than perfect.” Xiao Huayong touched the mole at the corner of his eye with his little finger, a seductive charm flowing from his fingertip to his eye corner.

Shen Xihe’s smile faded as she became serious: “Your Highness, was the ancestral temple incident meant to force out Prince Xun?”

“Youyou are clever, I assume you’ve already figured out the reason,” Xiao Huayong nodded. “The one leading His Majesty’s private army is indeed Prince Xun.”

“Was Prince Xun forced back to the capital by Your Highness?” Shen Xihe had always been confused – Prince Xun must have been with His Majesty’s private army, and these people, including Prince Xun, shouldn’t leave their posts without imperial orders.

“The old Duchess is gravely ill, likely not long for this world,” Xiao Huayong said. “I let Prince Xun receive this news; whether to return or not was his choice.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t know where His Majesty’s private army was, nor Prince Xun’s location. It took him five years to find someone who could pass messages to Prince Xun.

He let this person know that the old Duchess was elderly and gravely ill, this time beyond hope of recovery. As a son, whether to return was his own choice.

Caught between loyalty and filial piety, Prince Xun had faked his death ten years ago, and his Princess Consort had passed away shortly after from excessive grief. His mother had struggled to maintain the Prince’s manor, raising his son to become today’s Prince Xun.

Shen Xihe had met this royal prince in his thirties, who held a sinecure position in the Court of Imperial Clan Affairs. He was a strong, martial man with exceptional skills, quite similar to his father’s imposing manner. If Shen Xihe wasn’t mistaken, Xiao Zhangfeng was the one Emperor Youning had favored to take over the Northwest.

“Your Highness seized the perfect timing,” Shen Xihe said softly.

His Majesty happened to be on the autumn hunt – Prince Xun might not have risked it at another time. His Majesty had taken most of the high officials with him, making the capital safest at this time.

“Perfect timing?” Xiao Huayong laughed lightly. “Doesn’t the Princess suspect this timing was orchestrated by me?”

Shen Xihe looked up, her obsidian-like eyes piercing as she gazed at Xiao Huayong: “Prince Xun is no ordinary person. Since he returned, it means the old Duchess’s illness wasn’t artificially induced.

If Your Highness wanted to extract information from Prince Xun, you absolutely couldn’t harm the old Duchess. Otherwise, once Prince Xun fell into your hands, he would realize Your Highness had schemed against him – that would become a blood debt for killing his mother.”

“I thought the Princess would say that I am pure-hearted and wouldn’t use the elderly and weak as pawns, using innocent people in schemes,” Xiao Huayong said with a slight smile.

“The elderly and weak? Innocent people?” Shen Xihe shook her head with a light laugh. “Your Highness, on the path to imperial power, when one person is involved, their entire clan cannot remain uninvolved.”

There are no innocents on the path to imperial power. Those who are soft-hearted have no right to walk this path – one misstep doesn’t doom just one person, but potentially nine generations of family.

“In that case, would the Princess harm the old Duchess to draw out Prince Xun?” Xiao Huayong asked in surprise.

He had known she was different from other ladies but hadn’t expected her views to be so unique.

“Your Highness, Prince Xun’s special forces, built over ten years, are aimed at the Northwest. If I confirmed he was the leader, with no other options, I would have to use such desperate measures to lure him out,” Shen Xihe said without hesitation. “As for whether the old Duchess’s life would be required, that would depend on how easily Prince Xun could be fooled.”

When interests conflict and each serves their own master, it’s all about survival.

“Acting this way, I wouldn’t fear Prince Xun’s revenge,” Shen Xihe took another sip of tea. “If someday someone uses my loved ones in a scheme to trap me, they need only be prepared to face my retaliation.”

“The Princess sees things.” The smile in Xiao Huayong’s eyes deepened – they were similar people.

“I know the old Duchess’s illness wasn’t Your Highness’s doing,” Shen Xihe returned to the main topic.

“Yes, no one tampered with the old Duchess’s illness. However, His Majesty’s autumn hunt was delayed by half a month compared to previous years, and I put in considerable effort for that,” Xiao Huayong said. “So it wasn’t merely perfect timing.”

If not for Xiao Zhangqing’s military funds issue, he would have also prepared a grand gift for His Majesty, necessarily delaying His Majesty’s autumn hunt until the old Duchess was near her end.

“Your Highness plans meticulously; Zhaoning is impressed,” Shen Xihe praised before asking, “Is Prince Xun in Your Highness’s custody?”

Before the autumn hunt, Shen Xihe certainly wouldn’t have asked so directly. Now that they had decided to marry, she viewed Xiao Huayong as someone walking the same path.

Chapter 187: I Will Request the Imperial Marriage Decree
The Xun Prince was crucial to the security of the Northwest, so Shen Xihe had to take this seriously. She felt that Xiao Huayong might not easily get information from the Xun Prince’s mouth, but perhaps she could help somehow.

However, Xiao Huayong said: “I must disappoint Youyou – the Xun Prince escaped the trap I laid.”

Shen Xihe sighed internally at the lost opportunity. This had been a rare chance – indeed, the only chance. The next time, the Xun Prince wouldn’t fall for it, and nothing else could draw him in.

Even if Xiao Changfeng died, though the Xun Prince would be filled with hatred, he wouldn’t appear in person.

“Though he escaped, he’s still in the capital,” Xiao Huayong added. “He’s severely wounded and can’t leave the city. These past few days, I’ve had people watching all the medicine shops and doctors.”

“It’s been four days since the ancestral temple fire, yet still no movement?” Shen Xihe wasn’t optimistic.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes were faint as he said: “We don’t know where he’s hiding. The poison he was struck with can’t be treated by ordinary people. We can only be certain he hasn’t left the city.”

“Could he… go seek His Majesty?” This was Shen Xihe’s greatest worry. If the Xun Prince sought out the Emperor, he would surely escape death.

“Not necessarily,” Xiao Huayong couldn’t be certain either. “He would only seek His Majesty as an absolute last resort. As long as he has even a thread of hope, he won’t go to His Majesty.”

The Xun Prince had returned to the capital privately this time, already violating one of His Majesty’s great taboos. And now being so gravely wounded, how His Majesty would deal with him was unknown.

Judging from His Majesty’s daring to move against Bu Shulin, the private army had likely already become a significant force. His Majesty might not need the Xun Prince anymore.

Though the Xun Prince had long known his fate from the day he chose to agree to His Majesty’s demands, and perhaps had never thought to escape it, he wouldn’t resign himself to death just yet. He had to personally witness his son Xiao Changfeng lead the army he had so carefully trained to pacify the Northwest before he could close his eyes in peace.

“Let us hope so.” Shen Xihe also knew that unless necessary, the Xun Prince probably wouldn’t seek out His Majesty. But anything was possible, especially with someone as complex as the Xun Prince.

“Youyou, don’t worry,” Xiao Huayong said gently. “Even if he escapes this time, I can still prevent His Majesty from turning his spear toward the Northwest.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe only smiled faintly: “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“I know the Northwest King and Crown Prince are both brave and skilled in warfare, but I’m still willing to add flowers to brocade,” his eyes were soft and clear, wrapped in threads of gentle light. “In the future, we’ll be family.”

He spoke those three words “We’ll be family” with particular tenderness and intimacy.

Meeting his bright eyes that held hidden anticipation, Shen Xihe showed a slight smile: “Your Highness needn’t be so careful. My father, my brother, and I don’t think Your Highness’s help means you believe us incapable, needing to rely on Your Highness to survive.”

Xiao Huayong felt both joy and dejection in his heart – joy that she was open-minded and reasonable, not requiring him to be cautious with every word and action for fear of displeasing her, and dejection that her response to his words showed not even a trace of shyness.

Marriage to her was as ordinary as eating daily meals or sleeping in bed – nothing more.

No expectations, but also no dissatisfaction – it left him feeling utterly powerless.

“Youyou, after you come of age, I will request His Majesty to decree our marriage,” Xiao Huayong said in a tone of discussion.

When she wasn’t by his side, he always felt a kind of panic, worried that in the next moment, she would fly off somewhere unknown and he would never find her tracks again.

Since they couldn’t be mutually in love before marriage, then after the wedding, he could stay by her side constantly, living every moment for her.

Shen Xihe: “I will make the request.”

Xiao Huayong froze, staring at Shen Xihe somewhat blankly, as if unsure of what he’d heard.

“Before I entered the capital, Father told me that if I didn’t agree, His Majesty wouldn’t force a marriage decree,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were calm. “If Your Highness requests the marriage, His Majesty will become suspicious of you.”

Any prince who sought to marry her would become a thorn in the Emperor’s side.

Even for Xiao Huayong, years of careful disguise would be torn away in an instant.

But if she actively sought the marriage, it would be different. Emperor Youning would only speculate about her and her father’s intentions, becoming more convinced that the Crown Prince’s life was limited and he was isolated without support. He would believe their goal was to prop up the Crown Prince as their pawn.

His Majesty might even try to draw closer to the Crown Prince while driving a wedge between her and him. If that happened, it would be even harder for the Crown Prince to reap benefits as a bystander.

The smile on Xiao Huayong’s lips froze for a moment before gradually fading: “In my life, I have schemed countless times, using everything and everyone I could manipulate. But with our marriage, I don’t want it tainted by any calculations. Youyou, I want to become your husband, a man who can shoulder everything for you – this is my proper responsibility.”

Shen Xihe slightly furrowed her brows, and after a moment asked: “Does Your Highness see Zhaoning as someone dependent on you?”

“That’s not what I meant at all!” Xiao Huayong said urgently.

“If so, why does Your Highness feel that Zhaoning’s actions would damage your face?” Shen Xihe asked again. “Your Highness, Zhaoning will never become a virtuous wife and good mother. I won’t refuse to bear and raise children, but bearing and raising children won’t be my entire life.

These words, Zhaoning must make clear to Your Highness early. If Your Highness cannot accept such a Zhaoning, then Zhaoning can also just maintain a mutually beneficial relationship with Your Highness, only hoping that in the future Your Highness can be lenient toward the Shen family.”

“Youyou!” Xiao Huayong’s expression changed. “I was wrong. If you feel you should request the marriage decree, then you shall do so. Whenever you wish to make the request, that’s when it shall be. If you have any dissatisfaction with me in the future, you must also speak directly like this. Just one thing… in the future, please don’t speak of only having a mutually beneficial relationship with me… alright?”

“Your Highness, I’m not threatening you, nor am I disregarding your face by relying on your current affection for me,” Shen Xihe didn’t like Xiao Huayong’s bottomless concession. “What I said truly was considering the bigger picture. If Your Highness feels it’s inappropriate, you can also speak up, and we can debate it, or perhaps both make concessions and find a middle ground that we can both accept.”

Shen Xihe didn’t believe she was always right, or that her thoughts and considerations were the most comprehensive. She was someone who could accept opposition and suggestions – as long as what the other person said was truly reasonable and indeed more beneficial, she would naturally listen and follow.

Xiao Huayong smiled bitterly. How could they find a middle ground? He prioritized emotions while Shen Xihe prioritized benefits. How could she understand when he spoke of feelings?

He had been impulsive earlier. He had only wanted their marriage to be free of any entanglement with benefits, forgetting that if not for benefits, how would Shen Xihe marry him?

“I was emotional earlier. What Youyou said is right. We’ll do as Youyou suggests,” Xiao Huayong sincerely corrected his attitude.

Shen Xihe hadn’t made him participate in scheming against his brothers, letting His Majesty actively weigh the benefits and bless their union – this was already showing great sincerity and consideration for his feelings. He shouldn’t push his luck.

Chapter 188: So There Was Someone Instigating
Xiao Huayong wasn’t wrong at all. If not for considering that they would share a bed and advance together in the future, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have wanted to take such initiative in requesting the marriage decree. Her ideal method would have been to muddy the waters, letting His Majesty decide after weighing his options, forcing him to marry her to Xiao Huayong out of necessity. This way, His Majesty’s guard against them would be at its lowest.

Considering Xiao Huayong’s feelings for her, Shen Xihe had made a concession, showing sincerity in joining their two families.

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t developed feelings for Shen Xihe, he would certainly have been of one mind with her, and they would have worked together seamlessly. However, once emotions entered the picture, everything became different.

“Will the poison the Xun Prince was struck with prove fatal?” Shen Xihe didn’t wish to dwell on matters of the heart.

“It won’t be fatal within one or two months without an antidote, but he can’t eat many foods, or they’ll stimulate the poison, causing unbearable burning pain in his internal organs, making him wish for death,” Xiao Huayong answered truthfully.

Shen Xihe nodded: “How many days does the old Feng Lord have left?”

Xiao Huayong: “At minimum three to five days, at most ten or so days.”

“In that case, even if the Xun Prince could leave the capital, he might not be willing to.” Moreover, he currently couldn’t leave – not only did Xiao Huayong not want to let him go, but Emperor Youning certainly wouldn’t want to let him leave easily either.

“If Youyou wish to get involved in this matter, please be careful. The Xun Prince didn’t return to the capital alone – he brought four guards, all first-rate fighters,” Xiao Huayong gently cautioned.

He couldn’t stop Shen Xihe or ask her to leave it to him. Their earlier conversation had made him understand that Shen Xihe didn’t like relying on others. When something was beyond her ability, she would seek help – this wasn’t arrogance. But for matters within her capability, she would take action herself, not staying idle just because someone could share her burden.

She disliked placing her hopes on others – in this, she was extremely similar to him.

“I understand.” Anyone who could escape from Xiao Huayong’s net couldn’t be taken lightly. “What medicine would he need without the antidote?”

Xiao Huayong didn’t conceal anything, and Shen Xihe noted everything down before taking her leave after speaking with him for a moment.

After leaving the Eastern Palace, because of her previous encounter with Xiao Changgeng’s entanglement with Princesses Changling and Yangling, Shen Xihe no longer took that route. However, she heard the funeral music.

“It’s coming from the Fourth Princess’s palace. His Majesty built a cenotaph for the Fourth Princess, and the consorts and princesses will go pay their respects,” Zhenzhu said softly.

She had heard about it earlier and specifically inquired about the details.

Princess Changling had died tragically without even leaving remains. His Majesty had ordered the giant snake cut open, but among the rotted flesh, they couldn’t find Princess Changling. Now with the ancestral temple fire and rumors of the Xun Prince’s return from death, His Majesty was busy with major matters and couldn’t hold a proper funeral.

Moreover, with the successive funerals of Sixth Prince Xiao Changying and Consort Liang before this, it wasn’t appropriate for the palace to hold another grand funeral. So the palace people had set up a memorial tablet for Changling and were sending her off, to prevent her from becoming a wandering ghost.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to run into anyone. Although no one could connect Princess Changling’s death to her, the matter was strange – Princess Changling had tried to harm her, then ended up encountering a ghost and jumping into the water. No matter how one thought about it, something seemed off. If people saw her passing by, unnecessary rumors might spread. Since His Majesty hadn’t issued an edict, she would pretend not to know about it.

Taking a deliberately hidden path, she unexpectedly heard voices arguing: “Third Sister, Changling is already dead, truly won’t you give me a chance to live?”

Was Fifth Princess Yangling, arguing with Third Princess Anling?

“Fifth Sister, you instigated Changling against Zhaoning, which led to her fate. She has no remains, died disfigured – shouldn’t you atone for this?” Princess Anling demanded.

“I didn’t, you misheard,” Princess Yangling denied.

“Oh? Did I mishear? If so, why are you stopping me from going to Father?” Princess Anling laughed coldly.

“Third Sister! Don’t think I don’t know – you’ve taken a fancy to that poor scholar and want Father to decree your marriage, so you’re using me to curry favor? Didn’t you also contend with Fourth Sister before?” Princess Yangling shrieked. “If you dare make false accusations, I’ll kill that Meng fellow first!”

So it turned out that today when Princess Yangling was burning paper money for Princess Changling, the cold wind kept extinguishing it. With a guilty conscience, she became somewhat frightened. Knowing that Changling had screamed about seeing ghosts before her death made her even more terrified, so she mentioned something about instigating Changling against Shen Xihe, which happened to be overheard by Third Princess Anling.

Princess Anling was originally meant to be matched with Bu Shulin by Emperor Youning, and she had some feelings for him. But after witnessing Bu Shulin pouncing on Cui Jinbai and biting his chin, her fantasies were shattered.

But she was already seventeen, and even as an emperor’s daughter, she worried about marriage. A princess’s status was noble – after marriage, both husband and in-laws had to pay respects to her, and the consort couldn’t take concubines and needed the princess’s permission to enter her chambers. Some proud sons of noble families were unwilling to marry princesses.

Additionally, marrying a princess meant that no matter how many achievements one made, people would say they came through the connection. Many young men had integrity, making it difficult for princesses to marry. Even His Majesty was cautious with arranged marriages to avoid disappointing his ministers.

Furthermore, during the previous emperor’s reign, several princesses had been promiscuous, taking lovers even after marriage while their consorts could only endure silently. This had severely damaged the reputation of princesses, and almost no official’s son was willing to propose.

Those who wanted to marry didn’t have the qualifications. Noble Consort Rong had held many banquets for the princesses, but nothing had come of them. Only Noble Consort Rong’s daughter, Sixth Princess Pingling, had a childhood sweetheart because of Xiao Changqin.

Recently, when Princess Anling accompanied Princess Pingling to visit her brother at the Wang residence, she encountered a brilliantly talented, elegant, and extraordinarily handsome scholar from a humble background. She fell in love at first sight, but his status was far too low – unless he achieved top honors in the imperial examinations, they had no chance.

Although Princess Anling believed in her judgment that he would succeed, she still worried about unexpected circumstances and wanted to prepare a backup plan by curry favor with His Majesty, so she would have more leverage when requesting the marriage decree.

Now she had caught Princess Yangling’s weakness. His Majesty doted on Princess Changling – if he knew Fourth Sister had been instigated by Fifth Sister, he certainly wouldn’t let it go lightly. If she spoke up for Fourth Sister, His Majesty would surely favor her more, and if she could transfer his affection for Fourth Sister to herself…

Shen Xihe didn’t stop walking. After they left the palace, Zhenzhu said: “The County Princess has no previous contact or grudge with the Fifth Princess, why would she instigate the Fourth Princess to oppose the County Princess?”

People only act when there’s profit to be gained. What was the Fourth Princess’s purpose in doing this? It couldn’t be that she was jealous of the Fourth Princess being favored, and knowing Shen Xihe wasn’t easy to deal with, she instigated the Fourth Princess against Shen Xihe, waiting for the Fourth Princess to meet a bad end.

This seemed too far-fetched.

Chapter 189: Long Planning to Strike Against Her
Shen Xihe gave Zhenzhu an approving look. Zhenzhu had pinpointed the key issue: “There must be someone behind her.”

If it was just about dealing with Fifth Princess, there had been countless ways over the years, with plenty of people in the palace to utilize – no need to take such a roundabout approach. Shen Xihe suspected that the Fifth Princess was acting on someone’s instructions to deal with her, and whoever instructed the Fourth Princess would grant the Fifth Princess’s wishes.

The Fifth Princess didn’t know Shen Xihe’s true capabilities and dared not act directly, so the willful and unreasonable Fourth Princess became a useful tool.

This also helped Shen Xihe understand why the Fourth Princess had suddenly shown interest in her brother that day.

The fourth Princess must have praised Shen Yun’an frequently in front of Princess Changling, giving the proud Princess Changling ideas. Fourth Princess anticipated that she would refuse, which would surely make Princess Changling harbor resentment.

Everything that followed then fell naturally into place.

The seemingly weak and pitiful Fourth Princess was the most scheming one, no wonder someone had sought her out.

“County Princess, should we…”

“Let’s not move against her for now. I want to see who’s behind her – they’ll surely strike again,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly. “Right now the Xun Prince’s matter is more urgent.”

The Xun Prince’s situation affected the Northwest. Shen Xihe couldn’t let him return there. Even if she couldn’t get the army’s location from him, she had to ensure the Xun Prince left his life here. Without him as commander, even the troops he had personally trained couldn’t exhibit their full power.

Instead of returning directly to the County Princess’s residence, Shen Xihe went to Duhuo Tower. Perfume-making required herbs, and Duhuo Tower cooperated with several major medicine merchants in the capital. She ordered the manager to inquire with the medicine shops about the herbs the Xun Prince needed: “For these herbs, whether sold together or separately, have someone watch…”

“I want this fragrance fan.”

While Shen Xihe was instructing the manager upstairs, Shen Yingruo’s voice came from below, making her glance down. Sure enough, there was Shen Yingruo in plain clothes.

“Does she come here often?” Shen Xihe asked the manager.

The manager, one of Madam Tao’s dowry servants who naturally knew the intricacies of the Shen family, hurriedly replied: “County Princess, Second Miss Shen doesn’t come often. Like other young ladies, she only visits occasionally to buy needed items.”

Since they were running a business, Shen Xihe hadn’t treated Shen Yingruo differently or instructed them to refuse her business, so the manager treated her like any other customer.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly, waving the manager away. She withdrew her gaze and began examining the account books. Since she was here, she might as well carefully review the accounts and see which customers might be useful.

“Second Miss Shen, this fragrance fan has already been reserved.”

“Is that so? I came too late then.” Shen Yingruo showed some regret.

“If A’Ruo likes it, it’s yours.” A deep male voice cut in. Shen Xihe’s gaze paused before looking down again.

The second Prince, Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin strode in steadily. The clerk attending to Shen Yingruo immediately packed the fan in a box and handed it to Xiao Changmin: “Your Highness, your fan.”

So this fan had been reserved by Xiao Changmin, and he and Shen Yingruo knew each other. Moreover, Xiao Changmin’s familiar tone suggested their relationship wasn’t shallow. Shen Xihe’s gaze circled between them.

“Thank you for Your Highness’s kindness, but a gentleman shouldn’t covet what others desire,” Shen Yingruo curtsied gracefully, politely declining.

“A’Ruo…”

“If Your Highness has no other instructions, this humble one takes her leave.” Without waiting for Xiao Changmin’s reaction, Shen Yingruo curtsied and left, keeping her eyes straight ahead.

Xiao Changmin took the fan and went after her. Shen Xihe stood and walked to the street-facing window. Standing at the open window, she saw Shen Yingruo board her carriage while Xiao Changmin didn’t catch up.

She pondered thoughtfully. The last time Prince Kang was imprisoned, only two people visited him – Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin, who had stayed at Prince Kang’s residence in his youth, and Shen Yingruo.

At the time, neither she nor Xiao Huayong had connected these two, but seeing them today, she felt Xiao Changmin’s thoughts ran deep.

He first openly visited Prince Kang himself, then sent Shen Yingruo. Any information Shen Yingruo gathered would be reported to him, with no one suspecting him.

However, Prince Zhao hadn’t made any moves afterward, and seeing Shen Yingruo’s attitude just now, it seemed likely that no one had granted his wishes.

“County Princess, Prince Zhao’s intentions aren’t pure. Second Miss, she…”

“Whether she fares well or poorly depends entirely on herself,” Shen Xihe interrupted Zhenzhu. “Don’t worry, she knows nothing about Northwest matters. If Prince Zhao hopes to use her to connect with the Northwest, he’s miscalculated. However…”

“However what?” Zhenzhu quickly asked, afraid of missing something important.

“What do you think… if I were gone and he married Shen Yingruo…” Shen Xihe’s lips curled in a cool smile.

Without Shen Xihe, Shen Yingruo would be Shen Yueshan’s only daughter. Even if Shen Yingruo wasn’t favored, their familial connection would be cemented in people’s eyes. Shen Yueshan couldn’t distance himself unless he publicly expelled the morally upright Shen Yingruo from the Shen family.

If he did that, what kind of person would Shen Yueshan become? How could he maintain the trust of the Northwest’s people and soldiers?

“County Princess means… the person behind Fifth Princess is very likely Prince Zhao!” If these two events hadn’t happened on the same day, Zhenzhu wouldn’t have made the connection, but occurring together made her alert.

“I just can’t understand – even if Prince Zhao isn’t very clever, he should know His Majesty won’t let two daughters from the Shen family marry into the royal family. Everyone knows why I came to the capital, so why does he still pursue Shen Yingruo?”

Knowingly pursuing the impossible either meant uncontrollable feelings that only Shen Yingruo could satisfy or never considering Shen Xihe an obstacle.

If not for Shen Yingruo’s ill-timed visit to Prince Kang that day, which convinced her that Shen Yingruo was acting on someone’s behalf, and today’s certainty of Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin’s involvement, Shen Xihe might have believed in momentary deep feelings.

After all, there was Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu who could abandon wealth and glory for Bian Xianyi, and now… now there was everything Xiao Huayong did for her. At least at this moment, Shen Xihe believed Xiao Huayong’s actions were sincere.

The reason she remained unmoved was that she had never seen unchanging devotion. Even with Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi, while she admired Xiao Changyu now, she didn’t believe he would regret it later.

Hence, she spoke of believing in temporary deep feelings.

But with everything that had happened, it was clear Xiao Changmin didn’t have pure, devoted feelings for Shen Yingruo. Yet he persisted – which meant he didn’t take Shen Xihe seriously. What made him so certain Shen Xihe would step aside for them?

Unless… Xiao Changmin had long been preparing to strike against Shen Xihe.



Chapter 190: Xie Yunhuai Has Disappeared
“Well, this truly came effortlessly,” Shen Xihe chuckled softly.

She had originally planned to set aside the matter of the Fifth Princess using the Fourth Princess against her, but unexpectedly, the suspicious person delivered themselves to her door.

“Have Mo Yuan tell the palace people to keep a close watch on Princess Yangling, to see if she has any contact with Prince Zhao,” Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu, then calmly returned to reviewing the account books.

Meanwhile, Shen Yingruo hurriedly returned to her residence and told her wet nurse, “Sell off Chuyi!”

Chuyi was her senior maid who had grown up with her. Ever since she became Princess Changling’s study companion and met Prince Zhao, and after Prince Zhao’s principal wife passed away, when she received much care from Prince Zhao, Chuyi had constantly spoken to her about Prince Zhao’s good qualities.

Her mother was a madwoman who had done nothing but beat and scold her, blaming her for not being a son, otherwise her father wouldn’t have treated her so coldly.

Throughout her life, she had only secretly gone to see her father once several years ago when he was summoned to the capital. It was on that day when she fell from a false mountain while trying to steal a glimpse of her father. Prince Zhao had swooped in to cushion her fall, saving her life.

That day she had cried terribly in fear. She had only wanted to see her father – why had such a simple wish become an extravagance? She often asked herself what she had done wrong, and why heaven punished her so.

Prince Zhao had stayed with her, letting her cry on his shoulder. Later he had comforted her, saying that in this world, some people simply had shallow fates with their kin.

From then on, Prince Zhao became different in her eyes. She was only seven or eight years old then, and Prince Zhao treated her merely as a sister. No one knew she had met Prince Zhao at that time.

Later she became Princess Changling’s study companion, naturally harboring gratitude toward Prince Zhao. Two years after Prince Zhao’s principal wife died from illness, she began to grow up and understand matters between men and women. Prince Zhao was dignified and handsome, so she inevitably experienced her first stirrings of love.

With Chuyi’s encouragement, she and Prince Zhao developed feelings. Now that she had awakened, she couldn’t bear to hear such talk anymore. She had already warned Chuyi, yet Chuyi still told Prince Zhao about her leaving the residence. She didn’t believe it was a mere coincidence that Prince Zhao had arrived right after her!

“Yes,” the wet nurse was delighted. Though that little hussy was improper, she had a sweet tongue, and the County Lady had always protected her.

“How have I offended you?” Just as the wet nurse was dragging Chuyi away, Xiao Changmin secretly entered the Shen residence.

Most of the people in the Shen residence had been reassigned to protect Shen Xihe at the Princess’s residence, making it not difficult for Xiao Changmin to sneak in.

“Your Highness, such behavior is truly frivolous!” Shen Yingruo’s expression turned cold.

“A’Ruo, tell me what I’ve done wrong to make you insist on severing all ties with me?” Xiao Changmin’s gaze was desolate. “If you don’t explain clearly, how can I be content? It was you who asked me to wait until you grew up.”

Two years ago, a twelve-year-old girl, afraid that the man she liked would remarry, had gathered her courage to tug at his sleeve: “Second Brother, will you wait for A’Ruo to grow up?”

At that time, she didn’t yet understand the feelings between men and women, only knowing she didn’t want him to marry another. He had agreed and indeed kept his word thereafter.

Shen Yingruo closed her eyes briefly: “Your Highness, the Shen family cannot have two daughters marry into the royal family. Elder Sister is the one who should be a prince’s wife.”

From the moment Shen Xihe was summoned to the capital, she knew she and Xiao Changmin were impossible. As long as His Majesty could control her father’s beloved daughter, it wouldn’t be her, the one who shouldn’t have existed.

“If that’s all, leave it to me…”

“What do you intend to do?” Shen Yingruo demanded harshly.

Her extreme reaction made Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin pause. Xiao Changmin still spoke gently: “A’Ruo, there are many ways to prevent the Princess from marrying into the royal family…”

“Such as? Ruin her reputation? Take her life?” Shen Yingruo’s gaze was cold and deep. “Your Highness, please don’t destroy the noble image of you in my heart, and don’t forget that I too am named Shen. Though I’m not close with Elder Sister, the happiness I want cannot come from trampling on her misfortune. The Shen family teachings are: don’t breed rebellion, don’t fight internally!”

It didn’t matter if they didn’t acknowledge her as part of the Shen family; she would conduct herself as one.

“A’Ruo…”

“Your Highness, if you don’t leave now, I will immediately pack my belongings and shamelessly move into the Princess’s residence,” Shen Yingruo threatened.

If she was truly forced to move to the Princess’s residence, she would naturally have to tell Shen Xihe everything about her past with him. Shen Xihe would certainly become wary of him, making it difficult for him to make his move.

“I’ll come see you another day…” Xiao Changmin conceded.

Shen Yingruo refused to look at him. Her forced strength drained away after Xiao Changmin disappeared, and she collapsed onto the round stool. Closing her eyes, she couldn’t help but let two streams of tears fall – she had truly deeply loved Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin was the only person in her life who had ever given her warmth. When she was at her loneliest, when she felt abandoned by everyone in the world, he appeared in her life, giving her light, kindness, and smiles, making her gray life vibrant.

“County Lady, the Second Prince is not a good match,” the wet nurse returned and embraced Shen Yingruo sympathetically.

“Nurse, I know, but my heart still hurts so terribly.” Shen Yingruo sobbed uncontrollably in her wet nurse’s embrace. “Why did he become like this? Why is it so difficult for me to find someone who truly cares for me?”

The wet nurse’s eyes also grew moist. The mistress and servant embraced and cried together until Shen Yingruo fell asleep from exhaustion. When she awoke, she sat in the study writing, crumpling, and discarding papers.

“County Lady, what are you doing?” The wet nurse looked at the paper balls strewn across the floor.

“Prince Zhao must intend to harm Elder Sister. Since I’ve guessed it, I can’t be at peace if I don’t tell her.” Shen Yingruo was somewhat agitated. “If I tell her, he might also be hurt by Elder Sister. Princess Changling’s death was suspicious…”

Though she was disappointed in Xiao Changmin and planned to sever her feelings, she didn’t want to personally harm him, leaving her torn.

“County Lady, this matter cannot satisfy both sides. You should consider which weighs more heavily,” the wet nurse said.

When Shen Xihe received the note sent by Shen Yingruo’s messenger, she was startled. The note contained only four characters: “Beware of Prince Zhao.”

“Second Young Lady… is she trying to curry favor with the Princess?” Red Jade was also shocked.

In the eyes of the serving maids, it was already miraculous that Shen Xihe and Shen Yingruo weren’t bitter enemies, let alone showing goodwill.

“Perhaps we’ve underestimated her.” Shen Xihe glanced at Red Jade.

If Shen Yingruo wanted to curry favor with her, she wouldn’t avoid coming before her.

“Though raised in the Xiao family, she’s more like Father’s forthrightness.” Shen Xihe sighed softly. She put away the paper and said no more.

Today she had an uneasy feeling. She had been waiting for Xie Yunhuai but waited and waited without him appearing. Xie Yunhuai had never been like this before – if something truly held him up, he would certainly have sent someone with a message.

“Princess, Doctor Qi has been missing for three days. This servant went to Doctor Qi’s residence and found a layer of dust on the table,” Mo Yuan reported upon his return. “The villagers say they haven’t seen Doctor Qi these past few days.”



Chapter 191: Directly Entering the Duke’s Mansion
Xie Yunhuai must have met with trouble.

Today was their agreed-upon day for him to visit and check on Shen Xihe’s recovery. Even if Xie Yunhuai had urgent business requiring him to leave the capital, he would certainly have sent someone to inform her. This silent disappearance was not his way of doing things.

Shen Xihe personally went to Xie Yunhuai’s residence – a small yard with bamboo fencing, a mud and thatch cottage, with a winding path of polished stones laid through the middle, and flower beds growing various plants on both sides.

Medicinal herbs were drying in the yard, mixed with fallen dead leaves from some unknown time. Shen Xihe pushed open the door – the inside was neat and immediately visible. The table indeed had accumulated dust. In the kitchen were many ingredients: rotting vegetable leaves and moldy, foul-smelling soaked glutinous rice.

He had indeed been missing for three days. Three days ago, he had prepared these items to cook that day but hadn’t had the chance before leaving for some reason. There were no signs of struggle in the house. His medicine box was missing – it was very likely an initial consultation and an urgent one.

“His martial arts are excellent and he understands medicine – ordinary people couldn’t ambush him,” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes. “He wouldn’t easily treat someone whose background he didn’t know, so before preparing dinner, someone he knew must have come looking for him, and he left with them…”

“Princess, this servant asked the gate guards. Someone entered the city with Doctor Qi in the third quarter of the si hour three days ago, but they didn’t recognize who it was,” Mo Yuan came running to report.

Though the capital was full of talented people, Xie Yunhuai himself had an otherworldly bearing. As a doctor living outside the city who entered and exited several times daily, after several months, there wasn’t a guard at the city tower who didn’t recognize him.

“Did that person have any distinctive features?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The guard only glanced briefly, saying they dressed like servants from noble mansions in the capital,” Mo Yuan had inquired in detail but couldn’t get any other useful information.

The capital had many powerful families – royal family, nobility, aristocrats, scholars – but each had their preferences. Servants’ clothing was usually uniformly provided by their households for all four seasons. The royal family needed no explanation – mostly eunuchs and guards who traditionally carried swords.

The nobility were mostly ennobled through military merit and favored martial arts – their servants often wore tight sleeves. Aristocratic servants had narrow sleeves but dressed somewhat more elaborately, while scholar households’ servants dressed more plainly.

The gate guards saw all sorts of people each year and had some intuition for judging people’s backgrounds.

“Have people inquire if any duke, marquis, or count households urgently sought a doctor in the past five days.” Shen Xihe’s eyes narrowed slightly. She left Xie Yunhuai’s residence and returned to her mansion. Mo Yuan had already found out what she wanted to know.

The capital had only four dukes, five marquises, and seven counts. Among these sixteen noble households, the inquiry revealed that while some had called for doctors, none had urgently needed one, much less sent cards to the Imperial Medical Office.

If noble households encountered difficult illnesses that ordinary doctors couldn’t handle, they would certainly request physicians from the Imperial Medical Office. Only if the Imperial Medical Office was also helpless would they try any means possible and visit acclaimed civilian doctors.

“I know who it is.” Shen Xihe looked toward Chongyi Street, where Duke Xie’s mansion was located.

“Did Duke Xie detain Doctor Qi?” Biyu was startled. “Would Duke Xie harm Doctor Qi?”

Shen Xihe silently returned inside and sat down in thought: “He’s so intelligent – if Duke Xie meant him harm, he certainly wouldn’t have gone to Duke Xie’s mansion.”

“Could Doctor Qi have been unaware and ambushed by Duke Xie?” Hongyu was also quite worried about Xie Yunhuai – without him, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have recovered.

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

Xie Yunhuai’s return this time was to seek justice for his dead mother. He must have been watching Duke Xie’s mansion’s every move and absolutely couldn’t have been easily tricked by Duke Xie.

Duke Xie had handled the past incident flawlessly – Xie Yunhuai couldn’t possibly have evidence. If Duke Xie wanted to kill Xie Yunhuai, he needn’t have waited until today. Moreover, Xie Yunhuai had been in the capital so long – even with murderous intent, there was no need to wait until now.

“He must have willingly gone to Duke Xie’s mansion, and brought his medicine box…” Shen Xihe felt this point was quite contradictory.

Xie Yunhuai would treat the Yuan family’s daughter but absolutely wouldn’t treat the Xie family. Poisoning was even more impossible – if Xie’s family members died of poison later, he would be the first suspect. Yet he went, bringing his medicine box, clearly going for an initial consultation.

Something flickered through Shen Xihe’s mind but she couldn’t grasp it.

Seeing Shen Xihe frowning in deep thought for a long while, Zhenzhu presented a letter: “Princess, news from Duhuo Tower.”

Shen Xihe took it and opened it, suddenly standing up.

Someone had bought the medicinal ingredients Prince Xun needed, in large quantities, split among several pharmacies. They had purchased several different prescriptions, each containing these ingredients. All these people had been lost track of. Shen Xihe recited the places where they were lost – some seemed far from Chongyi Street but were very close.

Drawing a mental map of the routes around Duke Xie’s mansion, Shen Xihe discovered these people were all extremely close to Duke Xie’s mansion.

“I understand – he was taken by Duke Xie to treat someone else!” Shen Xihe’s gaze darkened. She went to the kitchen and directed Hongyu and others to help make ginkgo pastries.

Inspired by Xiao Huayong’s ginkgo tea, she had mentioned it to Hongyu, who had worked out a type of ginkgo cookie.

Shen Xihe had tasted them and found them quite good, originally intending to share them with Xiao Huayong.

“Hongyu, deliver the ginkgo pastries to the Eastern Palace, and be sure to personally tell His Highness the Crown Prince about Prince Xun being hidden in Duke Xie’s mansion,” Shen Xihe instructed quietly.

With Xie Yunhuai in Prince Xun’s hands, Shen Xihe had to be cautious.

After instructing Hongyu, Shen Xihe had Biyu send a card to Duke Xie’s wife Lady Yuan, and then redid her makeup herself.

“Princess, Duke Xie’s wife says she’s been unwell lately and can’t properly receive the Princess. She’ll send a card inviting the Princess to make amends after she recovers,” Biyu quickly returned, bringing Lady Yuan’s maid.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Sending a card was merely showing her courtesy.”

Without glancing at Lady Yuan’s maid, Shen Xihe carried Short-Life and got into her carriage, heading directly for Duke Xie’s mansion.

The main gate of Duke Xie’s mansion was knocked open. Seeing Shen Xihe, the servants naturally dared not keep her waiting outside. When Shen Xihe entered, Short-Life jumped down from her arms.

“Biyu, Moyu, don’t let it run around everywhere,” Shen Xihe lifted her teacup, gently raising the lid as she casually instructed.

Biyu and Moyu understood and went to chase Short-Life. Though the Princess’s cat was ugly, Duke Xie’s servants didn’t dare use force. Moreover, Short-Life was arrogant and domineering, fiercely scratching at any strangers with its claws, which Shen Xihe never trimmed, unlike other noble ladies who kept their cats confined.

Shen Xihe would drive Short-Life outside to hunt for food to prevent it from losing its instincts, so one scratch would certainly tear flesh.

Chapter 192: Forcefully Searching the Mansion
Some skilled guards joined in the cat-chasing battle, but with Biyu and Moyu causing disruption, every time they nearly caught Short-Life, it escaped. Short-Life finally jumped onto the roof.

It was then that Lady Yuan was supported by her maids, appearing late and seemingly low in spirits.

“Princess, please forgive me. I’m unwell and have been remiss in my duties,” Lady Yuan’s smile appeared weak but was casual.

“My lady, let’s dispense with formalities. I came today only to find Doctor Qi,” Shen Xihe went straight to the point. “I’ve investigated – three days ago, your household’s servant invited him into your mansion. Someone witnessed this, but he hasn’t returned for three days. Doctor Qi has been attending to my illness, and today was supposed to be my follow-up examination at my residence. But he hasn’t come. If you’ve finished consulting him, please return the doctor to me – I’m waiting for treatment that could save my life.”

“Princess, I don’t know any doctor surnamed Qi,” Lady Yuan feigned ignorance.

“Oh, his original surname was Xie, but he later took his mother’s surname,” Shen Xihe’s cold gaze fell on Lady Yuan. “Because of an unkind stepmother, he had no choice but to sever family ties to preserve his life.”

“Princess!” Lady Yuan’s expression changed, her eyes flashing with anger. “I respect you as imperially appointed, and if I show you courtesy, that doesn’t mean you can come to my door and point fingers to humiliate me. I too am a Duke’s wife bestowed by imperial decree!”

“Duchess, so now you recognize who I’m talking about?” Mockery surfaced in Shen Xihe’s eyes. “Since you know who I mean, hand him over. Don’t make me search your mansion.”

“Such arrogance from the Princess!” A deep, resonant voice filled with authority rang out.

Shen Xihe turned to see Duke Xie, Xie Ji, approaching slowly in a dark blue round-collared robe.

“My lord…” Upon seeing Xie Ji, Lady Yuan strode toward him, her face still showing anger and grievance.

Xie Ji patted the back of her hand and stood before Shen Xihe: “Does the Princess think the capital is the northwest? Even princesses and imperial princes wouldn’t dare show such disrespect, saying they’ll search my ducal mansion as they please!”

Shen Xihe unhurriedly stood up and first gracefully performed a junior’s greeting bow to Xie Ji. After straightening, she said: “Duke Xie, either hand over Doctor Qi now, or I’ll search your mansion immediately. Duke Xie can report to His Majesty, saying Zhaoning was discourteous and offended your household. Let’s see how His Majesty deals with me.”

Xie Ji’s face turned green with anger at Shen Xihe’s arrogant attitude: “The Princess truly fears nothing. Fine, fine, fine! I want to see if the Princess can truly do as she pleases in the capital!”

“Duke Xie, you should think thrice. If this truly reaches His Majesty, I fear you’ll find it difficult to resolve,” Shen Xihe’s tone was casual, clearly meant to provoke.

“Those are my words to you, Princess!” Xie Ji sneered, unable to hide his anger.

The faint smile on Shen Xihe’s face disappeared: “Mo Yuan, search!”

Mo Yuan immediately led a team of men charging in. Because Shen Xihe had been born weak and nearly died several times, causing her condition, the royal family found it difficult to speak of. Besides appointing her as Princess with her fief and ducal treatment, Emperor Youning had given her a gold token allowing her to command five hundred guards.

She was the only lady allowed to have her guards, all brought from the northwestern military camps.

Duke Xie’s mansion also had guards, but only forty or fifty. Shen Xihe had brought two hundred men today who directly suppressed them. However, before they could begin searching, the Capital Prefecture and Palace Guards arrived one after another.

“Princess, what is this about, causing such disturbance at Duke Xie’s mansion?” The Prefect truly feared Shen Xihe now.

He pondered that he should quickly transfer positions, whether promotion or lateral move, even without real power would do! With this Princess in the capital, his position as Prefect was nerve-wracking. Sooner or later, the Princess would wear years off his life.

“Lord Zhang, I lost my imperially bestowed gold token and suspect it’s in Duke Xie’s mansion. Duke Xie and his wife refuse to return it, so I had no choice but to order a search,” Shen Xihe said righteously.

Xie Ji and Lady Yuan were so angered by her shamelessness that their chests heaved. Xie Ji: “Nonsense!”

Too angry to argue with Shen Xihe, he stormed out, seized a Palace Guard’s horse, and rode toward the palace. Seeing this, Shen Xihe remained calm and unperturbed.

The Prefect and Palace Guard General couldn’t determine who was right. The Prefect could only say negotiatingly: “Princess, why not let His Majesty judge this matter? Please come to the palace with us?”

Shen Xihe: “But we haven’t found my token yet.”

The Prefect and Palace Guard General: …

The Prefect endured his throbbing headache: “Princess, do you have evidence for your suspicion?”

“None,” Shen Xihe said frankly. “But my token must be in Duke Xie’s mansion.”

The Prefect: …

Taking a deep breath, the Prefect had to ask seriously: “Princess, do you know that if the token isn’t in Duke Xie’s mansion, you’ll be caned for trespassing according to law?”

“No matter, I have my token,” Shen Xihe said carelessly.

The Prefect: …

“Princess, if no token is found in Duke Xie’s mansion, His Majesty will surely take back your token.”

“Thank you for your concern, Lord Zhang, but you’re worried about the wrong person. You should better remind Lady Yuan what crime Duke Xie’s household would face if an imperial token is found during the search,” Shen Xihe said calmly, looking ahead.

Seeing Shen Xihe so confident, the Prefect also began to wonder – perhaps she wasn’t simply being reckless?

Since Shen Xihe refused to go to the palace, the Prefect could only wait with her for an imperial summons, lest she forcefully search Duke Xie’s mansion after he and the Palace Guards left.

About half an hour later, Liu Sanzhi personally rode over to summon Shen Xihe and others to the palace.

But Shen Xihe wouldn’t leave: “Eunuch Liu, my token is in the Xie mansion. The Palace Guards and Capital Prefecture must station men here, and my people must also stay to watch the Xie household, lest they tamper with evidence and hide my token.”

“Princess, stop fabricating false accusations!” Lady Yuan was so angered by Shen Xihe that she wanted to tear her apart.

Duke Xie’s mansion had never suffered such slander and humiliation!

“Whether it’s fabrication can only be known after a search,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

“Princess, His Majesty is waiting,” Liu Sanzhi reminded softly.

“I also don’t wish to keep His Majesty waiting, but this matter concerns who is right between me and Duke Xie’s household,” Shen Xihe said firmly. “How dare I leave without determining right from wrong?”

“Princess, according to your words, if Duke Xie’s mansion is searched and no token is found, are you willing to accept the consequences?” Liu Sanzhi lowered his voice and spoke to Shen Xihe word by word.

Shen Xihe: “If no imperial token is found in the Xie mansion, I’m willing to bear the crime of losing an imperial token and willing to kowtow to Duke Xie in apology.”

Chapter 193: Princess, What a Clever Move
When Liu Sanzhi saw Shen Xihe’s unwavering determination, he glanced at the indignant Madam Xie and said, “Princess, please wait while this servant returns to the palace to seek instructions.”

After Liu Sanzhi left, Shen Xihe turned and sat down in an elaborately carved sandalwood chair behind her. She picked up a cup of clear tea and began drinking with elegant poise, displaying the demeanor of someone who had turned from guest to host, leisurely sipping her tea.

Madam Yuan was so angered by her behavior that her chest hurt – this time she was truly so furious she nearly fainted, only managing to stay upright with the support of her maids.

Shen Xihe didn’t even glance at her. After taking a sip of tea, Duanming was brought back by Mo Yu. Shen Xihe gently stroked its fur.

It contentedly crouched beside Shen Xihe, nuzzling against her.

When Liu Sanzhi returned, he brought Duke Xie and an imperial edict authorizing the search of the Duke’s residence.

“My lord…” Madam Yuan’s expression changed as she rushed toward Duke Xie.

Duke Xie steadied her, fixing a cold stare on Shen Xihe: “Princess, I will remember today’s humiliation.”

“Duke Xie, I never humiliate others unless they bring it upon themselves,” Shen Xihe replied with a faint smile.

“Princess, shall this servant lead the Imperial Guards in searching? Does the Princess have any objections?” Liu Sanzhi asked.

“Anyone may search.” On this matter, Shen Xihe was quite magnanimous.

Liu Sanzhi was struck by Shen Xihe’s composure – after all, if they failed to find anything, she would lose her head!

Shen Xihe maintained perfect composure as she and the members of Duke Xie’s household waited in the main hall while Liu Sanzhi led the Imperial Guards in searching the residence, but they found nothing.

Liu Sanzhi’s expression revealed nothing as he reported: “Princess, we did not find it.”

“That’s impossible,” Shen Xihe stated firmly.

“Is the Princess trying to deny responsibility?” Xie Ji questioned with a dark expression.

“Did Sir Liu truly search everywhere?” Shen Xihe ignored Xie Ji.

“Is the Princess suggesting this servant is protecting Duke Xie?” Liu Sanzhi’s expression also turned unpleasant. “The inner quarters were searched by myself and the palace servants, while Commander Qi led the search of the outer courtyard. We searched every inch without exception, overturning even boxes, cabinets, and vases, but found no golden token.”

“I will look for myself,” declared Shen Xihe.

“Is the Princess planning to plant false evidence?” Xie Ji shouted.

Shen Xihe cast him a glance: “Sir Liu may accompany me, as may Duke Xie.”

Liu Sanzhi looked toward Xie Ji, who gave a cold laugh: “The Northwest King wields great power – how dare we not let the Princess satisfy herself? Lest we be accused of conspiring to slander the Princess and plotting her death!”

Shen Xihe paid no mind to his sarcasm. Carrying Duanming, she proceeded toward the inner courtyard accompanied by Liu Sanzhi and Xie Ji. As they passed one courtyard, Duanming jumped down and rushed inside.

Shen Xihe followed, but guards reached out to block her. Xie Ji strode forward: “This is the Xie family ancestral hall!”

Shen Xihe asked Liu Sanzhi: “Sir Liu, was this area searched?”

“This…” Liu Sanzhi hesitated. “Princess, this is where the Duke’s ancestors are enshrined.”

“Which is precisely why it would be the safest place,” Shen Xihe said as she took Duanming from a guard who had caught it.

“Princess, do you intend to disturb the peace of the Xie family ancestors? Are you trying to drive me to my death?” Xie Ji’s eyes were sharp as cold arrows, keen and frigid.

“There’s no need to send people to search. I will enter with Sir Liu and Duke Xie just to take a look,” Shen Xihe said calmly. “If we find nothing here, I will personally apologize before the Xie family’s ancestors.”

Xie Ji laughed bitterly in his extreme anger. He raised his hand for the guards to step aside, speaking through gritted teeth: “Please proceed, Princess.”

Upon entering the hall, Duanming leaped from Shen Xihe’s arms and bounded onto the altar table holding the ancestral tablets. Everyone’s expressions changed dramatically.

Shen Xihe shouted sharply: “Duanming!”

Before Xie Ji could move to catch Duanming, Shen Xihe strode forward and saw a palm-sized golden token gleaming behind one of the tablets. Holding Duanming, her gaze turned cold: “Sir Liu, please come here.”

Liu Sanzhi approached and his expression shifted upon seeing the token. He cast a grave look back at Xie Ji, whose forehead had turned blue with rage: “Duke Xie, my apologies.”

After speaking, he went before the altar, made three bows, and then reached behind the tablet to retrieve the imperially bestowed token.

Shen Xihe had personally let Duanming carry the token inside, intending to drop it anywhere before returning it to her. Only then had she knocked on the Duke’s door, moving quickly to prevent any reaction time.

Even if someone had found and picked it up, they wouldn’t dare throw it outside the residence – who knew if it might hit someone? She had scented the token with incense, so Duanming could find it no matter where it was hidden.

She hadn’t expected the mischievous creature to throw the token in the Xie family’s ancestral hall, but this mistake worked out perfectly, making everything that followed even more natural.

“This is impossible!” Xie Ji looked as if his eyes would pop out.

Shen Xihe had arrived so quickly that there was no time to plant evidence. His household guards were no ordinary men – how could anyone place the imperial token in the ancestral hall without alerting anyone?

A person couldn’t, but…

Xie Ji immediately fixed his gaze on Duanming in Shen Xihe’s arms!

“Meow!” Sensing the hostile stare, Duanming bared its teeth at Xie Ji.

“What does Duke Xie mean by this?” Shen Xihe turned Duanming’s head away. “My cat is particularly attached to my belongings. Does it surprise the Duke that it could find the token? The Duke was quite clever to hide it in such a place – if I hadn’t brought my cat, even coming here today might not have led to its discovery.”

Even Liu Sanzhi had to acknowledge this point – hidden in such a place, who would dare disturb the Xie family’s ancestral tablets?

In that position, they might not have found it even if they had looked directly at it.

“Princess, what a clever move!” Xie Ji calmed down, but his gaze toward Shen Xihe grew even more hostile.

“Hm.” Shen Xihe gave a light laugh. “If Duke Xie objects, he may seek justice from His Majesty. My cat did indeed run about the residence, but never came this way – your servants can testify to this. Surely the Duke isn’t suggesting I had the cat bring the token into your residence?”

But isn’t that exactly what happened?!

Duke Xie felt the blood rise in his throat but forcefully swallowed it back down.

“Duke Xie is, after all, a first-rank duke – how can you be so unwilling to admit your actions?” Shen Xihe spoke somewhat mockingly. “I have no recent grievances or old grudges with the Duke’s household – why would I go to such lengths to frame the Duke? Just to put on a show of arrogance for the capital’s residents?”

“The Princess knows well why she secretly harmed us. Why was the Princess so confident, willing to stake her life?” Xie Ji pressed.

In fact, when Liu Sanzhi had returned to the palace to relay Shen Xihe’s words, Xie Ji had known the matter wasn’t simple. But at this point, if he refused or made excuses, it would be a confession without questioning!

Chapter 194: The Rest Is Up to His Highness the Crown Prince
He had already sent word to his confidant to return through the back door ahead of Liu Sanzhi, having the guards protecting the ancestral hall conduct a search first to confirm nothing was found before letting the Imperial Guards and Liu Sanzhi’s men search.

The only thing Xie Ji hadn’t anticipated was Shen Xihe’s audacity – to use a mere animal to frame them, not fearing that the slightest mistake could cost her life!

He had just witnessed how this creature moved quick as lightning and light as a feather, evading the ancestral hall’s guards without their notice – they still believed no one had entered the hall!

“I said before that my cat is familiar with my belongings. It led me to Duke Xie’s residence – why else would it struggle to rush inside as soon as we entered?” Shen Xihe gently stroked Duanming’s fur again. “I have no wish to argue with Duke Xie. His Majesty will determine right from wrong.”

With those words, Shen Xihe took the golden token and left carrying Duanming.

This time she went to the palace voluntarily. There she encountered Hong Yu who was waiting. Zhenzhu approached Hong Yu while Shen Xihe entered the palace with Biyu and Mo Yu. Duke Xie and Madam Yuan were also brought inside.

She had done everything she needed to do – conducting an overt search of Duke Xie’s residence and bringing the two heads of the household to be detained before His Majesty.

The rest was up to Xiao Huayong. If the Prince of Xun escaped again this time, she would have to question Xiao Huayong’s capabilities.

“Your Majesty, this subject does not know why the imperial token was in my residence. As the Princess said, we have no prior grievances,” Xie Ji immediately knelt upon seeing Emperor Youning. “Moreover, under heaven only the Princess possesses such an imperial token – it would be useless even if I stole it.”

“In the capital, everyone knows the token belongs to the Princess,” Tao Zhuanxian had rushed to seek an audience as soon as he heard Shen Xihe had led troops into Duke Xie’s residence, ready to fight for his granddaughter even if unreasonable. “But outside the capital, it could be quite useful.”

Local officials wouldn’t care who originally owned the token – they would only verify its authenticity before following orders.

It was as if the Emperor himself were present – how dare they be negligent? Even if they were deceived into wrong actions, they couldn’t be blamed. The responsibility would fall on whoever lost the token.

Xie Ji choked: “Your Majesty, the Xie family has produced heroes for generations – this subject is loyal!”

“You just claimed there was no token in your residence?” Tao Zhuanxian countered. “Yet wasn’t the token found there? Now you claim absolute loyalty – your heart is in your body, how can we know if it harbors disloyalty?”

Shen Xihe gave a slight tug – her grandfather truly lived up to his role as Chief Censor.

“Your Majesty, this subject did not steal the Princess’s token.” Xie Ji could only kowtow deeply – everyone heard the clear thud.

Emperor Youning looked at Xie Ji without speaking, then turned to Shen Xihe: “Zhaoning, was the imperial token truly stolen by Duke Xie?”

Meeting the Emperor’s unfathomable gaze, Shen Xihe remained composed: “Your Majesty, the imperial token was likely not stolen by Duke Xie.”

Everyone was slightly startled, not expecting Shen Xihe to say this.

“If Duke Xie didn’t steal it, why was the imperial token found in the Xie family ancestral hall?” Emperor Youning asked.

“That’s a question for Duke Xie,” Shen Xihe cast a calm glance at the still-kowtowing Duke. “Your Majesty surely knows that my improving health is thanks to a physician – none other than Doctor Qi, who severed ties with Duke Xie and took his mother’s surname. If not for treating me, Doctor Qi would never have returned to this heartbreaking place.

Recently I witnessed Duke Xie arguing intensely with Doctor Qi, even bringing servants to forcibly take him away. But my condition had just begun improving and I couldn’t do without Doctor Qi. Yet I couldn’t let him face oppression and bullying while caring for me.

So after much consideration, I temporarily gave Your Majesty’s imperial token to Doctor Qi…”

At this point, Shen Xihe added an explanation: “I meant no disrespect. Doctor Qi grew up under Your Majesty’s watch – you know his character well. Even if I valued my life, I wouldn’t entrust the imperial token to protect just anyone.”

Xie Yunhuai – Emperor Youning had once personally praised him: “Dragon bearing, phoenix countenance, with a nimble mind.”

The Emperor nodded slightly, and Shen Xihe continued: “With the imperial token in his possession, Doctor Qi would come every three days to check on my condition. Today he missed his appointment, and I was certain he had been detained.”

Casting a meaningful look at Xie Ji, Shen Xihe said: “Doctor Qi has an ethereal bearing and often travels in and out of the city. The gate guards all know him. When I inquired, they said he entered the city with Duke Xie’s servants three days ago and hasn’t left since.”

Shen Xihe naturally couldn’t directly accuse Xie Ji of stealing the imperial token. Though this trap was perfect, Emperor Youning was no fool – lacking evidence didn’t mean he lacked judgment.

If she accused Xie Ji of the unfounded crime of stealing the imperial token, the Emperor would grow suspicious of her for recklessly targeting important court officials.

Her current explanation was more reasonable.

After a pause, Shen Xihe sighed softly: “Perhaps the imperial token meant less to Duke Xie than family ties. Or perhaps Duke Xie’s longing for his son led him to bring Doctor Qi back forcibly.”

Heaven, Earth, Sovereign, Parents, Teacher – the Sovereign came before Parents. If Xie Yunhuai had shown the imperial token and Xie Ji still detained him, that would be contempt for imperial authority. It didn’t matter if the charge of stealing the token didn’t stick – this was just as serious.

“Xie Ji, is this true?” Emperor Youning asked sternly.

After his exchange with Shen Xihe, Xie Ji turned his thoughts carefully. This girl not yet of age was no ordinary maiden – her thoughts ran deep and meticulous, not to be underestimated.

“Your Majesty, I did bring my unworthy son home and wished to resolve our father-son conflict, but I did not force him to stay, nor did I see the imperial token. I would never dare disrespect Your Majesty.” Xie Ji’s response left room for maneuver.

Even if they found Xie Yunhuai in his residence, he had admitted to inviting him – there was no forced detention, perhaps Xie Yunhuai stayed willingly.

“Duke Xie’s words greatly contradict your wife’s,” Shen Xihe said leisurely. “When I first entered your residence seeking Doctor Qi, your wife insisted she had never seen him and didn’t know him.”

“Your Majesty, my unworthy son bears many grievances against my wife. I didn’t inform her of privately bringing him home, so she was unaware,” Xie Ji explained quickly.

Shen Xihe gave a short laugh but said nothing.

Hearing this, Xie Ji added: “Your Majesty, Sir Liu, and Commander Qi have already searched my residence and found no trace of my son, proving I did not force him to stay.”

“Who knows if your residence has secret chambers?” Tao Zhuanxian interjected. “The Princess gave her token to Doctor Qi – how would the token end up behind an ancestral tablet in your family shrine? Behind the ancestral tablets…”

Xie Ji chose not to argue, to avoid saying too much: “Your Majesty, this subject does not know.”

Chapter 195: No Personal Desires for Her
A hush fell over the great hall, with fragrant wisps of smoke from the incense burner drifting past everyone’s nostrils as they each harbored their thoughts.

Emperor Youning found it difficult to make a judgment. While Xie Ji hadn’t stolen the imperial token, it had appeared in the Xie residence. Shen Xihe herself said she had temporarily given the token to Xie Yunhuai for protection, and since he was crucial to her survival, the Emperor couldn’t fault her for this.

Xie Ji admitted Xie Yunhuai had been to their home, but the token shouldn’t have been behind the ancestral tablet – that location suggested intentional concealment. It could also be argued that Xie Yunhuai had deliberately placed it there to frame them.

Between the two possibilities, the Emperor wasn’t showing favoritism, but he found the latter more likely. Xie Ji wouldn’t disrespect his ancestors by hiding the token there, and if he had found it, he should have brought it directly to the Emperor. This would have implicated both Xie Yunhuai and Shen Xihe – there was no need to keep the token and remain passive.

Shen Xihe kept her eyes lowered, waiting patiently. Whether Xie Ji would face consequences depended on Xiao Huayong’s timing.

“This matter has many suspicious points. We’ll make a final judgment after finding Ruogu.”

“Your Majesty.” Just as Emperor Youning finished speaking, a palace servant entered with a bow.

“What is it?” the Emperor asked.

“Your Majesty, the Capital Prefecture is requesting an audience.”

At this moment, Liu Sanzhi approached and whispered something in Emperor Youning’s ear. The Emperor’s expression turned cold: “Let them enter.”

Not only did the Capital Prefect enter, but also an ashen-faced Xie Yunhuai, looking quite haggard. As he passed by Shen Xihe, she caught a faint whiff of blood and couldn’t help but furrow her brow.

“This subject/commoner pays respects to Your Majesty,” they knelt together.

Xie Yunhuai’s movements were noticeably slow. Emperor Youning’s gaze grew complex as he sighed lightly: “Rise.”

After they stood, the Emperor asked: “Minister Zhang, what brings you here?”

The Capital Prefect bowed: “Your Majesty, Xie… young master Qi has come to report Duke Xie’s private detention of him.”

“Your Majesty…”

Before Xie Ji could speak further, Emperor Youning shot him a piercing look and asked Xie Yunhuai sternly: “Do you have evidence?”

“Your Majesty, I escaped from the Xie residence – many citizens can testify,” Xie Yunhuai replied with dignity.

“Your Majesty, I have verified that young master Qi indeed escaped from the Xie residence,” the Capital Prefect quickly confirmed.

“I was imprisoned in a secret room behind the Xie family shrine. When the Princess led people inside, I heard her conversation with Sir Liu,” Xie Yunhuai added, then repeated Shen Xihe and Liu Sanzhi’s words.

Liu Sanzhi secretly nodded to Emperor Youning.

The truth was revealed – Xie Ji had imprisoned Xie Yunhuai. This made Xie Ji’s crime much more serious.

Though Xie Yunhuai was his son, they had severed ties. By repeatedly denying it, Xie Ji had deceived the Emperor!

However, Xie Ji reacted swiftly, immediately kowtowing deeply: “I beg Your Majesty’s forgiveness. I am approaching fifty without an heir and wish to repair relations with my son. But he stubbornly resents my remarriage and holds many prejudices against me. I did not imprison him – I only wanted to keep him at home to spend time together and resolve our differences.”

What clever words from Xie Ji. Upon seeing Xie Yunhuai, he knew the Prince of Xun must have been captured, but he wouldn’t mention this. The matter with Xie Yunhuai was just a family affair – if he insisted he knew nothing of other matters, the Emperor wouldn’t probe deeply.

If the Emperor learned he had harbored the Prince of Xun, disaster would befall the Xie household.

He dared not speak of it, and neither would Xie Yunhuai and the others. He understood now – their elaborate effort wasn’t just to rescue Xie Yunhuai and deal with him, but was aimed at the Prince of Xun!

Emperor Youning felt troubled after hearing this. Family matters were difficult to judge, and Xie Ji had always been extremely loyal. Though he had repeatedly lied today, it was understandable – approaching fifty without an heir, his only child viewing him as an enemy, his desperate actions didn’t warrant deep investigation.

The Emperor was traditionally lenient with loyal subjects: “The rift between father and son runs deep – one claims imprisonment, the other invitation. I cannot tell the truth from falsehood. Duke Xie, for failing to maintain proper household order, you are fined one year’s salary and stripped of your position as General of the Valiant Cavalry.”

The punishment was neither heavy nor light. At least Shen Xihe was satisfied – among the Emperor’s sixteen guards, the Left and Right Palace Guards were two, and the Left and Right Valiant Cavalry were another two. The General commanded both divisions, with each division led by its own Major General.

In other words, Duke Xie had controlled the military power of two guard divisions!

Shen Xihe showed no dissatisfaction. The Emperor was quite pleased and, after dismissing the others, admonished her as an elder: “In the future, even if you’re certain of the token’s location, you mustn’t act so rashly. Did you consider how you would have handled failure to find it?”

“I knew I would find it,” Shen Xihe remained firm.

Emperor Youning sighed deeply: “The rigid breaks easily.”

Without showing some hardness, without letting the Emperor see her weaknesses, how could he trust her?

Just like Bu Shulin’s regard, wasn’t Shen Xihe’s constant assertiveness and arrogance also crafting an image of herself for Emperor Youning?

“Zhaoning understands…”

While Emperor Youning was admonishing Shen Xihe, Xie Yunhuai was escorted from the palace. In his arranged carriage sat Xiao Huayong, his silver-bright eyes concealing deep radiance, deep as an ocean abyss, fixed steadily on Xie Yunhuai.

Xie Yunhuai bowed and sat beside him with lowered eyes, straight as a bamboo.

“Risking your life just to resolve her urgent need – Ruogu, you truly show deep feeling and righteousness,” Xiao Huayong’s voice was clear and cold as a river flowing over glaciers, chilling to the bone.

Shen Xihe didn’t know Xie Yunhuai had used himself as bait, entering the Xie residence after guessing he was treating the Prince of Xun – otherwise, how could Duke Xie have trapped him?

Duke Xie didn’t know the Prince was building a private army, thinking he had only faked his death. He owed the Prince a life debt, and today was repayment. Thus, though he knew Xie Yunhuai was treating Shen Xihe, he paid it no mind, believing Xie Yunhuai was the most suitable person.

Once Xie Yunhuai had treated him and the Prince left, Xie Yunhuai would have no proof and wouldn’t speak of it.

The Prince’s poison was truly troublesome. Duke Xie had used items left by the Qi family in exchange but never imagined the crucial element in between.

Everything had been within Xie Yunhuai’s expectations. If he disappeared, Shen Xihe would surely search for him, able to turn Duke Xie’s residence upside down while emerging unscathed.

This was Shen Xihe’s only chance to catch the Prince of Xun, and he wanted to help her.

“Your Highness gives too much praise. I cannot compare to Your Highness braving Tianshan, seeking the snow lotus without distinguishing colors,” Xie Yunhuai spoke without pride.

“Since you know this, you should know whom she will marry in the future!” Xiao Huayong said coldly.

Xie Yunhuai’s eyes were clear and bright as he replied unhurriedly: “Your Highness’s feelings for her differ from mine. I only wish for her happiness and well-being, without personal desires.”

Chapter 196: I Simply Don’t Want to Deceive Her
The horse whinnied as Xiao Huayong lowered his head in the gently swaying carriage, his gaze falling on his slowly opening hand. His hand was broad and sturdy, carved like ivory with clear lines, appearing full of strength.

“For me to make you disappear from this world without a trace would be as easy as turning my palm over.”

“Your Highness speaks truly, this humble subject believes it without doubt,” Xie Yunhuai remained composed. “But, would Your Highness do so?”

Xiao Huayong suddenly raised his eyes, his gaze sharp, shooting directly at Xie Yunhuai.

Xie Yunhuai spoke calmly and gently: “If Your Highness wished to end my life, just now would have been the perfect opportunity.”

Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had coordinated perfectly. Shen Xihe had bought enough time at the Xie residence for Xiao Huayong to set up his plan, then caused a commotion at the residence, essentially helping Xiao Huayong narrow down the area where someone could be hidden.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the palace wielding the golden token with an imposing manner, she created an opportunity for Xiao Huayong to launch a surprise attack.

However, the Xun Prince was no ordinary person. He had grown alert after Shen Xihe entered the ancestral hall, and to be safe, he had planned to escape, only to run into Xiao Huayong’s men who had infiltrated the hall and taken down the guards.

If it had been a moment later, the Xun Prince would likely have chosen to cause a disturbance, preferring to fall into His Majesty’s hands rather than be captured by Xiao Huayong.

This time, Xiao Huayong personally took action, which was why he could quickly subdue the Xun Prince, but Xie Yunhuai was in the hands of the prince’s subordinates.

Xie Yunhuai unconsciously touched the sword mark on his neck. At that time, the Xun Prince’s subordinate had demanded Xiao Huayong release the prince, or they would kill him.

What kind of person was Xiao Huayong? No one understood him better than Xie Yunhuai. Including Xiao Changyu and Xiao Changgeng who had only seen the tip of the iceberg, while he had seen everything. He knew Xiao Huayong would not compromise.

The Crown Prince never compromised with anyone, including the current Emperor.

If he died here, it would have nothing to do with Xiao Huayong, no one would know why he died, and the culprit could only be Xie Ji.

What he never expected was that Xiao Huayong released the Xun Prince.

When the Xun Prince retreated toward his subordinate, Xiao Huayong’s hidden men swooped in, directly attacking the prince. The person holding him hostage instinctively moved to protect the prince, and in that instant, before he could even see clearly how Xiao Huayong had struck, hot blood had already splattered onto his face.

But the person attacking the Xun Prince was seriously wounded by him. The Xun Prince shouted, alerting many guards of the Xie residence who came running. He made a quick decision to intercept them, claiming he was being detained by Xie Ji. The guards were all drawn to him, trying to capture him, which gave Xiao Huayong another chance to capture the Xun Prince.

It was so close – Xiao Huayong had almost let the Xun Prince escape to save his life.

Xiao Huayong quietly withdrew his gaze as the carriage turned into an empty alley and stopped. He stepped out: “Just now was not the best opportunity. I will not allow you to leave an indelible mark in her heart.”

With Shen Xihe’s intelligence, she would quickly understand why Xie Yunhuai had risked his life. If Xie Yunhuai died at the Xie residence, even if she didn’t know or blame herself for not saving him, she would still feel guilty about it.

When people are alive, anything can be changed, but once someone dies, it becomes difficult to erase certain traces.

“If that’s the case, it won’t be easy for Your Highness to kill me,” Xie Yunhuai lifted the carriage curtain, his gaze meeting the tall, jade-like figure of Xiao Huayong. “This humble subject and the Princess consider each other lifelong kindred spirits.”

Xiao Huayong looked at him sideways.

Xie Yunhuai continued: “No matter when I die, the Princess will grieve, and she will think of me every Qingming Festival and Memorial Day.”

Xiao Huayong raised his hand and struck the carriage shaft, the powerful force causing Xie Yunhuai to crash heavily into the opposite shaft. As he sat up straight, clutching his aching arm, he heard Xiao Huayong’s emotionless words.

“Killing you would be easy, and concealing the news of your death for a lifetime would also be a simple matter for me,” Xiao Huayong walked with measured steps, his voice growing distant. “I simply don’t want to deceive her, it’s not that I can’t deal with you.”

Only after Xiao Huayong’s figure disappeared into the alley did Xie Yunhuai let out a light chuckle.

“Doctor Qi, are you heading home?” the carriage driver attendant asked from outside.

Xie Yunhuai: “Go to the Princess’s residence.”

If he returned home, Shen Xihe would surely come looking for him, so he might as well wait for her return at the Princess’s residence.

When Xie Yunhuai arrived at the Princess’s residence, he had Sui Axi help him with acupuncture and prepare some medicine before Shen Xihe returned with Zhenzhu and the others.

“Are your injuries serious?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

“If I say they’re not serious, you might not fully believe me, so I simply had Axi treat my injuries. Princess can ask Axi directly,” Xie Yunhuai said with a smile.

Shen Xihe did indeed look toward Sui Axi, who said: “Princess need not worry, Doctor Qi only has some external injuries, and the internal injuries are minor. Rather, the bruising on his arm is more serious. There’s some bruising, I’ve applied needles, it might hurt for a day tomorrow, but will be fine the day after.”

Hearing this, Xie Yunhuai unconsciously touched his arm.

Shen Xihe felt relieved after hearing this and said seriously: “Thank you for this time.”

Although she didn’t know how Xie Yunhuai had learned about the Xun Prince’s matter, given that he had previously been able to investigate the Jiannanchun incident, it was clear he had connections in the capital. Shen Xihe didn’t pursue the matter further.

But she could understand that Xie Yunhuai must have known that the person Duke Xie sought him to treat was likely the Xun Prince, which was why he went this time, to help her find the Xun Prince. The Xun Prince and Xie Yunhuai had no personal grudge; if not for helping her, he would never have agreed.

“Princess need not thank me,” Xie Yunhuai smiled elegantly. “Indeed, I went because I knew it was the Xun Prince, but it wasn’t entirely to help the Princess.”

Shen Xihe looked at him questioningly.

Xie Yunhuai said tactfully: “I heard Xie Ji has been stripped of his military authority.”

“Was this what you wanted?” Shen Xihe seemed to understand.

“I did indeed know the Princess wanted to capture the Xun Prince, and I also wanted to deal with Duke Xie. It benefited both of us and wasn’t entirely selfless,” Xie Yunhuai smiled frankly.

Shen Xihe thought for a moment, and it was indeed so, Duke Xie had suffered misfortune this time, but she said: “If that were truly the case, you should have let His Majesty know he was harboring the Xun Prince.”

“That would certainly have angered His Majesty,” Xie Yunhuai shook his head with a smile. “Xie Ji is cunning and eloquent, as the Princess probably knows somewhat. Firstly, I cannot see His Majesty; secondly, even if His Majesty knew the Xun Prince was in his residence, he could still shirk responsibility, such as claiming he was coerced by the Xun Prince.

Thirdly, the Xun Prince officially only faked his death, so even if Xie Ji harbored him, it wouldn’t be a major offense. His Majesty probably wouldn’t even openly dismiss him from office. As for arousing His Majesty’s suspicion, he would have ways to dispel it.”

Weighing it like this, the current outcome was better. Xie Ji had schemed and calculated for years without ever being trapped by others. This time, he finally got a taste of being schemed against, which was probably more uncomfortable than being dismissed from office.

“Speaking this way, it seems I used the Princess instead.”

Shen Xihe laughed: “We need not debate what your initial intentions were. It’s good that we each gained what we wanted.”

Chapter 197: Xie Yunhuai’s Aftermath
“Yes, we each gained something, so there’s no need to thank each other.” Xie Yunhuai’s smile was as pure as a bright moon.

After rain comes clear skies, everything becomes clean and bright.

This was exactly how it felt to interact with Xie Yunhuai – spacious and open. Xie Yunhuai didn’t stay long, and Shen Xihe didn’t try to keep him. She saw him off from the Princess’s residence, unaware that Xie Yunhuai hadn’t left the city but instead returned openly to Duke Xie’s mansion.

Xie Ji had smashed his favorite tea set upon returning home. Duke Xie’s mansion was still in disarray, with servants all knowing that the Duke had been stripped of his position, making them all extremely nervous.

Seeing Xie Yunhuai arrive, none of them knew how to react – they dared neither stop him nor announce him. They could only watch as Xie Yunhuai walked forward with his hands behind his back, his steps steady, wearing a smile with an unclear meaning.

“I told you long ago that he doesn’t acknowledge you as his father. I warned you not to be careless, but you said I was being intolerant. Now look at today…” Yuan Shi was complaining when she looked up to see Xie Yunhuai standing in the doorway. Her gaze turned fierce, “You dare to come here!”

“Why wouldn’t I dare to come?” Xie Yunhuai lifted his long leg over the threshold. “Did I speak any falsehoods before His Majesty today?”

He had indeed guessed that the person Xie Ji wanted him to treat was the Xun Prince. The ancestral temple fire, the Xun Prince’s resurrection – these matters had caused quite a stir. The sudden tightening of security at the city gates, all of these things indicated that the Xun Prince matter was extraordinary.

His Majesty raising a private army was such a shocking matter that he only began to guess at it after Prince Kang’s crime of privately manufacturing weapons was exposed. Prince Kang’s loyalty to the emperor meant he would never turn against any prince, so if it wasn’t for a prince’s benefit, it could only be for the Emperor.

He had deliberately visited Prince Kang’s elderly princess dowager for consultation after Prince Kang’s downfall and gathered some information from the people in Prince Kang’s mansion, which confirmed that Prince Kang was working for His Majesty.

What would His Majesty need such a large quantity of weapons for? It wasn’t hard to imagine it was for a private army. When news of the Xun Prince’s resurrection emerged, he knew who was building and training the private army. Xie Ji had once owed the Xun Prince a life debt on the battlefield – he had heard this mentioned when Xie Ji spoke with the Xun Prince during his childhood, something probably even His Majesty didn’t know.

So when Xie Ji sought him out, he had some guesses. The Xun Prince had been set up, and whoever had acted would ensure it was a fatal trap. For the Xun Prince to escape, he must have been either dying or severely injured.

He wouldn’t dare seek His Majesty, so there was a ninety percent chance he would seek Xie Ji. Xie Ji wouldn’t dare look for city doctors for fear of the news spreading, so seeking him was the best option. He understood this clearly, yet still showed extreme unwillingness, especially upon arriving at the Xie mansion and discovering it was the Xun Prince – he refused firmly.

To make him help, Xie Ji offered his mother’s belongings in exchange. Back then when he had severed ties, he had no right to take his mother’s belongings. He pretended to be moved and agreed, but this didn’t change the fact that Xie Ji was detaining him.

“Do you truly hate me this much?” Xie Ji asked in a deep voice, the corners of his eyes red.

“Should I not hate you?” Xie Yunhuai smiled back, his eyes cold. “I’m a doctor now – can you still deceive me about what you did back then?”

“Eldest son, regarding your mother’s matter, whether you believe it or not, it truly wasn’t intentional,” Xie Ji said sorrowfully.

Mockery flashed through Xie Yunhuai’s dark pupils: “Duke Xie, no need to act for me. I’m here to tell you that everything is just beginning. We have plenty of time ahead. You let my mother suffer torture for years, so I won’t give you a quick end either.”

With that, Xie Yunhuai left, and none of the servants in Duke Xie’s mansion dared stop him.

“My Lord, look at him! He sees you as an enemy, where is there any familial feeling?” Yuan Shi said coldly. “I can see now – he’s targeting us, and probably planned everything from the start. Otherwise, why would Princess Zhaoning simply give him the imperial golden token? He must have been playing the victim and slandering us to Princess Zhaoning! If you continue to let him be like this, our Duke’s mansion will eventually be destroyed by his hands!”

“Shut up!” Xie Ji shouted angrily, turning to glare at Yuan Shi. “If you could have given me even one child, would I be at his mercy?”

Xie Yunhuai was his only son. He and Yuan Shi had been married for many years without any good news, and the Duke’s mansion had no other concubines. If anything happened to Xie Yunhuai, the Xie family title would have no heir and would be recalled. Even a son from a concubine would be better than nothing…

If the Xie family title ended with him, he would be the family’s sinner.

Back then, Qi Shi’s matter had been handled perfectly, but the Xie clan members weren’t fools. It was only because the Qi family was weak, and those in charge were no longer Qi shi’s blood brothers, that no one sought justice. The Xie clan members didn’t pursue it for the sake of benefits.

As he grew older without an heir, the Xie clan members began to complain. He could adopt a child from a distant branch and register them under his name, but after his death, whether the title would be given would depend on His Majesty’s mood.

If it were Xie Yunhuai, inheriting the title would be natural.

Yuan Shi’s face turned pale. She had given birth before, and she had secretly consulted doctors who all said she could conceive. Even though she was a bit older now, after five or six years, she still had no good news. This had always been her weak point.

Xie Yunhuai walked out through the moon gate, also hearing the couple’s argument. Does Yuan Shi want to conceive? Impossible!

Because before he had severed ties, he had already given Xie Ji medicine that caused sterility!

Recently, the Xie clan members had sensed the crisis of losing their glory and wealth and had all approached him expressing their support.

He had rejected them all. Today’s events were meant to show the Xie clan members clearly who could truly support the Xie family going forward, making them more willing to be used by him.

Coming here specifically was just to divert Xie Ji’s attention, making him think everything was carefully planned by himself, and that Shen Xihe was merely being used to deal with him. This way, he wouldn’t seek revenge against Shen Xihe.

Next would be pressuring the Xie clan members to spread the word that Yuan Shi couldn’t bear children, forcing concubines on Xie Ji. With his constant revenge on one side, he wanted to see if Xie Ji could maintain his deep love.

As soon as Xie Ji took a concubine, he would have Yuan Shi deliver him a “dear son”!

He would torture Xie Ji and Yuan Shi step by step until they were unrecognizable, breeding hatred between them, tormenting each other, and using their touching deep affection to commemorate his mother!

“Princess, Doctor Qi went to Duke Xie’s mansion before safely returning home outside the city,” Mo Yuan had sent people to follow Xie Yunhuai, but seeing he was injured and fearing Duke Xie’s anger, they had protected him secretly.

“No need to send people to protect him, lest he becomes suspicious,” Shen Xihe ordered.

Xie Yunhuai had sufficient ability to protect himself. As for whether his actions this time were using her or helping her, only to benefit himself in the end, there was no need to debate right and wrong.

For her, it was enough to consider it as assistance rendered.

Chapter 198: The Crown Prince Acts Differently Before the Princess
Once again, Shen Xihe’s reputation shocked the noble officials of the capital into numbness. She had forcefully entered Duke Xie’s mansion with guards, yet emerged unscathed while Duke Xie was stripped of his position and authority. Though the matter couldn’t be kept secret and everyone had investigated it thoroughly, they found Shen Xihe rather mysterious.

Looking back since her arrival in the capital, anyone who had crossed her had met with misfortune, whether they were from prestigious families or noble relatives. Hadn’t they seen how Princess Changling, who had whipped her horse once, mysteriously jumped into a deep pool to feed a giant snake?

Before offending Shen Xihe, Princess Changling had often been overbearing, but when had she met with such misfortune? She was heaven’s favored daughter, yet upon encountering Princess Zhaoning, she met such an end. They couldn’t believe Princess Changling’s death had nothing to do with Princess Zhaoning!

Before, they had to respect and accommodate Princess Zhaoning; now, they had to fear and avoid her!

Shen Xihe never paid attention to how others speculated about her. She took advantage of Censor Tao’s day off to visit the Tao residence, spending a pleasant day with Censor Tao and her aunt and uncle.

She wanted to go to the Eastern Palace to find Xiao Huayong and see the Xun Prince, but to avoid suspicion, Shen Xihe restrained herself. She planned to wait two more days before seeking out Xiao Huayong, but that night, just as she had finished bathing and was preparing to rest, Zhenzhu came in saying: “Princess, someone outside seeks an audience, saying you’ll understand when you see this item.”

Shen Xihe tied on a cloak and opened the box that was brought to her. It contained a sachet that repelled snakes and insects. She had a good memory – she had given these sachets to many people, but this particular one she had given to Xiao Huayong. After receiving these two sachets, he inexplicably becomes upset with her the next day.

After brief contemplation, Shen Xihe put on a simple silver Pingzhong leaf hairpin to arrange her black hair into a simple bun, then left the residence with Zhenzhu and Mo Yu. A carriage waited at the back gate.

The person holding the horse reins was a straight-backed, expressionless young man who stared straight ahead. As soon as she approached, he bowed respectfully. The carriage curtain was lifted, and a long, broad hand extended out.

Shen Xihe didn’t stand on ceremony and placed her hand in his, letting Xiao Huayong help her into the carriage. Zhenzhu followed while Mo Yu sat outside.

“You’re not afraid someone might use this to lure you,” Xiao Huayong was pleased by her trust in coming just upon seeing the sachet, yet couldn’t help but worry.

“Is Your Highness questioning my intelligence or your capability?” Shen Xihe asked calmly.

Items she had given to Xiao Huayong, even if not precious enough to be treasured, should either be destroyed or well-guarded. If they fell into others’ hands, it would show Xiao Huayong’s incompetence.

If she couldn’t distinguish truth from falsehood and could be tricked by just a sachet, then her intelligence would be lacking.

Though he was merely worried out of care, she showed no sentiment at all, yet Xiao Huayong particularly liked her straightforward way of speaking. He chuckled: “Youyou need not worry, things you give me will never fall into others’ hands.”

As he spoke, his gaze upon her grew softer and brighter.

Unlike usual, Shen Xihe wore no makeup. She hadn’t applied powder or rouge. Perhaps because she was almost finished taking the bone-melting pills, her white porcelain-like face had skin like congealed cream, her cheeks tinged with hints of cherry blossom pink, her lips soft and rosy.

Her long hair was simply secured with a silver hairpin, and the butterfly-wing-like Pingzhong leaf was plain and unadorned, making her appear elegant and serene, like a udumbara flower that blooms only at night, beautiful purely and extraordinarily.

The silver cloak trimmed with silver fox fur wrapped around her, and the fine, smooth, glossy fur framing her small face added a touch of charm. If she didn’t speak, she looked exactly like an obedient, enchanting cat that one couldn’t help wanting to pet.

Shen Xihe pretended not to notice Xiao Huayong’s bright and tender gaze: “Has Your Highness imprisoned the Xun Prince outside the palace?”

“How could I bring a living person into the Eastern Palace?” Xiao Huayong still hadn’t withdrawn his gaze, continuing to look at his beloved from head to toe. “Moreover, if he were in the Eastern Palace and escaped again, wouldn’t he be able to escape to His Majesty’s hands?”

If there were any other way, the Xun Prince wouldn’t easily seek out His Majesty, but if forced into a corner, like now, the Xun Prince would seek His Majesty. Although the chance of survival would be small, there would still be a slight possibility.

“I thought Your Highness could come and go freely in the palace. Not just one person, but even ten people – if Your Highness wished it, it wouldn’t be difficult,” Shen Xihe said lightly.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows: “So in Youyou’s heart, I am this powerful~”

He drew out the last syllable extremely long, with three turns in his voice. Combined with his unique clear and rich voice, it was somehow seductive and alluring.

Zhenzhu felt uncomfortable hearing it and wanted to rub her arms, but couldn’t break protocol.

Shen Xihe didn’t feel uncomfortable, but she didn’t like this tone, feeling it had an indescribable frivolousness.

Though they both held back their reactions, the carriage jolted slightly. The driver wasn’t just anyone, but Tianruan’s twin brother Difang. Before handing over the Crown Prince to him, Tianruan had specifically warned: “Don’t blame your brother for not warning you, His Highness will bring the Princess along, and His Highness in front of the Princess is… well… somewhat different from usual. If you hear or see anything, pretend you’re deaf and blind, don’t take it to heart.”

He had been skeptical then, thinking he had seen all of His Highness’s sides, having followed him since childhood!

Surely Tianruan was just jealous that His Highness had called him back and was trying to drive a wedge between him and His Highness.

But when he unexpectedly heard His Highness’s voice just now, he was momentarily stunned, and the raised whip nearly fell to the ground, lightly brushing the horse’s rump, making the horse uncomfortable and twisting slightly, almost causing the carriage to jolt.

His brother had said His Highness would be different around the Princess, but he hadn’t said it would be this kind of different!

Surely his brother was jealous that he was more favored by His Highness, and deliberately spoke unclearly, just to make him make mistakes in front of His Highness!

The carriage jolted slightly, but Difang’s quick reflexes saved it, restoring stability.

He thought to himself that since his reaction was so quick, surely His Highness hadn’t noticed.

Little did he know that when the carriage jolted slightly, Xiao Huayong’s eyes lit up, and he reached out his hand, ready to catch Shen Xihe and hold the beauty in his arms, but the carriage only shook once!

Just once!

Shen Xihe hadn’t even tilted, her body just leaned slightly for an instant, and he had to silently withdraw his outstretched hand, his radiant smile dimming somewhat!

Shen Xihe seemed to notice Xiao Huayong’s attempt to support her, and seeing him somewhat embarrassed, kindly and seriously said: “Thank you, Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Having already naturally withdrawn his hand, Xiao Huayong felt even more unable to save face when she so mercilessly exposed his thoughts, thinking she had guessed his ulterior motives.

Chapter 199: Collaborating on an Interrogation
After this small interlude, even the thick-skinned Crown Prince finally ceased his persistent advances toward Shen Xihe, and they soon arrived at the residence where Prince Xun was being held.

The residence appeared utterly ordinary, just like any common dwelling in the capital. Shen Xihe recalled that even their carriage had been similarly unremarkable. Upon entering, Shen Xihe, who possessed some knowledge of the mystical arts of Qimen Dunjia, could detect that formations had been laid throughout the courtyard.

“Princess, remember my footsteps,” Xiao Huayong cautioned.

Mo Yu and Zhenhu waited inside the entrance while candlelight flickered throughout the courtyard. Shen Xihe watched attentively, following Xiao Huayong inside. They proceeded to the bedroom, opened the secret chamber, and descended into it. Within the chamber stood a youth holding a precious sword, as still as a statue.

At last, Shen Xihe laid eyes upon Prince Xun, who rivaled her father in reputation. He was bound by heavy shackles on his feet and thick iron chains around his hands. His hair was somewhat disheveled, though his clothing remained clean and neat. His complexion, however, was extremely pale, his lips tinged with an alarming shade of purple.

“Uncle,” Xiao Huayong called out softly, his tone still carrying a hint of respect.

From the moment Xiao Huayong appeared, Prince Xun had been staring at him intently. Having been “dead” for ten years, His Majesty’s princes had all forgotten his appearance, and children changed daily—he truly couldn’t identify who Xiao Huayong was at first glance.

“Your Highness surpasses your predecessor, quite formidable indeed,” Prince Xun’s voice was weak and strained, yet he showed not the slightest trace of frailty.

Prince Xun swept his gaze over Shen Xihe as well, but despite her striking beauty, he merely glanced at her before looking away. There wasn’t even a flicker of amazement in his eyes—at his age, physical beauty had become meaningless.

“Uncle surely knows why I had to bring you here,” Xiao Huayong said without revealing his identity.

Prince Xun gave a light chuckle. “Your Highness need not trouble yourself. I won’t divulge even half a word of what Your Highness wishes to know.”

“Won’t Uncle at least hear what I have to offer?” Xiao Huayong maintained his composure without any trace of anger.

“Regardless of what you offer, you won’t let me leave here alive,” Prince Xun replied.

“I believe Uncle is not so naive,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes remained calm. “Now that Uncle has seen my face, how could there be any path to survival?”

“If that’s the case, what’s the point of further discussion?”

“Why did Uncle risk entering the capital?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Prince Xun, who had remained unmoved until now, showed a flicker in his eyes.

“Great-grandmother doesn’t have many days left. I can allow Uncle to pay final respects and fulfill your filial duties,” Xiao Huayong said.

Prince Xun’s expressionless face went blank for a moment before a helpless and slightly mocking smile appeared. “Your Highness, I have already seen Mother and bid her farewell. Your Highness need not waste effort. If you wish to honor our blood ties, then grant me a quick death—that would not disgrace the fact that you called me Uncle.”

“Why must Uncle be so stubborn?” Xiao Huayong turned to look at him.

Prince Xun merely lowered his head and fell silent.

“Is Your Highness worried about the Prince Xun Manor?” Shen Xihe suddenly spoke up. Prince Xun raised his head, fixing her with a penetrating gaze.

Shen Xihe maintained her composure: “Your Highness is concerned that once your private army becomes known to us, any unusual movement will surely alert His Majesty. If word leaked from Your Highness, it would surely bring harm to the Prince Xun Manor.”

“Who are you?” Prince Xun asked.

“Me? Your Highness need not know who I am,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Does Your Highness think that now that you’ve fallen into our hands, if we don’t get satisfactory answers from you, we won’t move against Xiao Changfeng?”

Prince Xun narrowed his eyes, his gaze becoming dangerous.

Shen Xihe continued undeterred: “Beyond wanting to engage the Northwestern Army in battle, Your Highness’s feigned death to serve His Majesty was largely to secure the long-term future of the Prince Xun Manor.

When His Majesty informed Your Highness of this matter, while your death preserved your dignity, His Majesty couldn’t openly do anything to Prince Xun Manor. However, the manor would become a mere shell of itself—His Majesty wouldn’t employ its services, and even without deliberate suppression, others would read the situation and create difficulties.

Therefore, Your Highness had to swallow your pride and fake your death to build a divine army for His Majesty. But an army personally trained by Your Highness would hardly submit to another’s command. If Your Highness were to die, having Xiao Changfeng take command would satisfy everyone’s needs.

His Majesty would have his divine army, Xiao Changfeng would have military authority, and the Prince Xun Manor would retain its glory.”

Prince Xun scrutinized Shen Xihe for a moment before suddenly laughing softly: “The capital truly nurtures talent. I’ve been away for ten years, never imagining its young ladies would possess such keen insight.”

This was an admission, and having admitted it, there was nothing more to hide. Prince Xun continued: “Having fallen into your hands, I dare not underestimate your capabilities. But Changfeng is different from me—he has inherited the title and is a first-rank prince. If you wish to move against him, you’ll need His Majesty’s approval.

Act rashly, and you’ll expose yourselves before His Majesty.”

He paused briefly before adding: “If Changfeng falls to you, it will be because his skills were inferior. As his father, I’ve paved all the roads I could for him. His future now depends on his abilities.”

Prince Xun proved even more unyielding than they had anticipated. Worthy of being a battle-hardened war prince who had weathered blood and steel on the battlefield, it seemed Xiao Huayong had already tried every method at his disposal, yet the prince remained impervious to both threats and persuasion.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong—faced with such an adamant individual, she too was at a loss.

“If Uncle won’t speak, that’s fine. I’ll simply have your body and those of your guards dissected for examination,” Xiao Huayong spoke softly. “People who live in one region for extended periods develop distinct physical characteristics from the local diet and climate.”

The inquiry was met with complete indifference.

“If that reveals nothing, so be it,” Xiao Huayong continued. “I’ll have no choice but to use Uncle’s corpse to sow discord between His Majesty and Cousin Changfeng. I wonder if His Majesty will still trust Cousin Changfeng then, or if Cousin Changfeng might begin to suspect His Majesty’s involvement in Uncle’s death.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe smiled. “Your Highness, I have a plan.”

“Oh? Do tell,” Xiao Huayong showed great interest.

“Why not keep His Highness permanently imprisoned like this, neither dead nor truly alive,” Shen Xihe’s eyes glinted. “I have a subordinate skilled in bone manipulation techniques. We could find someone of similar build to His Highness, reshape them to look exactly like him, then arrange for the current Prince Xun to coincidentally encounter this ‘amnesiac father.’ Once he gains Your Highness’s cousin’s trust, our grand plan cannot fail.”

“Bone manipulation techniques?” Xiao Huayong had heard of this. The person who taught him the art of disguise had mentioned that while disguises could be convincing, they were easily exposed. Bone manipulation was the most undetectable form of transformation.

Once bones were reshaped according to a specific model, the resemblance would be permanent and perfect.

“You—” Prince Xun’s expression finally darkened as he listened to them discuss how to deal with Prince Xun Manor and his personally trained eldest son. He could distinguish between empty threats and genuine capabilities.

The two of them working together were certainly not bluffing!

Chapter 200: I’m Simply Jealous
“Your Highness has an iron will, unafraid of severe torture. My petty tricks are useless against such a battle-hardened man,” Shen Xihe genuinely admired Prince Xun’s resilience—those who could withstand Xiao Huayong’s torture were probably few and far between in the world.

“We must seek another method. To be frank with Your Highness, I am skilled in crafting fragrances, including one that can bewilder the mind and confuse memories,” Shen Xihe spoke softly. “If we reshape someone’s bones to look like Your Highness, then muddle their memories, even your brilliant son would find it difficult to discern the truth from someone who truly believes themselves to be you.”

“Why tell me all this?” Prince Xun asked coldly.

“If there were a quicker solution, why would I take such a roundabout approach?” Shen Xihe said lightly, exchanging a glance with Xiao Huayong as she turned.

A different kind of smile touched Xiao Huayong’s lips. “Uncle, you’re merely planning for the Prince Xun Manor’s future. Ten years ago, His Majesty was in his prime, but after ten years, Uncle should consider this carefully—my brothers and I have all come of age. Have you thought about what might happen to Cousin if I were to ascend the throne?”

Prince Xun’s body trembled. The reason he hadn’t immediately taken his own life to thwart Xiao Huayong’s plans wasn’t because he harbored any hope of rescue, but because he didn’t know Xiao Huayong’s identity or capabilities and wanted to assess them personally.

Facing this extraordinarily handsome nephew, whose eyes gleamed like moonlight on deep waters, unfathomable and bottomless, he should have guessed his hidden concerns earlier. Yet Xiao Huayong hadn’t struck at this point immediately, choosing instead to demonstrate the full extent of his abilities and methods.

He had delayed until this final, decisive blow, eliminating any chance for negotiation.

“His Majesty has many sons, each accomplished in both civil and military affairs. Your Highness’s methods are impressive, but perhaps you’re too confident,” Prince Xun still wouldn’t yield easily.

“Of course I’m confident—I am the legitimate heir,” Xiao Huayong revealed his identity at the perfect moment.

Prince Xun’s pupils contracted, his purple-tinged lips trembling slightly. He had considered every possible identity for Xiao Huayong except Crown Prince!

The Crown Prince, His Majesty’s heir—everyone knew such a person existed, yet no one had ever taken him seriously.

He was like an invisible man, impossible to connect to any event. What terrifying ability was required to achieve such a feat?

“Today, I’ll give Uncle a choice: either you take the lead in having Cousin and the Prince Xun Manor pledge allegiance to me, or you can gamble on whether I’ll be the one who fails, and if the Prince Xun Manor can survive,” Xiao Huayong’s voice was soft in the narrow underground chamber.

There wasn’t a hint of threat in his tone. He spoke casually, yet with an inherent imperial authority.

Shen Xihe’s gaze passed through the flickering candlelight to rest on the tall, imposing figure before her.

Someone had once told her that certain people were born rulers—impossible to describe precisely, but you would understand when you met one. Their every movement would be effortless yet command heaven and earth, controlling the winds and clouds, determining life and death.

With a choice between loyalty to His Majesty or secretly supporting Xiao Huayong—Prince Xun found himself in an impossible dilemma.

Seeing Prince Xun waver, Shen Xihe said, “Your Highness, if your son pledges to His Highness, who is known for his tolerance toward subordinates, he won’t immediately move against the divine army. Your son won’t face His Majesty’s suspicion or disdain. Before His Highness ascends the throne, your son will remain His Majesty’s confidant, and after the ascension, your son will have the merit of supporting the new emperor.”

“Heh heh heh ha ha ha ha ha…” Prince Xun suddenly burst into laughter, his voice rising from low to high, laughing until he seemed to exhaust himself before containing his mirth. “Crown Prince, was the destruction of the Prince Kang Manor your doing?”

“No,” Shen Xihe stepped forward. “I orchestrated the Prince Kang Manor’s downfall.”

Prince Xun’s bloodshot eyes locked onto Shen Xihe, suddenly growing dark and scrutinizing.

Shen Xihe spoke frankly: “I believe Your Highness already knows who I am, and why the Prince Kang Manor and I couldn’t coexist. You also know why you asked that question—you wanted to know if His Highness would eliminate rivals without regard for family ties.

I can answer on His Highness’s behalf: throughout history, how many emperors haven’t ascended the throne by stepping over their siblings’ blood?”

“Is this truly how Your Highness thinks?” Prince Xun ignored Shen Xihe, staring directly at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s gentle gaze moved from Shen Xihe: “Uncle, would you believe me if I said no? What’s the point of asking such things now? I need not deceive you—the Prince Kang Manor fell to Youyou’s hand, but even if she hadn’t acted, I wouldn’t have spared them.”

“Why? Why didn’t you accept Prince Kang’s allegiance?” Prince Xun asked.

“Prince Kang was different from you, Uncle. I had no respect for him,” Xiao Huayong answered plainly.

Prince Xun nodded in sudden understanding. He suddenly raised his head, letting out a deep sigh: “Thank you for your favor, Your Highness. Please spare the Prince Xun Manor…”

Prince Xun lowered his eyes, slowly bowing his head. A faint smell of blood reached Shen Xihe’s nose, and her expression changed drastically: “No!”

Xiao Huayong darted forward, but was still a step too late—Prince Xun had bitten his tongue to commit suicide.

Confusion flashed in Shen Xihe’s eyes. Prince Xun had shown signs of yielding, yet chose this moment to take his life: “Why?”

Xiao Huayong sighed softly, “I was careless.”

Shen Xihe started slightly: “What do you mean?”

“With Prince Xun’s exposure, His Majesty must have already sent people to relocate the divine army. Prince Xun surely knew this, and perhaps the divine army isn’t controlled by Prince Xun alone as we assumed.” Even if he revealed one location, it would be empty, and there might even be an ambush waiting.

Prince Xun hadn’t revealed the location because he didn’t want Xiao Huayong walking into a trap, so he used this as a bargaining chip, hoping Xiao Huayong would spare Prince Xun Manor.

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t demonstrated his absolute power to Prince Xun today, Prince Xun would have sent him to his death.

“His Majesty’s thoughts run deep,” Shen Xihe worried. “Could His Majesty have already known Prince Xun was hiding in Duke Xie’s mansion?”

If so, hadn’t she and Xiao Huayong exposed themselves?

“No,” Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe’s hand. “If there was a way to live, Prince Xun wouldn’t have chosen death. Xie Ji must have been his only hope for survival, but that path was blocked by… Xie Yunhuai.”

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong in surprise, wondering if she had imagined it, but his tone seemed odd when speaking Xie Yunhuai’s name.

“Don’t look at me like that,” Xiao Huayong raised his hand to block her gaze. “I’m simply jealous. I know you have no romantic feelings for Xie Yunhuai and his feelings for you… probably aren’t romantic either, but I’m still jealous. I know you probably don’t like me being this way, finding it unreasonable and sentimental. I don’t like myself being this way either, but I can’t help it.

I’m not trying to blame you, I just want to say it out loud, even if you… remain unmoved or even annoyed, I need to express it.”

Chapter 201: His Mind Was Full of Romance
After listening to him, Shen Xihe’s obsidian eyes remained calm: “I neither dislike it nor am I annoyed.”

Her response left Xiao Huayong feeling as if he’d punched cotton—powerless and unsure how to describe his current feelings. He feared her genuine annoyance yet didn’t want her to be so indifferent.

Lowering his eyelids, he said softly: “As long as Youyou don’t mind…”

Shen Xihe was extremely sensitive to others’ emotional changes, and there was an unmistakable passive-aggressive undertone in Xiao Huayong’s words. She chose not to explore why he felt this way, as there were more pressing matters: “About Prince Xun’s body—do you intend to have it dissected?”

With proper handling, they could certainly drive a wedge between the current Prince Xun, Xiao Changfeng, and His Majesty.

Xiao Huayong looked at Prince Xun’s body: “Uncle devoted his life to the Northeast. Though we ended up serving different masters, his achievements cannot be erased. His body shouldn’t be desecrated after death.”

While he could have followed through with everything he’d threatened Prince Xun with, some things he wouldn’t do—this was the respect due to a general who had protected his country.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved into a smile. Xiao Huayong’s respect for Prince Xun made her appreciate his character even more: “Send him to the Prince Xun Manor?”

Fallen leaves return to their roots—even in death, people hope to be buried in their ancestral graves, honored by future generations. If they were to show respect, they might as well go all the way.

After pondering for a moment, Xiao Huayong nodded: “I’ll have my people lead Xiao Changfeng to discover Uncle’s body.”

Shen Xihe nodded without further comment—Xiao Huayong wouldn’t overlook any details. She turned to leave the secret chamber, with Xiao Huayong following closely behind.

Leaving the courtyard, Xiao Huayong looked up at the westward-moving moon. He desperately wanted to invite Shen Xihe for a night excursion—sailing down the river under lantern light, sharing tea and conversation, taking in the beautiful scenery and moonlight by the river. It would be unforgettable.

But Shen Xihe hadn’t fully recovered, and lack of sleep would greatly harm her health. Xiao Huayong could only sigh internally.

“Your Highness, are you contemplating the Divine Army situation?” Shen Xihe turned her head, catching a fleeting melancholy in Xiao Huayong’s eyes through the moonlight.

Xiao Huayong: …

He didn’t dare let her know his mind had been full of romantic thoughts, so he simply mumbled: “Mm.”

“Prince Xun was forced to reveal himself less than ten days ago,” Shen Xihe didn’t board the carriage, instead accepting a veil from Mo Yu and walking alongside Xiao Huayong under the moonlight. “Ten days isn’t enough to reach many places, but that’s assuming departure from the capital. If His Majesty sent word to commanders stationed near the Divine Army’s location, that’s another matter.”

Xiao Huayong wanted to remind Shen Xihe to return and rest early, but he cherished this moment walking with her through quiet alleys in the dead of night. After hesitating for a moment, looking at the narrow stone path ahead, he answered: “When His Majesty left the hunting grounds, he dispatched six Embroidered Guards from the capital. My people lost track of three.”

Zhao Zhenghao was still being punished with house arrest for the previous incident, causing him to miss this opportunity—such was fate, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but sigh.

Shen Xihe was slightly startled. She had never dismissed her suspicion that Xiao Huayong was the mastermind behind Hua Fuhai’s impersonator, even though Xiao Fuhing’s appearance had drawn more suspicion.

While Shen Xihe was certain Xiao Fuhing was Hua Fuhai’s impersonator, she wouldn’t rule out any suspects until she unveiled whether Xiao Fuhing belonged to Xiao Huayong or Prince Jing Xiao Changyan. Hearing Xiao Huayong’s words now, her suspicion of him decreased slightly. Xiao Fuhing had impersonated Zhao Zhenghao, an Embroidered Guard. There were only about a dozen Embroidered Guards, and six were sent out to create confusion.

Even without Zhao Zhenghao among them, as fellow Embroidered Guards, he should have provided some useful leads to his master. Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have cast such a wide net only to lose track of four people.

The Embroidered Guards were highly secretive—no civil or military official knew their identities. Even Duke Zhao didn’t know Zhao Zhenghao was an Embroidered Guard. Dong Biquan only knew because he too was His Majesty’s confidant.

Therefore, very few people knew the details of an Embroidered Guard’s punishment. Shen Xihe couldn’t penetrate Emperor Youning’s inner circle and thus didn’t know about Zhao Zhenghao’s house arrest, which caused Xiao Huayong to miss this opportunity.

This shifted suspicion toward Prince Jing Xiao Changyan. Shen Xihe had considered asking Xiao Huayong directly, but although they intended to marry, they weren’t yet wed. Until then, there could be variables—one shouldn’t meddle in affairs beyond their position. She had no right to ask Xiao Huayong these things yet.

Gathering her thoughts, Shen Xihe said: “Your Highness, I wonder—even if His Majesty sent word to his confidants to relocate the Divine Army, it’s not just a few hundred men. How could they move suddenly without drawing attention?”

Well-trained soldiers carried themselves differently—their bearing and demeanor would stand out in a crowd. One or two might pass as caravan guards or wandering warriors, but how could a large group move unnoticed?

“There are three ways: moving from one mountain to another, thus avoiding anyone’s notice,” Xiao Huayong had considered this before.

“That method is too risky,” Shen Xihe felt His Majesty was too shrewd to be so rash.

Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement: “Their station is near rivers and sea—moving by boat at night wouldn’t alert local officials.”

This was the best solution Shen Xihe had considered, and she agreed with this assessment.

If this were the case, they could mark the possible range on a map based on travel time, then examine which riverside and coastal areas could hide troops. Moving by water would require many ships, creating significant activity—had locals noticed large numbers of vessels?

Though such an investigation would be time-consuming, it might yield a direction.

“There’s a third way,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparkled with slight amusement. “His Majesty never kept the Divine Army in one place.”

Shen Xihe frowned. Coming from a military family, she had heard Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an discuss military strategy and historical battles without concealment: “If the Divine Army trains separately, how can they work together? Without coordination on the battlefield, wouldn’t they scatter like sand?”

His Majesty wouldn’t allow such an outcome after investing so much effort and depleting the treasury to build the Divine Army.

“Making them aware they’re one unit doesn’t require living together constantly. They only need to gather initially, then separate, meeting every half year or season for martial competitions and joint training for a few days,” Xiao Huayong understood His Majesty better than Shen Xihe did.

Chapter 202: The People of the Eastern Palace Are Not Very Useful
If managed properly, for instance, when people recruited from the same place share deep emotional bonds, they can be distributed to different locations. As long as the military officers don’t forget to reinforce daily that they are one unit, and there are no conflicts of interest, they won’t grow apart. Instead, this arrangement will help motivate them to train vigorously, not wanting to fall behind their unseen hometown friends or even brothers.

After listening, Shen Xihe quietly praised this as indeed a good method: “So does Your Highness think that Prince Xun doesn’t know the locations of all the Divine Brave Army?”

“As the supreme commander, Prince Xun doesn’t necessarily need to appear in person, and even if he does need to appear personally, he might not truly reach the destination directly.” Xiao Huayong thought of His Majesty’s cautiousness and said, “His Majesty excels most at checks and balances – there must be someone keeping Prince Xun in check. Prince Xun cannot stay in the same place as the Divine Brave Army for training, otherwise he wouldn’t be able to return to the capital.”

Nodding as if enlightened, Shen Xihe felt this was truly His Majesty’s strategy. Just as they walked out of the small alley, there were still vendors setting up stalls in the late night. Shen Xihe decided not to walk with Xiao Huayong anymore and got into her carriage.

However, Xiao Huayong didn’t follow her up, but instead stood below, smiling warmly as he looked at her: “Rest early.”

Guessing that Xiao Huayong likely needed to handle the aftermath of events, Shen Xihe slightly nodded and lowered the carriage curtain.

Just as the wheels were about to turn, Xiao Huayong called out softly again: “Youyou.”

The driver immediately pulled back on the horse’s reins, and Shen Xihe lifted the carriage window curtain, casting an inquiring look at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong wore a gentle smile, his eyes flowing with moonlight-dappled spring-like radiance under the night sky: “In half a month, I will have my coming-of-age ceremony.”

Shen Xihe knew that everyone in the court was aware of the Crown Prince’s birthday, especially the coming-of-age ceremony. The Ministry of Rites and Imperial Clan Court had been busy with preparations lately and had even purchased many spices from Duhuo.

Shen Xihe didn’t understand why Xiao Huayong specifically mentioned this to her, as she would naturally have to attend the Crown Prince’s coming-of-age ceremony.

Her confusion and quiet anticipation of his next words made Xiao Huayong secretly sigh. Indeed, he couldn’t be too indirect: “May I request a unique birthday gift from Youyou?”

“A unique birthday gift?” This puzzled even the intelligent and quick-witted Shen Xihe, as she had never carefully prepared a birthday gift for anyone in her life.

She had senior maids around her who handled all ceremonial matters. For all ritual exchanges of gifts, the servants would draft lists for her review, and she would make additions or deletions as appropriate.

Shen Yun’an and Shen Yueshan were different, of course. For their birthday gifts, Shen Xihe would personally sew clothes and shoes, emphasizing the sentiment. These were not appropriate to give to Xiao Huayong, an unrelated man.

“Unique.” Xiao Huayong ignored Shen Xihe’s troubled expression and shamelessly repeated.

“Your Highness, please forgive me, but Zhaoning has no clever ideas,” Shen Xihe firmly refused. It wasn’t that she was being stingy, but that she truly had no special thoughts about it.

“In that case…” Xiao Huayong appeared to contemplate for a long time before finally voicing what he had been yearning for, “May I brazenly request a Pingzhongye medicinal pillow personally sewn by the Princess?”

Shen Xihe hesitated for a moment. Although a pillow goes under one’s head, it’s not as intimate as clothes or shoes, nor does it carry the implications of romantic attachment like sachets or jade pendants.

“I heard from Bu Wei that the Princess’s Pingzhongye pillows are excellent for sleep. Although the Princess shared the filling method, I always feel that the ones made by the Imperial Bedchamber Bureau aren’t as remarkable as Bu Wei described. I’m particularly curious about the Princess’s medicinal pillows – it’s become quite an obsession.”

It had indeed become an obsession, but not with the pillow – rather, it was an obsession with having something personally made by Shen Xihe.

In all her years, Shen Xihe had never given anything personally to any man outside of her father and brothers. Counting back, Xiao Huayong was the first unrelated man to taste the food she had personally prepared. She still felt it wasn’t quite appropriate.

“Does Your Highness have any other wishes?” Shen Xihe asked.

This was a tactful refusal. In the night, the exceptionally handsome young lord’s gentle and bright gaze visibly dimmed, though his disappointment vanished in an instant: “Youyou can decide. As long as it’s not carelessly done, it will be fine.”

Shen Xihe noticed that Xiao Huayong would call her “Princess” in particularly formal or serious moments, but use her childhood name in casual situations.

Which meant he did want a medicinal pillow made by her.

Shen Xihe didn’t promise, only saying: “Zhaoning will give it careful thought.”

Since the birthday celebrant had personally made the request, and considering how much Xiao Huayong had helped her, if he weren’t the person she had chosen to marry, she probably wouldn’t treat him much differently than Xie Yunhuai. She would have to give it serious consideration.

Returning to the Princess’s mansion, it was already the second watch of the next day. After washing up, she had a good night’s sleep.

The next day, Shen Xihe began pondering what to give Xiao Huayong for his birthday. With only half a month left until the birthday, preparations needed to start immediately to avoid last-minute rushing. For this reason, she even gathered Hong Yu and the others.

But this troubled Hong Yu and the others, as they still didn’t know exactly what position the Crown Prince held in their Princess’s heart. They all knew the Princess was to marry the Crown Prince, but the Princess didn’t seem to be particularly nervous about or attentive to him.

It was as if… as if the Princess could replace the Crown Prince if she became dissatisfied.

They didn’t dare to ask, so how could they offer suggestions?

“Princess, we truly don’t know,” Zhenzhu pleaded with a bitter expression.

Shen Xihe naturally wouldn’t blame them. If she couldn’t make up her mind, how could she blame others for not having solutions?

“What if I blend a special fragrance for him?” Shen Xihe tentatively asked.

Zhenzhu and the others exchanged glances, and Biyu boldly said: “Princess, if it’s a specially made fragrance from you, what if His Highness uses it up and then comes back to request more? How could the Princess refuse?”

“What about giving him the fragrance formula?” Shen Xihe suggested.

Zhenzhu showed a strange smile: “Princess, this servant feels it’s not appropriate.”

“What’s inappropriate about it?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand.

“After returning, this servant asked Hong Yu and Biyu, and it seems the people of the Eastern Palace aren’t very capable,” Unlike Shen Xihe and the others who experienced things periodically, Zhenzhu heard everything at once. “The Princess gave the Eastern Palace the recipe for wonton filling, but their version didn’t taste right. The Princess shared the method for making Pingzhongye medicinal pillows, but the Crown Prince also felt the Eastern Palace’s version didn’t live up to its name…

Therefore, this servant can’t help but suspect that even if the Princess gives them the fragrance formula, the Eastern Palace probably won’t be able to reproduce it.”

If that’s the case, wouldn’t the Princess end up being relied upon by the Crown Prince for life?

Unlike the Bihan fragrance which was regularly sold and given as thank-you gifts, this was a birthday gift. If the Crown Prince asked for more in the future, how could the Princess refuse? Wouldn’t that make it only half a birthday gift?

Hearing this reasoning, Shen Xihe nodded in deep agreement: “The people of the Eastern Palace indeed aren’t very capable.”

Shen Xihe didn’t suspect the problem lay with Xiao Huayong because she wouldn’t publicly disparage her servants.

Chapter 203: Burial Fragrance
It seemed that Xiao Huayong only paid attention to people handling external affairs, caring about loyalty rather than capability when it came to those serving at his side.

Zhenzhu lowered her eyes to conceal her worry. The Crown Prince’s motives weren’t pure, yet their Princess paid no attention to matters between men and women and had no scheming nature, completely failing to notice the Crown Prince’s ulterior motives.

However, since the Princess had temporarily decided to marry into the Eastern Palace, being too rigid would not benefit the future relationship between the Crown Prince and the Princess. Moreover, the Crown Prince’s current ulterior motives were all about pleasing the Princess and finding ways to get closer to her, so Zhenzhu decided not to point it out.

“Zhenzhu, go prepare some Pingzhong leaves. Hong Yu, go to the storehouse and fetch some suitable brocade for His Highness. I’ll sew him a pillow after all.” After much consideration, Shen Xihe felt the pillow was most appropriate.

“Princess, how about this piece?” Hong Yu brought over a batch of dark-colored brocade with gold and silver thread patterns, the design being Pingzhong leaves.

This brocade was made when Shen Xihe visited her young uncle in Jiangnan. The largest fabric shop there, knowing Shen Xihe’s preferences, had specially commissioned their best weavers to make it for her.

Other base colors had already been used by Shen Xihe for bedspreads and quilts. Only this piece with its darker base color remained unused. The black and gold interweaving made it particularly unsuitable for ordinary households, so Shen Xihe had kept it stored in a chest.

Now it would be most suitable as a gift for the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe reached out to touch it – bright, smooth, with a weighty feel and exquisite patterns: “We’ll use this.”

Since Xiao Huayong wanted her to make it personally, from selecting the Pingzhong leaves to drying the leaves and matching other medicinal ingredients, cutting and sewing, Shen Xihe didn’t delegate a single step to others.

During this time, Bu Shulin had recovered from his injuries and frequently visited the Princess’s mansion. One day, Bu Shulin brought an exquisite box for Shen Xihe: “Today I accompanied Niaoniao to browse the silver shops. When I saw this item, I guessed you would like it, so I bought it.”

Shen Xihe opened it to find a jade backing comb. The jade backing comb was a type of hair ornament. In this dynasty, young ladies greatly valued them. From their coming-of-age ceremony until becoming wives, almost no young lady went without a jade backing comb. They came in gold, silver, jade, and ivory materials.

The one Bu Shulin gave her was made of top-grade white jade, with exquisite patterns on both ends of the comb. The left side was carved with Pingzhong leaf patterns, the right with butterflies spreading their wings in flight, and the center top was inlaid with an extremely large bright red gemstone.

It was luxurious yet elegant. Cool to the touch, Shen Xihe indeed liked what she saw and couldn’t help playing with it for a moment. After handling it for a while, the jade backing comb not only became warm but also emitted an extremely faint fragrance.

Shen Xihe handed it to Bu Shulin: “Smell this.”

Bu Shulin glanced at Shen Xihe’s expression, unable to discern pleasure or anger, and leaned in to smell it, but detected nothing: “There’s no unusual scent.”

Shen Xihe smelled it again: “Hong Yu.”

Hong Yu had the most sensitive nose among her maids, but even when she took it in both hands, she couldn’t detect anything unusual.

“Youyou, what exactly do you smell?” Bu Shulin knew Shen Xihe’s sense of smell was extraordinary.

“It’s the scent of burial fragrance.” Shen Xihe gently placed the jade backing comb back in its box, her initial joy completely gone.

“Hidden fragrance?” Bu Shulin misunderstood the character. “Is hidden fragrance harmful to people?”

That shouldn’t be the case – Hidden Fragrance was an extremely precious synthetic perfume containing all precious medicinal materials from Tibet and Shu regions. Ordinary households couldn’t even afford it. When her unrefined father had bought some to burn in an attempt at sophistication, he became deeply addicted to its scent. However, due to its high price, he could only stubbornly say: “This old man only likes the smell of men’s sweat!”

“It’s burial as in funeral burial.” Shen Xihe corrected.

Bu Shulin instantly froze, her mind going blank: “Funeral burial?”

After receiving Shen Xihe’s confirming nod, Bu Shulin jumped up and vigorously wiped her hands that had been holding the jade comb against her clothes. Still feeling uncomfortable, she quickly called out to Hong Yu: “Quick, quick, prepare some fragrant water, I need to clean my hands!”

Upon hearing it was a burial fragrance, Hong Yu also worried that Shen Xihe had been tainted by ill fortune and personally ran to prepare the fragrant water.

“Son of a bear! How dare they sell dead people’s things to young master!” Bu Shulin anxiously rubbed her hands while cursing, “If young master doesn’t bring the Capital Guard to tear down their silver shop, young master’s name isn’t Bu!”

Shen Xihe didn’t believe in ghosts and spirits, nor did she feel particularly unlucky. She just loved cleanliness and felt the item was somewhat dirty, though she wasn’t as superstitious as Bu Shulin. She looked at her calmly: “Evidence? You want to tear down the silver shop, but do you have evidence?”

Burial fragrance was a type of incense buried in tombs. It usually used the same materials as regular incense used by the living, but due to the cold and damp conditions in tombs, the fragrance inevitably carried a cold air that only Shen Xihe could distinguish. It would be impossible to prove this, so naturally it couldn’t be used as evidence.

Bu Shulin choked – indeed, there was no evidence, which only made her anger flare higher.

Hong Yu brought servants carrying fragrant water, and Shen Xihe used her self-made fragrant cream, washing her hands with elegant, unhurried movements.

Bu Shulin soaked her hands in the basin for a long while before feeling better. She grabbed some fragrant cream from the side and applied a thick layer, washing it several times before feeling clean. Her mind was finally at ease: “The shop manager told me their craftsmen made it, the only one of its kind. I knew you liked Pingzhong leaves, so I bought it, wanting to please you, but I didn’t expect…”

At this point, Bu Shulin was extremely annoyed. She grabbed the box and headed out: “This is no small matter. Someone is robbing graves and collecting money, earning such unconscionable profits. I’m going to find Cui Shitou!”

Cui Jinbai was reliable; it would be best to handle this matter through him.

Bu Shulin rushed to the Court of Judicial Review, where the bailiffs, upon seeing her from afar, rushed inside to close the main gates – when Young Master Bu came to the Court, she was sure to harass Assistant Minister Cui!

Bu Shulin also saw from afar that the bailiffs wanted to keep her out. She immediately leaped up, her toes touching a horse’s back for a moment before springing to the front of the court gates. With a twist of her body, she extended one foot into the nearly closed doors, twisted her leg, chopped with her palm, and forced the gates open.

With a light snort, she strode straight toward Cui Jinbai’s office area.

Cui Jinbai was giving instructions to bailiffs when Bu Shulin swept in like the wind, rushing directly to him and grabbing his hand: “Cui Shitou, I’ve been deceived, I’m the victim, you must help me get justice. Otherwise, won’t the young master’s reputation as the Assistant Minister of the Court’s sweetheart become a joke?”

Assistant Minister of the Court’s sweetheart… reputation?

The bailiffs stood dumbfounded one by one, then looked with sympathy at their wise and decisive Assistant Minister Cui.

Cui Jinbai suppressed the throbbing veins on his forehead: “All of you, go carry out your orders.”

“Yes, sir.” The bailiffs scattered quickly, making themselves scarce.

“What’s the matter?” Cui Jinbai asked expressionlessly.

“The gift I gave to the Princess turned out to be dug up from a coffin! It’s driving young master mad!” Bu Shulin thrust the opened wooden box in front of Cui Jinbai.

Cui Jinbai didn’t hear the latter part clearly, his mind stuck on the words: “The gift I gave to the Princess.”

Chapter 204: I Should Treat Him Better in the Future…
When a young man gives a hair ornament to a young lady, it carries the intention of marriage, and a comb especially implies a promise to stay together until old age!

A jade backing comb could only be given by a husband!

“You dare give such an item to the Princess!” Cui Jinbai practically ground these words out between his teeth.

Shen Xihe never paid attention to such matters. In her mind, Bu Shulin was essentially a woman and close female friends often exchanged hair ornaments and accessories. Therefore, when Bu Shulin brought this item to find Cui Jinbai, she only thought about its origins, without considering anything else, and certainly didn’t know that Bu Shulin’s first words were about giving it to the Princess.

Bu Shulin was different. She had nearly internalized the role of a playboy, spending her days in pleasure houses. Even after fixating on Cui Jinbai, she hadn’t ceased her romantic affairs. She hadn’t paid attention before, but when Cui Jinbai pointed it out, she finally realized that in others’ eyes, she had a male identity.

Coughing lightly twice, Bu Shulin tried to cover up: “I knew the Princess likes Pingzhong leaves, and when I happened to see this today, I bought it…”

For some reason, she felt inexplicably guilty.

Cui Jinbai said coldly: “To please the Princess, you truly have no restraint. Aren’t you afraid His Majesty will find out and implicate the Princess?”

Bu Shulin had always been a romantic libertine, previously spending many nights in pleasure houses and not returning for days. She had kept a leading courtesan for three years and still protected her. Even after becoming entangled with Cui Jinbai, she hadn’t stopped visiting pleasure houses, though she no longer stayed overnight. She mostly went when invited by friends, unable to refuse their sincere invitations, but no longer allowed the courtesans to get close.

Outside, people said she had changed her preferences and was now remaining faithful to Cui Jinbai. Only Cui Jinbai knew he was just a shield, but he didn’t want to explain, and it conveniently annoyed his father and stepmother, preventing them from meddling in his marriage affairs.

Earlier, seeing Bu Shulin frequently visiting the Princess’s mansion, he had guessed that Bu Shulin’s refusal to marry the princess wasn’t simply about not wanting to, but rather because her heart belonged to someone else – that person being Princess Zhaoning.

Later, he became increasingly convinced of his speculation. Today, seeing Bu Shulin holding the jade backing comb and telling him it was a gift for Princess Zhaoning, he felt an inexplicable anger surge up that he couldn’t suppress.

“Hehe, if you don’t tell and I don’t tell, how would His Majesty know?” Bu Shulin said playfully, reaching out to stroke Cui Jinbai’s chest to soothe him, but Cui Jinbai grabbed her wrist and threw it aside forcefully.

Bu Shulin pouted: “Alright, alright, my fault, my fault. I shouldn’t have secretly given the Princess such an item. I swear I have no improper intentions toward the Princess. I treat her as a sister, and surely it’s not excessive for an elder brother to give his sister an accessory?”

These words finally made Cui Jinbai’s expression soften slightly. His deep eyes stared at Bu Shulin for a moment, seemingly weighing the truth of her words.

Bu Shulin puffed out her chest, looking completely open: “Every word is true. My feelings for the Princess are purely those of siblings!”

As if! Too bad she wasn’t a real man, otherwise she would marry a woman like Shen Xihe – that would make life worth living!

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to – it was that she couldn’t.

Cui Jinbai believed her words and picked up the jade backing comb to examine it: “How did you know it was a burial item?”

“I…” Bu Shulin couldn’t expose Shen Xihe’s extraordinary sense of smell, so she just said, “The Princess said so, so it must be!”

Cui Jinbai: …

He had been somewhat annoyed at how Bu Shulin treated Shen Xihe’s words as imperial edicts, but thinking carefully, perhaps Shen Xihe felt uncomfortable accepting the jade backing comb but didn’t want to directly refuse and hurt Bu Shulin’s feelings, so she found such an excuse.

“Leave the item here. This should be from our dynasty. I’ll have someone look into it.” His attitude was extremely perfunctory.

Bu Shulin wasn’t satisfied: “Someone is robbing graves, and your Court of Judicial Review is so unconcerned?”

“Based on just a statement that it’s a burial item, how can I explain to my superiors? How can I deploy people to investigate?” Cui Jinbai said with a headache.

Bu Shulin wasn’t unreasonable. She grabbed the jade backing comb: “Fine, I’ll watch the silver shop people myself. Once young master catches evidence, I’ll come back to you, giving you proper grounds to act!”

“You…” Cui Jinbai wanted to chase after her, but Bu Shulin moved extremely fast, disappearing from the courtyard in the blink of an eye. At the moon gate, she turned back to give Cui Jinbai a mysterious smile: “Don’t worry, Cui Shitou, I won’t let the Crown Prince know that you have feelings for…”

She silently mouthed the words “the Princess,” then hummed a tune with her hands behind her back, completely missing Cui Jinbai’s face turning green behind her.

In Bu Shulin’s view, the reason Cui Jinbai had been so angry earlier, nearly coming to blows with her, must have been because she gave a jade backing comb – which for a man was equivalent to a token of love when given to a lady. Cui Jinbai had feelings for her Youyou: “He has good taste, but unfortunately…”

Ah, it was destined to be unrequited love.

Thinking this way, she felt fortunate not to be truly male, otherwise she would have to silently love like Cui Shitou, unable to speak her feelings.

“Poor thing… I should treat him better in the future…”

Bu Shulin left the Court of Judicial Review to talk to herself, then went to stake out the silver shop. She felt that since the shop had lied about this matter, they must know its origins, and this couldn’t be the only unclean item.

Daring to upset her and make her lose face in front of Shen Xihe – they would all pay the price!

Shen Xihe didn’t know Bu Shulin had confronted the silver shop. Apart from visiting the Tao residence, she mostly stayed in her mansion, reading books, growing flowers, and when the mood struck, discussing food with Ziyu, researching fragrances with Hong Yu, doing needlework with Biyu, watching Ah Xi and Zhenzhu discuss medicine, or training Duanming.

Previously, people would still send her invitations out of courtesy, but after several incidents, now everyone feared her like a tiger, and she was happy with the peace.

Xiao Huayong handled Prince Xun’s matter very appropriately. In a way that didn’t alarm anyone, Xiao Changfeng discovered Prince Xun’s body and secretly brought it back to his residence. After much hesitation, he still reported it to Emperor Youning.

Prince Xun had committed suicide, which showed he hadn’t betrayed the emperor.

“Xiao Changfeng is no ordinary person,” Shen Xihe sighed softly after learning he had secretly brought his birth father’s remains into the palace.

This move not only put His Majesty’s mind at ease that Prince Xun hadn’t leaked information, but also aroused Emperor Youning’s guilt – Prince Xun had spent his life in military service, yet died so ignominiously in the end. The final point was that with His Majesty’s approval, Prince Xun could be buried in his rightful tomb.

“This also shows that he knew early on that Prince Xun wasn’t dead, and that His Majesty was forming the Divine Brave Army,” Zhenzhu said, lowering her head. “He is indeed the inheritor of the Divine Brave Army.”

Otherwise, Emperor Youning wouldn’t have let him know such secret matters. Zhenzhu then suggested: “Princess, should we arrange people?”

“The beauty strategy?” Shen Xihe understood Zhenzhu’s meaning. “I don’t like using women to achieve goals.”

Chapter 205: Zhaoning’s Heart Remains Unchanged
Being a woman herself, she knew this world was already too unfair to women. Why must they, like Yu Xiaodie, have to sell their bodies to gain a chance at survival?

Women are naturally tenderhearted, and they inevitably develop feelings for men with whom they’ve shared intimacy unless that man has harmed them. If there was no harm done, forcing them to choose between love and loyalty – isn’t that incredibly cruel?

“Rather than utilizing women, I prefer to make use of men,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

A woman sent to Xiao Changfeng’s side would at most become a bedside companion, and not every man lets his guard down or reveals secrets to such companions. But it’s different with sworn brothers – they would be appreciated, trusted, and even confided in!

Moreover, Xiao Changfeng’s father had just passed away. Although he had already observed three years of mourning ten years ago, as a son, Shen Xihe felt he might observe it again. Even if he didn’t mourn for his father, his grandmother wouldn’t last many more days, and he would need to observe a year of mourning for her.

At such a time, how could he easily be moved by female charms?

“The Princess speaks wisely.” Zhenzhu suddenly realized her vision wasn’t broad enough, far inferior to the Princess’s. “Shall this servant go find Mo Yuan to arrange someone?”

“No, we can’t use our people,” Shen Xihe rejected.

Zhenzhu was startled: “If we don’t use our people, how will they work for us?”

Shen Xihe pondered for a moment before going to the study. Without needing instructions, Zhenzhu began grinding ink for Shen Xihe, while Biyu laid out paper. Shen Xihe drew a portrait of a man past thirty, expressionless, with a full beard.

“Lu Bing!” Only Zhenzhu recognized this person.

This was a wandering warrior they had encountered with Shen Xihe two years ago. However, this person had been gravely injured and dying. Zhenzhu, who understood medicine, examined his injuries at Shen Xihe’s command, but Zhenzhu couldn’t save him. Lu Bing had asked Shen Xihe and Zhenzhu to handle his burial and gave Shen Xihe a flexible sword and his weapons.

Shen Xihe buried him and gave the flexible sword he had gifted her to Shen Yun’an. As for his weapons, they were a pair of maces.

Lu Bing had entrusted Shen Xihe to find a suitable person to give them to, not letting the precious weapons gather dust.

Shen Xihe hadn’t found anyone yet, and she had brought these maces to the capital.

After finishing the drawing, Shen Xihe took it to Sui Axi: “I want you to transform someone to look like this person. Approximately how long would it take?”

“That depends on how similar the person being transformed is to him. The more similar, the easier it will be,” Sui Axi said.

Shen Xihe had long wanted to witness Sui Axi’s transformation skills. She had Mo Yuan take Sui Axi to personally select someone.

Then she wrote a letter to Shen Yun’an, asking him to carefully inquire with the person who had prepared Lu Bing’s body about any birthmarks he might have had.

She wanted to create a Lu Bing to send to Xiao Changfeng’s side – a skilled warrior with no family or ties, who had seen through the dangers of the martial world and wandered the four seas. She didn’t believe Xiao Changfeng wouldn’t be moved!

Sui Axi selected someone from among Shen Xihe’s guards, saying it would take three months to succeed.

After arranging this matter, it wasn’t long before Xiao Huayong’s coming-of-age ceremony arrived.

The Crown Prince’s ceremony was extremely grand, to be held in the ancestral temple, for which the Ministry of Rites had specially renovated the temple.

The Crown Prince’s coming-of-age was no ordinary matter. This wasn’t a simple ceremony – like an emperor assuming personal rule, only after the ceremony could he formally touch power.

Shen Xihe had originally thought something would certainly go wrong at this ceremony, but whether it was because Xiao Huayong acted too well, neither the Youning Emperor nor the other princes thought to disrupt this ceremony.

It should be known that if Xiao Huayong’s ceremony wasn’t completed, even if the Youning Emperor suddenly passed away and he smoothly ascended the throne because he hadn’t held the coming-of-age ceremony, he would only be a puppet emperor. The ministers would use ritual law as restraints to legitimately bypass his imperial power.

The nine-chapter crimson robe, five chapters on the upper garment, four chapters on the lower garment; white gauze middle garment, leather belt with gold hooks.

The crown and imperial robe on his head, with nine strands of white pearls that only the Crown Prince could wear hanging down, covering half his face, preventing people from seeing the sharp light in his eyes.

This was Shen Xihe’s first time seeing Xiao Huayong in a formal dress. His steps were steady, and as he walked, the white pearls hanging from his crown swayed gently, surrounded by glorious light, making his somewhat pale face exceptionally handsome and peerless.

This was probably also the first time the civil and military officials truly regarded the Crown Prince, discovering that with the crown and imperial robe, the Crown Prince had a tall figure, a face like white jade, with the dignified and noble bearing of the imperial family’s legitimate son that other princes’ coming-of-age ceremonies couldn’t compare to.

The final part of the ceremony was for the Great Guest to give Xiao Huayong his courtesy name. Naturally, only His Majesty had the right to choose the Crown Prince’s courtesy name; the Director of the Imperial Clan Court, serving as the Great Guest, merely conveyed it.

“The ceremonies being complete, on this auspicious day of this fine month, I announce your courtesy name shall be Beichen.”

When the two characters “Beichen” were spoken, everyone’s spirits were shaken.

The Analects of Confucius says: “He who exercises government using his virtue may be compared to the north polar star, which keeps its place and all the stars turn towards it!”

Governing the world through virtue, like the North Star, standing in the supreme position, making all stars revolve around it.

What high expectations these were! Fortunately, Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince, the legitimate heir, otherwise, this name alone would have been enough to push him into a dangerous position.

The officials all contained their thoughts, weighing in their hearts the Emperor’s determination to pass the throne to Xiao Huayong, wondering if they should start considering early allegiance to the Crown Prince’s banner.

Just as everyone’s thoughts were drifting, Xiao Huayong suddenly began coughing violently, as if excited to the point that his handsome face turned red, and finally caught his breath wrong and collapsed.

The court officials who had just been wavering, seeing the Crown Prince in this state, immediately killed any inappropriate thoughts!

This caused a commotion, and the Youning Emperor also strode forward to support Xiao Huayong. Xiao Huayong spoke with difficulty, full of gratitude and even seemingly with tears in his eyes: “Son… thanks Father… for bestowing the courtesy name.”

“Don’t speak anymore,” the Youning Emperor comforted Xiao Huayong before shouting, “Imperial Physician!”

There were still some concluding parts to the ceremony, such as paying respects to his brothers, but the Crown Prince obviously couldn’t continue. His Majesty threw a sharp glance at the Minister of Rites, who immediately announced the ceremony complete, stating that tomorrow they would pay respects to His Highness the Crown Prince in Qinzheng Hall.

After the Crown Prince’s coming-of-age ceremony, according to custom, at the foot of the Dragon-Coiled Stone Steps in the court assembly hall, all civil and military officials, including imperial clan princes, would perform the four-bow grand ceremony to the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe watched as the Youning Emperor led Xiao Huayong back to the palace. As a woman, she shouldn’t have been present and could only attend the banquet later, but Xiao Huayong had specially invited her, so she wore men’s clothing and watched him complete the ceremony. From now on, he was no longer a youth, but truly a man!

“Princess, watching the Crown Prince’s ceremony so openly, aren’t you leaving yourself no way out?” As soon as Shen Xihe came out, she met Xiao Changying who was staring intently at her.

“So in Prince Lie’s eyes, Zhaoning is someone who shifts loyalty with the changing wind?” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “I must disappoint Your Highness, Zhaoning’s heart remains unchanged.”

Chapter 206: Unwilling Unions Lead to Bitter Couples
“Zhaoning’s heart remains unchanged.”

These eight characters struck into Xiao Changying’s heart, like an iron pestle being hammered mercilessly into his chest, paining him until he felt dizzy.

“Princess, did you not see just now…” Xiao Changying couldn’t hide the heavy dejection in his tone.

Shen Xihe knew what his unfinished words referred to – that Xiao Huayong couldn’t even endure his coming-of-age ceremony, and that he was widely known to be destined for an early death.

“Your Highness, I understand well the Crown Prince’s condition,” Shen Xihe replied softly.

Xiao Changying was confused, his pain-tinged eyes staring at Shen Xihe in bewilderment: “You don’t mind?”

Shen Xihe gave him a faint smile, offered no answer, gave a graceful curtsy, and departed silently.

Xiao Changqing had watched Xiao Changying chase after Shen Xihe. He followed too, watching from afar without eavesdropping on their conversation, only worried that Xiao Changying might act impulsively and inappropriately – today was the Crown Prince’s ceremony, with all civil and military officials watching.

Only after Shen Xihe left did he approach, patting his shoulder: “Brother, if you can let go, then let it go.”

Princess Zhaoning’s feelings were now clearly displayed, and the Crown Prince specifically inviting her to observe the ceremony was also making his intentions public.

Xiao Changying lowered his gaze, somewhat lost in spirit, allowing Xiao Changqing to lead him away. He followed Xiao Changqing back to Prince Xin’s manor and silently downed a pot of wine: “Brother, I think I cannot let go…”

Since Shen Xihe had rejected him last time, he had tried to numb himself with busyness, not seeing her or touching anything related to her, not letting himself have idle time, thinking that with time he might forget.

Wasn’t she just one woman? However unique she might be, how could he not forget her?

Xiao Changying had admonished himself thus. These days without her, hadn’t he lived well enough? He had thought this was letting go.

When he heard she was in danger at the hunting grounds, he had anxiously gone searching. He had set aside His Majesty’s snake-slaying matter, falsely claiming illness, allowing people to mock him for hiding from snakes, but he still hadn’t found her.

He told himself this meant they weren’t fated for each other.

He wanted to make himself accept it, but seeing her appear at the Crown Prince’s ceremony, he realized he had only been deceiving himself. His so-called letting go was just avoiding facing reality.

It turned out one person really could live in another’s heart, carved into bone and blood, impossible to sever.

To forget her, to let himself go, he would have to dig out this heart.

“Even if you can’t let go, you must learn to,” Xiao Changqing said, wiping his clay ocarina, head lowered.

“Brother, when did you first fall for Fifth Sister-in-law?” Xiao Changying had never mentioned Gu Qingzhi to his brother before, not while she was alive, and this was the first time formally mentioning her since her death.

Once he hadn’t known what love was, always feeling his brother’s grand ambitions had been erased by Gu Qingzhi. If only his brother had never met this woman, how much better it would have been.

Now he understood – meeting some people was like carving ten thousand years into bone and flesh at first sight; not meeting was like carrying regret for life after a fleeting dream.

Xiao Changqing’s hand paused. He slowly raised his hand, his gaze falling on the cotton roses swaying in the wind, his thoughts drifting far away with the graceful dance of the gorgeous flowers.

When did he fall in love?

Was it that glimpse from afar in the misty rain at the tower, when she stood against the wind in plain gauze, her features cold and distant?

Or when the wooden gate slowly opened, her hair flowing like a waterfall as she held a flower lantern, her beauty like autumn waters reflecting the moon as she raised her eyes?

He had seen her many times before that, always cold and beautiful like an ice sculpture. He had been very curious whether she could smile.

Until that day, in red clothes like blood pulled by the wind, she came riding on horseback, making countless sunset clouds mere backdrop. When she turned back with a smile, he realized how beautiful she was when she smiled, and from then on it was carved into his eyes and heart.

Xiao Changqing’s expression unconsciously softened, his lips showing a faint smile: “You ask me when, but I cannot say.”

“Was it before she broke off the engagement?” Xiao Changying asked differently.

“Yes,” Xiao Changqing nodded.

“Did it hurt then, Brother?” Xiao Changying asked again.

“It hurt.” Xiao Changqing lowered his eyes. “Thinking of her, missing her, yet unable to bear hearing about her, especially unable to bear hearing her name mentioned alongside another’s. Each time requiring all my strength to restrain myself, to not lose composure, to not act rashly.”

“Why didn’t you declare your feelings to Fifth Sister-in-law?”

With a low laugh, Xiao Changqing shook his head slightly in resignation: “One-sided love would only invite ridicule.”

In others’ eyes, he was of noble birth, a dragon among men, but wasn’t Xie Yunhuai also distinguished and talented? What right did he have to make her break off her engagement and marry him instead? Moreover, she didn’t even know there was such a foolish person thinking of her day and night in places she couldn’t see.

“If back then… if Xie Yunhuai hadn’t broken the engagement, would Brother have just watched her marry another?” Xiao Changying secretly clenched his fist, straightening his body.

“What else could I do?” Xiao Changqing turned to look at his brother, his calm eyes holding a kind of sharp penetration. “I thought about it, I thought about…”

Taking a deep breath, Xiao Changqing raised his eyes to the gray sky: “I thought about Xie Yunhuai dying in an accident. For this, I even investigated the Xie family. I knew about the affair between Duke Xie and Madam Yuan before Xie Yunhuai did. I even made a perfect plan to have Xie Yunhuai die tragically, then expose Duke Xie and Madam Yuan, making them the scapegoats.”

Xiao Changying stared intently at his brother: “Why did you give up?”

“That day, I was burning incense at Fahua Temple when I heard her chatting with Fourth Sister-in-law. She didn’t want to marry into the imperial family.” Xiao Changqing unconsciously tightened his fingertips. He still remembered her words to this day.

Being a woman of the imperial family was, to her, a dead end. If she were to marry into the imperial family, she wouldn’t live past three to five years.

As the words of the past echoed in his ears, Xiao Changqing’s hands began to tremble slightly.

At that time, he had only thought she feared the imperial family’s scheming and wanted to avoid it at all costs. He hadn’t realized that from beginning to end, she had been speaking of the Gu family’s fate. She had seen further than him, understanding more clearly that marrying into the imperial family meant, for her, having one foot in the yellow springs of the underworld.

“Just because of that?” Xiao Changying was stunned.

“Just because of that.” Xiao Changqing nodded. “If it wasn’t her wish if I forced it, we would surely become a bitter couple.”

Xiao Changying moved his lips but swallowed the words that they had become a bitter couple anyway.

Brother had given up for the Fifth Sister-in-law’s sake. No one had expected Xie Yunhuai would sever ties because of Xie Ji and Madam Yuan’s affair, no one had expected the marriage between the Xie and Gu families wouldn’t need someone’s death to be canceled.

Though he had been young then, he knew how many people had sought to marry Gu Qingzhi.

Later it was Brother who had begged His Majesty, finally winning the beautiful bride.

“Brother… you want me not to fight or compete.” Xiao Changying understood Xiao Changqing’s intention in telling him all this.

“Brother, you and I are different. Qingqing had no right to choose her husband, perhaps she didn’t value the engagement much. Princess Zhaoning has the right to choose, and the Crown Prince is her choice, and she values this marriage greatly.”

Chapter 207: His Highness the Crown Prince’s Joy
To Xiao Changying, her choosing the Crown Prince was like five thunderbolts striking him at once, with dense waves of pain spreading throughout his entire body.

“Brother, is the Crown Prince truly not feigning illness?” Xiao Changying’s voice was controlled yet hoarse.

“I cannot be certain either,” Xiao Changqing replied after pondering for a moment. “However, given that Princess Zhaoning insists on marrying His Highness the Crown Prince, I rather think the Crown Prince’s health might genuinely be poor.”

“Why?” Xiao Changying asked, puzzled.

“Though I haven’t interacted with Princess Zhaoning many times, from the few matters concerning her, I can see that Princess Zhaoning is shrewd and composed. Although she frequently visits the Eastern Palace to see the Crown Prince, I’ve never seen any love for him in her eyes.”

Most obvious was today – she stood to the side watching the Crown Prince’s coming-of-age ceremony, her gaze remaining flat throughout, without a single ripple of emotion.

This wasn’t feigned restraint, nor was it suppressed affection – it was a genuine lack of any love for the Crown Prince. Otherwise, Xiao Changqing wouldn’t have allowed his younger brother to continue pursuing Shen Xihe.

If this was the case, Princess Zhaoning’s desire to marry the Crown Prince wasn’t for love – when marriage isn’t for love, it must be for gain.

“For gain?” Xiao Changying didn’t believe it. “If the Crown Prince truly won’t live beyond three to five years, after she marries him, who will help protect the entirety of the Northwest? As a former Crown Princess, who would ascend the throne and still tolerate her presence?”

“What if she bears a legitimate grandson?” Xiao Changqing countered.

Xiao Changying fell silent, and then his pupils contracted: “You mean she…”

“Yes, what she seeks was never to be the mother of the nation,” Xiao Changqing had only vaguely guessed Shen Xihe’s intentions today. “If she becomes the mother of the legitimate grandson, even if the Crown Prince passes away, her son would still have a stronger claim to inherit the throne than any of us.”

Throughout history, legitimate children of the primary consort have always been most noble.

“How could His Majesty allow someone with Shen family blood to inherit the throne?” Xiao Changying thought Shen Xihe was being too naive.

“Brother, don’t underestimate women.” Xiao Changqing used to be prejudiced against women too, always thinking of them as weak and short-sighted, but Gu Qingchi made him understand that a woman could have the ability to overturn mountains and rivers.

“There’s no Empress in the imperial harem, and His Majesty has sworn not to establish another. If she marries into the Eastern Palace, wanting to control the six palaces as Crown Princess would be reasonable. When the entire harem falls into her hands, just watch – watch how she manages the harem and removes all obstacles from the root.”

Xiao Changqing didn’t think Shen Xihe’s scheming was far-fetched. Though this path seemed twisted and difficult, once successful, the Northwest would have no more worries, and the Shen family would truly become unshakeable.

This way, no one could challenge her authority – even if she wanted her son to become Emperor, it wouldn’t be difficult.

This was much cleaner and more straightforward than relying on a man – even becoming Empress would require constant maneuvering with one’s husband.

After hearing Xiao Changqing’s words, Xiao Changying was completely stunned. He stared blankly at one spot for a long while before giving a miserable smile: “So… this is where I lost.”

“Brother, I’m not advising you to give up because I fear you might become enemies with Princess Zhaoning through competition,” Xiao Changqing let out an almost inaudible sigh. “Rather, if Princess Zhaoning’s thoughts are as I suspect, she’s someone who won’t be moved by worldly emotions.”

Xiao Changqing thought meeting Gu Qingchi was already remarkable enough, but Shen Xihe was even more formidable than Gu Qingchi – more daring in both thoughts and schemes.

He had rushed like a moth to flame toward Gu Qingchi, believing he could move her heart. Shen Xihe was even more resolute than Gu Qingchi – his younger brother would have even less chance of moving Shen Xihe’s heart.

The autumn wind was cool. Suddenly, a muffled thunder shocked the sky, prompting Xiao Changying, who had been silent for long, to ask: “Brother, do you have ambitions for the throne?”

Xiao Changqing, who was about to raise the clay ocarina to play, paused. He looked thoughtfully at Xiao Changying: “You want to help her?”

Xiao Changying remained silent, offering no denial.

Xiao Changqing lowered his head and remained quiet for a moment: “I once had such ambitions, but now I feel only hatred for that supreme position.”

He looked back at Xiao Changying: “Don’t think that because I have no desire for the throne, you can assist her. Even if the Crown Prince’s life is truly short, he’s no ordinary person. I haven’t even figured him out yet – he may not tolerate your intentions.

Also, you must be prepared… to give without regret or resentment.”

Back then, he hadn’t understood this point, which was why she never showed the slightest emotion for him, even until death.

The human heart is made of flesh – it feels pain, grows weary, suffers, and fears. Where in this world is there giving without regret or resentment, affection that seeks absolutely no return?

He didn’t want his only brother to end up like him – exhausted, weary, hurt, and in pain, heart riddled with countless wounds and broken to pieces, yet unable to feel a hint of warmth, becoming unrecognizable through self-loathing and torment, ultimately hurting himself and pushing her away, leaving only lifelong regrets that could never be remedied.

“If only I could grow weary…” Xiao Changying murmured, then raised his head and poured more wine from the wine pot into his mouth.

Xiao Changqing paused, brought the clay ocarina to his lips, and a gentle melody poured forth, carried by the wind along with falling leaves toward the distance.

Xiao Huayong was still unaware that someone was already hoping for his early death and planning to help take care of his wife and children. Having finally sent away the Emperor and the Imperial Physician-in-Chief, he eagerly asked Tianyuan: “Where’s the gift Youyou sent me? Quickly bring it!”

That day when Difang returned, he recounted with an incredulous expression how His Highness had personally requested a birthday gift. Tianyuan gave his brother a contemptuous look for his short-sightedness and lack of worldly experience but kept the matter in mind.

Among all the congratulatory gifts that required his inspection and counting, he specifically set aside those from the Princess’s mansion and brought them to Xiao Huayong first.

The gift boxes were stacked from large to small, quite a pile – birthday gifts for the Eastern Palace couldn’t be just one item. Xiao Huayong scanned through them and precisely pulled out the third-to-last one, carrying it to his bed to open. As he untied the red silk ribbon, he took a deep breath.

Although he thought it highly likely that Shen Xihe, unable to find a suitable special birthday gift, would fulfill his wish and sew him a pillow, Xiao Huayong still felt there was a chance it might not be – but if it was, it had to be this box, given its size.

Holding his breath, he carefully opened the box to find a dark-colored medicinal pillow embroidered with gold and silver threads in a pattern of herb leaves.

Xiao Huayong’s expression lit up as he gazed at it, reaching out to gently stroke it. The cool, soft touch made his smile grow even broader, his mouth nearly splitting to his ears. He picked up the medicinal pillow and took a deep breath of its cool fragrance.

Immediately throwing aside the pillow on his bed, he carefully and gently placed his new pillow, then slowly lay down, closing his eyes as the fresh scent of herbs filled his nostrils. After savoring the moment, Xiao Huayong sat up and hugged the pillow to his chest, showing a gentle and somewhat foolish smile.

After smiling, he showed a worried expression: “If I use it too long, won’t it wear out?”

Tianyuan: …

Chapter 208: The Princess Deliberately Startles the Snake in the Grass
Tianyuan was truly worried Xiao Huayong would end up enshrining this pillow: “If Your Highness doesn’t use it and the Princess finds out, she might mistakenly think Your Highness doesn’t like it.”

Xiao Huayong realized this made sense – he couldn’t let Youyou misunderstand. He gently placed the medicinal pillow back, deciding he would just be extra careful with it.

Lying back down with a smile playing on his lips, Xiao Huayong felt his bed had never been as comfortable as it was at this moment. However, looking at the bright daylight, his smile dimmed somewhat: “Why won’t nightfall today?”

Tianyuan: …

“Would Your Highness like to take a short rest?” Tianyuan suggested softly. “This servant can light some cold-dispelling incense?”

Though Xiao Huayong had bought out all of Duhuo Tower’s cold-dispelling incense, Shen Xihe didn’t stop supplying it just because of that – she still provided it according to the original plan, which was enough even for Xiao Huayong’s sole use.

Xiao Huayong’s heavy clothing wasn’t entirely pretense – if not necessary, it would have made him sweat.

The poison in his body was manageable during spring, summer, and early autumn, but once deep autumn and especially winter came, it would act up severely. He was extremely sensitive to cold.

Shen Xihe’s cold-dispelling incense was better than what he’d found elsewhere – its warmth was perfect for him.

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong nodded somewhat reservedly.

This nap lasted from noon until moonrise – he was woken by Tianyuan to eat some dinner, but Xiao Huayong waved it off and lay back down, quickly falling back asleep.

The next day when Shen Xihe brought Sui Axi to visit him in the palace, she found him in high spirits, brewing tea that was fragrant with a milky aroma.

“Does Your Highness have new tea again?” Shen Xihe discovered that Xiao Huayong truly loved tea – at least every time she came, she could taste different teas at his place.

“I learned this tea from the Tibetans. In Tibet, they like to add yak milk to their tea, along with a pinch of salt, creating a unique flavor.” Xiao Huayong had just finished brewing and poured a cup for Shen Xihe.

There were not only Tibetan tea but also Tibetan snacks. On her first try, Shen Xihe found them unique – at any rate, she preferred them to plain tea, as she wasn’t particularly fond of drinking tea.

“Your Highness, I brought Axi to treat your eyes.” Shen Xihe had come to the palace specifically for this.

Sui Axi couldn’t enter the palace alone, and the bee stings couldn’t be administered daily anyway – they needed to be given every five days, as more frequent treatments would harm Xiao Huayong’s body with the bee venom.

Xiao Huayong’s treatment would take an hour, so Shen Xihe left the Eastern Palace and went to Princess Yanling’s palace in the backcourt.

Princess Yanling had caught a cold in the autumn chill and happened to be in her bedchamber. When Shen Xihe requested an audience, she refused, but Shen Xihe didn’t give her a chance to decline, entering directly.

“Zhaoning, you’re getting more and more presumptuous!” Princess Yanling scolded upon seeing Shen Xihe burst in.

“Princess, Zhaoning can be even more presumptuous. Would the Princess like to know how?” Shen Xihe found herself a chair with armrests, settled in, arranged her wide water sleeves, and placed her folded hands lightly on her lap.

“You—” Princess Yanling’s face flushed with anger, and already suffering from a cold, she began coughing violently.

“Princess, the Fourth Princess said something before her death that puzzles me greatly.” Shen Xihe ignored her coughing. “She said—” drawing out the last syllable, Shen Xihe continued meaningfully, “Yanling harmed me…”

Princess Yanling, who had just caught her breath, heard this and began coughing even more violently, tears streaming from her eyes. Her maids immediately called for the Imperial Physician.

Shen Xihe didn’t stop them, instead standing and walking to Princess Yanling’s side. When the Princess’s maids tried to block her, Biyu and Zhenzhu pushed them away. Shen Xihe gently patted Princess Yanling’s back.

She gave Princess Yanling an eerie smile: “Princess, can you guess why I know the Fourth Princess’s last words?”

Some things become terrifying when pondered deeply. Princess Changling’s death was suspicious – though many suspected Shen Xihe of revenge, she had been missing at the time, with such a large bump on the back of her head that several Imperial Physicians had diagnosed her as clearly unconscious.

Without Shen Xihe’s orders, how would her servants dare harm a princess?

This was why no one dared spread rumors that Shen Xihe had killed Princess Changling, but now Shen Xihe was saying she had heard the Princess’s last words – wasn’t this telling her that she had indeed killed Princess Changling?

The gentle hand patting her back sent a chill up her spine, making Princess Yanling shudder.

Sensing Princess Yanling’s fear, Shen Xihe leaned close to her ear and said softly: “Princess, being eaten alive by a giant snake is far from the most cruel death Zhaoning could devise…”

“Ah—” The violently coughing Princess Yanling suddenly leaped up, screaming as she threw herself toward her maids.

“Princess, how dare you threaten the Princess, showing such disrespect!” Princess Yanling’s headmaid glared at Shen Xihe, protecting the Princess behind her.

“Zhenzhu.” Shen Xihe called out calmly.

Zhenzhu stepped forward quickly, grabbed the maid, and delivered a slap across her face.

“Seeing the Princess coughing incessantly, I was concerned and tried to help ease her breathing, yet you accuse me of threatening her?” Shen Xihe looked down at the maid who had been slapped to the ground. “You serve the Princess poorly, and she’s too kind to scold you. I’ll discipline you on her behalf.”

Then she turned to Princess Yanling, who couldn’t speak, with a sweet smile: “Princess, you surely won’t mind Zhaoning taking this liberty just once?”

That face, like a lotus rising from clear waters, naturally beautiful without artifice, with a gentle and subtle smile, reflected in Yanling’s eyes like a fierce demon. The spot on her spine where Shen Xihe had touched through her clothes still felt cold, filling her with terror.

How dare Shen Xihe? How dare she!

How dare she kill a princess? And do it so perfectly!

Even if she cried out now, there was no evidence, and Shen Xihe wasn’t an ordinary person – without evidence, no one would dare accuse her!

At this moment, footsteps were heard outside, and Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered: “Princess, take good care of yourself. We have plenty of time ahead – Zhaoning will visit another day.”

With that, Shen Xihe left with Zhenzhu, passing Imperial Physician Huang in the doorway.

These days, she had been waiting for Princess Yanling to contact the person behind her, but Princess Yanling either had achieved her goal, was too afraid to provoke her further, or couldn’t find an opportunity to move against her.

Or perhaps she had been frightened by Princess Changling’s death and had been living in seclusion in her palace, not contacting anyone.

Shen Xihe wasn’t certain if Prince Zhao was involved, though he was the prime suspect. She wasn’t one to act rashly.

Since Princess Yanling wouldn’t come out of her hole, she would rustle the grass to startle the snake, frightening Princess Yanling into emerging on her own.

Chapter 209: The Crown Prince Acts Childish
Upon leaving Princess Yanling’s palace, it was still early. On her way back to the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe encountered Third Princess Anling and Fifth Princess Pingling. Princess Anling’s eyes were visibly red and swollen, with Princess Pingling consoled her.

They exchanged formal greetings without engaging in conversation. After Princess Changling’s incident, all the princesses were wary of her. Though they still symbolically sent her invitations to their banquets, they didn’t expect her to attend.

Except for Xue Jinqiao, every noble lady in the capital avoided her.

Returning to the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe admired the surroundings. The Eastern Palace was planted with many flowers and plants – Xiao Huayong was a man of refined tastes, and he had maintained the palace with rare and exotic flora that were particularly pleasing to the eye. Shen Xihe greatly enjoyed this.

She too loved growing flowers and plants. Due to her hasty arrival in the capital, even with money, the Princess’s mansion couldn’t gather many precious specimens quickly. Considering she would be married within a year or two, she had settled for simple decorations.

“In summer, this courtyard is filled with blooming flowers and dancing butterflies – quite a sight.” Xiao Huayong had appeared behind Shen Xihe at some point.

Shen Xihe turned around and couldn’t help but notice the black spots still surrounding his eyes. Even having seen it before, she still found Xiao Huayong’s appearance rather festive: “Has Your Highness noticed any improvement in your eye condition?”

“Since losing my ability to distinguish colors, my eyelids would often twitch, but after the last bee sting treatment, it has improved somewhat,” Xiao Huayong answered honestly.

Seeing that it was effective, Shen Xihe felt relieved: “Given time, it will surely be cured.”

“You’re too kind to worry about me,” Xiao Huayong said with a gentle smile.

Shen Xihe: “Regarding the strange poison in Your Highness’s body, have you found any clues?”

At the mention of this, Xiao Huayong’s gaze grew solemn as he looked at Shen Xihe without speaking.

Shen Xihe didn’t press him, assuming he was weighing whether to tell her about such a crucial matter. She hadn’t asked to test him – it was just a casual question. Whether Xiao Huayong answered or not, she wouldn’t take it to heart.

Xiao Huayong was thinking about his short life expectancy, unsure how to respond. After a moment of silence, he finally said: “I have a folk medicine master by my side – you may have heard of him, Master Linghu Zheng. He has been caring for my health these years. The master has traveled far and wide seeking the source of the poison in my body, but still hasn’t found it.”

Shen Xihe had certainly heard of Linghu Zheng – Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had also sought out famous doctors for her, but White Elder was in hiding, and Linghu Zheng had said he had a patient – now she knew it was Xiao Huayong.

All great masters have their rules. Linghu Zheng’s rule was that with one uncured patient requiring significant effort, he would not accept a second such patient. He would only treat those with easily curable conditions. This was to maintain the Linghu family’s reputation and to be responsible to his patients.

Even though Shen Yueshan was desperate to save his daughter, he couldn’t force someone to break their principles.

“Axi is skilled with poisons and will do his utmost to treat Your Highness,” Shen Xihe, not good at comforting others, could only speak with complete sincerity.

Xiao Huayong suddenly looked up, his eyes bright as the blazing sun: “Youyou would have Axi treat my poison?”

Shen Xihe didn’t understand why he was so excited but nodded slightly.

She had indeed chosen Xiao Huayong because he would die young and was the legitimate heir. Even if someone else could die young, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have chosen them, because only a legitimate grandson would have the status to compete with his uncles according to propriety and gain the support of officials, especially the noble families.

Compared to an adult prince who was hard to control and had complex power networks behind him, a lonely legitimate young prince’s grandson would naturally be more appealing to them.

But now she owed Xiao Huayong a life debt, and she wanted to repay this kindness by doing her utmost to cure his poison. If she couldn’t cure it, she wouldn’t have violated her principles as a human; if she could cure it, she wouldn’t regret it either. At least she would have settled her debt with Xiao Huayong. As for the future, they would each use their abilities – if they could grow old together, that would be best.

Even if they eventually turned their blades on each other, it wouldn’t matter – whoever ruled would depend on who emerged victorious in the end.

But Xiao Huayong didn’t care what Shen Xihe was thinking. He only knew that at this moment, Shen Xihe was still willing to marry him despite knowing his short life expectancy. This realization was like a fire ignited in his heart, spreading and making his whole being burn with warmth.

“Don’t worry, Youyou, I will do everything to cure the poison.” Within his wide sleeves, Xiao Huayong clenched his fists, suppressing the waves in his heart.

Shen Xihe was puzzled by Xiao Huayong’s inexplicable excitement. Previously, she had thought him deep and calculating, but since he had revealed his feelings for her, Xiao Huayong often behaved like a child.

This made Shen Xihe somewhat uncomfortable. With her steady nature, she disliked associating with slow or overly cheerful people. It wasn’t contempt – she just found interactions with such people particularly exhausting.

Gradually, she noticed that Xiao Huayong seemed to be trending toward childishness.

Shen Xihe didn’t show it, but Xiao Huayong was exceptionally perceptive and noticed her expression wasn’t as relaxed as before. After careful reflection – had he been too carried away?

Clearing his throat, Xiao Huayong resumed his elegant, noble demeanor: “Did Youyou just visit Sufang Palace?”

“Yes.” Her visit to Sufang Palace was open and couldn’t be hidden from those in the palace – it was normal for Xiao Huayong to know.

“Did Yanling show you disrespect somewhere?” Xiao Huayong understood Shen Xihe very well.

She didn’t like socializing with noble ladies or royal princesses, preferring solitude. Without reason, she wouldn’t actively seek out any lady, even royal princesses.

Shen Xihe had no prior relationship with the princesses – a sudden visit couldn’t be just to express thanks, especially since the Imperial Physician was called to Sufang Palace shortly after her arrival.

Thinking of his handling of Changling, Shen Xihe said quietly: “I had some doubts and sought the Princess for answers.”

Seeing his clear attitude of non-interference, Xiao Huayong didn’t pursue it: “Let me show Youyou around elsewhere.”

Shen Xihe was very satisfied with this aspect of Xiao Huayong – he was clever and perceptive, able to understand others’ thoughts at a glance, and showed trust and respect.

She believed that since Xiao Huayong didn’t probe further, he wouldn’t interfere with her affairs behind her back.

This showed respect for her privacy and trust in her abilities.

Shen Xihe didn’t like how people in the Northwest had tried to please her in previous years, acting as if she had no hands, feet, or brain, wanting to do everything for her.

Shen Xihe didn’t stay long in the Eastern Palace. The day after the Crown Prince’s coming-of-age ceremony had many matters to attend to. Though everything was simplified due to his illness flaring up yesterday, even simplified, there were still many ceremonies requiring his presence.

“Princess, this servant has found out that Tibet will send a marriage proposal after the new year,” Zhenzhu said softly after boarding the carriage.

Having encountered two princesses in unusual moods, Zhenzhu needed to investigate the reason to prevent any impact on the Princess.

Chapter 210: Princess Yangling’s Life-Preserving Move
“A marriage alliance?” Shen Xihe let out a soft laugh. “Now this will be quite the spectacle.”

Which noble lady in the capital would willingly marry into a foreign barbarian land? However, marriage alliances weren’t limited to princesses – they could also involve female members of the imperial clan or daughters of high officials who would be granted the title of princess before being sent off.

Regardless, one could imagine how bustling the homes of families with marriageable daughters would become from today onwards – even their servants would likely be overwhelmed with work. Some families with sons who were neither highly accomplished nor completely worthless would see their value rise significantly. Even parents troubled by their good-for-nothing, idle, and wastrel sons could take this opportunity to polish up these “crooked melons and split dates” – they might even manage to secure a good match.

After all, how much worse could it be compared to marrying into Tibet for a political alliance – having no support, being unaccustomed to the food and lodging, and not even being able to understand the language?

None of this concerned Shen Xihe. Even among the imperial clans, noble families, and prestigious households, there were no suitable young ladies. She couldn’t possibly become the one sent for the marriage alliance. Therefore, when news spread that Tibet would come to pay tribute in the early spring next year with intentions for a marriage alliance, Shen Xihe remained the most carefree.

“County Princess, has the Fifth Princess shown any unusual movements since recovering from her cold?” Mo Yuan would deliver palace news to Shen Xihe daily, focusing particularly on Princess Yangling.

“She’s quite patient indeed.” Shen Xihe trimmed the flowers and plants in her courtyard. Two days had passed, and the princess acted as if there was no one pulling strings behind her.

However, Shen Xihe didn’t believe that the conversation she had overheard that day was groundless. She contemplated adding more fuel to Princess Yangling’s fire.

At this moment, Princess Yangling was anxiously waiting for her palace maid to return to Sufang Hall. Upon seeing her maid, she quickly brought her inside: “Is the news true? Are you certain Tibet will come to the capital for tribute and seek a marriage alliance after spring begins?”

“Princess, the news is true. It came from Mingzheng Hall,” the palace maid replied. “Princess, what will you do? I heard the Third Princess has become close with the Fifth Princess and with Noble Consort Rong’s support…”

“Princess, why not seek help from…”

Before the other palace maid could finish speaking, she was silenced by Princess Yangling’s gloomy glare and lowered her head in fear.

“Never mention this again,” Princess Yangling warned in a deep voice. “Shen Xihe is ruthless and vicious. She even dealt such a harsh blow to Fourth Sister, yet she hasn’t directly moved against me. This isn’t because she has reservations or her reach isn’t long enough – she’s keeping me as bait, wanting to lure me out… Once she gets her wish, I’ll certainly die!”

Although Princess Yangling was timid, she had been clever since childhood. She just never dared to show it, maintaining her dignity as a princess only by currying favor with Princess Changling. While Shen Xihe’s threats genuinely frightened her, she hadn’t been scared senseless.

“But County Princess Zhaoning isn’t someone easy to deal with. Since she suspects the Princess, she surely won’t let this go,” the palace maid worried.

Princess Yangling pondered for a moment, her eyes fixing on something as she seemed to realize something: “There’s only one way out now!”

She instructed her maids to prepare her appearance, and after dressing up elaborately, she went to Mingzheng Hall.

Emperor Youning wasn’t a qualified father. As an emperor, he had too many matters to attend to, dealing with court affairs both major and minor daily. If not for the efficiency of the Three Departments and Six Ministries, he wouldn’t even finish reading the day’s memorials. Thus, he rarely concerned himself with the princesses, only inquiring about studies when it came to the princes.

The princesses had their mothers or palace consorts who raised them to worry about such matters. Only Changling would be frequently summoned to keep him company during meals. Even Princess Pingling, Noble Consort Rong’s daughter, had no special privileges. Generally, the princesses feared Emperor Youning and never sought private audiences.

Therefore, when Princess Yangling came seeking an audience, Emperor Youning was quite surprised. As he was in a good mood today, he waved his hand, instructing Liu Sansi to let her in.

“Your daughter pays respects to Father.” Princess Yangling controlled her unease and performed a proper courtesy.

“Rise.” Emperor Youning’s tone was fairly gentle. “What brings Yangling to seek an audience with me today?”

Apart from regular greetings, his princesses never approached him.

Princess Yangling didn’t dare to act coy or spoiled. She spoke properly: “Your daughter has taken a liking to someone and wishes to request Father to grant a marriage.”

The current dynasty wasn’t strict about women’s conduct. As long as there was no improper interaction, it wasn’t inappropriate for a woman to actively seek her parents’ blessing when she had someone she admired – it even made her appear frank and straightforward.

Princess Yangling’s words made Emperor Youning sigh lightly – his children had all grown up: “Which young man has caught Yangling’s eye?”

Since she dared to come before him so openly, it surely couldn’t be someone unsuitable.

Princess Yangling squeezed her handkerchief, steeled her heart, and closed her eyes before saying: “Your daughter admires Heir Bu and wishes to take him as my prince consort.”

The hall fell completely silent, so quiet that even a falling needle could be heard clearly. Emperor Youning contemplated for a moment before asking: “Yangling, whom do you wish to marry?”

Having already taken the first step, Princess Yangling couldn’t discern Emperor Youning’s attitude. Her heart was pounding, but there was no turning back now. Even though she no longer had her earlier courage, she still controlled her trembling voice and said: “Your daughter admires Heir Bu.”

This was her only way to survive. As long as the Emperor granted her marriage to Bu Shulin, given Shen Xihe’s friendship with Bu Shulin, she wouldn’t dare harm her. If she died, Bu Shulin would be the primary suspect, which would put him in a precarious position.

She was confident the Emperor would agree. He had originally intended for Bu Shulin to marry a princess, but after Bu Shulin’s same-sex scandal, although the Emperor didn’t value his princesses highly, he wouldn’t forcibly marry his daughter to someone known to prefer men. So when the Third Sister refused, the Emperor abandoned this idea.

Naturally, he wouldn’t marry another daughter after one refused, so the notion of Bu Shulin marrying a princess was dismissed.

But now it was different – she was actively requesting the marriage!

“Yangling, do you understand what you’re saying?” Emperor Youning asked in a deep voice. “Have you heard about Heir Bu’s preferences?”

Yangling’s eyes reddened: “Your daughter knows, but doesn’t mind. Perhaps Heir Bu was merely confused temporarily. When your daughter heard about it, I also considered giving up, but I still can’t let go of the Heir. I beg Father to grant this wish.”

After speaking, Princess Yangling kowtowed deeply again.

It didn’t matter whether Bu Shulin truly preferred men or not. She didn’t seek conjugal love, only to stay alive.

Marrying Bu Shulin meant he wouldn’t dare harm her, and neither would Shen Xihe. Bu Shulin would have to protect her.

In the future… even if the Bu family fell from the Emperor’s favor, she would have no worries as the Emperor’s daughter. If the Bu family was destroyed, she could still enjoy wealth and status in her princess manor for life, never again being manipulated as she was now.

Emperor Youning looked at Princess Yangling kneeling below, his expression unreadable. After a long while, he finally said: “Yangling, you must think this through carefully.”

“Your daughter has considered thoroughly. Not marrying the Heir would be a lifelong regret,” Yangling said firmly.

“Go back for now. I want you to think about this carefully,” Emperor Youning said.

Yangling opened her mouth to speak again, but Liu Sansi didn’t give her the chance: “Princess, please return. This matter of lifelong importance requires careful consideration.”

Chapter 211: I Will Resolve This for You
Princess Yangling was most adept at reading faces. Liu Sansi was hinting that His Majesty didn’t want to hear more on this matter: “Yes.”

After Princess Yangling left, Emperor Youning let out a cold laugh: “When I leaked the news about potential marriage alliance plans, it was to observe their reactions. I never expected my daughter would be the first to show her hand. She’s willing to disregard everything just to avoid the alliance marriage.”

How could news of Tibet’s interest in a marriage alliance leak so early without Emperor Youning’s tacit permission?

Emperor Youning was using this to test the court officials’ reactions, but these cunning individuals, not one of them had stepped forward to take a stance.

“Your Majesty, please calm your anger. The princess is young and precious – even ordinary young ladies are anxious about marrying far away. The princess’s reaction is only natural,” Liu Sansi hurried to pacify him.

Emperor Youning descended from his throne and entered the side hall. Standing with his hands behind his back, he gazed at the map before him, his eyes fixed on Tibet.

Tibet had the northwest to its left and southern Shu to its right. If Tibet could be conquered…

“This time, I absolutely will not agree to a marriage alliance!”

The emperor’s gaze was sharp as a falcon’s, though a flash of pain crossed it momentarily.

Twenty years ago, when he first ascended the throne, he was constrained on all sides and could only watch helplessly as his beloved was forced into a marriage alliance.

During these years, whenever he woke from midnight dreams, he would recall that day when she tearfully pried his hands away: “Your Majesty, this humble one has been blessed to meet you and receive your favor in this life – I have no regrets. I have nothing to offer and regret that I cannot share your burdens. Now that I can contribute what little I can for Your Majesty and our people, it is my fortune.

Please do not grieve, Your Majesty. I go with no hope of return. I only wish that Your Majesty will secure the nation, raise its prestige, strengthen its power, and revive its spirit!

May I be our dynasty’s last marriage alliance bride – may no more Han women suffer this fate!”

Tears like falling stars traced down the emperor’s face. Everyone thought an emperor could do as he pleased, yet he couldn’t even protect one fragile woman.

He was no longer the emperor of those years, controlled by eunuchs, powerful ministers, and warlords. In twenty years, he had achieved his goals. Never again would Han women be sent for marriage alliances – if it meant war, then let there be war!

…

“Help! Youyou—” While Shen Xihe was contemplating how to deal with Princess Yangling next, Bu Shulin came running in from afar, calling out.

Shen Xihe could now calmly ignore her dramatic behavior, not even lifting her head as she continued carefully trimming her flowers and plants.

“Youyou, Youyou.” Bu Shulin rushed forward and grabbed Shen Xihe’s wrist. “Princess Yangling has gone mad – she asked His Majesty to grant our marriage. She wants to marry me!”

Shen Xihe finally paused her work, looking up through the dappled sunlight filtering through the leaves: “Marry you?”

“Yes, she wants to marry me!” Bu Shulin’s cheeks hurt from anger.

At this moment, Mo Yuan also entered. He gave Shen Xihe a slight nod.

When Princess Yangling went to request the marriage decree, Emperor Youning hadn’t dismissed his attendants, so many people knew. The news quickly spread both inside and outside the palace. Mo Yuan had come to deliver this news and, hearing Bu Shulin’s words from afar confirmed it to Shen Xihe.

“Where did I slip up?” Bu Shulin couldn’t understand how Yangling had suddenly developed such intentions.

Unlike Emperor Youning, she didn’t think Princess Yangling was trying to avoid a marriage alliance. The capital had many young men, and quite a few could marry a princess. Though taking a princess as wife was like taking in an ancestor, as long as the princess knew propriety and respected her elders, even if the consort was unwilling before marriage, he would soften after living together for a while.

Princess Yangling wouldn’t struggle to find someone else to marry, yet she insisted on marrying her – known for preferring men! Bu Shulin assumed she must have revealed her secret somehow.

“It’s not because of you.” Shen Xihe let out a short, amused snort. “She’s quite clever indeed.”

She never imagined that Princess Yangling would make such a move to protect her life.

With Princess Yangling making such a public gesture of requesting marriage, Shen Xihe couldn’t move against her now. If anything happened to Princess Yangling, Bu Shulin couldn’t explain it away even with ten mouths. It would be extremely disadvantageous for Bu Shulin – even without evidence, His Majesty would likely have the Imperial Investigators watching Bu Shulin constantly.

If Bu Shulin were truly a man it wouldn’t matter, but she was pretending – she couldn’t withstand daily scrutiny from the Imperial Investigators.

“Hmm?” Bu Shulin’s head was full of questions. “Is there something I don’t know about?”

Shen Xihe lowered her head again to trim the branches and leaves: “This matter started with me. Don’t worry about it – I will resolve it for you.”

“Youyou, you’re my dearest sister. You treat me better than anyone else in this world!” Bu Shulin’s face lit up with happiness. She hadn’t caught Shen Xihe’s first half-sentence, only hearing that she would resolve it, and immediately tried to throw herself at Shen Xihe.

Wanting to hug Shen Xihe, she didn’t expect that Shen Xihe was already prepared. No longer the frail young lady who had just arrived in the capital with limited movement, Shen Xihe stepped aside, causing Bu Shulin to hug empty air and nearly fall headfirst.

“Youyou~~” Bu Shulin pouted.

Placing the scissors on the tray held by her maid, Shen Xihe turned to wash her hands. Bu Shulin followed, scooping some of Shen Xihe’s fragrant cream to wash her hands too. After washing, she couldn’t help but smell her hands: “Youyou, this fragrant cream is different from what I bought at Duhuo Tower.”

“This is for ladies to use.” Shen Xihe replied softly.

Bu Shulin: …

Her eyes darting around, Bu Shulin spotted some needlework nearby – it was a woman’s dress. The white skirt was embroidered with golden Pingzhong leaves, paired with a rose-colored upper garment and crimson silk shawl. It looked beautiful.

“This is for ladies to wear.” Shen Xihe took it back from her hands.

Bu Shulin’s heart caught: “Youyou, your needlework is really good!”

Since her earliest memories, she had been raised as a man. She was accomplished at martial arts and weapons but had never learned any of the skills proper for ladies.

“Youyou, could you give me this set of clothes?” Bu Shulin couldn’t stop touching it, wondering what fabric it was – it felt smooth and cool, surely perfect for staying fresh and dry in summer.

“For you to keep in storage?” Shen Xihe gave her a bland look.

“I’ll wear it! I’ll wear it in secret!” Bu Shulin looked at her eagerly. “I’ve never worn women’s clothes in my entire life. I’ve never been interested in women’s ornaments and dresses before, but somehow I find this outfit so beautiful. I want to try it on.”

The yearning in her eyes wasn’t fake. Since childhood, she had never worn red clothing or golden hairpins, having the identity of a young man carved into her bones. She didn’t know women’s needlework, but she had to learn to be even more disciplined than real men – take calligraphy for example, she couldn’t show any of the gentle, graceful strokes typical of women.

“I can give it to you.” Shen Xihe softened. “But keep it stored away. Don’t try it on.”

Any single slip would be a fatal crime of deceiving the emperor.

Bu Shulin’s heart warmed. She wrapped her arms around Shen Xihe’s shoulders, holding her gently and resting her head on Shen Xihe’s shoulder, tears glistening in her eyes: “Youyou, you’re so good to me.”

She had lived her whole life alone, hiding a life-and-death secret, never daring to form deep friendships. Sent to the capital at age three, she had lived every day in fear.

Chapter 212: Absolutely No Marriage Alliance
She never imagined that one day she would meet someone like this, someone with whom she no longer needed to pretend, somewhere she could lower her defenses and speak a few honest words.

This time Shen Xihe didn’t dodge, allowing Bu Shulin to hug her. Though Shen Xihe allowed it, Duanming didn’t approve – with a meow, it leaped toward Bu Shulin. Bu Shulin didn’t dare attack Duanming and could only dodge.

As Bu Shulin steadied herself after dodging, she saw Duanming being caught by Shen Xihe, now perched on her shoulder and baring its teeth at Bu Shulin.

“No wonder it has such an unlucky name as ‘Duanming’ (Short Life),” Bu Shulin grumbled unhappily.

“Meow—” Duanming made to charge at Bu Shulin for a fight, but Shen Xihe stroked its head, and immediately its paws went soft, becoming as docile as a sleeping infant on Shen Xihe’s shoulder.

“Youyou, this must be a male cat!” So lecherous!

“Duanming is female,” Shen Xihe glanced at Bu Shulin, carrying Duanming as she walked toward the stone platform by the lake. “How are things with the silver shop?”

During this period, Bu Shulin had been watching the silver shop. Her reputation for neglecting official duties was already well established, so no one paid attention to her activities.

“Speaking of that, I feel there’s something unusual about that silver shop. On my very first day there, they seemed to notice something. The shop owner even came to test me personally,” Bu Shulin said seriously. “After that, there was no more activity from their shop.”

“Which silver shop?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin raised her eyebrows and grinned: “I knew Youyou cared about me…” Meeting Shen Xihe’s impatient gaze, Bu Shulin immediately answered properly, “Doujin Silver Shop.”

“You can leave now.” Shen Xihe directly dismissed her guest.

Bu Shulin: …

“Hmm?” Shen Xihe gave her a questioning look about her reluctance to leave.

“I’m going, I’m leaving right now.” Bu Shulin left with a pout, looking back every few steps.

“County Princess, His Majesty might grant the marriage,” Zhenzhu felt they needed to act quickly against Princess Yangling.

“What do you think His Majesty makes of Princess Yangling’s marriage request?” Shen Xihe placed Duanming on the stone table, gently stroking its fine fur.

The scandal about Bu Shulin’s preference for men had caused quite a stir, and Cui Jinbai had never denied it, seemingly confirming their relationship. Since Cui Jinbai was favored by His Majesty, the Emperor must have asked him about it. The fact that His Majesty hadn’t forced the Third Princess into marriage must mean Cui Jinbai’s answer had convinced him of the truth.

Under these circumstances, with Princess Yangling requesting to marry Bu Shulin at this crucial moment, anyone would naturally assume she was trying to avoid the marriage alliance.

“If His Majesty doesn’t grant the marriage now, it suggests he’s very likely to send Princess Yangling for the alliance marriage.” Shen Xihe wondered why Emperor Youning hadn’t immediately granted Princess Yangling’s wish, given that it was her own choice.

“We’ll visit the Eastern Palace tomorrow.” Unable to figure it out, she decided to ask someone who understood His Majesty.

It happened to be time for Xiao Huayong’s acupuncture treatment. After the treatment, Shen Xihe asked directly: “What are His Majesty’s thoughts on the marriage alliance?”

“Why is Youyou suddenly interested in the marriage alliance?” This didn’t concern Shen Xihe, and though this matter had been ongoing for several days, she hadn’t shown any interest before. “Is it related to Yangling?”

Since Shen Xihe didn’t want him involved in Yangling’s matters, he hadn’t investigated or pondered it.

“I just find this matter somewhat strange,” It wasn’t entirely because of Princess Yangling, Shen Xihe said. “There are still two months until spring, yet news of the marriage alliance has already spread. Isn’t His Majesty worried this will disturb the court officials?”

“His Majesty won’t agree to a marriage alliance,” Xiao Huayong said quietly.

“No marriage alliance?” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

“No marriage alliance,” Xiao Huayong said with certainty, admiration in his eyes. “When I become emperor one day, I too will refuse marriage alliances. No accepting tribute, no backing down, no ceding territory, no marriage alliances!”

Shen Xihe was shocked. The current dynasty had many marriage alliances, even in the early years of His Majesty’s reign there had been princess marriages. She had never imagined Emperor Youning held such views.

“So, His Majesty released this news hoping some court official would step forward to propose rejecting the marriage alliance?” Shen Xihe understood Emperor Youning’s intentions.

Many people saw marriage alliances as natural and felt little about them, even if it meant sending their daughters.

Perhaps like her, the court officials couldn’t imagine His Majesty was unwilling to arrange marriage alliances.

“I’m afraid no one will dare speak up,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

On this point, Shen Xihe admired Emperor Youning, but the court officials believed that since Tibet had come from afar seeking marriage and was subordinate to their dynasty, marrying off one daughter could prevent a war. They would never let one woman cause suffering from war for people on both sides – this wasn’t considering the bigger picture. Anyone who suggested it would surely face collective anger.

“It’s because they’ve forgotten what it means to have pride and dignity!” Xiao Huayong sneered. “They speak endlessly of peaceful coexistence, saying private interests shouldn’t cause people to become homeless refugees, yet they exploit the common people in the provinces and manipulate power in the capital, leaving the weak unable to voice their suffering.

It’s just that their interests haven’t been affected. Once their interests are threatened, they show a completely different face.”

After a moment of silence, Shen Xihe said: “We can’t blame them. Without national strength, even a monarch wouldn’t dare make such decisions lightly. Not everyone needs to maintain integrity and dignity; perhaps just living, living comfortably, is what they seek.”

If war breaks out, victory would make one an immortal ruler, but defeat would bring eternal shame.

“I always thought His Majesty valued reputation above all else…” Shen Xihe suddenly felt she might not understand Emperor Youning well enough.

“I just said, it’s only because their interests weren’t affected,” Xiao Huayong admired Emperor Youning’s resolution but also knew why he acted this way. “Do you know about Princess Runan’s marriage alliance nineteen years ago?”

“Princess Runan passed away six years ago.” Princess Runan was the only princess sent for a marriage alliance since His Majesty’s ascension. It was precisely because she died without sons to inherit the throne that Tibet, having now settled its internal conflicts, was again considering a marriage alliance.

“Princess Runan was Empress Duansu’s cousin and His Majesty’s true love,” Xiao Huayong revealed this shocking secret in a calm tone.

Shen Xihe was astounded.

“Back then, His Majesty wanted to marry her, not my mother. Due to circumstances, he had to marry my mother instead, causing him to miss his chance with Princess Runan. Later, when His Majesty ascended the throne, he thought he could finally fulfill his wish,” Xiao Huayong gave a soft laugh. “But he overestimated imperial power and underestimated those who had supported his ascension.”

Back then, it caused an enormous uproar, and His Majesty nearly lost his newly acquired throne. Later, it was Princess Runan who voluntarily stepped forward, willing to accept the marriage alliance, which preserved His Majesty’s position.

Chapter 213: Willing to Be Your Know-It-All
“So, Your Majesty’s fundamental reason for favoring war over marriage alliance is because your beloved was forced to become a princess consort years ago?”

“How does Your Highness know about these past events?” Nineteen years ago, the person before him had just been born, still in swaddling clothes.

“Whatever I wish to know, be it from nineteen or even twenty-nine years ago, I can uncover it all.” Xiao Huayong rolled up his sleeve and poured fresh tea for Shen Xihe. “If Youyou has any questions in the future, just ask me. I’m willing to be your know-it-all.”

Shen Xihe could now remain composed in the face of Xiao Huayong’s attentiveness. She smiled politely: “What in this world doesn’t Your Highness know? What can’t Your Highness accomplish?”

Xiao Huayong had just raised the teacup to his lips when he heard her words. He paused, his eyes gentle and sparkling with emotion: “Youyou’s heart, I don’t know; winning Youyou’s heart, I cannot do.”

Shen Xihe was momentarily stunned, then her smile deepened: “Youyou has no heart.”

“That’s alright.” Xiao Huayong seemed to have anticipated her response, still smiling gently, “My having a heart is enough. Two people sharing one heart united in mind and purpose – that’s how it should be.”

Shaking her head helplessly, Shen Xihe stopped trying to persuade him to cease his constant flirtations with her, letting him understand her heart was like a solid rock, hoping he would eventually give up: “Thank you for clearing up my confusion today, Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong had told her about Emperor Youning’s thoughts. Since Emperor Youning had no intention of arranging a marriage alliance, he naturally wouldn’t marry his daughter to someone he suspected might prefer men. Therefore, she didn’t need to rush to deal with Yangling.

More than the chess piece that was Yangling, she wanted to know who was behind all this.

After leaving the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe didn’t immediately return to the Princess’s mansion but went to check out the Doujin Jewelry Store that Bu Shulin had mentioned.

This was one of the largest jewelry stores in the capital, though its backing was currently unknown. The owner was a wealthy merchant from Luoyang who was quite skilled at social maneuvering.

The store was dazzling, filled with brilliant jewelry – gold, silver, and jade pieces that caught the eye.

The shop assistants at Doujin were all sturdy men, and it was said they had specially hired escort services for protection.

“This way, miss. What would you like to purchase?” A quick-witted saleswoman came forward to attend to the female customers, while male customers were served by male attendants – quite proper indeed.

Shen Xihe wore a veil, accompanied only by Ziyu, who rarely went out. The saleswoman could only judge Shen Xihe’s status by her clothing and bearing.

When she caught a glimpse of the jade pendant at Shen Xihe’s hem, her eyes brightened, becoming even more attentive: “Miss, perhaps you’d like to look inside? The inner hall contains our finest pieces, and upstairs we have our most precious items.”

Shen Xihe ignored her. Ziyu said, “My mistress prefers quiet.”

“Pardon my excessive words.” The saleswoman apologized with a smile, then quietly followed behind Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe casually looked around, from the outer hall to the inner hall, then went upstairs to sit in a private reception room: “I’ve heard that Doujin Jewelry Store is known for its ingenuity and elegant classical style, but seeing it today, it doesn’t live up to its reputation.”

“Please don’t be upset, miss. I’ll have someone bring some unique pieces right away.” The owner, having received word, came up with a smiling face.

Shen Xihe gave a slight “mm” in response. Her haughty attitude didn’t anger the owner; rather, it made him more eager to please. This was because the jade pendant hanging at her knee was carved from the finest jade, a piece of exceptional quality found nowhere else in the world – that single pendant was worth half the jewelry store.

The owner brought mostly jade ornaments, particularly white jade pieces, showing he understood how to cater to his customers’ tastes.

The jade hairpins were delicate and lustrous, elegant yet refined; the hair ornaments were interwoven with pearls, their jade and golden branches trembling together.

After carefully examining several pieces through a silk cloth, Shen Xihe chose a pair of swaying hair ornaments. They were made of white jade, tapering from thick to thin, with the thicker end having three fine golden tassels hanging down by golden threads, each tassel holding jade pearls and ending in a tiny white jade peace knot.

Just this pair of ornaments was priced at ten gold pieces, and Shen Xihe bought them without batting an eye.

“Princess, how can these things be worth ten gold pieces?” Ziyu felt that Doujin Jewelry Store was charging such an exorbitant price only because they saw their rich attire.

“These are hundred-year-old pieces – how could they not be worth ten gold?” Shen Xihe examined the ornaments, holding them down.

“Hundred-year-old pieces?” Ziyu hadn’t yet processed this. “Which prodigal son would sell off their family heirlooms?”

Shen Xihe smiled slightly, sighing softly: “These are burial items.”

“Ah?” Ziyu was startled. “Princess, items from tombs are inauspicious. Please put them down quickly!”

“Whether something is auspicious or not depends on whether one can handle it.” Not only did Shen Xihe not throw them away, but she inserted them into her hair, one on each side, symmetrically arranged. The peace knots, the size of fingernails, hung perfectly beside her earlobes. “How do they look?”

“Princess looks beautiful no matter what.” Zhenzhu praised, not merely flattering, but speaking from her heart.

Shen Xihe took them out again, holding them in her palm: “I originally thought there would only be one or two ordinary pieces from tombs, and perhaps the jewelry store was deceived, buying them only because they were exquisite, though their source might not be entirely legitimate, which is why they claimed they were made by the store’s craftsmen.”

But today she had seen many items that must have come from tombs. It wasn’t that she could smell a cold fragrance from each one – they had all been specially treated, though few retained as much residue as the jade comb Bu Shulin had given her previously.

However, many of the pieces didn’t appear to be items popular in the current dynasty. Because she researched fragrances, Shen Xihe studied the preferences of women from previous dynasties and looked into this as well. One or two pieces could be explained as family heirlooms from pawn shops.

But such a large quantity, each piece a treasure, was worth deep consideration.

“Mo Yuan, investigate the identity of Doujin Jewelry Store’s owner and who he associates with closely,” Shen Xihe felt this matter wasn’t simple.

Someone was robbing tombs on a large scale, collecting wealth, melting down gold and silver to recast, and selling jewels scattered across different regions – truly a highly profitable venture.

So who would dare to do such a thing? Was their tomb-robbing skill so exceptional that no one had discovered it yet? Or had someone been suppressing the information?

Hoarding such vast quantities of gold, silver, and jewels – was it merely for profit?

Shen Xihe’s attention had been drawn to Doujin Jewelry Store, setting aside the matter of Princess Yangling. After a few days, Bu Shulin came running over, worried: “Youyou, you said you would resolve this matter for me, but how will you resolve it? Princess Yangling has been trying every way to corner me these past few days.”

Since Princess Yangling had publicly requested an imperial decree for marriage, she had persistently pursued Bu Shulin, seizing every opportunity to send him food, pouches, and accessories. If she weren’t a princess, Bu Shulin would have truly wanted to lure her to a secluded place and give her a sound beating!

“What’s your hurry?” Shen Xihe remained calm, finishing the final touches on the clothes she had promised to send to Bu Shulin.

“If I’m not in a hurry, His Majesty might issue a marriage decree next time!” Bu Shulin held his head in both hands, agitated and anxious.

Chapter 214: The Princess and Young Master Cui Are Love Rivals
Shen Xihe glanced at her, letting her pace around scratching her head anxiously, while unhurriedly finishing the last stitch, burying the thread end, and removing the needle. Only then did she say, “His Majesty won’t issue a marriage decree next time.”

“How can you be so certain?” It wasn’t that Bu Shulin didn’t trust Shen Xihe, but this was truly a serious matter.

“You should thank Young Master Cui.” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “His Majesty trusts Young Master Cui, and Cui certainly hasn’t contradicted anything about his relationship with you before His Majesty. Otherwise, how could they so easily believe you suddenly prefer men?”

“Even if His Majesty believes I prefer men, his wariness of the Bu family, and his concern for appearances made it difficult to grant the Third Princess’s marriage to me. Now that Princess Yangling actively pursues me, putting on the appearance of marrying no one but me, if His Majesty isn’t rushing to arrange the marriage, it’s just to save face. Eventually, he’ll surely give in to Princess Yangling’s ‘devoted love’ and grant her wish.” By then, she would be in danger.

“He won’t,” Shen Xihe said calmly. “His Majesty has already harbored thoughts of killing you, so he won’t sacrifice another princess. Though His Majesty may not have a kind father’s heart, he is still human, still a father.”

“Youyou?” Bu Shulin didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. “You think there’s anything His Majesty won’t do for the sake of the empire? If he truly had a father’s heart, he wouldn’t have married Lady Gu to Prince Xin. If he can use his son without mercy, what more of a princess?”

“How do you know His Majesty isn’t testing Prince Xin?” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Bu Shulin was stunned. She thought carefully – it did seem possible. The Crown Prince was frail and destined for an early death, so who would inherit the throne in the future? His Majesty must have considered this question. From Bu Shulin’s understanding of the princes, Prince Xin and Prince Jing were undoubtedly the best choices.

“If that’s truly the case, Prince Xin has likely lost his chance at the throne,” Bu Shulin said.

Since the Gu family’s downfall and Lady Gu Qingzhi’s death, Prince Xin’s every action had openly or secretly opposed His Majesty.

He ultimately couldn’t overcome this emotional hurdle. Thinking of this, Bu Shulin was puzzled: “Actually, having sacrificed so much already, why not pretend not to care about what was lost? Why not at least pretend to have gotten over it and become His Majesty’s qualified heir?”

“Each has their aspirations,” Shen Xihe didn’t wish to continue this topic. “Regarding Princess Yangling’s matter, you needn’t worry. I want to draw out someone behind her. If His Majesty truly changes his mind and decrees the marriage, I’ll ensure your marriage cannot proceed, and you’ll be completely blameless. His Majesty might even feel guilty toward you, and perhaps compensate you by letting you meet the King of Shunan.”

“Really?” Bu Shulin was amazed and very curious about how Shen Xihe would accomplish this.

Meeting her inquiring gaze, Shen Xihe merely smiled without speaking.

“Alright, alright, I trust you. I’ll just let her keep pursuing me.” Bu Shulin particularly hated dealing with women, especially women like Princess Yangling who would burst into tears at the slightest raised voice!

Why couldn’t more women in this world be like Shen Xihe and herself, shedding blood but not tears?

“If she keeps pursuing you, go find Young Master Cui,” Shen Xihe suggested, with a fleeting mischievous glint in her eyes that even she didn’t notice.

“Find Stone Cui?” Bu Shulin shook her head. “She’s different from the Third Princess. She doesn’t care at all whether I prefer men. Even if I went to a brothel, she’d be brazen enough to follow.”

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow – she had underestimated the Fifth Princess’s determination. “Just go find Young Master Cui. He will certainly help you deal with her.”

“Since when did Stone Cui become so kind-hearted?” Bu Shulin found it hard to believe. “He’s probably eager to laugh at my predicament. Besides, he’s always so proper – how could he be disrespectful to a princess?”

“If you trust me, give it a try,” Shen Xihe smiled meaningfully.

She couldn’t discern romantic feelings, but when Bu Shulin had previously said Cui Jin Bai had feelings for her, it had made her doubtful. How could Cui Jin Bai have feelings for her?

If so, why would Bu Shulin say such a thing? It must be that Cui Jin Bai had shown something that Bu Shulin had misinterpreted. That day when Bu Shulin took her horseback riding and Cui Jin Bai came with Xiao Fuxing, she paid attention and noticed that Cui Jin Bai treated Bu Shulin differently.

However, she could be certain that Cui Jin Bai hadn’t discovered Bu Shulin’s female identity. Whether this different treatment was because Cui Jin Bai truly had special preferences, Shen Xihe couldn’t know, so she dared not point it out.

Perhaps Cui Jin Bai just considered Bu Shulin a friend, the kind who shared everything. If she spoke carelessly, wouldn’t it cause discord between them? Regardless, Cui Jin Bai was of excellent character – Shen Xihe wasn’t worried Bu Shulin would fall victim to any schemes. Let them uncover the truth themselves.

Bu Shulin felt that Shen Xihe’s smile wasn’t entirely kind, but also believed she wouldn’t harm her. Half-believing, on a day when she wasn’t on duty, as soon as she saw Princess Yangling, she ran straight to the Ministry of Justice, directly to Cui Jin Bai’s office.

Cui Jin Bai was reviewing case files. Seeing her, he barely lifted his eyes, paying her no attention.

“Stone Cui, your love rival is here,” Bu Shulin immediately said something shocking.

Cui Jin Bai put down his book and asked her, “Do you know what ‘love rival’ means?”

“Of course! Everyone in the capital knows we’re lovers. Now Princess Yangling pursues me all day – aren’t you two love rivals?” Bu Shulin’s face showed contempt at his apparent ignorance.

“You and I…” The words “lovers” were too much for Cui Jin Bai, a well-read young master from a noble family, to say. “It’s all your rumor-mongering. The Princess’s affection for you has nothing to do with me.”

Bu Shulin’s eyes widened in disbelief: “You ungrateful man! When you needed me, you didn’t deny it, letting others misunderstand. Now that no one’s forcing marriage on you, you don’t care what happens to me?”

Cui Jin Bai let her accuse him and picked up his case files again.

Angered, Bu Shulin glared at him. After glaring for a long while with Cui Jin Bai showing no reaction, Bu Shulin simply stayed put, refusing to leave. She didn’t believe Princess Yangling would dare barge into Cui Jin Bai’s office.

Reality proved that Bu Shulin had underestimated Princess Yangling. Though she didn’t intrude into Cui Jin Bai’s office, she remained at the Ministry of Justice, refusing to leave.

This forced the Minister of Justice to accompany her, fearing something might happen to this noble princess. This severely disrupted the Ministry’s work efficiency, so the Minister called Cui Jin Bai over to instruct him to send Bu Shulin away.

After hearing this, Cui Jin Bai went straight to the main hall and bowed to Princess Yangling, who sat formally to one side: “Your Highness, this is the Ministry of Justice, a place where common people seek justice and redress grievances. If Your Highness has no case to report, your extended presence here may discourage civilians from coming to report cases. This humble official would have to report to His Majesty, asking for his forgiveness for the Ministry’s inefficiency.”

Princess Yangling bit her lip. She now feared Shen Xihe and only by constantly following Bu Shulin could she prevent Shen Xihe from taking action: “Isn’t Young Master Bu also staying here?”

“Young Master Bu is assisting this humble official with a case,” Cui Jin Bai said with complete seriousness.

Chapter 215: The Young Master Bu Who Infuriated Young Master Cui
Princess Yangling felt intimidated by Cui Jin Bai’s expressionless face. Knowing she was in the wrong and fearing the matter would reach Emperor Youning, she could only leave reluctantly.

Bu Shulin, who had been peeking through the doorway, stuck her head out and watched Princess Yangling leave before emerging to lean against the door with folded arms. “Tsk tsk tsk, even the upright and honest Young Master Cui has moments of telling continuous lies.”

Cui Jin Bai’s page boy couldn’t stand Bu Shulin’s shamelessness. She had just accused their Fourth Master of abandoning her after using her, but look at Young Master Bu’s behavior now – not even acknowledging that their Fourth Master had lied for her sake.

Cui Jin Bai turned back inside, fixing Bu Shulin with a heavy stare.

Bu Shulin felt somewhat guilty under his gaze and edged away from the door, preparing to slip away, but Cui Jin Bai grabbed her shoulder firmly.

“Stone Cui, what are you doing? In broad daylight, dragging me into your room? Are you that eager? At least let me bathe first…”

“Silence!” Having reached his limit, Cui Jin Bai snapped coldly. “One more word and I’ll hand you over to the Fifth Princess.”

Opening her mouth with a flirtatious retort ready on her lips, Bu Shulin quickly covered her mouth with her hand.

Cui Jin Bai dragged her into the room and handed her the case files he had been reviewing earlier. “I didn’t lie. You truly need to assist me with this case.”

Bu Shulin sneaked a few glances and immediately became interested when she saw the words “tomb robbery.” She dropped her playful demeanor – these must be reports Cui Jin Bai had specifically gathered, a compilation of tomb robbery case files from various regions.

The compilation revealed something surprising: from three years ago until now, there had been more grave robbing cases than in the previous thirty years combined. However, with only one or two cases per location, they hadn’t caused much stir.

Some cases had been reported and then withdrawn, clearly indicating backing from powerful figures and pressure on local officials. This was no small matter.

After reading, Bu Shulin closed the files and glanced at Cui Jin Bai without speaking.

“The Princess is pursuing you now, and you discovered this case first. I see His Majesty has no intention of granting her marriage to you. It would be inappropriate for me to investigate thoroughly – if I leave the capital, I’ll certainly be watched. You leaving the capital would be ideal.” No one would question Bu Shulin’s whereabouts.

Bu Shulin remained silent.

Cui Jin Bai’s sword-like eyebrows furrowed slightly: “I’ll get His Majesty’s approval. Going out of the capital would also help you avoid the Princess’s pursuit.”

Bu Shulin still said nothing.

Cui Jin Bai’s expression darkened slightly: “Getting away to clear your head and see the outside world – haven’t you been wanting to leave the capital after being confined here for so long?”

Bu Shulin just stared at him without speaking.

Cui Jin Bai finally lost his patience: “What exactly do you mean?”

Bu Shulin took up a brush and paper, writing a single character: “Yes.”

“Have you gone mute?” Cui Jin Bai stared at her intently.

Bu Shulin, fearless as ever, continued writing: You told me not to say another word.

A vein began throbbing on Cui Jin Bai’s forehead: “Get out!”

“Tsk, such a fine young man with no manners at all. The grace and humility expected of a noble family’s son – not a trace of it in you.” Bu Shulin immediately started needling Cui Jin Bai. Faced with his expression as dark as storm clouds before a tempest, Bu Shulin pretended not to notice. “Tell me, why did you suddenly become so interested in this matter?”

Bu Shulin’s tone turned to tease: “When I first came to find you, you didn’t care at all. But as soon as you saw the Princess visit the jewelry store herself, you became anxious and invested, tsk…”

“Get out—”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, Cui Jin Bai grabbed the paperweight from his desk and threw it at her, making her jump away in fright.

Feeling somewhat guilty for being unkind, knowing Cui Jin Bai’s unrequited love was destined to remain unfulfilled, yet still using it to needle him, Bu Shulin said good-naturedly: “Don’t be angry, don’t be angry, I’m leaving now, leaving right now.”

Reaching the main gate, Bu Shulin saw Princess Yangling’s carriage still waiting outside. She immediately turned around and escaped by climbing over the side wall. The Ministry staff were no longer surprised to see her regularly climbing out of the Ministry this way.

Not daring to linger at the Ministry, Bu Shulin went to the Princess’s mansion. She had been seeking out Shen Xihe because she discovered that while Princess Yangling would pursue her anywhere, even to brothels, she wouldn’t dare enter the Princess’s mansion.

Thinking of Shen Xihe’s previous achievements, Bu Shulin assumed Princess Yangling simply didn’t dare act up in front of her.

“Youyou, your method worked! I went to the Ministry of Justice, and Stone Cui drove Princess Yangling away.” Bu Shulin was grinning from ear to ear.

“What happened to make you so happy?” This couldn’t just be about Cui Jin Bai driving away Princess Yangling once.

“I saw the case files he had compiled at Stone Cui’s place. The recent rampant tomb robberies are no small matter. He’s gathered the files, which might have already alerted certain people. Since he shouldn’t leave the capital to investigate, he plans to recommend me to His Majesty for the investigation, as I was the first to notice something strange.” Although she occasionally feigned illness to leave the capital, when had she ever been able to leave openly and freely?

Just thinking about flying out of this birdcage and soaring freely made her want to drink three thousand cups in celebration.

This matter likely involved a prince, or if not a prince, then important court officials who might have intricate connections with a prince. His Majesty wouldn’t likely send a prince to investigate.

“I’m still worried His Majesty won’t let me go.” If not for Cui Jin Bai’s recommendation, Bu Shulin wouldn’t have dared hope.

“Why wouldn’t he allow it?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Isn’t he afraid I’ll run away?” Bu Shulin’s eyes darted around. “First fake my death, then return to the prince’s mansion resurrected?”

Shen Xihe looked at her as if she were an idiot.

Bu Shulin felt deeply offended and argued defensively: “I know that once I’m dead, His Majesty would have reason to strip the King of Shunan’s title. I could let his men seriously harm me, catch them in the act – let’s see if His Majesty can save face then.”

Shen Xihe looked up at the sky: “The sun hasn’t set, yet you’re already dreaming.”

“Youyou, you’re always like this, I’ll get angry!” Always looking down on her plans with contempt.

“Let me tell you this: His Majesty will allow you to go. Don’t bother with schemes or trying to frame His Majesty for harming you in hopes of catching evidence. Just focus on avoiding His Majesty’s killing intent and returning to the capital alive.” Shen Xihe laughed coldly.

“He still hasn’t given up?” Bu Shulin frowned.

“Given up?” Shen Xihe gave a soft laugh. “Tibet will leave empty-handed this time. His Majesty is willing to sacrifice even Prince Xun, which means his Divine Warrior Army has grown strong enough. He has thoughts of attacking Tibet, which lies between the Northwest and Shunan.

First use the Divine Warrior Army to take over either the Northwest or Shunan, letting Tibet lower its guard.”

“His Majesty wants to attack Tibet…” Bu Shulin’s expression grew serious. “Youyou, how do you know this?”

“The Crown Prince’s speculation.” Shen Xihe looked at her calmly. “Between the Northwest and Shunan, which do you think His Majesty will choose?”

Chapter 216: Why Is There Such a Big Difference?
Between the Northwest and Southern Shu, was there even a need to choose? Of course, one would pick the softer target!

How could Southern Shu compare to the Northwest?

Setting aside the differences in territory and military strength between the two, Southern Shu had Prince Jing stationed with his troops nearby. If there were any movements from Jiaozhi and other countries, Prince Jing could stabilize the rear.

In contrast, once the Northwest changed commanders, the Turks would surely take advantage of the weakness, and there would be no military reinforcements from other regions.

Unless His Majesty was a fool, between the two, he would certainly choose to strike at Southern Shu!

“This won’t do. I must send word to Father and warn him,” Bu Shulin couldn’t sit still any longer.

“His Majesty’s eyes are fixed on you right now. You’d best not make any rash moves,” Shen Xihe advised. “As long as you’re safe, Southern Shu won’t face trouble.”

Bu Shulin thought about it and realized this was true. If His Majesty could strike directly at Southern Shu, he wouldn’t need to use her as a breakthrough point.

“If I’m not mistaken, this matter was arranged by Junior Minister Cui,” Shen Xihe gave her a meaningful look.

Bu Shulin froze completely: “You mean, it was Cui Shi… Cui Jinbai who created this opportunity for His Majesty to assassinate me?”

She suddenly felt an emptiness in her chest, inexplicably stifled.

“No one can disobey His Majesty’s orders,” Shen Xihe looked at her calmly. “This is His Majesty’s test of him, a test of what’s between you two. He could naturally refuse, but once he does, not only would he lose His Majesty’s trust, but His Majesty would make another attempt on your life. Rather than that, he should agree to arrange it personally, as this would best ensure your safety.”

It was as if the clouds and mist had suddenly cleared, revealing bright skies. Bu Shulin asked somewhat tentatively: “Is that true?”

“Whether this matter was intentionally arranged by him or His Majesty’s test of him is merely my conjecture,” Shen Xihe said.

Bu Shulin had known Shen Xihe for more than a day or two, and knew she wouldn’t speak lightly without great certainty: “It seems I must be very careful on this journey.”

“I have a way to protect your life,” Shen Xihe suddenly said.

“Yoohoo.” Bu Shulin’s fingertips caught the edge of Shen Xihe’s water sleeves, gently swaying them as she looked at Shen Xihe with curved eyes and eager anticipation.

Shen Xihe heartlessly pulled her sleeves away: “I’m easily moved, but only by enticing benefits.”

Bu Shulin: …

Pouting and puffing her cheeks, Bu Shulin was just short of making herself look like a frog: “My father sent word some days ago that he’s already collected quite a few dragon bones for you, and a Tibetan merchant has many more.”

“Isn’t that what you already owed me from last time?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow.

Bu Shulin hung her head: “Tell me, what do you want?”

“Southern Shu has many rare flowers and herbs. Have people collect some for me,” Shen Xihe said.

“Just that?” Bu Shulin couldn’t quite believe it; this seemed too simple.

“I want rare flowers and herbs that I haven’t seen before. Not many, thirty different varieties will suffice.” Shen Xihe held up three delicate fingers.

Bu Shulin: …

“Can I search for them gradually?” Finding thirty rare varieties at once seemed impossible to her.

“You may take your time,” Shen Xihe was extremely generous.

Bu Shulin immediately felt again that her Yoohoo was beautiful inside and out, the finest lady in all the world.

The maids Biyu and Zhenzhu couldn’t bear to watch their Young Master Bu’s foolishness.

“You said you had a way to protect me. What way?” Bu Shulin blinked her eyes.

“I’ll go with you,” Shen Xihe said.

Bu Shulin: ??

Not only was she startled, but even Zhenzhu and the others tensed up. Zhenzhu said: “Princess…”

“This matter, as you say, has significant implications. Even if you go under orders, you might not achieve anything. I have an Imperial gold token; no one would dare slight me,” Shen Xihe carefully explained. “I’m different from you. His Majesty wants you dead, but he doesn’t want both of us to… If His Majesty truly intends to conquer Tibet, he especially wouldn’t want anything to happen to me.”

If she met with an accident, His Majesty wouldn’t dare attack Tibet, fearing that Shen Yueshan might stab him in the back.

Bu Shulin: …

She was so angry in her heart!

“We’re both children of Prince Vassals, why is the difference between you and me so great?” The Emperor couldn’t wait for her to die, yet feared any mishap befalling Shen Xihe!

“Oh, I think your honored father probably has the same question,” Shen Xihe gave an elegant, enchanting smile.

Bu Shulin didn’t react immediately, but after careful consideration, she understood her father’s confusion. During the previous military funds matter, hadn’t it been said that both being daughters of Prince Vassals, why was the gap between her and Shen Xihe so vast?

Bu Shulin: …

Even more angry!

“Princess, His Majesty won’t allow you to leave the capital,” Zhenzhu also didn’t want Shen Xihe to leave. His Majesty worried about the Princess having accidents, but some people couldn’t wait for the Princess to meet with misfortune, as this could stir up conflict between the Northwest and His Majesty, allowing them to fish in troubled waters.

“I will make His Majesty agree,” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “Protecting Young Master Bu while away from the capital is just incidental; I have other reasons.”

Incidental…

Bu Shulin felt her heart was riddled with a thousand wounds, but Shen Xihe wouldn’t care if her heart ached or not. She dejectedly said: “His Majesty intends to move against me, how would he let you come along?”

“You go investigate your case first, I’ll do my things, then I’ll come find you. Won’t that work?” As she spoke, Shen Xihe smiled mischievously again, “But you must protect yourself, don’t lose your little life before I arrive.”

“Hmph, who are you looking down on?” Bu Shulin turned her mouth disapprovingly.

“Alright, go back early to prepare. Since Junior Minister Cui has brought this up, His Majesty’s assignment to you will come within these two days,” Shen Xihe waved her hand.

Having failed to get a meal again, Bu Shulin was even more depressed.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to whether she was depressed or not, so Bu Shulin could only drag her feet as she left.

After Bu Shulin left, Zhenzhu finally spoke with worry in her eyes: “Princess, why do you want to leave the capital?”

Sui Axi seemed to want to speak but held back. Shen Xihe glanced at him before saying: “I want to go to Liyang Commandery to find a rare winter jasmine that only blooms in late autumn and early winter.”

“Why seek this flower?” Zhenzhu didn’t understand. “We could send someone to look for it. Princess, if you’re not at ease, this servant could personally go with others.”

She just didn’t want Shen Xihe to leave the capital.

“This winter jasmine doesn’t bloom every year, and it’s extremely delicate. If its roots are moved, it easily withers. You’ve never seen it before, how could you judge whether it’s the winter jasmine I’m looking for, and how could you determine if it will bloom?” Shen Xihe’s tone brooked no argument. “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. I will arrange everything carefully.”

“What kind of winter jasmine is it?” Zhenzhu studied medicine and understood many medical principles.

“Fine-leaf winter jasmine,” Shen Xihe said.

There were many varieties of winter jasmine, and fine-leaf winter jasmine was the rarest kind. Zhenzhu was about to speak, but Shen Xihe’s sweeping glance forced her to lower her head.

Seeing this, Sui Axi felt somewhat guilty – he shouldn’t have mentioned to the Princess that fine-leaf winter jasmine would benefit the Crown Prince.

Chapter 217: Zhao Ning’s Heart Yearns for the Crown Prince
The fine-leaf winter jasmine had been mentioned that day when discussing the Crown Prince’s illness. He had carelessly mentioned that although the Crown Prince often feigned his cough, his lungs were actually in poor condition, being one of the areas most severely damaged by poison.

Fine-leaf winter jasmine could both detoxify and nourish the lungs, greatly benefiting the Crown Prince. However, it was extremely rare, and the jasmine bloomed only for an instant, making it difficult to collect. If harvested before fully blooming, its efficacy would sharply decrease, and the same was true if it had begun to wither – this balance was very difficult to achieve.

No one in the world understood the habits of flowers better than Shen Xihe, not even the Crown Prince. Though the Eastern Palace had many rare flowers and herbs, they were mostly grasses and trees. Moreover, now that the Crown Prince had come of age, things were different from before – he couldn’t just hide in the Eastern Palace.

Even though many matters were clearly beyond the Crown Prince’s energy and ability to handle, the Eastern Palace officials still had to run everything by him. This was protocol; otherwise, the censors would be watching, and no one dared to act on their authority.

This resulted in Xiao Huayong having to meet with officials responsible for various matters almost daily. The Crown Prince could rarely leave the palace, so Shen Xihe had never let Sui Axi inform him about this matter.

Though Sui Axi knew of this flower, he had never handled it himself. Moreover, he had to enter the palace every few days to treat the Crown Prince’s eyes. Recently, the Crown Prince’s vision had improved somewhat – though he still saw things in five colors, he could see more clearly.

Two days later, Emperor Youning indeed issued a secret decree for Bu Shulin to leave the capital to investigate the tomb robbery case. Officially, she had fallen ill and received His Majesty’s gracious permission to recuperate at the Bu residence. The imperial physicians would, as per His Majesty’s instructions, make perfunctory daily visits right on schedule.

Shen Xihe waited until three days after Bu Shulin had left the capital before entering the palace. This time, she didn’t first pay respects to the Empress Dowager but rather sought an audience with His Majesty. Upon hearing that Shen Xihe sought an audience, Emperor Youning’s eyelid twitched.

Apart from her second day in the capital when she came to pay respects, this girl never sought an audience unless there was trouble.

“What difficulty has Zhao Ning encountered today?” Emperor Youning decided to ask directly.

“Your Majesty, Zhao Ning wishes to request permission to travel to Linchuan. Zhao Ning’s cousin is getting married, and when I was in Linchuan, my cousin saved my life. Zhao Ning had promised to personally attend the ceremony,” Shen Xihe explained unhurriedly.

This wasn’t an excuse – her second cousin was indeed getting married. This had been decided last year, and when Shen Xihe was at her younger uncle’s home in Linchuan, she had indeed promised to stay for the ceremony. Who could have known Emperor Youning would suddenly issue an imperial decree requiring her to enter the capital?

Upon hearing this, Emperor Youning furrowed his brow: “From here to Linchuan, even traveling without impediment would take half a month to arrive. Your round trip would take no less than a month. You come of age before the new year, and I promised your father to hold a grand coming-of-age ceremony for you in the capital.”

“Zhao Ning thanks Your Majesty for your care. Zhao Ning still has a month and a half before coming of age, and will certainly return within a month,” Shen Xihe’s tone carried a hint of stubbornness.

“Zhao Ning, winter is coming with its severe cold and snow. You’re physically frail. I’ll send a palace servant to Linchuan with your congratulatory gifts and personally bestow some rewards on the newlyweds. We can say you requested these for them,” Emperor Youning didn’t want Shen Xihe to leave the capital, especially at this crucial time.

“Your Majesty’s bestowment would indeed be the highest honor, but Zhao Ning going in person is to fulfill a promise. Zhao Ning does not wish to become someone who breaks their word,” Shen Xihe insisted. “If Your Majesty won’t permit it, Zhao Ning will have no choice but to run away in secret.”

“You—” Emperor Youning was both amused and angered by her brazen declaration about running away.

But if she did run away, he truly had no recourse. She hadn’t come to the capital as a hostage – though that was the implied meaning, it hadn’t been made explicit. She was a free person, unlike Bu Shulin who held an official position and could be charged with dereliction of duty for running away.

“You truly must go?” Emperor Youning asked gravely.

Shen Xihe nodded firmly: “Must go.”

“There’s no alternative?” Emperor Youning asked again.

“There is no alternative,” Shen Xihe answered with certainty.

Emperor Youning looked at her for a long while. Seeing she wouldn’t budge an inch, and fearing she might run away, he finally sighed lightly: “Very well, I permit you to go. However, I will arrange the personnel who will accompany and protect you.”

“Zhao Ning kowtows in gratitude to Your Majesty,” Shen Xihe agreed joyfully.

Emperor Youning truly felt he wasn’t even this lenient with his daughters. It wasn’t that he particularly liked Shen Xihe, but rather that her temperament genuinely gave him a headache – he didn’t know how to handle her, unable to be either strict or lenient.

Better to marry her off quickly once she comes of age.

With this thought, Emperor Youning said: “Zhao Ning, since you’ve come to the capital, your father has entrusted your marriage to me, asking me to find you a good match. Do you have any young man you fancy? After you come of age, I will arrange an imperial marriage for you.”

Shen Xihe thought of how ladies in the Northwest would act upon seeing her brother, and mimicked a shy expression: “Father says Your Majesty’s princes are all accomplished in both talent and appearance. He says Zhao Ning is the most precious lady and should marry the most noble young man. Zhao Ning’s heart yearns for the Crown Prince, and wishes to marry him.”

Though her face showed bashfulness, Shen Xihe felt awkward from head to toe, and even more uncomfortable inside. At this moment, she rather admired Xiao Huayong’s ability to act in any role naturally.

Since entering the capital, Shen Xihe had never shown a friendly face to any other prince, only frequently visiting the Eastern Palace. Not only Emperor Youning, but all the civil and military officials could see that Shen Xihe was pursuing Xiao Huayong.

Though this answer was expected, Emperor Youning’s face showed neither joy nor anger: “The Crown Prince is indeed excellent, but Zhao Ning, do you know about the Crown Prince’s health… Why have you come to yearn for the Crown Prince?”

“To be honest with Your Majesty,” Shen Xihe said softly, “Zhao Ning’s heart yearns for the Crown Prince precisely because of his weak health.”

“Oh?” Emperor Youning was somewhat surprised – she was truly straightforward.

“We share the same fate,” Shen Xihe’s tone carried sadness. “Zhao Ning is also physically frail, also predicted not to live past twenty. Zhao Ning understands the Crown Prince’s helplessness and resignation. The Crown Prince and I are perhaps destined souls. In our remaining time, we can share our life stories. I need not be wary of his physical condition, and the Crown Prince need not worry about my future.

Perhaps… perhaps we may not have been born on the same day in the same year, but we could die on the same day in the same year. Speaking of this, in the future, when descendants speak of the Crown Prince and me, it might become an eternal romantic tale.”

Two people with similarly short lifespans, carving out a bloody path on this treacherous road of imperial power, ultimately reaching the supreme position – wouldn’t that indeed be an eternal romantic tale?

Emperor Youning didn’t know Shen Xihe’s inner thoughts, but her words did seem sincere.

So it was because of their shared illness that she had chosen Xiao Huayong from the start. Emperor Youning naturally knew about her saving the Fierce Prince in Changsha Commandery.

From this, Emperor Youning could also see that Shen Yueshan had hoped for Shen Xihe to marry the Fierce Prince, but the girl herself was unwilling.

In that case, the Crown Prince wasn’t Shen Yueshan’s choice, but the girl’s own choice.

Chapter 218: What Kind of Life Do You Want?
“Go bid farewell to the Crown Prince. A marriage requires mutual affection. I will ask the Crown Prince his thoughts, and the imperial marriage can only be arranged after you come of age,” Emperor Youning said with a kindly smile.

“Zhao Ning takes her leave,” Shen Xihe didn’t show excessive eagerness.

His Majesty had said it himself – marriage requires mutual affection. He wouldn’t marry her off to another without her consent. If he did, she would make such a scene that His Majesty would surely regret it.

Her palace visit today was indeed to bid farewell to the Crown Prince and also to leave Sui Axi at the Eastern Palace. When she wasn’t in the capital, it wouldn’t be convenient for Sui Axi to enter and leave the palace.

Shen Xihe still paid her respects to the Empress Dowager before going to the Eastern Palace. As soon as she saw Xiao Huayong, she could sense joy emanating from every strand of his hair. Though he always smiled brightly upon seeing her, seemingly no different from usual, somehow today he seemed especially delighted.

“Has something joyous happened to Your Highness?” He was so happy that she couldn’t help but ask.

Xiao Huayong told himself to restrain, to restrain, but he couldn’t help it – she had told His Majesty she yearned for him!

Yearned for him!

Yearned!

Him!

These few phrases kept circling in his mind. His people were in His Majesty’s Mingzheng Hall, and since Shen Xihe’s audience hadn’t dismissed the attendants, this news would quickly spread both inside and outside the palace – he just happened to know earlier.

“Ahem.” Xiao Huayong coughed modestly. “I know what the Princess said to His Majesty.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected this to be the reason. She looked at Xiao Huayong, who was too embarrassed to meet her gaze: …

Hadn’t they agreed to this long ago? She would request an imperial marriage from His Majesty – had he mistaken her earlier words as sincere?

His thick black hair fell forward, hiding his face, but she could see his ears were bright red.

Shen Xihe: …

“Your Highness…”

“Princess, these are refreshments that His Highness ordered from the Imperial Kitchen as soon as he heard you had entered the palace,” Tianyuan boldly presented a plate of exquisite pastries before Shen Xihe could finish speaking.

Shen Xihe glanced at Tianyuan, who maintained his respectful and eager smile.

He knew what the Princess wanted to say, but their Prince wasn’t unaware – he just didn’t want to know, didn’t wish to acknowledge it. He just wanted to be happy, even if it meant deceiving himself. Being joyful was enough.

If the Princess made things clear, the Prince wouldn’t even have this self-deceptive happiness. Those cold words would pierce the Prince’s heart like knives, and he couldn’t bear to watch the Prince lick his wounds.

Shen Xihe didn’t insist on dousing Xiao Huayong’s enthusiasm, instead sampling the refreshments.

“Does Yooyoo have something to discuss?” Xiao Huayong contained his elation, though still pleased.

“Did Your Highness’s people only relay half the message?” If he knew about her requesting an imperial marriage, why didn’t he know about her trip to Linchuan?

It wasn’t that the Eastern Palace’s people only relayed half the message, but rather that they knew Xiao Huayong’s feelings for Shen Xihe, so they naturally reversed the order, first mentioning Shen Xihe’s marriage request, then her planned trip to Linchuan.

However, upon hearing about Shen Xihe’s marriage request, Xiao Huayong was so overwhelmed with joy that he didn’t notice the latter part.

Xiao Huayong cast a questioning look at Tianyuan.

“Your Highness, the Princess has come to bid farewell. She’s going to Linchuan for the wedding of the Prefecture Chief’s eldest son,” Tianyuan reminded softly.

“You’re going to Linchuan?” Xiao Huayong’s expression changed slightly as he anxiously examined Shen Xihe. “You’ve only just recovered. Such a long journey, and with winter approaching…”

“Your Highness need not worry. Zhao Ning knows her limits,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “Everything will be properly arranged for this journey.”

“Must you go?” Xiao Huayong remained concerned.

“Perhaps… this will be Zhao Ning’s last time leaving the capital,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Upon her return, she would come of age. Whether His Majesty arranged the marriage next year or the year after, she would have no reason to leave the capital again.

Her words made Xiao Huayong’s eyes flash. He asked gently: “Yooyoo, what kind of life do you ultimately want to live?”

Caught off guard by Xiao Huayong’s question, Shen Xihe didn’t immediately respond: “Ultimate life?”

“Yes, your future life,” Xiao Huayong’s clear eyes gazed at her earnestly. “Without considering duty or status, just following your heart.”

Just following her heart?

She had never been willful, never known what it meant to act recklessly, never been selfish, never known what it meant to have selfish desires.

“Zhao Ning has never questioned her heart,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

“Question it now, think about it now,” Xiao Huayong pressed.

His persistence made Shen Xihe raise her head and look at him quietly. His eyes held urgency, eager to know.

Shen Xihe didn’t give a perfunctory answer: “Your Highness, when I came to the capital, I passed many common households. Watching them work from sunrise to sunset, I felt quite envious. But it was only momentary. If poverty were unavoidable, I would accept an ordinary life, finding peace in simplicity.

But I was born to silk and jade, attended by servants, accompanied by carriages and horses. I’ve never worried about food, clothing, shelter, or transport. Spending thousands of gold has always been at my whim. I think I admire that kind of life free from worldly disputes, peaceful and tranquil, but I couldn’t live that way.”

She was just a common person after all. What she was tired of was always the precariousness and struggle behind privilege, not privilege itself.

Who would choose plain tea and simple fare when they could live well?

At least she, Shen Xihe, didn’t possess such a noble character.

However, in this world, one cannot have both fish and bear paws. If she truly had to choose one, she still preferred her current life. Even with an uncertain path ahead, even with victory or defeat hard to predict, even with life hanging by a thread in case of failure.

“Yooyoo always lives with such clarity,” Sometimes Xiao Huayong admired and envied this aspect of Shen Xihe.

He had traversed mountains and seas, and seen all manner of human conditions. Too many people were never satisfied, always wanting more.

They focused only on others’ advantages, dwelling on their disadvantages when looking back at themselves.

Wanting to live like others, yet never seeing others’ helplessness and hardships.

“Being too clear-minded isn’t good either. In life, it’s valuable to sometimes be muddled,” Shen Xihe sighed lightly. She probably never had such moments.

Xiao Huayong smiled gently: “Only the clear-minded can choose to be muddled; otherwise, one is simply always confused. Whether Yooyoo wishes to be muddled depends entirely on what’s in Yooyoo’s heart.”

Shen Xihe carefully savored Xiao Huayong’s words, sharing a knowing smile. This was why she enjoyed conversing with Xiao Huayong.

In this world, those who could converse with her on the same level, who could keep up with her thoughts, could be counted on one hand. Even Shen Yun’an might not manage it.

After staying at the Eastern Palace for two hours, Shen Xihe finally left.

Once Shen Xihe’s figure disappeared from view, the smile fell from Xiao Huayong’s lips: “We remember the Linchuan Prefecture Chief has completed his three-year term?”

“Yes,” Tianyuan replied.

“Find a way to recall him,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

Such risky ventures outside the capital – once was enough. He wouldn’t allow a second time.

Chapter 219: The Bone Whistle Finally Given
“Is the Princess going to Linchuan?”

The next day, Xie Yunhuai came to examine Shen Xihe again. By then, both inside and outside the palace knew about Shen Xihe’s plans to visit Linchuan.

“Yes, my cousin is getting married,” Shen Xihe wasn’t wearing any makeup today. Her natural, unpainted eyebrows gave her an air of casual comfort.

“The Princess seems very happy about it,” Xie Yunhuai could sense her joy.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyes gently, her expression relaxed and her pupils bright: “My uncle and aunt treat me like their own daughter, and my cousin and I are as close as real siblings.”

During the time she spent at her uncle’s home, those were some of her happiest and most relaxed days. While she was certainly precious and pampered in the Northwest, where her father and brother made every effort to spend time with her, at her younger uncle’s home in Linchuan she had her aunt, three older male cousins, younger male cousin, and little brother cousin to keep her company.

Every day was lively and bustling. Even though she couldn’t move around much or overexert herself, those naturally energetic young men would set aside their friends and spend each day talking with her, running around at her bidding.

Seeing her smile so purely and sweetly was rare, and Xie Yunhuai asked, “The Princess likes Linchuan, doesn’t she?”

After careful consideration, Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “Besides the Northwest, all places are the same to me. What’s different are the people.”

She liked that place because the people she cared about were there.

“The Princess’s health has recovered extremely well. You can still take the Bone-Shedding Pills six more times. After you finish them, you mustn’t suddenly stop taking supplements. I’ve prepared some nourishing medicine pills here – take them after you finish the Bone-Shedding Pills, one pill every two days, and you must still take them with the medicinal soup. I’ve prepared more of that as well.”

Xie Yunhuai brought up a medicine box and opened it, explaining each item to Shen Xihe one by one: “There are also some hemostatic medicines here, healing medicines, and medicines for dealing with climate change…”

After a pause, Xie Yunhuai pointed to two jade-green medicine bottles: “These contain poison. This bottle is lethal – taking it will cause immediate death. This bottle takes two days after consumption for the poison to take effect.”

Shen Xihe felt touched. She had entered the palace yesterday to request permission to leave the capital, and Xie Yunhuai couldn’t have received the news until late afternoon at the earliest. He must have prepared these overnight: “Thank you, Doctor Qi.”

Xie Yunhuai organized his medicine box: “I hope the Princess brings me some local specialties from Linchuan when she returns.”

“Certainly,” Shen Xihe agreed with a smile, then added cautiously, “Doctor Qi, please be careful in the capital.”

“The matter between me and the Duke’s mansion should be settled. The Princess needn’t worry about me,” Xie Yunhuai picked up his medicine box, “The Princess should be careful too.”

“Would Doctor Qi like to stay for a farewell meal at the mansion today?” Shen Xihe asked with a smile.

“I prefer welcome-back meals. I’ll host one for the Princess when you return,” Xie Yunhuai declined politely.

Shen Xihe didn’t insist and personally saw him out.

Soon after, the people sent by Emperor Youning arrived. To Shen Xihe’s great surprise, the Emperor had assigned fifty guards to escort and protect her on her journey, with no other interference.

Shen Xihe had prepared some wedding gifts. Her elder uncle Tao Yuan had gone to Linchuan half a month ago with her first and second cousins to help arrange the wedding.

She had thought Xiao Huayong would do something or send some people, but by the time of departure the next day, she hadn’t seen anyone from the Eastern Palace. While she wasn’t dissatisfied or disappointed, Hong Yu, who had been full of expectations for Xiao Huayong, began looking unwell as soon as the carriage left the city. Shen Xihe couldn’t help but shake her head at the sight.

After leaving the capital and traveling for half a day, the dozing Duanming suddenly meowed. Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain but saw nothing unusual. Then Duanming became very agitated and tried to run outside, but Shen Xihe held it back. Suddenly, a large shadow flashed past her peripheral vision. When Shen Xihe lifted the curtain again, she saw the disappearing silhouette of a gyrfalcon.

“There, stop sulking. Your Prince has come,” Shen Xihe turned to Hong Yu.

Hong Yu’s face paled as she fell to her knees: “Princess, please don’t scare your servant like that. How could the Prince be mine! I just felt that given how attentive the Prince usually is, and now that the Princess is leaving the capital, even Doctor Qi prepared gifts for the Princess, yet the Prince showed no reaction at all as if he doesn’t care about the Princess at all.”

“When have I ever cared about him?” Shen Xihe never made unreasonable demands. Even if she truly cared about Xiao Huayong, she wouldn’t expect him to care about her in everything.

Hearing this, Hong Yu felt heartache for her mistress. Her mistress was perfect in every way, except that she thought too clearly about everything.

When they stopped at the post station, as Shen Xihe was getting down from the carriage, a pair of hands reached out to help her. These hands were slender and fair, with strong joints, and most notably, two fingernails were particularly short, clearly not properly grown.

Shen Xihe paused briefly. Though she usually refused help from others, she placed her hand on his. As she descended, she felt the arm beneath her hand tense with full strength, as if worried she might be unsteady.

“What’s your name?” After getting down, Shen Xihe withdrew her hand and asked.

Xiao Huayong had deliberately exposed his fingernails so she would recognize him: “This humble servant is Teng Jing, Chief Historian of the Imperial Guards.”

“Come to my room later, I have some matters to instruct you about,” Shen Xihe casually ordered as she placed her hand on her chest and walked away.

“Yes,” Xiao Huayong responded softly.

Shen Xihe had a simple evening meal at the post station before going to her assigned room. There weren’t enough rooms for all the guards accompanying her, so they had to camp outside.

Shortly after Shen Xihe sat down, Xiao Huayong arrived. As she stood up to bow, he quickly stopped her: “Youyou, no need for formalities. No one knows I’m here.”

Shen Xihe didn’t insist, but Zhenzhu and the others quickly bowed. Xiao Huayong waved them off and handed a box to Shen Xihe: “Youyou, this journey holds some dangers. Though I don’t wish you to go, I don’t want to force you either. Teng Jing is trustworthy. Keep this item well – it can save your life in danger, and if… if you think of me, you can use it to send a message.”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe with barely concealed expectation.

Shen Xihe opened the box and found, as she had expected, a whistle that appeared to be carved from white jade. It wasn’t jade but bone, though she couldn’t identify what kind of bone from its patterns.

“What if I don’t accept it?” Shen Xihe truly didn’t want to take it.

“If Youyou doesn’t want the gyrfalcon’s protection, and I can’t rest easy, then I’ll have no choice but to… provide personal protection,” he deliberately leaned in, whispering the last four words by her ear, in a voice only they could hear.

“Your Highness is different today from usual. You mustn’t act so willfully anymore,” Shen Xihe frowned.

“I will certainly obey Youyou’s instructions, but Youyou must also put my mind at ease,” Xiao Huayong said with a smile in his eyes.

Chapter 220: A Thousand Miles of Protection
At the transition between autumn and winter, howling winds rattled the post station’s doors relentlessly, much like the persistence of the man before her.

Though his eyes were gentle and his smile warm, appearing quite approachable, Shen Xihe knew he wouldn’t negotiate on this matter – he had only given her two choices.

Shen Xihe put the bone whistle back in its box: “I’ll accept it. Your Highness should return to the capital soon.”

“I’ll stay to guard you for one night and return tomorrow morning,” Xiao Huayong said, giving Shen Xihe no chance to refuse. “I cannot stay here long, as it would harm Youyou’s reputation.”

Using this excuse, Xiao Huayong completed the act by formally bowing to Shen Xihe before withdrawing.

Whether arranged by Xiao Huayong or by the commanding officer trying to curry favor with Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong was assigned to guard Shen Xihe’s door that night. The cold wind persisted. His sensitivity to cold was something Shen Xihe had noticed from how he always wore a cloak when she saw him – why else would she have given him the cold-dispelling incense? Even after learning it wasn’t a weakness but poison causing this, she still noticed his cold constitution.

“You may withdraw. I don’t like strangers standing guard at night,” Shen Xihe came out personally to order, then called for Mo Yuan.

Mo Yuan came to dismiss Xiao Huayong, who wanted to say something but met Shen Xihe’s cool gaze when he looked up. Reading the situation, he rubbed his nose and swallowed his words.

Just as he turned, Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu: “Go tell Commander Wei that Teng Jing has received my orders to leave the escort. Let him allow it.”

Xiao Huayong sighed softly – she was determined to send him away. With a helpless smile, he decided to follow her wishes, though he couldn’t resist teasing her before leaving: “I know Youyou are worried about me.”

After dismissing Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe slept well through the night. The next day when she went to board the carriage, a different person was standing there. Shen Xihe couldn’t understand how Xiao Huayong could be so bold – he hadn’t even changed his appearance, just kept his head lowered submissively, yet no one questioned him. Could it be that none of these guards recognized the Crown Prince?

Or were all these people his men? There were fifty guards drawn from different units – if they were all his people, he wouldn’t have needed to tell her who was trustworthy.

What Shen Xihe didn’t know was that Xiao Huayong had only joined them halfway during their rest stop. After they resumed their journey, he kept following the carriage. Since nothing unusual happened en route, who would especially check who was sitting on the carriage shaft?

When she asked his name, Xiao Huayong followed her into the post station, then used a moment when no one was watching to hide. He had the real Teng Jing, who had arrived at the station before them, go talk with his colleagues. When he was assigned to guard her, it was him again – he had used an ingenious substitution to avoid detection.

Though it was bold and risky if someone suddenly called out to him, he naturally had other ways to handle such situations.

“Your Highness, let’s return,” Di Fang stood with Xiao Huayong on the hillside watching Shen Xihe’s convoy gradually disappear into the distance. He breathed a sigh of relief, truly afraid the Crown Prince might suddenly decide to follow personally.

Xiao Huayong did want to follow, not because he feared his confidants would object or worry about problems in the Eastern Palace, but because he knew Shen Xihe wouldn’t like it. He could only regretfully see her off from here.

“Have arrangements have been made everywhere?” Xiao Huayong asked softly.

“Your Highness need not worry. This servant has sent orders – the Princess’s entire route will be thoroughly checked before her arrival. No evil spirits will trouble the Princess, ensuring her safe and smooth journey both ways,” Di Fang replied solemnly.

In his heart, he marveled: Brother said the Princess was His Highness’s heart’s flesh and the apple of his eye, telling them to be extra careful. He hadn’t understood before what could qualify as “heart’s flesh,” but now he understood – protection for a thousand miles, sweeping clean every place she would pass.

“I’m still somewhat worried…” Xiao Huayong murmured. As long as she wasn’t under his eye, within his reach, no matter how thorough the arrangements, he would always feel uneasy.

Di Fang: …

He had truly underestimated the weight of “heart’s flesh”!

Just when he was nervously afraid Xiao Huayong would chase after her, Xiao Huayong finally turned his horse around and rode back toward the capital.

Shen Xihe had prepared for all sorts of trouble, but the journey went so smoothly that it was unbelievable. Not only were there no people who meant her harm but there also weren’t even any instances of bullying or tyranny that required her to draw her sword.

The journey should have taken fifteen or sixteen days, but without any delays, they arrived in twelve. She came bearing the Emperor’s gifts, so her younger uncle Tao Cheng took advantage of his position to personally welcome her at the city gates in his official robes.

The south was warmer, rarely seeing snow, though Linchuan had been experiencing continuous rain these past two days. Unlike her previous visit, this time the whole city knew of her arrival. The great families of Linchuan competed to visit and present gifts, but Shen Xihe refused them all.

She was somewhat worried about Bu Shulin. She had reminded Bu Shulin to send word to Linchuan. Bu Shulin had left the capital four or five days before her, heading to Henan Prefecture in the metropolitan area. By all rights, she should have settled in by now.

Unfortunately, her itinerary had been arranged by the Emperor. After leaving the capital, she took the shortest route from E Prefecture to Linchuan. She would have to find an excuse on the return journey to detour through Liyang County to reach Henan Prefecture.

Still worried about Bu Shulin, she finally took out the bone whistle and used Xiao Huayong’s gyrfalcon to send a message. However, the gyrfalcon automatically took everything to Xiao Huayong, so the letter went to him first. Upon reading it, his expression soured.

Bu Shulin had barely left the capital when Shen Xihe followed. Although he believed she was genuinely going to congratulate her brother on his marriage, he couldn’t believe she hadn’t helped Bu Shulin at all. Even after confirming this, he still couldn’t help feeling sour.

“Give Cui Jinbai some trouble, let him give bad advice when he has nothing better to do,” Xiao Huayong handed over the letter, having his connections delivered to help Bu Shulin quickly.

He was annoyed with Cui Jinbai – why couldn’t he have chosen another time to listen to the Emperor? He had to pick this moment to follow the Emperor’s wishes and create obstacles for Bu Shulin to show his loyalty. In his view, Cui Jinbai probably knew beforehand that Shen Xihe was going to Linchuan and chose this perfect timing.

Just too idle.

Tian Yuan silently said a prayer for Cui Jinbai, not daring to say a good word, and hurriedly ran out to make arrangements. He worried if he ran too slowly, His Highness would think he was idle too!

If Young Master Bu weren’t female, Tian Yuan felt the young master probably wouldn’t have to wait for the Emperor to act – His Highness would personally send her on her way.

Bu Shulin was naturally not in danger, but she discovered she was being watched as soon as she entered Henan Prefecture. She hadn’t dared to rashly send word to Linchuan, worried about implicating Shen Xihe. When she unexpectedly received Shen Xihe’s letter, she was first delighted, then immediately asked: “Could someone be impersonating Youyou?”

Chapter 221: A Strand of Hair, A Thread of Love
Bu Shulin’s paranoia was justified – something was truly amiss in Henan Prefecture. From the governor to the local magistrates, none were trustworthy. Countless eyes watched her every move. She felt it was laughable that Cui Shitou had sent her here under the pretense of using her presence as cover – even with her secret imperial orders, she couldn’t hide.

Bu Shulin didn’t know she was merely a decoy. She had been deliberately given secret orders that were leaked, making everyone watch her while the Emperor had already sent Imperial Censors to investigate the matter.

This was Cui Jinbai’s complete strategy. As for the Emperor’s plans to move against Bu Shulin, this naturally wasn’t explicitly stated to Cui Jinbai – it was merely hinted to gauge his reaction. Thus, Cui Jinbai didn’t know exactly how the Emperor would act against her.

Not knowing didn’t matter – it would either be assassination attempts or manufacturing conflicts to have the Henan Prefecture officials violently eliminate Bu Shulin. Cui Jinbai favored the latter approach.

Once the Imperial Censors found evidence, they could make the Henan officials believe Bu Shulin had obtained it. This would redirect attention, causing local officials to hunt Bu Shulin while allowing the Censors to withdraw unsuspectedly, with the evidence already in the Emperor’s hands.

Then Bu Shulin would be considered killed in the line of duty while eliminating the vicious criminals of Henan Prefecture – a suitable explanation for Bu Tuohai.

It was a plan with multiple benefits – why wouldn’t the Emperor approve?

“Young Master, this is from the Eastern Palace,” Jin Shan said. “I saw the Eastern Palace’s token. Besides Young Master and the Princess, who would know the Princess was helping you? Even the Crown Prince, without the Princess’s confession, could only suspect but not be certain.”

Bu Shulin felt relieved hearing this and eagerly wrote a reply, including some exquisite items she’d found in Henan Prefecture to send to Shen Xihe.

However, following the letter’s instructions, her gifts were returned, leaving only a letter.

“Why were my gifts returned?” Bu Shulin frowned.

“They said to only deliver the letter,” Jin Shan answered truthfully.

“But I mentioned sending gifts to the Princess in my letter!” Bu Shulin exclaimed angrily.

“They said they would explain the reason to Young Master,” Jin Shan replied helplessly.

Bu Shulin paced back and forth before snorting coldly: “It must be the Crown Prince being jealous of the Princess’s closeness to me!”

“Young Master, this servant suspects…” Jin Shan voiced his long-held suspicion, “The Crown Prince might have known early on that you’re…”

Otherwise, how could he tolerate their Young Master frequently visiting the Princess’s mansion and helping deliver messages between them?

Bu Shulin: !!

She stumbled back two steps in shock. She had hidden her identity so well – except for Shen Xihe with her heaven-granted nose, no one had ever suspected her identity. If Xiao Huayong knew, it certainly wasn’t from Shen Xihe telling him – he must have figured it out himself!

This was terrible – she had given Xiao Huayong enormous leverage over her.

“Young Master, don’t panic. Since the Crown Prince has known for so long without exposing you, never confronted you about it, or moved against South Shu, he likely never intended to harm you,” Jin Shan reassured her. “Moreover, the Crown Prince now favors the Princess and knows of your friendship with her – he certainly won’t harm you.”

“Do you think I’m stupid? Of course I know that,” Bu Shulin fumed. “What upsets me is that he knows my identity – how can I ever be assertive in front of him again?”

Jin Shan: …

With all due respect, even without this leverage, the Young Master could never be assertive before the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe first received an emotionally charged letter from the Crown Prince. Xiao Huayong had sent Bu Shulin’s letter with a different hawk, immediately having his gyrfalcon return his letter to Shen Xihe.

“Since your departure, thoughts of you encircle my heart daily; With mountains green and rosy clouds bright, the sky high and road far, none accompany me after dusk; Though just half a month has passed, I grow thinner by the day…”

Shen Xihe only read the first few lines before she couldn’t take the cloying sentimentality anymore. She folded it up and burned it directly over a candle. Since Xiao Huayong had such leisure to write while knowing of her concerns about Bu Shulin, Bu Shulin must be safe.

“Princess, there was this in the letter too…” Zhenzhu reluctantly presented a strand of hair from the letter.

A strand of black hair, a thread of love.

Since ancient times, men and women could only gift hair to their spouses.

Xiao Huayong sent this single strand placed prominently in the letter where it would be seen immediately upon opening…

To say it wasn’t deliberate – he would surely argue the hair fell accidentally while writing. To say it was deliberate – his intentions were as clear as day!

“Burn it too,” Shen Xihe ordered coldly.

Zhenzhu could only place it in the envelope and burn it. Then, to Shen Xihe’s surprise, from that day forward, Xiao Huayong’s letters came daily, each containing a strand of black hair.

“If the Princess stays in Linchuan much longer, won’t the Crown Prince worry about going bald?” Hong Yu couldn’t help but jest.

Though she joked, she increasingly liked the Crown Prince, feeling only someone like him could bring more warmth to their Princess’s life. She increasingly looked forward to the Princess marrying into the Eastern Palace, wanting to see how the Crown Prince would dote on their Princess.

“Princess, shouldn’t we reply?” This was already the fifth letter, and the Princess had burned them all. One couldn’t blame the Princess for being heartless – Hong Yu had accidentally glimpsed the Crown Prince’s words once and nearly fainted.

In her eyes, the Crown Prince was an extremely noble, dignified, and lofty deity. Though he occasionally teased the Princess, she never imagined he could write such explicit words. It was so frivolous she suspected someone was impersonating him.

But since Shen Xihe had first contacted Xiao Huayong, it wouldn’t be right to abandon him now, especially since she still needed his help contacting Bu Shulin. She could only endure daily, but was it appropriate to never reply?

“Tomorrow is Third Cousin’s wedding. Send him a wedding cake,” Shen Xihe ordered coldly.

She had discovered the gyrfalcon was extremely fast – within half an hour, the cake could reach Xiao Huayong’s hands. She hoped he would understand she was trying to stop his mouth with food.

However, when Xiao Huayong received the wedding cake wrapped in a handkerchief and oiled paper, though somewhat crumbled, the bright red “double happiness” character was still striking. The moment he saw it, his eyes softened until they could almost drip water.

“Tian Yuan, look – Youyou sent me a wedding cake,” Xiao Huayong immediately showed off to Tian Yuan. “I knew Youyou was thinking of me.”

Tian Yuan: …

Though he didn’t quite understand why the Princess would send a wedding cake, he knew it certainly wasn’t a good omen. But whatever His Highness thought, as long as he was happy…

“Don’t you think Youyou is hinting that I should prepare for our wedding?”

Tian Yuan: …

Chapter 222: Heart Yearns for the Moon, Yet Moon Remains Unseen
A wedding was a grand affair, especially among the scholarly families. The ten-li bridal procession was particularly eye-catching, as Tao Le’s wife came from a prominent family in Linchuan. Her father was a genuine Jinshi scholar who, rather than pursuing an official career, had returned to Linchuan to take over his grandfather’s academy, becoming a highly respected scholar in the region.

Given Shen Xihe’s special status, she couldn’t attend the public ceremony, as her presence would make the guests feel constrained and dampen the wedding’s festive atmosphere – that would have been her fault. The Tao brothers, Cheng and Yuan, were less concerned about the wedding’s liveliness than they were about Shen Xihe’s safety among the large crowd with its many prying eyes.

Even in the back courtyard, the sound of firecrackers was constant, and cheers of celebration could be heard. Infected by this joyous atmosphere, Shen Xihe gazed at the withered branches with a gentle, elegant smile.

Hong Yu ran to watch the entire ceremony from start to finish, carefully memorizing everything to recount to Shen Xihe later, as if Shen Xihe had attended herself.

As dusk fell, Shen Xihe received another reply from Xiao Huayong, containing just one line: “Snow makes plum branches more alluring, the heart yearns for the moon, yet moon remains unseen.”

As always, there was a strand of black hair included.

Zhenzhu quite admired how the Princess handled the Prince’s daily expressions of love, remaining unmoved and showing no impatience. While she had been somewhat annoyed at the first letter, she now treated them with indifference, checking only for any mentions of Young Master Bu before burning them.

“Give orders that we depart in two days. I want to take a detour through Liyang Prefecture,” Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu raised her eyebrows imperceptibly and responded, “Yes, Your Highness.”

Though the Princess had no romantic feelings for the Prince, she must regard him differently from others. Otherwise, given her personality, she wouldn’t alter her schedule for anyone – she had just said a few days ago that she would stay two more days before departing, waiting for news from Mo Yu about Liyang.

Whether this special consideration was due to the Prince’s kindness to the Princess, because the Princess had already expressed to His Majesty her intention to marry the Prince, or for some other reason, Zhenzhu couldn’t tell.

The next day, when the new bride paid her respects to her parents-in-law, Shen Xihe did attend. The new bride was a gentle and beautiful woman whose soft-spoken manner and unhurried speech carried an air of literary refinement that immediately endeared her to others.

“This humble one pays respects to the Princess…”

“Third Sister-in-law is too formal,” Shen Xihe personally helped her up. “Third Cousin and I are simply brother and sister.”

Such formalities were merely for outsiders.

“In the north, there is a beauty, peerless and independent. In years past, when I pondered these words, I could never imagine what kind of stunning beauty could deserve such praise. Today, upon seeing the Princess, I finally understand our ancestors spoke true,” Li Shi softly praised Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe wasn’t one to engage in mutual flattery. She smiled slightly: “Sister-in-law is too kind.”

Li shi’s eyes still sparkled with a moon-like gentle radiance. She took a carved purple sandalwood box from her maid: “I didn’t know the Princess’s preferences, so I asked Third Brother to help choose this. I hope the Princess likes it.”

Shen Xihe accepted it but didn’t open it in public: “A gift from Brother and Sister-in-law must be something delightful.”

Li shi still needed to meet her young cousin-in-law and then visit clan relatives with Tao Le, so she only said she would seek out Shen Xihe to talk later before continuing with Tao Le to pay their respects.

Only after returning to her chambers did Shen Xihe open the box. Inside was an exquisite bracelet – a jade cloud pattern bracelet.

The jade was celadon with overall brown weathering, featuring interlocking cloud patterns carved with fine detail.

Shen Xihe picked it up, and the jade’s coldness triggered a thought: “Bring me my fragrance set.”

Hong Yu immediately brought over the entire box. Shen Xihe first soaked it briefly in water mixed with fragrances, then took it out and carefully wiped it with a clean cloth. After wiping for quite some time, a brown residue appeared on the white cloth. Shen Xihe used silver tweezers to carefully transfer the specks into a bowl of water beside her, where they dissolved into wisps of smoke.

Shen Xihe waited until they had completely dissolved in the water before lifting it to smell: “This item has been in a tomb.”

Wealthy families were very particular about burials, using many fragrances to preserve the body. Though these fragrances weren’t different from those used by the living, the formula and fragrances that had been in tombs were ultimately distinct from those used by the living.

Hong Yu bent down to smell, but though the water was clear, she couldn’t detect any scent.

“Wait outside. When Third Cousin and his wife return, tell them I have something to discuss with Third Sister-in-law,” Shen Xihe instructed Hong Yu.

After Hong Yu withdrew, Shen Xihe gazed thoughtfully at the gray sky outside her window.

“Princess, it seems these grave-robbing activities aren’t limited to Henan Prefecture,” Zhenzhu said with some concern, suspecting this matter might be bigger than they had imagined.

“I’m wondering why my Third Sister-in-law would give me such an item,” Shen Xihe said. While the tomb-robbing case had wide implications, possibly no smaller than the rouge case, and Shen Xihe was prepared for that, what she was pondering was this jade cloud pattern bracelet.

She hadn’t just arrived yesterday – she’d been here several days, giving Li shi enough time to prepare a proper meeting gift. The Li family was also prominent, and Li shi was the legitimate daughter of the main branch. Her dowry had included eighty-six sets of items – didn’t they have anything suitable to give as a gift?

Why did they have to buy something at the last minute? And something of unclear origin at that? Given the Li family’s careful and steady reputation, Li shi shouldn’t have given her this.

“This jade cloud pattern bracelet has an unusual history.” All explanations would have to wait until Li Shi arrived.

Shen Xihe had just finished freshening up after her afternoon rest when Li Shi arrived with her maids.

“Sister-in-law, where did you find this item? I’m quite fond of it. I have a young friend in the capital whom I’d like to gift a similar one,” Shen Xihe pushed the open box toward Li Shi.

Hearing Shen Xihe speak thus, Li Shi was pleased: “This was given to me by my elder brother. I thought it unique, which is why I chose it as a gift for the Princess. However, it’s one of a kind.”

“Does your brother have other fine items?” Shen Xihe asked further. “When I came to Linchuan, I promised to bring back local specialties as gifts for friends.”

“If the Princess doesn’t mind, I could ask my brother to bring some fine items for the Princess to choose from?” Li Shi eagerly offered.

Even before her marriage, she had known that the Tao family had only this one young lady. Though not of their surname, she was still the Tao family’s precious darling. As the new bride, she naturally wanted to establish a good relationship with this cousin-in-law.

“Then I’ll trouble Sister-in-law,” Shen Xihe didn’t decline.

After Li Shi sent someone the message, she stayed to chat with Shen Xihe, who subtly probed for information.

The more she heard, the more concerning it became. She had initially thought Li Shi’s brother had simply acquired the item somewhere, but from Li Shi’s words, this brother of hers who had no interest in studies and only loved scheming seemed more like an accomplice in grave robbing, and neither Li Shi nor her parents were aware of it.

Zhenzhu’s expression also changed slightly as she listened. This matter would be difficult for the Princess to intervene in – one wrong move could strain the relationship between the new bride and her cousin.

“Princess…”

Shen Xihe gave her a calm glance, then said casually to Li Shi: “It’s a pity your brother’s business talents are going to waste.”

Chapter 223: Encountering an Accomplice
Though His Majesty had issued an edict upon ascending the throne allowing merchants’ sons to enter officialdom through examinations, the deeply ingrained low status of merchants persisted. Li Shi’s brother had wanted to go into business but was constrained by the Li family’s reputation.

Li Shi smiled as she said, “Brother often regrets being unable to pursue his ambitions, and can only help manage the family’s ancestral properties.”

Soon after, Li Shi’s brother Li Jing arrived. This wasn’t her eldest brother, but her second brother.

Tall and slender with refined features, he brought two or three servants, each carrying several boxes. Tao Le led him in, and upon hearing of this, Uncle Tao Yuan also came to personally examine the items for Shen Xihe.

Li Jing appeared smooth and composed before Shen Xihe, but when Tao Yuan mentioned personally examining the items, his smile notably became somewhat forced.

Having spent years in the trade and traveled extensively, Tao Yuan naturally had keen eyes. At first, he noticed nothing unusual, but after seeing multiple antique pieces, he frowned, though he didn’t think too deeply about it. Instead, he advised Li Jing: “Nephew, when collecting items in the future, don’t fixate on old pieces. There aren’t that many unfilial descendants desperate enough to sell their ancestral belongings.”

This was a subtle warning – Tao Yuan thought Li Jing had been deceived into acquiring potentially questionable items.

Of the thirty-four items Li Jing brought, Shen Xihe roughly estimated only four or five might be questionable, and that was just speculation without verification. Tao Yuan’s experience had simply prompted his kind warning.

“Third Cousin, please ask Uncle to come,” Shen Xihe said to Tao Le.

She couldn’t ignore this matter. The court was thoroughly investigating this case, and eventually, no one involved would escape. Li Jing was now related to the Tao family by marriage. If they didn’t intervene now and let Li Jing sink deeper, the Tao family would also suffer greatly.

The only solution was for Tao Cheng to discover the anomaly and turn Li Jing, allowing him to atone for his crimes through meritorious service, thus enabling both the Tao and Li families to emerge unscathed.

Though Shen Xihe maintained a calm expression, the perceptive Li Shi sensed something was wrong. Seeing her unease, Shen Xihe told her: “Sister-in-law, this doesn’t concern you. You’ve just met your in-laws today, and it wouldn’t be appropriate for me to invite your father. People would gossip if they saw.”

If the groom’s family summoned the bride’s parents on her first day, what would people think of Li Shi and the Tao family?

Shen Xihe didn’t care about an empty reputation, but only for herself – this era wouldn’t allow everyone such freedom.

“Princess…” Li Shi was grateful for Shen Xihe’s consideration but worried about her brother, especially seeing his tense expression. Her heart sank further: “Has my brother offended in some way?”

“Your brother has indeed offended, but not me, nor any living person,” Shen Xihe cast a cool glance at Li Jing.

Not living people…

That meant the dead. At the mention of the dead, everyone understood about burial goods. Looking at the items on the table, Li Shi’s face went white, and she nearly collapsed, but Tao Le caught her in time, gripping her hand to support her.

A knock came at the door. Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu open it. Hong Yu led Tao Cheng in, then closed the door, standing guard outside with Zhenzhu.

“Uncle, half a month ago in the capital…” Shen Xihe briefly explained the situation. “Currently, Young Master Bu is investigating in Henan Prefecture on imperial orders. His Majesty takes this matter extremely seriously. Most of Brother Li’s items are of questionable origin. When His Majesty’s investigation reaches here, the Li family’s generations of good reputation will be destroyed in an instant.”

Grave robbing – what could be more against heaven’s principles?

“Brother!” Li Shi cried shrilly, staring at her brother in disbelief. “How could you be so foolish!”

If Father learned of this, he would strike him from the family register, their entire branch would be disgraced, unable to face the clan again. She would have no face before her husband and in-laws, and her younger siblings’ marriage prospects would be affected.

When Li Jing heard Shen Xihe’s revelation, his thoughts raced, wanting to claim he wasn’t involved, merely deceived into accepting some old items. Even Tao Cheng’s piercing gaze hadn’t shaken him, but his sister’s tearful eyes made him bow his head in shame.

Li Shi, who had held onto a glimmer of hope, fainted in her husband’s arms upon seeing this.

“Third Son, take your wife downstairs,” Tao Cheng commanded.

Only Shen Xihe, the Tao brothers Yuan and Cheng, and Li Jing remained in the room.

“Second Son, tell us the truth about this matter. Pull back from the precipice – it’s not too late to turn back,” Tao Cheng urged.

Officially, Tao Cheng was the prefect, and such matters in Linchuan were his responsibility.

Privately, the Li and Tao families were now related by marriage, and he had to handle this carefully.

“Uncle, I acted alone in this matter, no one else in the family knows,” Li Jing fell to his knees with a thud. “Please don’t tell my parents. I’ll return home tomorrow and take my own life in shame.”

He wanted to die right there, but that would create enmity between the Li and Tao families and ruin his sister’s marriage.

“If you truly committed such acts against heaven’s will, it would indeed be unforgivable. But a man in this world should stand tall and unafraid even when he has strayed from the path. To fear one’s mistakes without correcting them, to err without seeing the error – that is worse,” Tao Cheng said gravely. “Taking your life now would be escaping your mistakes. Having recognized your error, the priority is how to make amends, not to compound the mistake.”

Li Jing understood Tao Cheng’s meaning. A light briefly appeared in his eyes before dimming: “Uncle, these people are ruthless. Would I have fallen so low if they hadn’t forced me?”

Coming from a scholarly family and being raised on the classics, how could Li Jing not know how heinous grave robbing was?

But he had trusted the wrong friend and stepped in with no way back: “I witnessed them slaughter the relatives of those who tried to betray them…”

Li Jing broke down sobbing as he spoke.

“You think your death would make them leave the Li family alone?” Shen Xihe laughed softly. “They would suspect you might have told your family their secrets. Those who do such things can’t show any mercy. To be safe, after your death, they would find ways to harm your parents, brothers, and sisters…”

Li Jing trembled.

Tao Cheng added, “The Princess speaks truly. Now, making amends through meritorious service is the only way to save the Li family’s reputation and rescue your parents from disaster.”

Li Jing remained stunned for a moment before wiping his tears with his sleeve. He looked at Tao Cheng with determined resolve: “Please instruct me, Uncle!”

Tao Cheng helped Li Jing up and questioned him right there in Shen Xihe’s presence, not avoiding her, as she knew more about this matter than they did.

It turned out Li Jing had been trapped by them, though he insisted he only helped sell the goods, never taking a share of the money or participating in the grave robbing.



Chapter 224: His Heart Felt Like It Would Leap Out
After Tao Cheng finished questioning Li Jing, he had him stay briefly at the Tao residence until his complexion returned to normal and his eyes were no longer red before letting him return home.

“Uncle, could you investigate whether any death row prisoners in Linchuan’s jails have been secretly replaced?” Shen Xihe asked Tao Cheng after Li Jing left.

“Youyou, you suspect…” Tao Cheng was startled.

Shen Xihe nodded: “Anyone with humanity has reverence for the dead and wouldn’t easily violate graves. Only the most vicious criminals, who neither believe in nor fear spirits and have no compassion for the living or dead, could commit such inhuman acts!”

When Bian Xianyi had previously used a death row prisoner against her, Shen Xihe realized someone was switching these condemned criminals out to continue their evil deeds. But after Cui Jinbai’s investigation revealed this was a common practice among the nobility, the implications were so widespread that His Majesty could only rage about it in court before ordering Cui Jinbai to investigate thoroughly, without issuing severe punishments.

Otherwise, punishing one would implicate everyone, and who knows what the common people would think if they learned of such things.

If this happened in the capital, what of the provinces?

“Youyou, if this is true, it will shake both court and country,” Tao Cheng’s face went pale with fear.

If there were problems in the provinces, and not just in one place, this would implicate all local officials throughout the court. Only government officials could arrange to switch out death row prisoners!

Once proven, from top to bottom, no one could escape responsibility.

Even as prefect, though Linchuan Prefecture might be clean if any county under his jurisdiction was involved, he couldn’t escape blame.

“Isn’t that exactly why they rely on ‘the law doesn’t punish the masses’?” Shen Xihe let out a short, cold snort. “Uncle should first secretly investigate whether such filthy dealings exist in any counties under Linchuan’s jurisdiction.”

“I’ll send people to investigate right away,” Tao Cheng took this very seriously.

Shen Xihe immediately wrote to Xiao Huayong, hinting at the gravity of the situation. This was no less far-reaching than the rouge case, perhaps even more heinous.

Moreover, why would someone amass such wealth? The purpose behind this accumulation of wealth deserved deep consideration.

When Xiao Huayong received Shen Xihe’s letter, his smile faded slightly. He hadn’t expected these weren’t ordinary grave robbers.

“Inform Cui Jinbai of this matter,” Xiao Huayong fingered a black chess piece. “Have the Ministry secretly assist in the investigation.”

After Tianyuan acknowledged this, he added: “Your Highness, the Princess plans to detour through Liyang Prefecture and Henan Prefecture on her way back to the capital.”

“Mm.” This was within his expectations. Shen Xihe had always worried about Bu Shulin, and now even more so. She had guards from the Northwest and those assigned by His Majesty – even the most vicious criminals would have to avoid her. With her imperial gold token, even local officials wouldn’t dare offend her.

Even so, Xiao Huayong still hoped for her smooth journey and sent people ahead to clear any obstacles.

“Your Highness, there’s one more thing…” Tianyuan lowered his head. “Wang Zheng fainted at Xiangguo Temple and was carried back to his mansion. The people all know he regrets offending Your Highness. Since he’s been allowed to leave his residence, he prays for Your Highness at Xiangguo Temple daily, fasting to show his sincerity…”

Wang Zheng was a formidable person. Before the Prince’s coming-of-age ceremony, he had obediently stayed home copying scriptures as punishment, filling several large boxes. After the ceremony, he petitioned His Majesty, but the emperor hadn’t relented, still keeping him suspended from duties.

However, no longer confined at home, Wang Zheng went daily to Xiangguo Temple to pray for the Prince, kneeling from morning till night. Passing commoners all praised Wang Minister’s sincere loyalty to his ruler – this display of suffering was quite effective.

“If he wants to return, let him,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward. “Tianyuan, do you know how cats catch mice?”

Cats like to catch mice but don’t immediately devour them – they play with them until they die.

With waves of court matters arising one after another, and His Majesty planning for war next year, how could they do without Wang Zheng?

Shen Xihe didn’t delay her departure due to these unexpected events. Tao Cheng could handle things without her, and she had received word from Mo Yu that they had found the narrow-leaf jade flower, though it wasn’t certain if it would bloom.

She departed as scheduled, leaving some of her capable people to assist Tao Cheng.

The journey to Mo Yu’s location was smooth. Sure enough, they found several narrow-leaf jade flowers in the wilderness, all with buds ready to bloom. Seeing Mo Yu’s bloodshot eyes, she felt sympathy: “Go find an inn in the county and rest well for a day.”

Throughout their journey, Shen Xihe had seen other narrow-leaf jade flowers, but all had finished blooming. Mo Yu must have kept constant watch over these few plants, fearing the flowers would bloom and fade.

Shen Xihe ordered people to set up camp around the area. She needed to pick the flowers.

His Majesty’s appointed guards didn’t dare question or disobey, only following orders.

Shen Xihe rested during the day and personally kept watch at night. The night wind was bone-chillingly cold, and Zhenzhu worried endlessly: “Princess, let me keep watch. Please go to the tent to avoid the wind.”

“Flowers bloom and wither in an instant. By the time you see it blooming and call me, it might be too late,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

Zhenzhu had no choice but to have Mo Yuan’s men form a circle to block the cold wind for Shen Xihe. Seeing this, Shen Xihe smiled helplessly: “I’m not as before. I’m dressed warmly and holding a hand warmer, I don’t feel the cold. You all go rest. If the flowers don’t bloom tonight, I’ll need to rest during the day, and you’ll need to watch for me.”

“Princess, we can endure,” Mo Yuan said.

They were all battlefield veterans – going several days without sleep while remaining combat-ready was nothing unusual for them.

“This is an order,” Shen Xihe said coldly.

Mo Yuan could only lead his men to join His Majesty’s guards, leaving just a few sentries on duty.

The night passed without the flowers blooming.

Xiao Huayong received the news the next day from those he’d sent to clear Shen Xihe’s path. He was surprised: “Youyou wants to pick flowers?”

After thinking, he called for Sui Axi: “What are the uses of narrow-leaf jade flower?”

Sui Axi replied respectfully: “It detoxifies, moistens the lungs, and strengthens the body.”

Xiao Huayong had originally just wanted to understand why Shen Xihe needed this plant, but upon hearing Sui Axi’s words, his eyebrows twitched and his heart began to race uncontrollably: “Why is the Princess seeking narrow-leaf jade flower?”

Though Shen Xihe didn’t know medicine, if she suddenly sought a medicinal plant, she must have a use for it. He understood his own body, but he feared he was misinterpreting and would rejoice in vain.

“It was this humble one who mentioned that narrow-leaf jade flower would benefit Your Highness,” Sui Axi answered truthfully.

With a thunderous boom, it was as if countless fireworks exploded in Xiao Huayong’s mind, so dazzling it made him dizzy. He unconsciously clutched his chest, where his heart seemed ready to leap out with joy.

Chapter 225: I Want to Go Find Youyou
Vast was the universe, distant were the mountains and rivers – his entranced gaze seemed to pierce through mountains and seas to fall upon Shen Xihe.

Never before had his heart felt so full, so burning hot – he wished he could sprout wings and fly directly to her side.

He didn’t even notice when A’Xi departed. Like a wandering spirit, he drifted to the window, his gaze passing over the glazed tile eaves to the boundless sky beyond, his thoughts drifting far, far away.

He had thought she had only two purposes for her journey: congratulating his elder brother on his marriage, and providing protection to Bu Shulin. What he hadn’t known was that she had also traveled thousands of miles for him, keeping vigil through cold nights, all for that fleeting moment of the jade flower’s bloom.

“Fool…” His whispered word was gentle and lingering, unclear whether he meant himself or her. The smile he could no longer suppress spread across his lips, the joy in his eyes spilling out like flowing light, reflecting off his handsome, refined face. Like a spring breeze passing over blooming flowers, anyone who saw him couldn’t help but be infected by his joy.

“Tian Yuan, I want to go to Liyang County,” Xiao Huayong said, unable to contain his delight.

Tian Yuan opened his mouth to speak, but upon meeting Xiao Huayong’s intense gaze, he couldn’t bear to dim such bright eyes: “This servant will guard the Eastern Palace well.”

Still smiling, Xiao Huayong patted his shoulder, backed up a few joyful steps, and then ran swiftly to Chongwen Hall. When he arrived, his face was pale and his breathing uneven, frightening several ministers who saw him.

“Your Highness, shall we summon the imperial physician?” Cui Zheng asked with concern.

Before the Crown Prince came of age, they had rarely interacted with him and knew little about him. But after his coming of age ceremony, he came to Chongwen Hall every day despite his weak constitution. He never neglected any matters requiring his attention, was warm and courteous, had his insights, and humbly accepted when others pointed out his shortcomings.

In just half a month, they could sense the Crown Prince’s honest and modest nature – a gentleman like Jade, whose virtue could serve as an example.

Whenever they met the Crown Prince, they couldn’t help but soften their tone. Such a proper person of jade-like quality gave them the feeling that any clamor or argument in his presence would be sacrilege.

Seeing his pale complexion, yet still with clear, gentle features that seemed to embody all the world’s gentleness, one could forget all worldly concerns upon seeing him.

“It’s nothing. Since early this morning, I’ve just been a bit short of breath,” Xiao Huayong said weakly, waving his hand dismissively as he pulled his cape closer around his shoulders and walked to his place. “Let’s proceed with business.”

Cui Zheng was still worried and exchanged glances with the other ministers. They quickly selected only the most crucial points from various matters to report. Even those who usually disagreed on policies couldn’t bear to engage in heated debates, fearing that any careless word might disturb the Crown Prince or cause him to faint.

Despite their careful consideration, Xiao Huayong still struggled to catch his breath, broke into severe coughing, and then fainted, causing immediate chaos. He was sent back to the Eastern Palace, and when the Imperial Physician arrived, he said it was due to the winter cold aggravating the Crown Prince’s old illness.

When the Youning Emperor heard the news, he came to visit. Upon leaving the Eastern Palace, his expression was grave.

“Your Majesty, His Highness is blessed by heaven’s fortune,” Liu Sanzhi said softly.

The Youning Emperor suddenly stopped walking, his eyes filled with inescapable melancholy: “It is I who have wronged him.”

“Your Majesty, please don’t blame yourself,” Liu Sanzhi consoled him. “The matters of those years were also beyond Your Majesty’s control.”

The Youning Emperor now fully believed that Xiao Huayong’s poison had not been cured, leading to his current weak constitution.

The northern regions were cold, and snow had already begun to fall. Plum buds adorned the branches, waiting only for a night of frost to bloom in the wind.

“Seven Prince, he… must have feelings for Zhaoning, right?” the Youning Emperor suddenly sighed deeply. “What do you think – should I give them my blessing after spring arrives?”

After all, they were blood relatives, and he had called his father for twenty years, yet he had never done anything for him. Over the years, he had been more well-behaved and quiet than any other son, never causing him any trouble or difficulty. Perhaps it was time to grant him this one wish.

“Your Majesty’s wisdom is profound, all matches you bestow are excellent ones,” Liu Sanzhi dared not make decisions for the emperor.

The Youning Emperor turned his head, smiling as he pointed at him with his finger, then strode toward Mingzheng Hall.

As night fell, darkness settled in, with neither stars nor moon visible.

Xiao Huayong arranged for a body double, then left the palace through a secret passage.

He rode swiftly against the cold wind. Though usually sensitive to cold, he felt none of the icy air brushing his face. A fire burned continuously in his chest, giving him inexhaustible strength.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that Xiao Huayong was racing toward her. She was again keeping watch over the jade flower, dozing briefly against Zhenzhu’s shoulder, then nodding off against Moyu’s shoulder. After a night passed, the jade flower still hadn’t bloomed.

After guarding for a day and two nights, the lead guard sent by the Youning Emperor grew restless: “Princess, when will we depart?”

“When the flower blooms, we’ll depart,” Shen Xihe replied sleepily. “If provisions are running low, I’ll have Mo Yuan prepare more.”

This place was remote, with the nearest town half a day away by carriage, though faster by horseback. Fortunately, there was a village nearby, only half an hour by carriage. During the day, Shen Xihe rested and ate in a house cleared for her use in the village, only coming to keep watch at night.

However, since there were many guards, the village couldn’t accommodate them all, so they had to remain there.

Shen Xihe returned to the village to wash up, eat breakfast, and lay down to rest. As she was drifting off to sleep, Duanming let out a sharp cry. Shen Xihe’s eyes flew open, and her first reaction was to grab the fragrance pouch beside her and cover her nose.

Sleeping incense – and very potent sleeping incense at that!

Shen Xihe quickly dressed and hurried outside, where she saw that Zhenzhu and Hong Yu had inhaled several breaths and were unsteady on their feet. Soon, several burly men in rough clothing, carrying various weapons, surrounded them.

“Boss, she is a beauty!” Upon seeing Shen Xihe, lust filled these men’s eyes. “Damn, to spend one spring night with such a beauty would be worth dying for!”

Shen Xihe gave them a cold glance, quickly moving to Zhenzhu and Hong Yu’s side, passing them the fragrance pouches from her waist.

Seeing trouble brewing, several of the burly men rushed forward. Before they could reach Shen Xihe, Moyu and Mo Yuan, who had been hiding in the shadows, flew in from both sides. Their long swords flashing cold light, they crossed paths in front of Shen Xihe. The two men charging in front immediately had their throats cut and fell quickly, blood spraying.

Apparently unaware there were people hiding in ambush, upon seeing how swiftly they struck and killed, the remaining men quickly halted their advance and turned to flee. Moyu executed a flip through the air, passing over their heads to land in front of them, blocking their escape route.

“Attack!” The leader pushed someone beside him forward while trying to escape himself.

Moyu’s sword flashed left and right, cutting down two men. Then he kicked up a fallen blade, sending it flying to embed itself in the doorpost where the leader was trying to escape.

Chapter 226: The Punishment of Face Tattooing
With a miserable scream, the leader was kicked and fell in front of Shen Xihe. Before he could get up, Zhenzhu had already stepped on his back: “Speak! Who are you? Why did you come to attack us?”

She and Hong Yu hadn’t been affected by the sleeping incense – they had only pretended to be, wanting to draw out those who had thrown it.

“Spare me, noble lady, spare me!” The man struggled to lift his head, his face tearful as he begged, “We’re hunters from the mountain. A few months ago, a group of mysterious people took over our homes, forcing us to act as lookouts and runners for them…”

They were just displaced bandits, and not even formidable ones at that, who spent their days terrorizing nearby villages. Upon hearing that wealthy people had brought several maids to gather flowers, they had conceived their evil plan.

“Hunters?” Shen Xihe sneered. “More like bandits.”

The man dared not argue.

“You must have committed many crimes.” A cold light flashed in Shen Xihe’s eyes. “Moyu, kill him.”

“Noble lady… spare… spare me, I… I…” The man trembled in fear. “Noble lady, though we aren’t good people, we only stole food from commoners. We’ve never killed anyone or violated any young women. Those on the mountain are truly vicious – they even dig up people’s graves…”

“What did you say?” Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop Moyu’s descending sword.

The sword flashed past his eyes, already piercing flesh. The bandit was so frightened he wet himself. Zhenzhu, disgusted by his filth, signaled to Moyu and dragged him away. “Princess, this servant will question him.”

A keen sense of smell had its drawbacks – unpleasant odors were even more offensive. Shen Xihe entered the house expressionlessly while Mo Yuan and Hong Yu began cleaning and burning incense outside.

“Princess, this servant has learned everything. There is indeed a hideout on the mountain. They saw these people digging up graves and carrying out boxes of gold, silver, and jewels. These people haven’t left yet, which is why they’re still wandering outside,” Zhenzhu reported after her questioning. “There’s a hidden shortcut into the bandit stronghold. They weren’t driven out – they’re escapees who slipped through.”

Those people were utterly ruthless and engaged in such secretive activities – how could they possibly let witnesses escape alive?

“Where is he?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Disposed of,” Zhenzhu answered evenly.

Just for the way he had looked at their princess with those lustful eyes, he deserved no chance to live.

“Mo Yuan,” Shen Xihe called out.

Mo Yuan immediately entered and bowed: “Princess, please give your orders.”

“Go find Guard Commander Teng Jing. The two of you follow the route he revealed to investigate, but be careful not to expose yourselves,” Shen Xihe commanded.

“Yes.”

Now fully awake, Shen Xihe waited two hours before Mo Yuan and Teng Jing returned.

“Princess, there is indeed a path to the stronghold, and there are still people guarding it. Some have received the face-tattooing punishment,” Mo Yuan reported gravely.

Face tattooing!

The current dynasty rarely humiliated prisoners. Apart from imperial orders, only two types of criminals received face tattooing: deserters and the most heinous criminals.

Deserters were tattooed to maintain military discipline. For regular murderers, face tattooing wasn’t used – it was reserved only for mass murderers or those who had committed utterly inhuman, brutal acts. This was done out of fear these people might escape before their execution.

“How many are there?” Shen Xihe asked. “With such a group, even if they weren’t involved in grave robbery, I couldn’t possibly let them escape. Every day they roam free, who knows how many innocent people might die.”

“About twenty or thirty,” Teng Jing replied.

“Princess, though these men are fierce and brutal, and have some fighting skills, they’re not truly formidable,” Mo Yuan was confident about eliminating them.

“I want them alive,” Shen Xihe’s gaze grew cold. “They’re desperate men with nothing to lose. If we try to take them alive, you’ll be at a disadvantage.”

“One or two alive?” Mo Yuan and Teng Jing exchanged glances.

With so many men, keeping them all alive would be difficult – they weren’t confident they could manage it.

“As many alive as possible.” She wasn’t sure how much they knew. This kind of operation likely had skilled grave robbers leading it, but these men might not know everything. To follow this vine to find the melon, they needed to capture as many as possible alive.

“This…” Mo Yuan hesitated, falling into deep thought, considering what military tactics might be useful.

Shen Xihe walked outside and turned to look at the mountains where no houses or cooking smoke could be seen. “Where is the stronghold?”

“Over there.” Teng Jing, with his keen sense of direction, pointed immediately.

Shen Xihe grabbed a handful of withered yellow leaves, opened her palm, and let the wind carry them away: “These past nights have had north winds. Teng Jing, find a hidden position with the stronghold to the north.”

“Yes.” Teng Jing departed with his orders.

Shen Xihe retrieved two packets of incense from a compartment in her carriage and handed them to Zhenzhu: “This is drunken flower incense. Its sweet fragrance is very different from sleeping incense. Zhenzhu takes two people to meet with Teng Jing, and at the third watch, lights the incense. Pay attention to the wind direction – if it changes, be especially careful.”

“Yes.” Zhenzhu accepted the incense packets.

“Mo Yuan, go deploy the men in ambush along the small path. Make sure they wear these plugs well – don’t let them be affected by the drunken flower incense.” Shen Xihe handed over a small silk bag, bulging with cotton mixed with awakening herbs for nose plugs. “Moyu will take five people to block the stronghold’s main entrance. Hong Yu will stay with me to guard the jade flower.”

She had arranged everything she could. For the rest, she couldn’t help. If the jade flower happened to bloom tonight and she wasn’t there, wouldn’t that be a waste? She trusted her subordinates.

Shen Xihe hadn’t used many of the men sent by the Youning Emperor, but given that the enemy was numerous and ruthless, she had Teng Jing select several trustworthy men to help them raid the bandit nest, leaving over thirty men with her.

The thirty-plus men were divided into three shifts, taking turns standing guard; otherwise, there would be no one to protect her during the day.

Shen Xihe held a warm incense burner, sitting before the fine-leafed jade flower. Tonight’s dusk was particularly heavy, with the sky somewhat reddish, and the howling cold wind seemed even louder than the previous two nights.

Shen Xihe watched the direction of the swaying grass and trees in the wind – still northerly, and it had continued for nearly half an hour. This would make their task half done already.

Just then, a cold flash caught the corner of Shen Xihe’s eye. Before she could react, Hong Yu pulled her to one side as a long blade, gleaming cold and desolate in the night, struck where she had been.

Hong Yu held Shen Xihe and quickly rolled away as three shadows flew from the darkness to stand before them, engaging with her five guard escorts.

She glanced over – while blade light and sword shadows flashed here, the nearby camp remained silent. Sure enough, these people had taken advantage of Teng Jing and Mo Yuan’s deployment during the day to drug them with knockout powder!

Chapter 227: Perilous Moments
If Xiao Huayong’s people could infiltrate the guards provided by the Youning Emperor, others likely had too. These people might be connected to those behind the grave robberies, perhaps knowing about this hideout even before she did.

“Hong Yu, we must go up the mountain – Mo Yuan and the others might have fallen into a trap!” Shen Xihe grabbed Hong Yu, who was trying to pull her in the opposite direction.

If these people were indeed working for the same master as the grave robbers and knew about this hideout before her, they were waiting for her to make a move. Once she did, they wouldn’t let her or her people leave alive.

“Princess, Mo Yuan, and Sister Zhenzhu will be fine. We can’t go up the mountain,” Hong Yu pulled Shen Xihe toward the carriage but discovering it had been tampered with, she had to lead Shen Xihe toward the village instead.

As Hong Yu and Shen Xihe ran onto a small path, they saw someone standing ahead with his back to them, holding a great sword planted in the ground. When he turned at the sound of their approach, it was none other than the guard captain himself!

“Princess, why meddle in affairs that don’t concern you?” The guard captain’s normally righteous demeanor was gone, replaced by a cold gaze.

“Who is your master?” Shen Xihe remained calm, showing no trace of panic.

“Princess, why don’t you go ask the King of Hell!” The guard captain wasted no more words, drawing his blade and charging at Shen Xihe.

Hong Yu twisted her waist, drawing her flexible sword to meet his attack.

Shen Xihe raised the bone whistle she’d been holding and blew. In the empty wilderness, the whistle’s sound rang clear and bright. The first to arrive wasn’t the gyrfalcon, but Duanming.

Among Shen Xihe’s maids, all knew martial arts, but only Moyu was a specialist. The others weren’t weak, but neither were they particularly strong. While they could easily handle three to five ordinary men, against someone like the guard captain who had earned his fifth-rank military position through solid martial skills, they quickly found themselves at a disadvantage.

Just as the guard captain’s great sword knocked aside Hong Yu’s flexible sword and swept directly at her head, Duanming leaped past the back of his head, forcing him to turn and swing his blade at the cat instead.

“Duanming!”

The guard captain’s blade was too fast. Shen Xihe only saw a white flash pass over his sword. Her gaze followed Duanming as it landed, rolled, and quickly sprung up to run back to her, finally allowing her to breathe a sigh of relief.

The guard captain could have killed Hong Yu with that strike, but Duanming’s intervention not only saved her but also allowed her to slash his waist with her sword.

However, the guard captain’s movements were too nimble – he dodged so quickly that the sword only left a slight bloody scratch.

At that moment, a high cry split the night sky as a huge dark shadow swooped down from the mountaintop, reaching Shen Xihe in the blink of an eye.

Seeing the gyrfalcon flying toward her, Shen Xihe realized that while she could summon it with the whistle, she didn’t know how to command it as Xiao Huayong could. The bird seemed to only know to protect her. She called out: “Hong Yu—”

Hong Yu’s sword flashed in a flourish as she twisted back toward Shen Xihe. The guard captain pursued, but before his blade could fall on Shen Xihe, a massive shadow engulfed him. Though he was fast, the gyrfalcon was faster. Before he could complete his spinning slash, the bird swooped past his head.

Sharp talons ripped open half his face. His piercing scream made Hong Yu involuntarily touch her left cheek.

Taking advantage of the guard captain rolling on the ground in agony, she darted forward and knocked him unconscious with a knife-hand strike.

Duanming immediately rushed forward, scratched the right side of the guard captain’s face, then called to the circling gyrfalcon: “Meow— Meow—”

Shen Xihe and Hong Yu: …

This finally caught the gyrfalcon’s attention. It dove at Duanming like lightning, frightening Shen Xihe into reaching for her whistle, but before she could blow it, the gyrfalcon’s talons passed over Duanming’s head and flew straight toward her.

Shen Xihe felt herself knocked down by the gyrfalcon as several arrows whistled past where her head had been.

Rolling over on the ground, Shen Xihe watched the gyrfalcon soar upward and sighed in relief, having feared it might have been hit by an arrow after pushing her aside. She could never find another bird as magnificent as this one to compensate Xiao Huayong.

With archers joining the fight, the gyrfalcon couldn’t protect Shen Xihe at close range. While some shot arrows at them, others charged forward with drawn blades.

Every time the gyrfalcon tried to fly close, arrows drove it back. Shen Xihe held down Duanming, who wanted to rush to protect her, and rolled down the slope, both avoiding arrows and evading their pursuers.

However, these people were determined to take her life. When Shen Xihe reached the bottom and looked up, she met a flash of steel. She raised her prepared wrist and triggered the mechanism, sending a tiny needle precisely into the attacker’s brow.

The gyrfalcon flew over again now that she was in an area temporarily out of arrow range.

Her gaze quickly scanned the area before she hid behind a large tree. She removed her cape and used Duanming’s claws to tear open the lining, revealing several small medicine packets containing gunpowder. She propped up the cape against the tree roots with branches, then quietly moved to a new position with Duanming.

She had barely hidden when their pursuers and the archers came running down. They saw only the cape behind the tree roots, appearing as if someone was sitting there. Though the exposure was obvious, they remained cautious, approaching slowly.

Listening to their movements, Shen Xihe estimated their distance, her eyes still calm without any trace of tension or panic.

When she heard them step on the branches she’d left, Shen Xihe decisively lit the fire steel and blew hard. The moment it ignited, she leaped diagonally away with Duanming in one arm, throwing the fire steel with her other hand.

As she fell to the ground, the fire steel landed on the packets in the cape. The paper, already oiled, ignited with a boom upon contact. By the time these people realized and tried to retreat, flames shot skyward with an ear-splitting explosion.

In the explosion, a fragrance dispersed along with the gunpowder.

The massive tree was shattered. Though few were injured by the blast, before they could stand, the sweet fragrance entered their nostrils, making their heads spin as they collapsed again.

Xiao Huayong rode hard, traveling for a day and two nights, changing horses four times to reach Shen Xihe’s location as quickly as possible. From afar, he saw the gyrfalcon circling, and the skyward flames reflected in his bloodshot eyes as the explosion that made the horses neigh struck like thunder in his heart.

“Youyou!”

His expression was as cold as an asura emerging from the underworld.

Chapter 228: Drawing Her Into His Embrace
In the night, majestic mountain peaks sketched out their towering silhouettes. A figure galloping on horseback approached like an arrow shot from a powerful crossbow, seemingly reaching Shen Xihe’s side in the blink of an eye.

Shen Xihe threw the flint and rolled down the other side, but unexpectedly, there were many loose rocks below. Her wrist was cut in several places, stinging with pain. Though she wasn’t delicate in spirit, her body was. After confirming there was no immediate danger and noticing a clean-looking puddle nearby, Shen Xihe pulled out the handkerchief tucked at her waist, dampened it, and cleaned her wounds.

The sound of hoofbeats made her stand up startled. Before she could turn around, a warm, broad embrace enveloped her from behind. Two arms like iron bands held her tightly, yet they trembled slightly as if unable to bear the night’s chill.

The familiar medicinal fragrance made Shen Xihe release the mechanism clasped at her wrist, but she disliked physical contact with anyone who wasn’t family, regardless of gender. She struggled slightly in discomfort.

However, Xiao Huayong’s arms were like iron, his strength too great for her to budge even slightly. She could only warn in a low voice, “Let go.”

“Just a moment, just a moment…” he closed his eyes and pleaded softly.

Let him feel her warmth and breath, feel that she was still here, safe and sound.

Shen Xihe was startled by the lingering fear in his tone, though only for an instant. Just as she was about to speak again, Xiao Huayong had already released her. Full of concern, he carefully scanned her from head to toe, and upon seeing her hand wrapped in a handkerchief, he grasped both her hands: “You’re hurt? Is it serious? Does it hurt? Are you injured anywhere else?”

Shen Xihe pulled her hands back: “How did Your Highness come to be here?”

His hands were now empty, and a chill breeze swept across his palms. Xiao Huayong slowly closed his fingers that had grasped nothing: “I… I was worried about you.”

“Does Your Highness know who was behind this?” Shen Xihe asked urgently.

Shen Xihe thought that unless Xiao Huayong knew who was behind it, why would he be so worried that she couldn’t handle it and come personally?

No matter when or where she always prioritized the bigger picture and important matters. Xiao Huayong sighed inwardly: “Let’s not speak of this now. First, let’s find a safe place to examine your injuries.”

“I’m fine.” The most painful part for Shen Xihe wasn’t the scrapes or where the rocks had jabbed her when rolling down the slope, but where the gyrfalcon had struck her – her shoulder was likely bruised.

Xiao Huayong had brought people with him, especially those who had been clearing the path ahead of Shen Xihe, who now returned with reinforcements. There was little to worry about now, whether at Shen Xihe’s location or up on the mountain where Mo Yuan and Teng Jing were.

Difang, who had fallen behind Xiao Huayong, went first to the campsite to repair Shen Xihe’s carriage and bring it over.

Xiao Huayong gave him an approving look, and Difang puffed up his chest – he knew he was more pleasing to his master than his brother, more understanding of what the master wanted!

Xiao Huayong helped Shen Xihe into the carriage. Hong Yu had also followed down and was about to climb in when Xiao Huayong, with one foot already on the carriage, paused.

Hong Yu froze in place. On a moonless night, a lantern hung on the edge of the carriage illuminating Xiao Huayong’s displeased expression. For a moment, Hong Yu instinctively stepped back, feeling her presence was inappropriate.

But in an instant, she came to her senses – she wasn’t the Crown Prince’s maid, she was here to protect the Princess!

Ignoring the Crown Prince’s sour face, Hong Yu stepped forward quickly and gave Xiao Huayong a proper curtsey: “This servant greets Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong withdrew his long leg, making way, and perfunctorily acknowledged her with a slight movement: “Go see if the Princess is injured anywhere else.”

Anywhere else? Upon hearing that Shen Xihe was injured, Hong Yu immediately jumped into the carriage, lifting the curtain to enter.

Seeing Hong Yu arrive, Shen Xihe asked: “Is there any news of Zhenzu and the others?”

“The people pursuing us have all retreated. Sister Zhenzu and the others must be fine.” Hong Yu was more concerned about Shen Xihe. She took Shen Xihe’s wrapped hand and pulled out the medicine box prepared by Xie Yunhuai, using fragrant medicine to treat her again before saying, “Princess, let this servant check where else you’re hurt.”

“No hurry, wait for Zhenzu to come.” Shen Xihe’s injury was on her shoulder, which would require removing clothes. Though the carriage had raised its iron panels and was warm, the thought of a man standing outside made Shen Xihe uncomfortable.

Hong Yu understood immediately that Shen Xihe was indeed injured elsewhere and asked in a low voice: “Princess, where are you hurt?”

Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on her shoulder. Hong Yu thought of the earlier collision with the gyrfalcon but didn’t say more. The Crown Prince was outside, and the gyrfalcon had struck to save the Princess – without that collision, the Princess might have been shot through the heart. Better not to mention it and risk the Crown Prince misunderstanding.

With Xiao Huayong’s arrival and his composed demeanor, he had the situation under control, so Shen Xihe wasn’t worried. Just as she was about to close her eyes to rest, she suddenly remembered her jade flowers: “Hong Yu, go back, the jade flowers!”

Hong Yu immediately understood and darted out of the carriage to tell Difang: “Please trouble you, young sir, to drive the carriage back.”

Standing outside, Xiao Huayong naturally heard Shen Xihe’s words. He jumped onto the carriage, sat outside, and ordered Difang: “Drive.”

When they returned, the remaining guards at the camp were still sleeping deeply. Shen Xihe rushed to the jade flowers and found that several had chosen this night to bloom, but had already withered. Fortunately, two remained yet to blossom, though she couldn’t help feeling disappointed.

“We’ll grow some in the palace next year,” Xiao Huayong said softly. He looked at the sky showing signs of dawn. “The remaining ones likely won’t bloom tonight. Let’s go back to rest.”

Shen Xihe also knew the jade flowers wouldn’t bloom after daybreak, so she didn’t stubbornly remain. She returned to the village, and shortly after, Zhenzu and Mo Yu returned together, both with some bloodstains on them.

“Were there any casualties?” Shen Xihe asked.

Not just Zhenzu, Mo Yuan, and the others – all of them had come with her from the Northwest, and some of their parents were still there waiting eagerly for news.

“Princess, please don’t worry, no one died. They all suffered some superficial wounds. They wanted to coordinate inside and outside forces to catch us all at once, but fortunately, the Princess’s fragrance had knocked out most people in the stronghold,” Zhenzu reported.

As Shen Xihe had guessed, the bandits driven away during the day were indeed escapees, but after being discovered, they deliberately lured Shen Xihe over. However, to avoid exposing their movements, they hadn’t dared follow too closely when Zhenzu was active and hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to use the wind to drug them.

This had prevented a fierce battle. Those knocked out in the stronghold were all captured alive. Shen Xihe had added fine fragrances to the explosives, and the scattered incense had also knocked out many people who were taken captive.

“Sister Zhenzu, quickly check the Princess’s injuries!” Hong Yu had been concerned all along.

“Where is the Princess hurt?” Zhenzu also became anxious.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong. He rubbed his nose and conscientiously withdrew.

Chapter 229: Clever and Wise You
After the door closed, Shen Xihe’s shoulder pain had become quite severe. Only after confirming that Zhenzu wasn’t seriously injured did she let her examine herself.

As the light gauze fell away, the red, swollen, purple-black bruising on her shoulder was shocking to behold. Hong Yu let out a startled cry.

“How… how did this injury occur?” Zhenzu’s eyes reddened with distress.

“It’s…”

“I accidentally knocked into something,” Shen Xihe cut off Hong Yu’s words.

Hong Yu immediately fell silent, realizing that although the Crown Prince was outside, he could certainly hear their conversation within the room.

Seeing Shen Xihe and Hong Yu’s reactions, Zhenzu guessed what had happened. She pressed her lips together without speaking and took a hot towel soaked in medicine to apply to Shen Xihe’s shoulder.

Shen Xihe drew in a deep breath, the intense pain making her close her eyes.

Zhenzu had always known that Shen Xihe could endure pain. When injured in the Northwest, she would fear worrying her father and brother, always maintaining an unchanged expression. She would always say she couldn’t help her father and brother with anything, so she could at least spare them some worry.

But seeing the fine cold sweat beading on Shen Xihe’s forehead, she still felt heartache. However, if this blood stasis wasn’t dispersed, Shen Xihe would suffer for quite some time, and in serious cases, it could render an entire arm useless.

If only Sui Axi were here. Though Sui Axi wasn’t good at formulating medicines, she was extremely skilled at acupuncture. Although piercing acupoints with silver needles would also hurt, it would disperse the stasis faster. Zhenzu herself wasn’t skilled in acupuncture, and with Shen Xihe’s arm so swollen it was deformed, she might not even be able to locate the acupoints accurately.

“Princess, shall this servant prepare some anesthetic?” Zhenzu asked softly.

“No need…” Shen Xihe forced out trembling words through clenched teeth.

Duanming had been left outside and was pawing at the door. The improperly closed door was pushed open by it. Xiao Huayong had been fully focused on listening to the movement inside the room, worried about Shen Xihe’s injuries, and hadn’t noticed Duanming until the door was pushed open.

He reached out to grab it, concerned about the cold wind entering and chilling Shen Xihe, when he happened to meet the gazes of Shen Xihe and the others. Xiao Huayong’s pupils dilated as he stared at her severely swollen, blackened injury.

Shen Xihe immediately pulled up the clothes that had fallen to her elbow, while Zhenzu and Hong Yu moved to block his view.

Xiao Huayong’s lips moved, but he said nothing in the end, closing the door again. His mind was filled with the image of Shen Xihe’s shoulder injury. He had heard her say it was from bumping into something, but what kind of collision would cause such severe injury?

Most importantly, that arc-shaped pattern was very familiar to him!

He strode outside the courtyard and blew his bone whistle.

The gyrfalcon spiraled down, circled the courtyard twice, and landed on his extended arm.

Seeming to sense his displeasure, the gyrfalcon, which usually liked to perch near his shoulder, this time chose a spot near his elbow and even shuffled further down toward his forearm after landing.

Before Xiao Huayong could say anything, the door opened and Shen Xihe appeared before him, wearing a heavy cloak with her black hair loose. She worried Xiao Huayong would blame the bird – though it sounded ridiculous, it was something he would do.

“There was a hidden arrow shot at me then. If it hadn’t knocked me aside, I fear I would have been shot through the heart,” Shen Xihe spoke up for the gyrfalcon.

As if understanding, the gyrfalcon happily flapped its huge wings.

Xiao Huayong’s cold gaze swept over, and it quickly folded its wings again, even shuffling closer to his wrist, making cooing sounds from its throat.

Turning to face Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong’s face instantly broke into a smile, his voice as gentle as his gaze: “You’you needn’t worry, it did well and I will certainly reward it.”

Shen Xihe looked at the gyrfalcon, which had turned its head to look at her along with Xiao Huayong. This god of the skies, this supremely fierce bird – for the first time, Shen Xihe saw its gaze lacking its usual sharpness, instead appearing somewhat confused and even a bit muddy. She nodded and withdrew.

As soon as the door closed, Xiao Huayong’s expression changed again, his gaze as cold as the night wind as he stared at the gyrfalcon.

The gyrfalcon moved its small head, making intermittent cooing sounds from its throat, its head drooping lower and lower.

“Dull bird, stupid bird, foolish bird!” Xiao Huayong poked its head with his finger. It kept turning its head away but didn’t move its body, cooing innocently and helplessly.

“From today, find your food for three months,” Xiao Huayong said with a cold laugh.

Since being tamed by Xiao Huayong, the gyrfalcon was fed by him every half month. Whenever it caused trouble, Xiao Huayong would withhold its food. Of course, he wouldn’t let it starve – he never prevented it from hunting, but it preferred the white bird’s Xiao Huayong fed it.

These white birds were rare, and Xiao Huayong specially raised many for them.

Seeming to realize its favorite food would be withheld again, the gyrfalcon’s cooing grew louder, very much like a child grumbling after being scolded by parents.

Watching this scene through the window, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile.

With Shen Xihe’s plea for leniency, Xiao Huayong didn’t punish it too harshly. After giving his instructions, he let it fly away. It seemed to want to make amends, circling Xiao Huayong several times, but seeing that he was determined to discipline it, it finally let out a long cry and soared away as if in a huff.

“Meow!” Shen Xihe had been watching the gyrfalcon for too long, and Duanming let out a sharp, short cry.

Shen Xihe glanced down at it, thinking that if not for it, Hong Yu might have been in danger. She reached down to rub its head and Duanming contentedly rubbed against her.

By the time Zhenzu had finished treating Shen Xihe’s injury, Mo Yuan and Teng Jing had both returned. The Guard Commander was still alive. Shen Xihe had Zhenzu treat his wounds to keep him from dying – they would take him to seek an explanation from the Emperor.

“The reason they suddenly moved against you was because your uncle’s marriage connection in Linchuan was exposed. Your uncle decisively captured many of their people, so they wanted to capture you to negotiate with him,” Xiao Huayong entered the room and explained what he had learned about the cause and effect once Shen Xihe was properly settled.

He knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep without understanding the situation clearly.

Something had gone wrong on Tao Cheng’s side, and the people Shen Xihe had left behind had helped significantly, which angered those behind it all. They happened to learn that Shen Xihe was delayed here, and three-tenths of their people were also here. Additionally, among those following Shen Xihe, there were also their people, so this led to…

“His Majesty’s people are all others’ eyes and ears,” Hong Yu said softly, her tone heavy with sarcasm.

Xiao Huayong didn’t seem to mind.

Shen Xihe gave her a cool glance: “The Emperor has over a thousand men in each guard, and these fifty were selected from various guards, with at most two or three taken from each. Why do you think His Majesty specifically sent these fifty people?”

It was precisely because these people’s loyalty was difficult to determine that he asked Shen Xihe for help. Among thousands of people, there were just these few uncertain ones, and the Emperor could point them out precisely – his control was admirable.

Xiao Huayong cast an appreciative look at Shen Xihe: “You’you is clever and wise.”

Chapter 230: Meeting You, I’m Just an Ordinary Man
Shen Xihe didn’t even offer a polite acknowledgment of Xiao Huayong’s praise: “I’ll leave these people to Your Highness.”

“To me?” Xiao Huayong was slightly surprised.

“Your Highness is the Crown Prince. This matter involves both local and capital affairs, with countless court officials implicated. It should naturally be Your Highness’s decision.” Shen Xihe showed a light, courteous smile.

With such a dignified reason, Xiao Huayong truly had no grounds for refusal. But he knew Shen Xihe mistakenly believed he had come for these people, that if he successfully captured them, he could eliminate another brother who coveted the throne.

Her generous handover of these people was simply expressing one thing: the objective was achieved, and he could leave now.

Xiao Huayong both loved and hated her detachment – loved her calm self-restraint, yet hated her lack of romantic sensibility: “When will You’you depart?”

Shen Xihe: “I’m waiting for the flowers to bloom.”

Xiao Huayong: “I came for you.”

Not giving her a chance to evade, Xiao Huayong gazed at her earnestly with eyes as gentle as spring breeze rippling over clear waters: “I didn’t come for these people. I’m not divine – how could I know what was happening here from thousands of miles away? I came… because I knew why you wanted the jade flowers.”

Although Shen Xihe hadn’t told Xiao Huayong the jade flowers were for him, she hadn’t concealed it either. Her expression remained unchanged: “Your Highness need not be moved. Your Highness saved me, so I’m merely repaying the debt.”

“You’you’s initial intention doesn’t need to be stated – I understand,” Xiao Huayong had already anticipated her response and could naturally accept it calmly. “But I’m still moved, because regardless of Your’you’s reasons for responding, at least you did respond, didn’t you?”

“Your Highness, you are heaven’s favored son, you shouldn’t be like this…” Shen Xihe slightly furrowed her delicate brows.

“You’you, in matters of love, all beings are equal. In this mortal world of ten thousand crimson paths, after meeting you, I’m nothing more than an ordinary man foolish with love.” Xiao Huayong’s clear voice was low and gentle, like a swan’s feather softly falling on the lake of one’s heart – so light, so gentle that it barely created a ripple.

Its arrival disturbed nothing, yet couldn’t be ignored.

She still didn’t understand – didn’t understand how one person could throw themselves unhesitatingly into the flames like a moth for another person with no blood ties.

“Your Highness’s staying or leaving is entirely up to Your Highness.” Shen Xihe stopped persuading, her expression composed.

Having handed everything over to Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe had nothing left to worry about. She was truly tired and returned to her room to rest, as she still needed to watch over the jade flowers that night.

Xiao Huayong and Difang interrogated these people and learned they had been in this business for over three years. In the first year, they had maintained some restraint, targeting ancient tombs from previous dynasties or earlier, exchanging stolen artifacts for large sums of money. After seeing that none of the local authorities paid much attention, their appetites grew increasingly larger.

This year alone surpassed the previous two years combined. They weren’t just targeting tombs from previous dynasties – they had set their sights on wealthy families of the current dynasty. Among them was an expert grave robber who could enter tombs without explosives and refill them after stealing the treasures, thus completely concealing their actions.

They had three gangs in total. The other two were trained by the master in the first two years. Though they only learned about fifty to sixty percent of the skills, it was enough for them to easily obtain large amounts of treasure.

When questioned about their mastermind, none could provide important clues. They only said they worked for someone called Fifth Master, whom no one had ever seen. They delivered their stolen goods to the Fenghe Pawnshop, where the manager was their contact.

Some had been tempted by greed to leave this Fifth Master, but none survived. Later, Fifth Master sent a batch of tattooed criminals, which completely crushed any thoughts of resistance.

Difang had also investigated these tattooed men and discovered they weren’t criminals at all, but rather deserters who had been sentenced to hard labor.

When Shen Xihe awoke, Xiao Huayong shared all this information with her without reservation. Shen Xihe’s expression improved upon hearing it: “Initially, I hadn’t thought of deserters, only that death row inmates would be so unafraid of disturbing graves.”

If they were all deserters from the same place, it meant fewer local officials had tampered with death row inmates – this was much better than the dire situation Shen Xihe had anticipated.

This meant there might be only one person behind these unconscionable acts, and once exposed, the Emperor could punish them without hesitation.

If death row inmates were involved, too many local officials would be implicated. Even if the Emperor wanted to root them all out, he would have to consider the bigger picture.

“You’you guessing they were death row inmates was already quite remarkable,” Xiao Huayong praised sincerely.

Ordinary people wouldn’t have thought of this point, and if not for Shen Xihe’s visit this time, the Tao family would likely have been attacked by political enemies.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly without responding. Only then did she notice the dark circles under Xiao Huayong’s eyes: “Your Highness should rest well.”

Xiao Huayong’s heart quickened, warm smiles appearing in his eyes: “Following You’you’s advice, I will certainly rest well – after sharing a meal with You’you.”

It was noon, and Shen Xihe was truly hungry, so she graciously nodded.

Although Shen Xihe loved good food, she wasn’t picky. In these mountains, she had only exchanged limited ingredients with villagers to make meals, at most having Mo Yuan and others hunt some wild game. However, seeing the carefully prepared dishes Xiao Huayong had brought, Shen Xihe felt she had indeed been living quite roughly these past few days.

If nothing else, Xiao Huayong’s arrival had greatly improved her mood by allowing her to eat well.

“About Li Jing in Linchuan… how do You’you plan to handle it?” After the meal, Xiao Huayong chatted with Shen Xihe while they digested.

According to his original plan, Li Jing would become a hero, having been sent early by Tao Cheng to infiltrate these people as a spy. It would be simple to implement without leaving evidence, making Tao Cheng’s outstanding achievements more reasonable for a transfer to the capital.

Since it concerned Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong hadn’t acted on his own. The lady he admired was extremely strong-willed and disliked others making decisions for her.

“Handle it as it should be handled.” Shen Xihe hadn’t thought of showing favoritism. “People must pay for their mistakes to learn from them and develop reverence for the law.”

“You’you isn’t afraid this will implicate Inspector Tao?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Uncle has done nothing wrong – no one can wrongly accuse him of anything.” Shen Xihe said calmly. “I trust in Uncle’s uprightness; he won’t distort right and wrong or abuse his position. Young Master Li has both merits and faults – whatever crimes can be pardoned will be pardoned.”

As for whether the Li family would develop resentment toward her third cousin because of this, it wasn’t a concern for either Shen Xihe or Tao Cheng – their consciences were clear.

“You’you, water too clear has no fish. It’s no great matter – why be so adamant?” Xiao Huayong gently advised.

Shen Xihe turned her head, her eyes deep and lustrous like black obsidian as she gazed deeply at Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness, it’s not that I’m inflexibly upright, but rather that if greed isn’t contained from the start, it will gradually grow without limit.”

Chapter 231: He Wanted to Sleep in the Bed She Slept In
The human heart is a peculiar thing – it can be as small as a needle’s eye or as vast as a bottomless pit.

Indeed, Li Jing’s case could transform him from a criminal to a meritorious person with just one word from her. It could be handled seamlessly without harming others, preserving the Li family’s face, and avoiding any resentment between Madame Li and the third cousin.

But if it were resolved so easily and Li Jing reformed, what if this led to even more reckless behavior?

In a family, the concern isn’t about having too little, but about inequality. If they could quietly erase this incident involving the third cousin’s brother-in-law – she and her young uncle erasing it – what about the first cousin, second cousin, and fourth cousin in the future? If their in-laws committed crimes, should those be erased too?

If not erased, how would their wives feel? And if all were protected, what would that make her?

She would become an enabler of these people’s lawless and contemptuous behavior!

When they easily escape small matters, they become bolder the next time. As incidents accumulate, who knows what catastrophic disaster they might cause one day.

Xiao Huayong propped up one side of his face, smiling with lips curved and eyes fixed intently on Shen Xihe.

“Why is Your Highness looking at me this way?” Shen Xihe felt puzzled.

“I’m wondering how the King of the Northwest raised Youyou to have such profound insight,” Xiao Huayong expressed his curiosity.

Shen Yueshan was a rough man full of heroic spirit, and Shen Yun’an didn’t appear to be refined or profound. Yet somehow, the young lady raised by these two men possessed such foresight.

Many people aren’t lacking in intelligence, nor are they unable to see far ahead. They’re simply bound by personal feelings and face, leaving them no capacity to consider matters deeply, as the involvement of their interests blinds their eyes.

Even he wasn’t exempt – when it involved people he cared about, justice, righteousness, and benevolence all became meaningless talk.

But Shen Xihe was different – she was someone who could truly maintain such a profound perspective without self-interest, both for herself and others.

Understanding Xiao Huayong’s words, Shen Xihe laughed softly: “Perhaps… it’s just that Li Jing’s significance isn’t enough?”

How could anyone be without self-interest?

Shen Xihe was also a living, breathing person. She too had her biases, but there weren’t many who could earn her partiality. Therefore, most of the time, she could treat every matter and person rationally and equally.

“I want…” Xiao Huayong’s eyes grew warmer with laughter, “to become someone favored by Youyou.”

Some people don’t fall in love easily, but once they do, they’re devoted heart and soul, just like him.

Some people don’t show favoritism easily, but once they do, it’s earth-shattering, just like her.

To gain her favor would surely make one the most fortunate person in the world.

“It’s getting late, Your Highness should go rest,” Shen Xihe didn’t want to pour cold water on Xiao Huayong. After all, he was her benefactor and her chosen marriage partner. She gave him a face by changing the subject.

“I’ll listen to Youyou.” Xiao Huayong smiled gently, his gaze shifting, “There are no inns around here, and my constitution is too delicate to sleep in the carriage…”

His hint was very strong – he wanted to rest here. The house had only two rooms, one occupied by Hong Yu, Mo Yu, and the others. They certainly couldn’t let the Crown Prince sleep in a room used by servant girls.

He wanted to sleep in the bed she had slept in.

If the winter daphne were to bloom tonight and they could leave tomorrow, Shen Xihe wouldn’t mind granting his wish. But since she wasn’t certain whether she would need the bed tomorrow, she naturally wouldn’t let him have his way: “I’ve already had Mo Yuan find a room. The bedding is newly changed, and warming incense has been lit. Please, Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong deliberately heaved a heavy sigh, expressing his disappointment, before slowly rising and following the waiting Mo Yuan out the door.

“His Highness acts like a child begging for candy in front of the Princess,” Hong Yu couldn’t help but laugh.

Zhenzhu glanced at her. Though the words were somewhat inappropriate, Zhenzhu felt the same way.

She had often accompanied Hong Yu and Zi Yu in reading romance novels, listening to those passionate love stories, always thinking that love between men and women was just like those earth-shattering tales. Now, seeing the Crown Prince, Zhenzhu truly understood how a man regarded the person he admired.

In the Crown Prince’s eyes, there was a light that belonged only to the Princess – it would only brighten when she was in his sight.

That night, Shen Xihe went to watch over the winter daphne, and Xiao Huayong came along to join in. Shen Xihe prepared an incense burner for him to hold, and as they kept watch together, Xiao Huayong constantly conversed with Shen Xihe, first telling stories of his childhood, occasionally asking her a question.

At first, Shen Xihe didn’t realize, but after unconsciously revealing quite a few childhood experiences to Xiao Huayong, she finally understood – he was finding different ways to probe into her past, trying to learn more about her.

“How does Your Highness plan to handle the tomb-raiding case?” Shen Xihe didn’t want to discuss these matters with him and had to change the subject.

Xiao Huayong knew when to stop: “This matter has terrible implications and shouldn’t be publicized too widely. Once the masterminds are identified, they’ll be punished for equivalent crimes.”

According to confessions, what they had done over these three years, especially this year – if word got out about how many families’ tombs had been robbed, it might incite civil unrest. The matter was too infuriating, too unforgivable. People wouldn’t be satisfied merely seeing the criminals brought to justice.

It would severely damage faith in the imperial court’s security and local officials’ competence. Moreover, these people had mostly robbed the tombs of wealthy and prominent families, making the implications even greater. One wrong move could lead to government persecution and widespread uprising.

“I know this isn’t fair to those whose tombs were robbed, but there’s no other way,” Xiao Huayong added another explanation.

“Your Highness’s decision earns Zhao Ning’s respect,” Shen Xihe said sincerely.

What a perfect opportunity this would have been – an opportunity to strike at Emperor You Ning.

Such a heinous case with such a far-reaching impact occurring under His Majesty’s rule would be an indelible stain on his reign. Appeasing public anger would be simple – if His Majesty issued an edict of self-blame, everything could be resolved.

They might even be able to fan the flames and force His Majesty to abdicate.

“Whether His Majesty abdicates or issues a self-blame edict, it could indeed appease public anger. But when people’s hearts are hard to gather, once they become dissatisfied with the court, they’ll resist local officials. Discord between officials and common people is the beginning of disaster,” Xiao Huayong didn’t want to use such methods against His Majesty.

Though Xiao Huayong didn’t want to make a big deal of this matter, it didn’t mean others felt the same.

That very night, as he accompanied Shen Xihe watching over the winter daphne, the imperial tombs in the capital were rocked by explosions. Overnight, news of someone attempting to rob the imperial tombs by explosives spread throughout the capital. Emperor You Ning had no time to suppress it – like a spark carried by the wind, the news spread beyond the capital.

Xiao Changying ran angrily to Prince Xin’s mansion: “Brother, have you gone mad?! You blew up the imperial tombs!”

“If the Crown Prince can burn the ancestral temple, what’s wrong with me blowing up some imperial tombs?” Xiao Changqin remained completely unruffled.

Xiao Changying stared at him in angry shock: “The tomb-raiding case – was it orchestrated by you?!”

Somehow word had gotten out about a group of brazen tomb raiders who robbed everywhere, not even sparing the imperial tombs. Now everywhere was in chaos.

“I only blew up the imperial tombs,” Xiao Changqin’s lips curved upward, “I only oppose His Majesty.”

Chapter 232: Moon’s Beauty and Flower’s Beauty Cannot Compare to Her Beauty
The brother’s smile was cold and eerie. Combined with his pale face, he looked like a ghost crawling out of a graveyard, frightening Xiao Changying into stepping back: “Brother, those are the imperial tombs, where our ancestors are buried!”

Being human means revering ancestors – this is the most basic human nature. People often uphold morality, propriety, honor, shame, filial piety, and respect for elders as fundamental principles. Without these, can one still be called human?

Otherwise, why would Xiao Huayong want to handle this matter secretly? Disturbing ancestral tombs was more intolerable than being tortured to death oneself.

“The imperial tombs are heavily guarded. How could I secretly transport explosives inside?” Xiao Changqin’s long, thin fingers caressed the clay ocarina in his hand. “I merely learned from the Crown Prince, making some disturbance outside the tombs.”

The explosion occurred very close to the imperial tombs, sending smoke billowing into the sky. Villagers in the distance could only see a rough location, and he had already prepared people to spread rumors, which was why the gossip spread uncontrollably like wildfire.

Hearing this, Xiao Changying relaxed slightly. He slowly stepped forward and gripped his brother’s shoulder: “Brother, please don’t do such things anymore, alright?”

His brother’s tone was full of pleading and fear. Xiao Changqin looked down at the hand on his shoulder, which gripped tightly to hide its trembling. Xiao Changqin sighed almost inaudibly and gently patted his brother’s hand.

“Little brother, I don’t want to deceive you.”

Xiao Changying’s long lashes trembled, his eyes quickly reddening: “Brother… Fifth Sister-in-law is gone, can’t you let yourself go? Please… just for your brother’s sake.”

Xiao Changqin gently removed Xiao Changying’s hand from his shoulder: “Brother, only eternal sleep can make me forget your Fifth Sister-in-law. Before she died, she told me to live well, so I live on…”

As he spoke, he noticed a delicate dagger hanging at Xiao Changying’s waist. He quickly drew it out – the thin blade was extremely sharp. He placed the handle in Xiao Changying’s palm, gripping his hand to point it at himself: “Perhaps… you could grant brother’s wish. This way… I wouldn’t be breaking my promise to her.”

Xiao Changying struggled but couldn’t break free from Xiao Changqin’s grip, instead cutting his brother’s hand. Xiao Changying panicked and let go, the dagger falling. He pushed away his brother who was smiling brightly: “Brother, you’ve gone mad!”

He had long known his brother wasn’t right since his Fifth Sister-in-law’s death. Previously, he thought his brother was just drowning in grief, unable to move on. Today he realized his brother hadn’t failed to move on – he had deliberately locked himself inside his grief. The person standing before him was just a heartless shell.

“Hahahahaha…” Xiao Changqin laughed out loud. He bent down to pick up the dagger, wiping the blood off with his fingertip, looking at his still-bleeding hand. “I went mad long ago. My revered father destroyed my wife’s family. My respected mother delivered poison to my wife’s hands, causing me to lose both wife and child. He was so small, turning into a pool of blood before my eyes. She grew cold inch by inch in my arms.

They tortured my heart yet expected me to act as if nothing happened. I was immersed in the pain of losing my wife, but they told me ‘What great man worries about having no wife?’ A year after her passing, they wanted to find me another suitable match.

That was at my wife’s memorial hall! They spoke such cold-hearted words – how could they ever have seen me as their son?”

Xiao Changying rushed forward to embrace his grief-stricken, nearly hysterical brother: “Brother.”

His brother’s state wasn’t just from losing his beloved – after losing her, all his closest family treated him with indifference, no one understanding his pain. Father thought him too sentimental for greater purposes, Mother considered him weak and incompetent for falling apart over a woman.

None of them had ever experienced such pain. Not only did they fail to empathize, but they repeatedly rubbed salt in his wounds.

Xiao Changqin closed his eyes, and when he reopened them, all emotions were hidden in the depths of his dark pupils. He patted his brother’s back before pushing him away: “Let’s end this matter here. Leave the rest for His Majesty to investigate.”

The tomb-raiding case had nothing to do with him. He had merely discovered some clues and made use of them. As for who was behind this heaven-defying method of accumulating wealth, he wasn’t curious and didn’t want to interfere, lest it aroused His Majesty’s suspicion.

In Liyang County, Shen Xihe watched the occasionally star-lit night sky. After waiting several nights here, only today did starlight appear.

Around 9-11 AM, Shen Xihe caught sight of a flower bud timidly poking its head up like a shy little girl. Her face lit up with joy, and she unconsciously grabbed Xiao Huayong’s arm, lowering her voice: “It moved.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze lingered long on his arm – just now, she… had touched his arm. The warm, soft sensation seemed to stick to his skin, and he unconsciously broke into a slightly foolish smile.

Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed Xiao Huayong’s reaction. Her eyes were glued to the winter daphne. Soon the flower stalk pushed the bud upward, like a little girl growing taller, becoming a slender maiden.

A breeze came, making the flower bud tremble slightly, loosening its tight petals. Layer by layer, they slowly opened, like a maiden’s boundless bashfulness upon coming of age – elegant and otherworldly, soft as silk, delicate as satin, swaying gracefully, standing tall like jade.

The stamens timidly emerged, accompanied by an intense, enchanting fragrance.

Xiao Huayong came to his senses and watched its transformation. The two flowers bloomed almost simultaneously. He felt as if he was watching a beautiful woman’s life in full bloom. Just as he was about to make a poetic comment, before he could open his mouth, Shen Xihe reached out both hands and snapped off the two fully bloomed flowers.

Only bare stalks remained on the branches. Xiao Huayong’s smile froze slightly.

“Good, we can still rest for an hour or two on the way back,” Shen Xihe placed the flowers in a box as if handling pearls.

After securing the flowers, she left without a backward glance. Xiao Huayong watched her walk away, then looked back at the bare stalks, reluctantly murmuring his intended words to the flowerless branches: “Beauty under the moonlight, beauty in the moonlight – the moon’s beauty and flower’s beauty cannot compare to her beauty…”

Looking at the branches trembling in the night wind, he sighed: “Meeting someone who doesn’t understand romance, you and I are equally pitiful.”

When Shen Xihe boarded the carriage, she realized Xiao Huayong was still standing there. She looked puzzled at him bent over seemingly studying the bare winter daphne branch, and asked Zhenzhu beside her: “Was there something special about the flower stalk just now?”

Zhenzhu shook her head: “This servant doesn’t know.”

Fortunately, Xiao Huayong didn’t linger long and quickly caught up. Shen Xihe asked him the same question: “What was Your Highness looking at just now?”

Xiao Huayong smiled gently, his face completely composed: “I was thinking about how to cultivate winter daphne, so I took a few extra looks.”

Chapter 233: Three to Five Years to Outmaneuver His Majesty
Shen Xihe nodded and entered the carriage. She carefully recalled her time calculations from earlier. The reason she came personally this time was to determine exactly how long it took for the flowers to reach full bloom. She judged their peak by their fragrance.

The flower’s scent had distinct layers as it passed her nose – gradually intensifying meant it was still blooming, while any slight fading indicated it was beginning to decline. Though this perception was unique to her, she had converted it into precise timing.

Although each flower might vary slightly, the differences shouldn’t be too great. Shen Xihe described her observations while Zhenzhu wrote them down. If proven effective, she could delegate the harvesting to her subordinates in the future.

Xiao Huayong sat nearby listening to her measured tone, each word blooming like a flower in his heart. Her focused, serious expression was truly beautiful, especially since this attention was for his sake. As he watched, he couldn’t help becoming entranced.

“Click!” Zhenzhu knew she shouldn’t make a sound, as it might offend His Highness, but his gaze was too passionate and obvious. Only the Princess could ignore it – she and Hong Yu simply couldn’t bear it.

“Your Highness should return to the capital. I’ll take a detour through Henan Prefecture,” Shen Xihe didn’t want to travel with Xiao Huayong.

Her heart and resolve were firm – Xiao Huayong’s influence on her was minimal, but his effect on those around her was considerable.

“I…”

“Who knows how long these flowers will last.” Before Xiao Huayong could make excuses, Shen Xihe placed the box containing the winter daphne in his hands. “Your Highness should take them back and use them soon. Don’t let my several nights of waiting go to waste.”

Though the box in his hands was light as a feather, her words weighed like a thousand pounds, leaving him no room to argue.

If he insisted on accompanying her when they returned, the flowers would have withered, wouldn’t that waste all her effort?

“How could I disappoint Youyou’s kindness? I’ll ride swiftly back to the capital tomorrow,” Xiao Huayong had to compromise.

Shen Xihe nodded in satisfaction: “I’ll have Mo Yuan escort Commander Wei and the others to the capital to face His Majesty.”

Was she making sure he returned to the capital? Afraid he might detour to find her again?

Xiao Huayong felt this was Shen Xihe’s intention, but he also knew these prisoners needed to be delivered to the capital urgently. Delays could not only cause complications but also arouse His Majesty’s suspicion about why they had taken such a roundabout route with these prisoners.

Now at least her detour could be explained – from Linchuan to Liyang was to draw out Commander Wei and the others; from Liyang to Henan Prefecture was to avoid potential ambushes along the way. She would never admit it was specifically for Bu Shulin, as she hadn’t interfered in state affairs.

“Be careful in Henan Prefecture,” Xiao Huayong advised gently.

“Hasn’t Your Highness already sent people to protect me?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly.

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly: “Nothing escapes Youyou’s keen eyes. Still, while obvious threats can be avoided, hidden arrows are hard to guard against. Please be careful.”

“Your Highness need not worry,” Shen Xihe said calmly but didn’t ask him to withdraw his men.

She knew even if she asked, he wouldn’t do it – or would only do so superficially while still having people follow her. Pointing this out wasn’t to blame him, but to let him know she was aware of everything and he needn’t worry about her.

“I’ll await your return to the capital.”

Await your coming of age.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had only rested for two hours when they received news of the imperial tombs being bombed. Being far from the capital, they couldn’t determine the exact situation, but the news spread like a rolling snowball, growing more intense. Someone with similar intelligence had made arrangements in advance, causing the situation to spiral out of control.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the inn for a meal, she heard that several wealthy families had already reported to the authorities. Upon hearing about tomb raiders, they immediately checked their family tombs and indeed found signs of disturbance.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t departed – he wanted to observe the local reaction. Shen Xihe knew this wasn’t just an excuse, so she didn’t urge him. She also didn’t immediately set out for Henan Prefecture, choosing to stay and observe for a day.

After finishing their meal, an eagle landed nearby. Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows – this wasn’t a gyrfalcon, but an ordinary male eagle.

While carrier pigeons were common, this was Shen Xihe’s first time seeing a message delivered by an eagle. Eagles were different from pigeons – pigeons were used because they deeply remembered their home and wouldn’t fly astray, but eagles were different.

“It’s from Fifth Brother,” Xiao Huayong smiled, raising his eyebrows.

Interrupted from her thoughts, Shen Xihe looked up at Xiao Huayong: “The imperial tomb incident was Prince Xin’s doing?”

Xiao Huayong was surprised: “Why doesn’t Youyou think I meant the tomb-raiding case was Fifth Brother’s doing?”

He paused before adding: “Or perhaps both the imperial tomb incident and the tomb-raiding case were his work.”

“Prince Xin is in the capital,” Shen Xihe said these five words.

She didn’t explain further, simply following the logic of Prince Xin being in the capital. Xiao Huayong nodded. He was sensitive about any man she mentioned, especially his unmarried brothers – each one a potential rival.

He wondered if he should arrange primary wives for all his brothers’ households after returning.

“Your Highness?” Seeing Xiao Huayong suddenly lost in thought, Shen Xihe called out softly.

Coming back to his senses, Xiao Huayong smiled: “Youyou guessed correctly. The imperial tomb incident was Fifth Brother’s doing.”

“Prince Xin’s influence shouldn’t be underestimated.” Shen Xihe hadn’t expected Xiao Changqin could spread rumors throughout the capital and surrounding prefectures, even reaching Liyang County, in just one night.

“The timing was pre-arranged, with people stationed in various counties and prefectures. After his action, signals were released, then people outside the capital released signals, and those who received those signals released more.” Without these signals, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have known so quickly it was Xiao Changqin’s work.

“That still requires many people.” This only accelerated the transmission speed. “Prince Xin must have long known about the tomb-raiding case.”

“He was once His Majesty’s chosen heir apparent candidate,” Xiao Huayong gazed at Shen Xihe. “His Majesty wanted to forge him into an iron-blooded ruler, arranging his marriage to the Gu family’s daughter. But he didn’t expect him to be broken in the process. Though His Majesty was greatly disappointed and no longer valued him, the methods he learned from His Majesty during those years and the influence he cultivated through His Majesty’s favor remain.”

“His Majesty used the Gu family and the late Princess Xin to forge Prince Xin. What about Your Highness?” Shen Xihe returned his gaze.

“His Majesty won’t forge me,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved. “In his heart, I’m destined not to be the one who ultimately inherits his throne.”

“What about three to five years from now?” Shen Xihe asked.

For these three to five years, His Majesty naturally wouldn’t suspect anything, but if Xiao Huayong was still alive and well after that, would His Majesty remain so calm?

“If I haven’t outmaneuvered His Majesty in three to five years, I might as well die early from poison,” Xiao Huayong spoke the most audacious words in the most casual tone.

Chapter 234: He Is No Longer Someone Unimportant
“Your Highness, please don’t speak such nonsense,” Shen Xihe frowned.

Like a clear stream slowly flowing through, gliding across the heart field, refreshing and sweet, Xiao Huayong said joyfully: “Since Youyou doesn’t like hearing these things, I will certainly not speak such nonsense in the future.”

She had once chosen him because she believed her life would be short. Now she not only didn’t wish for his early death but also disliked hearing him speak such inauspicious words. This meant that to her, he was no longer someone unimportant.

Even though it was far from the level he yearned for, it was enough to make Xiao Huayong feel satisfied and happy.

Shen Xihe didn’t say much. Her attitude toward Xiao Huayong had been different since the moment he saved her – not romantic feelings, but gratitude.

Her benefactor, although Shen Xihe might not invest much genuine emotion, she still didn’t want him to die young.

In Liyang County, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had witnessed the people’s grief over the tomb-raiding case. The milder ones merely sought justice from the officials, the harsher ones directly scattered paper money in front of the yamen, the clever ones knelt at the yamen gates wearing mourning clothes and holding memorial tablets, and the most extreme even included someone who died from smashing their head against the yamen gate.

Each incident immediately ignited the anger of all the city’s citizens. If killing someone’s parents was already an unforgivable hatred, how much worse was disturbing the peace of the deceased? Any person with a conscience, even if they hadn’t experienced such a thing, could understand the shock and pain.

If the officials couldn’t even protect the dead, how could the people expect them to protect the living?

“Could it be… Prince Xin didn’t know things would develop to this point?” Shen Xihe had personally witnessed a seventy-year-old woman, whose husband’s grave had been disturbed, smash her head against the government office and die, her blood splattering and staining the stone lion red.

“These things aren’t important to him,” Xiao Huayong lowered his eyes.

Xiao Changqin had been groomed by Emperor Youning for over ten years as the reserve crown prince, just waiting for the emperor to close his eyes to take his position. If not for the incident with the Gu family’s daughter, he would probably be the prince with the highest prestige right now.

He had learned many imperial techniques, and being clever since childhood, he had probably already figured out some things the emperor hadn’t even taught him yet. Those who are destined to become emperors all have cold hearts.

Xiao Changqin now had an emperor’s iron-blooded nature and ruthlessness but lacked the benevolence an emperor should have – considering the bigger picture and the welfare of the people.

It wasn’t that Emperor Youning hadn’t taught him these things, or that he couldn’t comprehend them himself, but rather that these weren’t what he sought.

He no longer desired the throne; he only wanted to make His Majesty’s days miserable.

“Will Your Highness not intervene?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong.

With things having reached this point, she could no longer interfere. She had no evidence it was Prince Xin’s doing, and even if she had evidence that he had bombed the imperial tombs, it wouldn’t quell the people’s anger.

“Now we can only wait for His Majesty to issue an edict of self-blame,” Xiao Huayong gazed toward distant Jingdu and said, “Whether it’s the disturbance of the ancestors outside the imperial tombs or the wide-reaching implications of this case, only His Majesty’s self-blame edict can calm things down.”

Speaking to this point, Xiao Huayong smiled with an unclear meaning: “Fifth Brother’s move has more benefits than drawbacks.”

“More benefits than drawbacks?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand.

Xiao Huayong said in a low voice: “If the imperial tombs hadn’t been bombed, even if His Majesty issued a self-blame edict, the people might not have been appeased. But now that the imperial tombs have also been bombed, it means the court didn’t condone this – the royal family is also a victim. As long as the self-blame edict is written sincerely, shows empathy, and mentions His Majesty’s twenty years of reign bringing national strength and prosperity, after the people’s greatest grief has passed, finally having two local respected people whose tombs were also disturbed to speak up, this storm won’t be difficult to settle.”

After hearing this, Shen Xihe thought carefully and realized it seemed truly so. If the imperial tombs hadn’t been bombed, the people would surely have thought this was all due to officials protecting each other, oppressing the common people, and the royal family’s cover-up.

But with the bombing of the imperial tombs, they could share the people’s righteous indignation. As long as they finally caught the mastermind behind it all and brought them to justice, this matter would be completely over and wouldn’t leave a thorn in the people’s hearts.

“It just puts His Majesty on the hot seat,” Xiao Huayong said, letting out a low laugh.

This way, His Majesty had no choice but to issue a self-blame edict, whether he wanted to or not.

Shen Xihe glanced at the grieving victims crying in the distance and asked softly, “His Majesty won’t issue the self-blame edict quickly.”

Xiao Huayong’s smiling eyes were full of praise: “Youyou has seen through it.”

Shen Xihe: “Thanks to Your Highness’s guidance.”

Xiao Changqin was targeting His Majesty. He might have arranged for news of the imperial tomb bombing to spread across the country overnight, but he hadn’t arranged for people to incite the masses. While the disturbance of ancestors naturally caused shock, anger, and unbearable grief, it shouldn’t have led to people giving up their lives.

There was clearly someone else who took advantage of the situation and manipulated things, and this person must be the mastermind behind the tomb-raiding case.

Since His Majesty couldn’t escape issuing a self-blame edict anyway, why not catch the person behind it all to vent some anger?

“I hope fewer lives are lost,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

“Youyou, in this world, truly foolish people are as rare as extremely clever ones. Most people are ordinary, and ordinary people won’t easily be incited to stake their lives,” Xiao Huayong’s tone carried a hint of coolness. “The elderly woman you saw who died from the impact earlier – her family fortune had already been squandered by her son. She was over seventy with not many years left to live, but she still had three grandchildren.

Her death at the yamen gate, while partly seeking justice for her husband, was also because she felt her life was worth something, or she wouldn’t have decided to die.”

Xiao Huayong wasn’t making callous speculations; he had investigated before concluding. This elderly woman had been weak and sick, long-suffering from age and illness, only enduring because she worried about her daughter-in-law raising three children. Now her eldest grandson had come of age and could support the household.

What she needed most now was to secure a future for her grandsons. By dying this way at the yamen, she could find release while also leaving a way forward for her grandsons – the court would certainly have to provide compensation and support.

This was human nature. She might not have been clever, but she was using everything she had to plan for her descendants’ future, not caring if others used her as long as she could get what she wanted.

“Your Highness means that of those who stake their lives over this matter, nine out of ten are doing it for gain.”

“Yes.” Only one or two might truly be impulsive and unyielding.

Most people would rather witness how this matter would be resolved and how they should face their disturbed ancestors.

“Even so, I still hope this matter is resolved soon,” Shen Xihe said. “Your Highness, I will set out for Henan Prefecture tomorrow. That’s where the root cause lies.”

Including the previously confessed Hehe Pawnshop, which was also in Henan Prefecture.

“I must return to the capital,” Xiao Huayong said.

He would have liked to accompany Shen Xihe to Henan Prefecture, but firstly, the Qionghua matter couldn’t be delayed, and secondly, the imperial tomb matter was no small issue – his absence from the palace at this time could easily expose him.

Chapter 235: Bu Shulin Caught Red-Handed
As Crown Prince, even though the bombing of the imperial tombs was terrible, he still needed to make an appearance and show his stance. While his body double could continue feigning unconsciousness in the Eastern Palace, appearing in public probably wouldn’t work – he needed to hurry back to the palace.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong parted ways in Liyang County, one heading straight for the capital, the other turning toward Henan Prefecture. Xiao Huayong rode alone at full speed, while Shen Xihe led a grand procession with a large contingent.

The day before she arrived in Henan Prefecture, she received a message from Bu Shulin, as playful as ever in tone. But on the day she entered the city, she heard that Bu Shulin had been caught red-handed – she was the mastermind behind the tomb-raiding case.

“What did you say?” Shen Xihe stood up abruptly.

She had just arrived at the relay station. Unlike her visit to Linchuan County with the emperor’s rewards, she was merely passing through Henan Prefecture. The prefecture governor naturally wouldn’t come to welcome her. Moreover, with Henan Prefecture in much more turmoil than Liyang County, having the governor send his attendant to receive her was already maintaining face.

Thus, she stayed at the relay station and sent Zhenzhu to inform Bu Shulin, requesting her presence. Zhenzhu returned not with Bu Shulin, but with news that Bu Shulin had met with the manager of Hehe Pawnshop at dawn, poisoned him, and been caught red-handed by the Henan Prefecture governor. She was now imprisoned in jail, awaiting the governor’s memorial to His Majesty for judgment.

“Young Master Step is on Henan Prefecture’s death row,” Zhenzhu said gravely.

“Let’s go to the governor’s mansion.” Shen Xihe took her imperially bestowed gold token, immediately requested horses from the relay station, and rode with Zhenzhu and Moyu at top speed to the governor’s mansion.

The Henan Prefecture governor’s surname was Tang, given the name Juan. A jinshi graduate from Youning’s eighth year, he had served as an official for twelve years before becoming Henan’s governor. From a humble background, he had earned His Majesty’s trust and remained a loyal minister.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the government office, her heart was pounding severely, making her very uncomfortable. Although she had recovered to normal, Shen Xihe still lacked exercise and was physically weak. She had Zhenzhu present her calling card first as a courtesy to Governor Tang.

Instead of meeting the governor, they met his clerk, who respectfully invited her in and attentively served tea and snacks: “Please forgive us, Princess. The governor is busy with the tomb-raiding case and isn’t at the office. If Princess has any matters, please instruct this humble servant.”

“I want to see Young Master Step.” Since he asked for instructions, Shen Xihe spoke directly.

The clerk’s eyes flickered: “Princess, Young Master Step is implicated in the tomb-raiding case as a suspect. With public anger rising, the governor has instructed that no one may visit Young Master Step.”

Shen Xihe raised her hand, the golden token gleaming in her palm: “I want to see Young Master Step now.”

The clerk fell to his knees with a thud, respectfully performed a great bow, and shouted “Long live the emperor,” before trembling as he got up: “This humble one will arrange it right away.”

Shen Xihe sighed in relief when she saw Bu Shulin. She had truly worried Bu Shulin would be tortured. She was lying on the prison cell’s stone bed, legs swinging, humming a tune. Hearing the cell door open, she turned to see Shen Xihe in her cloak and immediately ran over crying: “My Youyou, you finally…”

Shen Xihe dodged aside, and Bu Shulin, missing her target, turned back to look at Shen Xihe with an expression of spreading accusation.

“You seem quite comfortable,” Shen Xihe said with a cold laugh.

“I almost lost my life,” Bu Shulin said pitifully.

Zhenzhu entered, cleaned the long bench, and then went out to pay off the jailer with silver.

Shen Xihe sat down gracefully: “Tell me, what game are you playing?”

“What game?” Bu Shulin sat next to Shen Xihe, pouting as she said, “I was truly framed. If Governor Tang didn’t owe my father a life debt from years ago, you’d only be collecting my corpse now.”

“Tell me what happened,” Shen Xihe glanced at her.

“Wasn’t I here on orders? I’ve been investigating openly and secretly all this time without any leads. Just the day before yesterday, I finally discovered the Hehe Pawnshop manager was suspicious. I found their hidden stolen goods and was going to sneak into his mansion to investigate, but who knew he was waiting for me.”

Bu Shulin grew irritated just mentioning it: “He spoke to me briefly, drank his cup of tea, then fell coughing blood. I worried he was faking and was about to check his breathing when I heard a large group of people bursting in. I was caught in the act.”

In that situation, escaping would lead to capture and leave her unable to defend herself. Hiding wasn’t wise either. She could only open the door and wait for them, then reveal herself as a special investigator sent to look into this matter.

“You don’t know, Governor Tang and that Prefecture Commander nearly came to blows over who would take me. In the end, since Governor Tang is the chief administrator, it was only reasonable for him to handle such matters. He forcefully took me back, otherwise…”

If she had fallen into the Prefecture Commander’s hands, it would certainly have meant death.

“Were many unsold stolen goods found in the manager’s mansion?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin nodded vigorously: “Caught red-handed – aren’t I pitiful?”

“Pitiful?” Shen Xihe laughed coldly. “The provincial governor hasn’t arrived yet, and I got here first – you should count yourself lucky.”

While the prefecture governor managed local administration and the prefecture commander controlled military affairs, Tang Juan might have been able to take custody of her, but when the provincial governor arrived to claim her, Tang Juan would have no choice but to hand her over to his superior – the provincial governor controlled all affairs in the province.

“I know, I know, Youyou is my lucky star,” Bu Shulin stared at Shen Xihe brightly, blinking her eyes.

“It’s only half a day’s journey from the provincial capital – calculating the time, the provincial governor will arrive soon,” Shen Xihe furrowed her brow in thought.

They couldn’t let the provincial governor take Bu Shulin away, or she wouldn’t make it back to the capital alive. But even with her imperial token, Shen Xihe couldn’t forcibly detain someone caught red-handed with solid evidence like Bu Shulin unless there was something suspicious about the case.

At this thought, Shen Xihe’s gaze steadied, and she turned a smiling look toward Bu Shulin.

“Yo…Youyou, why are you looking at me like that?” Bu Shulin felt a bit unnerved.

Shen Xihe took out a jade-colored porcelain bottle and placed it on the table: “This is poison, a type that takes several days to be fatal. As a martial artist, forcing up a mouthful of blood shouldn’t be difficult. Take this and pretend to be poisoned – the doctor will confirm you’ve been poisoned. I’ll leave you the antidote too; take it in a couple of days.”

“Won’t he say I took the poison out of guilt?” Bu Shulin worried.

“Don’t worry, as long as you’re poisoned and I’m here, he won’t get to make that conclusion,” Shen Xihe said forcefully.

Bu Shulin’s eyes shimmered with touched tears: “Why wasn’t I… To never marry Youyou in this life, I’m truly unworthy as a man!”

Shen Xihe gave a contemptuous cold laugh: “So stupid and still wanting to marry me? Unless I go blind and brain-damaged, you’re just dreaming.”

If not for considering the bond that should exist between the Northwest and Southwest regions, Shen Xihe wouldn’t even want to look at Bu Shulin.



Chapter 236: Cui Xiaoqing’s Protection
Bu Shulin: …

Looking pitifully at Shen Xihe and seeing her unmoved, she grabbed the poison, took out a pill, swallowed it, and then hung her head: “This isn’t my fault. I’d been watching this pawnshop manager for a while, being careful at every step. He couldn’t have been setting me up from the beginning – something must have gone wrong elsewhere, and they hastily lured me in as a scapegoat.”

Bu Shulin felt wronged – she had truly been vigilant, making sure the manager didn’t know why she was there. After all, this was a major matter, and given her identity, His Majesty certainly wouldn’t have trusted her to handle it.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe lifted her delicate chin: “So you’re saying two people set you up.”

“Two people?” Bu Shulin lowered her eyes in thought. She wasn’t stupid. “His Majesty didn’t trust me.”

At this point, what was there not to understand? His Majesty indeed hadn’t entrusted her with this matter – she was just a decoy to draw others’ attention. She had stayed safe until now only because she spent her time here eating, drinking, and enjoying herself in brothels.

His Majesty’s side probably saw her as still useful, and since the real investigators hadn’t gathered evidence yet, they hadn’t moved against her. When the tomb-raiding case grew bigger, they were too busy to deal with her. But now that they had managed to get her out, it would be a waste not to take advantage of this excellent opportunity.

So the person His Majesty sent to secretly investigate the tomb-raiding case had set her up, leaking her purpose here to others. That’s why they knew her intentions, and seeing that the case had grown bigger due to Shen Xihe’s arrests and Xiao Changqin’s bombing of the imperial tombs, they went all in, deliberately luring Bu Shulin to the already exposed manager’s house to catch her red-handed.

Shen Xihe: “Not entirely unfair.”

“Right? Several forces conspired against me alone – I couldn’t escape even with wings. Fortunately, Governor Tang owed my father a debt of gratitude,” Bu Shulin said with relief.

“Did Governor Tang tell you this himself? That he owed your father a favor?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Yes,” Bu Shulin nodded.

Shen Xihe laughed: “Why don’t you write to your father and ask if Governor Tang owes him anything?”

One was from a noble military family guarding the Southwest; the other was a diligent civil servant from a humble background.

Shen Xihe had already investigated Tang Juan. He did have a record of serving in Shu territory, but several counties away from the Southwest Prince’s mansion. Shen Xihe didn’t believe they had any connection.

Moreover, with Bu Shulin here investigating such a dangerous case, if such connections existed, Step Tohai wouldn’t have failed to inform her.

Tang Juan had passed the imperial examination when the chief examiner was from the Cui family. Shen Xihe suspected Cui Jinbai had assigned Bu Shulin here precisely because Tang Juan was here, making her feel so secure.

And Tang Juan was clever – he hadn’t shown excessive favoritism, handling everything officially. Until the provincial governor arrived, he could claim full authority due to having doubts, thus keeping Bu Shulin from falling into the prefecture commander’s hands.

Undeniably, with Tang Juan here, Bu Shulin was completely safe. Just seeing how Tang Juan could imprison Bu Shulin and still leave to handle administrative matters, not worried about anyone taking advantage to harm her, showed how deeply he controlled the governor’s office from top to bottom.

If she hadn’t arrived first today, Cui Jinbai would likely have had ways to resolve Bu Shulin’s predicament – he had taken great pains to protect her.

“Hmm?” Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled, brightening: “Youyou, is Tang Juan your man?”

Shen Xihe: …

She shouldn’t have overestimated Bu Shulin’s intelligence.

“Figure it out yourself,” Shen Xihe said as she stood up and left the prison.

Since Provincial Governor Yu was coming, Shen Xihe naturally needed to meet with him properly.

Just as Shen Xihe left the prison, she encountered Tang Juan rushing over. Tang Juan bowed to her: “Princess.”

Shen Xihe returned the courtesy: “Governor Tang.”

“Princess, Provincial Governor Yu will arrive at the office in a quarter hour,” Tang Juan said.

This statement further confirmed to Shen Xihe that Tang Juan was Cui Jinbai’s man – otherwise, why would he trust her so much? He was giving her time to prepare.

Although Tang Juan helped Cui Jinbai, he had his concerns and position, and couldn’t directly conflict with his superior.

“Governor Tang should just handle matters related to the tomb-raiding case. Leave the rest to me,” Shen Xihe reassured him.

Tang Juan noticeably relaxed and bowed to Shen Xihe again.

Shen Xihe sat in the main hall, slowly savoring the Pingzhong tea – a packet Xiao Huayong had left her before leaving, telling her to think of him while drinking it. She took the tea but had no particular person to think about.

After sitting for about a quarter-hour, horse neighs sounded outside the office. Soon three people strode in, the one in front wearing purple official robes – in this dynasty, only officials of third rank or higher could wear purple.

Provincial governors were divided into three grades: upper province governors were junior third rank, middle province governors were senior fourth rank, and lower province governors were junior fourth rank.

After Governor Yu and Tang Juan exchanged greetings, they walked to the main hall where they saw Shen Xihe slowly standing up. According to rank, even though the provincial governor held real power over a province, he still had to greet Shen Xihe first: “Princess.”

Shen Xihe humbly returned the greeting: “Governor Yu.”

“Why is the Princess here?” Governor Yu asked with a smile as if making small talk.

“I cannot tell the Governor,” Shen Xihe replied flatly.

Governor Yu showed no displeasure, still wearing a modest smile: “It must be the Princess’s private matter – this official spoke out of turn. In that case, I won’t disturb the Princess, as I have urgent matters to attend to.”

“Could the Governor’s matter be about Young Master Step’s involvement in the tomb-raiding case?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Indeed,” Governor Yu nodded.

“Though this case occurred here and has major implications, shouldn’t Governor Tang be the primary investigator?” Shen Xihe said casually.

Although Governor Yu was Tang Juan’s superior, each jurisdiction had its own rules. Unless Tang Juan reported up, while Governor Yu had the right to intervene, it would look bad. After all, a province had anywhere from five or six to over ten prefectures – if superiors all acted this way, how would the prefecture governors feel?

“Princess may not know, but this case has major implications. The provincial capital is in chaos, and if we can explain sooner, we can ease His Majesty’s worries and reassure the people,” Governor Yu said grandly.

Shen Xihe looked Governor Yu over a few times before smiling lightly: “Is Prince Zhao aware of Governor Yu’s urgency regarding His Majesty’s worries and the people’s concerns?”

Prince Zhao’s deceased princess consort was the eldest daughter of Governor Yu’s brother.

While Shen Xihe didn’t believe Prince Zhao was behind this – many aspects couldn’t be reasonably explained – Governor Yu’s eager interference suggested he wasn’t seeking merit but helping others for different reasons, planning to frame Prince Zhao.

It wouldn’t frame Prince Zhao – as long as Bu Shulin died from guilt, Prince Zhao wouldn’t be implicated.

Chapter 237: A Brazen Frame-Up
Governor Yu’s smile remained unchanged. “I don’t understand Your Highness’s meaning. As an official, I serve the common people with sincerity and remain loyal to His Majesty as a humble subject.”

Having said this, not wishing to engage further with Shen Xihe, he added: “I still have official duties to attend to and cannot keep you company. I ask for Your Highness’s understanding.”

Shen Xihe yielded the way accordingly, without pressing further. Watching Governor Yu’s retreating figure disappear with his two subordinates, she then asked Tang Juan: “Magistrate Tang, are there any in your prefecture office who are not of one mind with the magistrate?”

Tang Juan felt an inexplicable twinge in his brow. The princess before him was otherworldly in her refinement, her voice enchanting and gentle when she spoke. Though she seemed without the slightest sharp edge, she nevertheless gave people the impression of a precious sword that could fly from its scabbard at any moment—and once drawn, would surely drink blood.

Suppressing these thoughts, Tang Juan lowered his eyes: “Your Highness need not worry. Though I am dim-witted, I do possess some ability in managing my subordinates.”

“That is very good,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Good in what way? Tang Juan asked himself. Though he had been steeped in officialdom for over ten years and seen all manner of people, this princess before him, who appeared delicate and young, was difficult for him to see through.

Surely the rough customs of the Northwest couldn’t mean… surely she couldn’t have learned the bandit methods of the Northwest King and planned to directly kill Governor Yu in his prefecture office to silence him?

Thinking of some of the Northwest King’s past deeds, then looking at Shen Xihe sitting elegantly and lowering her head to taste her tea, his moment of panic subsided. The princess appeared refined and courteous, her every movement unlike someone rash and overbearing. She surely wouldn’t be so bold and reckless.

Unable to figure out what Shen Xihe intended to do, yet not daring to ask too much lest he unwittingly become an accomplice, Tang Juan waited anxiously. Soon enough, Governor Yu came out, his men holding Bu Shulin.

When Bu Shulin saw Shen Xihe, he gave her a quick wink. Shen Xihe nodded almost imperceptibly.

The next instant, Bu Shulin suddenly spat out a mouthful of fresh blood, startling even Tang Juan’s expression to change. Governor Yu also turned his head to glance at Bu Shulin, who had collapsed weakly and was now trembling as he pointed a finger at Governor Yu.

They heard Bu Shulin speak with difficulty: “Prefect… why… why did you poison me!”

With that, his eyes rolled back and he collapsed in the arms of Governor Yu’s subordinate.

“Governor Yu, what have you done to Young Master Bu?” Shen Xihe immediately demanded.

Governor Yu’s face was taut: “This official did not poison Bu Shulin!”

“Magistrate Tang, please call for a physician!” Shen Xihe said coldly.

“This official will…”

“Governor Yu.” Shen Xihe cut off his words, “Young Master Bu was caught with evidence and is a suspect. At this moment, Governor Yu is also suspected of poisoning Young Master Bu. If Governor Yu cannot clear this suspicion, I will not let you take Young Master Bu away.”

“Princess, are you interfering with imperial affairs?” Governor Yu’s face darkened.

“Governor Yu, I have neither prevented you from taking Bu Shulin away nor asked a single question about the tomb robbery case. How is this interfering with imperial affairs?” Shen Xihe stood her ground, “I witnessed Bu Shulin being poisoned in your custody, and before losing consciousness he identified you as having poisoned him. This is a separate matter.”

“Princess!”

“Let the physician examine him first.” Magistrate Tang called for the prefecture physician at this point, trying to mediate. He too did not know what exactly Shen Xihe had planned.

Governor Yu looked to his other subordinate, who immediately ran out.

The prefecture physician took Bu Shulin’s pulse and seemed uncertain: “Young Master Bu shows signs of poisoning, but forgive my shallow learning—I cannot identify which poison.”

“How does Governor Yu explain this?” Shen Xihe asked.

Governor Yu gave a cold snort: “Princess, do not be hasty.”

Before long, Governor Yu’s subordinate returned with another physician carrying a medicine chest: “This is the state prefecture’s physician. This official was concerned that Young Master Bu might be delicate and meet with some mishap along the way, so brought a physician along.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows but did not prevent this physician from examining Bu Shulin’s pulse. This physician was Governor Yu’s man, but with other physicians present, he could not speak nonsense. After carefully examining for some time, he lowered his head and reported: “The Young Master has indeed been poisoned. This humble one has never seen this poison before.”

Shen Xihe gave Governor Yu a meaningful look that was somewhere between a smile and not.

Governor Yu knew this must be a scheme between Shen Xihe and Bu Shulin. If he couldn’t take Bu Shulin away now, he would never be able to. If Bu Shulin had not become the mastermind of the tomb robbery case, then his hasty interference, even without evidence, would surely have seen this pot of excrement dumped on Prince Zhao’s head.

“Since this poison is so unusual, come, quickly take Young Master Bu to the state prefecture to seek famous physicians to cure the poison!” Governor Yu shouted.

He naturally had brought more than just two men, and his people from outside rushed in.

Magistrate Tang stepped aside. Since the princess had set up such a situation, she must have anticipated this step and surely had countermeasures ready. His position and stance made it inappropriate to side with either party.

“Mo Yuan!” Shen Xihe called out sharply, and Mo Yuan likewise charged in with over ten men.

“Princess is obstructing official business and hindering this official’s investigation. This official will certainly report this matter to His Majesty!” Governor Yu’s face was cold as he clasped his hands toward the direction of the capital in a salute. “Take him away!”

“A Governor poisoning a suspect greatly suggests intent to silence. I too will inform His Majesty.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly, retreating behind Mo Yu and Zhen Zhu. “Seize them!”

Tang Juan had not expected things to truly escalate to this point. He wanted to speak but held back.

As Mo Yuan’s men and Governor Yu’s men began fighting, Shen Xihe walked around the corridor to the prefecture office entrance without a sideways glance. Governor Yu’s subordinate running out surely hadn’t just brought back a physician—she hadn’t forgotten Bu Shulin mentioning that the local garrison commander and Tang Juan had competed over her.

Just as Shen Xihe reached the entrance, sure enough, the garrison commander came riding up with a squad of men, with Teng Jin guarding outside to block them.

“Princess, this official received the prefect’s call for aid, saying someone here intended to harm his life.” The garrison commander gripped the sword at his waist while peering inside.

“Governor Yu is suspected of poisoning Young Master Bu, as witnessed by myself and Magistrate Tang. I only hope Governor Yu will remain here to clear up this matter, but Governor Yu insists on using force. In this matter, Commander, you would do best to follow Magistrate Tang’s example and stay clear.” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Princess, forgive me, but this official bears an imperial mandate to maintain peace in this region. It is my duty—at this time I cannot stand idly by.” The garrison commander gave Shen Xihe a salute, then gestured to his men.

Zhen Zhu and Mo Yu moved to block them, but Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop them. As the garrison commander charged in with his men, Mo Yuan had just leaped up to exchange blows with Governor Yu’s trusted subordinate, managing to strike him down with a palm strike. The man crashed beside Governor Yu’s feet, a porcelain bottle rolling from his body.

“Stop!” The crisp sound of the medicine bottle shattering rang out together with the garrison commander’s shout as his men rushed in and surrounded everyone.

Shen Xihe approached slowly, wearing a wisteria-colored silver-threaded cape with plane tree leaf embroidery. Both sides stopped fighting as she walked step by step to stand before Governor Yu. “Zhen Zhu.”

Zhen Zhu, who had followed beside Shen Xihe, picked up a piece of the medicine bottle and the pills that had fallen out, placing them on the porcelain shard and offering them to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe did not take them, but instead addressed Tang Juan and the garrison commander: “I trouble you both to each find a physician to examine whether this poison matches what Young Master Bu was poisoned with. Then we shall know if Governor Yu administered the poison.”

Chapter 238: Effortlessly Turning the Tables
Governor Yu was so angry his chest seized up, his bloodshot eyes nearly bulging out: “Slander!”

“Governor Yu, the medicine hasn’t been examined yet. Why such an extreme reaction?” Shen Xihe looked at him in confusion. “It seems Governor Yu knows what this substance is.”

What is it? You know best in your heart!

Governor Yu’s fierce gaze looked as if it could devour Shen Xihe alive.

At this moment he understood – Bu Shulin had taken the poison himself, the poison was provided by Shen Xihe, and her guard with his impressive martial arts had somehow during the confrontation planted the medicine bottle on his man, then deliberately knocked it out in front of the Magistrate and Garrison Commander.

This meant that in full view of everyone, they all saw that his man had concealed the poison – a scheme working in the same way as their frame-up of Bu Shulin!

“Princess, do you know the punishment for framing an imperial official?” Governor Yu’s venomous gaze pierced Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe turned and asked deliberately, word by word: “Governor Yu, do you know the punishment for slandering nobles and ministers?”

Though the young woman was graceful and delicate, she stood as straight as a pillar capable of supporting vast roof beams. Governor Yu’s aggressive air immediately diminished.

Before he could speak, Shen Xihe gave a light laugh: “Are these words of Governor Yu saying that I framed you? Do you have evidence? Surely Governor Yu isn’t suggesting that I forcibly planted this medicine on your trusted subordinate?”

But isn’t that exactly what happened?!

“Doesn’t Governor Yu find this absurd?” A trace of mockery flashed in Shen Xihe’s eyes. “I’ve been here barely half an hour, never met with you alone, and Magistrate Tang has been present throughout. This item fell from your trusted subordinate’s person, witnessed clearly by both the Magistrate and Garrison Commander.

Governor Yu, if you wish to cry injustice or find someone to take the blame, at least find someone plausible.”

Governor Yu was so angry his fists were making cracking sounds. Shen Xihe ignored him and looked toward Tang Juan: “Magistrate Tang, this incident occurred in your prefecture office. Though Governor Yu is your superior, before the law, officials and commoners are equal. Perhaps the Magistrate should detain Governor Yu first, then memorialize to His Majesty. Since Governor Yu keeps implicating me, I naturally won’t leave either. I’ll remain here for His Majesty’s appointed investigators to clarify everything.”

Well, even this princess’s reason for staying was impeccably righteous.

Tang Juan thought about how bold she was to have her subordinates frame the Prefect in front of everyone, and even arrange two eyewitnesses. He concluded this princess was both brave and cunning, her actions thorough and watertight. Best not to offend her in the future.

“The princess speaks well. The Garrison Commander and I witnessed this item fall from the person brought by Governor Yu. As for whether this substance is the poison that affected Young Master Bu, that still requires verification.” Tang Juan was also careful to leave no gaps, his words entirely objective without the slightest bias.

The Garrison Commander very much wanted to say he hadn’t seen it, but with such a blatant situation, unless he was blind, he could only say stiffly: “This matter still has uncertainties. Governor Yu had no reason to poison Young Master Bu.”

“How does the Commander know Governor Yu had no reason? Do you have evidence?” Shen Xihe asked methodically. “If so, please present it to avoid misunderstanding and prevent Governor Yu from suffering unjust accusations.”

“This official…” The Garrison Commander was speechless, and could only ask, “Why does the Princess believe Governor Yu is suspected of poisoning Young Master Bu?”

“Commander, your words are truly puzzling,” Shen Xihe looked him up and down. “You are a military official – your duty is to suppress rebellion and capture bandits. Such matters of investigation and catching criminals are not appropriate for you to interfere with.”

After this barb at the Garrison Commander, Shen Xihe continued: “Young Master Bu was poisoned and before losing consciousness accused Governor Yu of poisoning him. Then a suspected poison was found falling from the person brought by Governor Yu. Shouldn’t this warrant detention and investigation? How has this become me believing Governor Yu is the poisoner? I have consistently only spoken of suspicion.”

The Garrison Commander’s face alternated between pale and flushed.

The capital was far and the emperor distant. He truly wanted to use military force to suppress this, but Tang Juan, while appearing neutral, clearly sided with Shen Xihe. Moreover, Shen Xihe had brought many skilled fighters and had imperial guards assigned by His Majesty. Force was impossible.

The Garrison Commander sent for a physician while Tang Juan still used the prefecture’s doctor. The two gathered to carefully examine the evidence, testing it on a mouse. The prefecture office’s physician answered definitively: “This appears to be the poison that affected Young Master Bu.”

The Garrison Commander’s physician dared not contradict this – if Shen Xihe later brought more doctors to examine it, wouldn’t he be destroying his reputation? But he understood the Garrison Commander’s meaning and could only give an ambiguous answer: “It seems to be this poison.”

At this point, Tang Juan could only bow to Governor Yu: “Governor Yu, please wait for His Majesty’s judgment.”

Governor Yu’s cold gaze swept over Shen Xihe, who remained composed as she arranged one wide sleeve with her other hand.

This wasn’t his territory – coming here had been walking into a trap.

Bu Shulin’s scheme had only been decided days ago, implemented last night, and he was just imprisoned this morning. This seemingly fragile young woman must have learned of this only upon entering the city, yet in mere moments, she had set him in an inescapable trap.

Now the man who had been knocked unconscious by Mo Yuan and dropped the medicine bottle had awakened. He pointed at Mo Yuan, claiming Mo Yuan had planted it during their fight, but this was insufficient evidence. As Shen Xihe had said, she had never claimed Governor Yu was the culprit, and she had also said she would stay to await His Majesty’s investigators.

“With no more fighting in the prefecture office, is there anything else requiring the Garrison Commander’s attention?” After Tang Juan had escorted Governor Yu to his cell, Shen Xihe turned with a faint smile to address the Garrison Commander.

Shen Xihe was undoubtedly a striking beauty, and the Garrison Commander undoubtedly had every man’s fascination with beauty. Shen Xihe’s smile was truly resplendent, yet it inexplicably sent chills down the Garrison Commander’s spine. He silently saluted Shen Xihe and left reluctantly with his men.

Impressed by how easily Shen Xihe had reversed the situation, Tang Juan said: “Princess, Governor Yu is related by marriage to Prince Zhao.”

Shen Xihe naturally knew this. Tang Juan’s reminder wasn’t out of concern that she didn’t know, but to remind her that for this matter to proceed without error, who the court sent to investigate would be crucial.

“Magistrate Tang need not worry. In the capital, some can make Prince Zhao understand what’s sensible,” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes. “I wish to speak with Governor Yu in his cell.”

“Please, Princess.” Tang Juan made way.

Shen Xihe entered the prison. Governor Yu’s iron-gray face regarded her as if facing a mortal enemy.

Zhen Zhu brought over an armchair with handrests, and Shen Xihe sat down gracefully outside the cell door: “Why such an ugly expression, Governor Yu? I merely treated you as you treated others. When you were setting up Young Master Bu, did you never imagine that one day you might become the one being set up?”

Shen Xihe truly didn’t understand why those who schemed against others did not have the slightest grace in victory or defeat. They would only scheme against others themselves, but when they became the target of schemes, they blamed heaven and earth and their enemies.

Chapter 239: Let Him Sacrifice His Relatives for Justice
“If the Princess came to mock me, there’s no need,” Governor Yu’s expression grew fouler.

Shen Xihe lowered her head to adjust her cape and sleeves, only looking up after ensuring everything was impeccable: “I came to seek clarity from Governor Yu.”

Governor Yu stared coldly at Shen Xihe, saying nothing.

Shen Xihe’s expression remained neutral: “The tomb robbery case involves escaped convicts from the mining labor camps. Not to belittle Prince Zhao, but he has no military power behind him. If he could quietly free so many convicted deserters, he wouldn’t need to still be biding his time now.

Following this logic, Prince Zhao isn’t behind the tomb robbery. So I want to know – who forced Governor Yu to wade into these muddy waters?”

Governor Yu started, and then his gaze toward Shen Xihe changed.

Earlier his anger and resentment weren’t, as Shen Xihe had assumed, due to a lack of grace or inability to accept others outmaneuvering him. Rather, he had fundamentally underestimated Shen Xihe, resenting that he had so easily fallen into a trap set by such a young girl.

However, Shen Xihe’s current words were enough to shock him. She analyzed the key points in just a few sentences.

“Please leave, Princess,” Governor Yu spat out the four words stiffly.

Expecting this uncooperativeness, Shen Xihe continued: “Governor Yu, do you know how they plan to quickly resolve this case now that their attempt to frame Young Master Bu has failed?”

Naturally by pushing forward another scapegoat. And as for who this scapegoat would be, did that even need asking?

With Bu Shulin proven to be a victim of foul play, those who harmed him would naturally be seen as guilty.

Governor Yu closed his eyes: “Please leave, Princess.”

“As a prefect, you should understand better than I how difficult it is now to conclude the tomb robbery case,” Shen Xihe continued. “His Majesty now only seeks a swift resolution and won’t delay long for one person. Once the crime of tomb robbery is settled, it won’t be something you alone can bear.”

Having forced His Majesty to issue an edict of self-blame and aroused such public outrage, it wouldn’t be excessive for His Majesty to execute nine generations of the family.

This time the common people were genuine victims – they would only feel that executing nine generations was satisfying justice.

Perfect Yu clenched both hands, taking a deep breath and saying with extreme restraint: “Please leave, Princess!”

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that even the threat of executing nine generations couldn’t make him reveal the mastermind. What kind of benefit had the person behind this offered him? To make him take all the blame, even willing to implicate Prince Zhao.

“Princess, why is Governor Yu so stubborn?” After leaving the prison, Zhen Zhu couldn’t understand.

“There’s only one possibility,” Shen Xihe said softly. “He’s a true participant who held an extremely important position in the tomb robbery. If investigated, he can’t clear himself – executing nine generations is unavoidable.”

“Even so, he shouldn’t let his accomplices go free,” Zhen Zhu felt human nature wouldn’t let Governor Yu watch his nine generations be executed while another went free.

“The execution of nine generations is inevitable,” Shen Xihe suggested subtly. “But what if he has an illegitimate son somewhere, able to preserve a thread of his bloodline, and this bloodline’s continuation happens to be in his accomplice’s hands?”

Zhen Zhu hadn’t considered this possibility, but thinking carefully, it made sense.

The continuation of one’s bloodline was of paramount importance. Since the execution of nine generations was unavoidable regardless, he could only choose to protect those who could be protected.

“Prince Zhao’s wife has passed away. When he remarries in the future, he naturally won’t be close to the Yu family,” Shen Xihe had completely figured out Governor Yu’s thinking. “Perfect Yu is only the late Princess Zhao’s uncle, which adds another layer of distance.”

“So Governor Yu had already turned away from Prince Zhao to serve another,” Zhen Zhu understood, then asked, “If so, isn’t Prince Zhao an innocent victim this time…”

For such a major case, executing just one Governor might not satisfy the public. Even if Prince Zhao wasn’t suspected, someone would likely force a connection. His Majesty might punish Prince Zhao severely, perhaps even ordering his death…

“Whether he’ll be ordered to die depends on the Crown Prince’s thoughts,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly at Zhen Zhu.

In the capital, before Magistrate Tang’s urgent memorial could arrive, Xiao Huayong had already learned of events here.

“Poor Second Brother, even the Yu family has abandoned him and he doesn’t know,” Xiao Huayong sighed with pity.

“Your Highness, the Princess is still in Henan Prefecture waiting for His Majesty to send someone to investigate,” Tian Yuan said.

“Send someone decisive. I miss Youyou,” Xiao Huayong handed the letter to Tian Yuan, pondered for a moment, and then revealed a somewhat malicious smile. “I think Second Brother is most suitable.”

Tian Yuan’s hand trembled.

This… this was too vicious.

To have Prince Zhao handle it personally – if he doesn’t sacrifice his relatives for justice, Governor Yu can’t be cleared; if he does sacrifice them, the ministers will see Prince Zhao as abandoning others to save himself. Moreover, if he can be so ruthless to his former in-laws, who would dare marry their daughters to Prince Zhao in the future?

“His Majesty may not agree to let the Second Prince go,” Tian Yuan said softly.

“If I want him to go, His Majesty will let him go,” Xiao Huayong said as he lowered his head and picked up a carving knife to begin crafting a sandalwood hairpin. The pin was hollow, concealing a short sword inside for Shen Xihe’s self-defense.

What was Shen Yunan’s mechanical bracelet worth?

He could give gifts too, and his were personally carved!

“Go call Little Twelve here. I don’t want Second Brother to know yet that I’m someone he can’t afford to offend. Let Little Twelve go talk to him,” Xiao Huayong instructed while carefully carving plane tree leaves on the hairpin’s end.

Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng had moved out of the Eastern Palace some days ago. Xiao Huayong hadn’t stopped him, treating it as a reward for his good performance at the hunting ground, though while he had moved out, His Majesty hadn’t yet granted him a noble title.

Xiao Changgeng truly didn’t want the Crown Prince to think of him, preferably forgetting his existence entirely.

He prided himself on his intelligence, thinking that with His Majesty still in his prime, in ten years or so when his wings were fully grown, he might have a chance to compete. But since meeting the Crown Prince, his ambition, like the Sixth Brother’s, had been erased. Now he only wanted to work diligently, accumulate achievements, and earn a prince title through his efforts.

However, the Crown Prince had no intention of letting him go. The Crown Prince used him as a mask, his prince status making it reasonable for him to handle many matters the Crown Prince shouldn’t appear in personally.

Such as the current task – personally persuading Prince Zhao to request permission to go to Henan Province and sacrifice his relatives for justice.

“Second Brother, here is the evidence of the Yu family’s crimes, clear and detailed. Present this to His Majesty, and he’ll naturally see you weren’t behind it. His Majesty will allow you to go to Henan Prefecture personally,” Xiao Changgeng handed the evidence Xiao Huayong had gathered to Prince Zhao, Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin looked at Xiao Changgeng with a half-smile: “Twelfth Brother truly keeps his talents well hidden.”

Xiao Changgeng maintained a polite and proper smile on his face, but his heart was filled with bitterness.

Chapter 240: Catching All the Brothers in One Net
Second Prince Zhao Wang Xiao Changmin knew he might be used as a pawn, yet he couldn’t refuse, because the evidence Xiao Changgen brought could prove his innocence. He didn’t know Xiao Changgen’s purpose, nor did he need to ask—even if he did, Xiao Changgen wouldn’t tell him.

He waited until Tang Juan’s memorial reached the Emperor, who erupted in fury during court. In front of all the civil and military officials, he presented evidence of Governor Yu’s questionable financial transactions over the years.

These funds could be traced, with not a single coin flowing into his own pockets or those connected to him. As for whose pockets the money entered, there were no clear indications—perhaps only those who received the money would know.

“Upon hearing of Governor Yu’s matter, son was devastated and immediately began a thorough investigation. His numerous crimes leave his son ashamed to face Your Majesty. Please punish son accordingly.” Xiao Changmin kowtowed deeply.

Emperor Youning reviewed the evidence, his expression softening slightly—at least it proved this wasn’t Xiao Changmin’s doing. “Pass this to the ministers for review.”

Liu Sanzhi respectfully carried the evidence first to Cui Zheng, Xue Heng, and the recently returned Wang Zheng for examination, then passed it down in turn. After everyone had reviewed it, they understood the situation.

Xue Heng stepped forward: “Your Majesty, this matter is extremely serious. I believe Yu Zao, as merely a governor, would not dare be so brazen. Moreover, regarding the deserters captured by Princess Shaoning, how could Yu Zao alone assist so many people in such a deceptive escape?”

“Lord Xue speaks wisely,” Cui Zheng concurred. “The execution reports from the exile locations claim these people died suddenly and were hastily buried, clearly showing someone switched the records. How did these deserters fake their deaths? And why were they so certain someone would arrange things after their supposed deaths?”

“Lords Xue and Cui speak reasonably—these many doubts indeed require detailed investigation,” Wang Zheng quickly added. “The immediate priority is calming public outrage. I’ve heard of many people taking their own lives in anger. We must carefully consider how to comfort these citizens whose family tombs were desecrated.”

It was rare for the three not to argue, instead working together on the matter. The lower officials were relieved—whenever these three fought, they had to choose sides while trying to guess His Majesty’s inclinations, making it a hundred times more exhausting than regular duties.

“Your Majesty,” Cui Jinbai suddenly stepped forward. “I believe Lord Xue’s words have merit. Yu Zao is not the mastermind. Given his conclusive guilt and enormous ill-gotten gains, he must be closely connected to the mastermind—likely only he knows their identity.

However, Yu Zao is quite stubborn. Perhaps Prince Zhao should go to Henan Prefecture, appeal to both emotion and reason—maybe then Yu Zao will reveal the mastermind, giving justice to the people and an explanation to the world.”

Cui Jinbai’s words were reasonable, and importantly, other ministers didn’t want to get involved. If Prince Zhao couldn’t prove his innocence, he would certainly need to recuse himself. Now that Prince Zhao wasn’t behind Yu Zao, he was most suitable to go.

They also wanted to root out the mastermind—after all, which family didn’t have some wealth? Some richly furnished tombs? If the source wasn’t eliminated, it could resurge, and they might be the next victims.

When Cui Jinbai suggested Prince Zhao go, Xiao Changmin didn’t want to, but Xiao Changgen would only give him the evidence if he went. He could only volunteer: “Son is willing to go to Henan Prefecture to lead the investigation of Yu Zao’s tomb-robbing case.”

“Please, Your Majesty, though Second Brother is cleared, he is still related to the Yu family by marriage. The people of Henan Prefecture might be dissatisfied. Son wishes to go instead.” No one expected Xiao Changying would voluntarily take on this hot potato.

Everyone knew Yu Zao would almost certainly not confess, making the mission destined for failure.

Xiao Changqin frowned and stepped forward: “Your Majesty, as Lord Xue said, Yu Zao wouldn’t dare act alone. Though Second Brother has proven his innocence, we are most suspicious and should recuse ourselves.”

The ministers silently nodded at Xiao Changqin’s words. To orchestrate such an affair, like the Rouge case, it had to be imperial relatives. Prince Zhao was cleared, but that didn’t mean Prince Lie and Xin were innocent.

Xiao Changying glanced at Xiao Changqin before quickly lowering his head.

Emperor Youning pondered briefly: “Have Prince Zhao depart immediately for Henan Prefecture. You must investigate all those involved in Yu Zao’s tomb-robbing.”

“Son accepts the command,” Prince Zhao acknowledged.

“Brother, why did you stop me?” After the court dispersed, Xiao Changying caught up with Xiao Changqin.

“Why did you want to go to Henan Prefecture?” Xiao Changqin’s eyes were cold. “You think Princess Shaoning needs your help?”

“Brother…” Xiao Changying frowned.

“She could imprison Yu Zao on his turf—her abilities far exceed yours,” Xiao Changqin said bluntly, disregarding his brother’s face. “How capable can Old Second be? The evidence came together so quickly, clearing him completely. Tang Juan’s memorial only reached the throne last night, yet this morning he had an escape plan. You think he truly obtained this evidence himself?”

“I know someone helped him escape,” Xiao Changying said quietly. “I also know it was likely Little Twelve who sent it.”

“Then do you know who’s behind Little Twelve?” Xiao Changqin asked.

Xiao Changying didn’t answer. Little Twelve hadn’t been associating with others lately, avoiding even his brothers when possible.

“Little Twelve moved out of the Eastern Palace,” Xiao Changqin hinted. “This means the evidence came from the Eastern Palace. You should understand the Crown Prince’s intentions toward Princess Shaoning. His Highness wants Old Second to go, and no one can change that. If you interfere now and anger him, you’ll become the mastermind of the tomb-robbing case.”

Xiao Changying clenched his fists. Xiao Changqin patted his shoulder.

Xiao Huayong wasn’t feeling well and hadn’t attended court that day. Before the court even dispersed, he heard about Xiao Changying volunteering. Half-sitting, half-lying on a chaise by the window, his exceptionally handsome face was covered in frost-like coldness.

“Tianyuan, let’s pay our respects to Grandmother,” Xiao Huayong set aside what he was holding and dragged his sickly body to the Empress Dowager’s palace.

“If you had matters, you could have sent someone to inform Grandmother,” the Empress Dowager scolded.

“Am I so weak I can’t walk a few steps?” Xiao Huayong smiled obediently. “Today I heard some court matters. The second Brother is implicated by his wife’s family. Grandson feels if Second Brother had remarried earlier, this wouldn’t have involved him.”

The Empress Dowager considered this and said: “It’s been four or five years since the Second Prince’s first wife passed. He should find someone to care for him.”

Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened: “Grandmother, Seventh Brother has also come of age.”

The Empress Dowager pointed at him and laughed: “I wondered why you suddenly cared about your Second Brother’s affairs—it’s really about yourself.”

“Grandmother, you wrong grandson,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “How could I be someone who only thinks of himself? Why doesn’t Grandmother host a spring banquet next year, to find suitable companions for Seventh Brother’s brothers? Besides Second Brother, there’s Fifth Brother, Eighth Brother, and Ninth Brother.”

Chapter 241: Even as a Ghost, He’d Be Ugly
He needed to catch them all at once to feel at ease. Once they were all married, they would cease thinking about his people.

Shen Xihe was unaware of Xiao Huayong’s actions in the capital. Meanwhile, in Henan Prefecture, Governor Yu was making his last struggles. Early the next day, citizens packed the county office so tightly that not even water could flow through. They all clamored for severe punishment of the true culprits.

“Governor Tang, we know now—it was the Northwestern Prince who sent people to rob our tombs, amassing wealth to plot rebellion!”

“Governor Tang, you can’t shield such treasonous scoundrels who harm the country and its people.”

“Governor Tang, my family graves… how can I face my ancestors? *sob sob* If you protect these murderous thieves, I’ll hang myself and my whole family at your office gate *sob sob*…”

This was the scene Shen Xihe encountered upon arrival—someone had been spreading rumors.

“Where’s the County Commander?” Shen Xihe asked.

“They say a merchant convoy was robbed early this morning. The Commander went to pursue the criminals,” Zhenzhu replied.

“How convenient,” Shen Xihe gave a meaningful short laugh.

“Princess, should we help?” Mo Yuan requested instructions.

Shen Xihe looked at the crowds three layers deep inside and out of the county office, with more people still gathering. If these people rushed in, they could trample the guards into the mud.

“Governor Tang is no incompetent person,” Shen Xihe turned to look for a restaurant, leading Zhenzhu and others inside to order some Henan delicacies.

Soon, deafening gong strikes rang out at the county office entrance. The registrar struck the gong, and only when the citizens quieted did Tang Juan emerge: “Fellow citizens, I, Tang, was transferred here in the thirteenth year of Youning, from county magistrate earning your trust, to promotion by the court as governor. These six years, you know in your hearts how I’ve conducted myself as a person and official.

The many grave robberies in our county are my failure, causing you shame before your ancestors. Though my family’s graves weren’t robbed, I too despise these heartless criminals. Please trust that I will show no mercy when the culprits are found.

But we cannot let grief and anger be manipulated into wrongly killing innocents. This case involves the Crown Prince of Shunan and our Yuzhou Governor. Regardless of who’s involved, it’s not my decision to make. I’ve reported to His Majesty, and special investigators will arrive soon.

I guarantee that before His Majesty’s investigators arrive, anyone suspicious won’t escape the county jail.”

Tang Juan spoke sincerely. His reputation must have been good, as the citizens were quickly convinced. Some stepped forward expressing trust in him and left first, while others hesitated briefly before leaving.

Those still dissatisfied could only grudgingly depart.

“Mo Yuan, have someone follow those two,” Shen Xihe made a gesture, then lowered her head to enjoy the served food after giving the order.

By the time she finished her meal, Mo Yuan’s men returned to report: “They met with the County Commander.”

“No wonder Henan Prefecture is most rampant—from top to bottom, civil to military, they’re all involved,” Shen Xihe rinsed her mouth with tea, wiped her lips with a handkerchief, and ordered Mo Yuan, “Capture him.”

She had originally thought this County Commander might have only accepted some bribes to conspire with Governor Yu, but now it seemed more complex. Otherwise, with things this serious, he should have intelligently chosen to stay uninvolved.

“Do it secretly. After capture, don’t bring him to me—find a hidden place to confine him,” Shen Xihe added.

If Governor Yu could keep silent, this County Commander might not reveal anything useful either. Better to let people know of his disappearance to disturb their composure—there might be some gains from that.

After giving instructions, Shen Xihe entered the county office and said to Tang Juan: “Governor Tang has truly won the people’s hearts.”

Not everyone could resolve situations like earlier with just a few words—it depended on one’s standing with the people.

“Princess overpraises,” Tang Juan said modestly. “Does Princess have instructions?”

“Let’s see Governor Yu and Crown Prince Bu again,” Shen Xihe said.

Bu Shulin had been revived, but Tang Juan showed no special treatment, still imprisoning him in the same cell area as Governor Yu.

“Listen, Old Yu, at your age, why be so stubborn? Think of your wife and children! Think of your siblings—if you atone for your crimes, perhaps the Princess could help reduce the execution to just two or three family branches?” Bu Shulin lay on the stone bed, hands behind his head, swinging his raised leg while glancing at Yu Zao in the adjacent cell.

Governor Yu sat on the stone bed, head bowed in silence—he’d maintained this posture for a long time.

Bu Shulin’s eyes rolled: “Old Yu, I know you realize your crimes can’t escape punishment, that even revealing the mastermind won’t atone for them. Your heroic sacrifice protecting others—calling it loyal service worth sacrificing nine family branches, I don’t believe it. Thinking about it, do they have your illegitimate child in their hands?”

Yu Zao moved slightly but still didn’t respond.

Sharp-eyed Bu Shulin, who had thought Shen Xihe’s guess unlikely, stopped swinging his leg and sat up, moving closer to the adjacent cell: “Oh my heavens, it is for an illegitimate child!”

When Governor Yu again didn’t respond, Bu Shulin sat down by the iron bars between them, facing Yu: “Aren’t you curious how I guessed? Since I could guess, I could dig up your only seedling. You pinned rebellion charges on me—it’s only fair I take it out on your son, right?”

Yu suddenly raised his head, staring at Bu Shulin with dead eyes.

Bu Shulin remained unmoved, brushing aside his fallen hair: “Old Yu, you’re truly foolish. At least you’re dying to protect someone, but your accomplice—aren’t they afraid of raising an ungrateful wolf? If I were someone profiting from the dead, I wouldn’t show mercy to a small child. Killing them would end everything, preventing future backlash.”

Governor Yu continued staring at Bu Shulin, murderous intent in his eyes.

Bu Shulin matched his stare: “Look at me—my current appearance is your future appearance. Even as a ghost, you’d be ugly. You weren’t good-looking to begin with—the former emperor must have had poor eyesight to let someone with your looks enter officialdom.

Hmm, let me look closer, and memorize your features. When I meet your little spawn later…”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, Yu lowered his head again.

Bu Shulin snorted a laugh: “Young master here has memorized it. Better hope your little spawn doesn’t fall into my hands, or else…”

Bu Shulin drew his hand across his throat with a “ka” sound, but he twisted too hard, making a “crack” sound. When Shen Xihe entered, she saw him using both hands on his chin and crown to crack it back into place.

Shen Xihe: …

After shaking his head to confirm no injury, Bu Shulin turned to see Shen Xihe and covered his embarrassment with a foolish grin.

Chapter 242: The Princess’s Scheme Inspires Fear
“Princess…” Bu Shulin greeted with a playful smile.

Shen Xihe glanced at him before standing in front of Governor Yu’s cell. She said nothing, just standing there.

Bu Shulin looked between Shen Xihe and Yu Zao, both competing in silence. The already quiet, dark, and oppressive jail became even more uncomfortable. After enduring for quite a while, Bu Shulin said: “Princess, what’s so interesting about a half-century-old man?”

He cupped his own smiling face: “Look here, my handsome and dashing face is much more pleasing to the eye.”

Shen Xihe gave him a faint glance before finally speaking: “Governor Yu, if I could protect your entire clan, would you reveal the mastermind?”

Yu Zao suddenly raised his head, a surge of emotions—shock, doubt, excitement—flooding his eyes.

Bu Shulin’s mouth also formed a perfect O in shock, and after a while said: “Princess, you can’t be reckless!”

Yu Zao’s crime warranted the execution of nine familial generations—such a sentence couldn’t be easily pardoned, not even by His Majesty, let alone Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe ignored Bu Shulin, standing calmly with her serene gaze fixed on Yu Zao.

The prison was silent. As major criminals, Yu Zao and Bu Shulin were isolated for safety, with no other prisoners nearby. Shen Xihe could hear Yu Zao’s slightly heavy breathing—he was excited, wanting to believe but not daring to trust easily.

“His Majesty has sent Prince Zhao to preside over your case,” Shen Xihe volunteered. “If you’re willing to reveal the person, I’ll arrange for you to assume a different identity before Prince Zhao arrives.”

“A different identity?” Yu Zao keenly caught the key point.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly: “I reviewed your background last night. In your youth, you studied abroad, suffered serious injuries, and were brought home. After returning, you lose your memory for a period. I’ve already sent people to make arrangements. If you cooperate, you won’t be Yu Zao, but someone who stole Yu Zao’s identity. You committed crimes, but naturally, the Yu family won’t be implicated.”

Both Bu Shulin and Yu Zao stared at Shen Xihe with utterly shocked expressions.

“This… this is possible…” Bu Shulin couldn’t find words to describe his tumultuous feelings.

There seemed nothing Shen Xihe wouldn’t dare do or think!

The deadness in Yu Zao’s eyes sparked with light. He carefully considered—though risky, the plan was feasible. This way, he wouldn’t be the Yu family’s destroyer.

Suppressing his excitement, he calmly scrutinized Shen Xihe: “Princess, this is a court matter. You don’t involve yourself in court politics, and this doesn’t affect Northwestern interests. Why risk so much to investigate thoroughly?”

Shen Xihe folded her hands at her chest, her sleeves draped elegantly. She stood straight as a proud white peony, refined and noble yet magnificently dignified: “Such wealth accumulation must be a prince’s doing, clearly meant for recruiting troops to seize the throne. My interest lies in the Eastern Palace. Since I intend to become Crown Princess, the Eastern Palace’s enemies are my enemies.”

Hearing this, Bu Shulin’s eyes showed envy as he muttered: “The Crown Prince must have accumulated eight lifetimes of virtue.”

Not even married into the Eastern Palace yet, she was already thinking of his interests, going to such lengths to eliminate his enemies.

Though considering the tomb-robbing mastermind—they were truly extraordinary. Such a venomous snake lying in wait was indeed a great threat.

But Yu Zao wasn’t easily convinced: “Princess has no marriage agreement with the Crown Prince yet assumes so certainly you’ll enter the Eastern Palace?”

“What I desire to do has never failed,” Shen Xihe cast a cool glance. “Just as giving you a new identity.”

Yu Zao wavered uncertainly. He wasn’t convinced, though tempted by Shen Xihe’s proposal, his reason remained.

“What are you still hesitating about? The Princess’s word is worth more than all you stinking men’s promises combined,” Bu Shulin glared at Yu Zao with distaste. “This is your only chance to protect the Yu family. Under heaven, besides the Princess, who else would scheme for you like this?”

Mo Yu brought a chair, and Shen Xihe sat gracefully: “Governor Yu is cautious, unwilling to speak easily because he thinks I risk too much. One misstep and I’d become your accomplice, even implicating the entire Northwest—all for an enemy not yet confirmed as hostile. Not worth it.”

Yu Zao: “Shouldn’t I think this way?”

“You should, exactly this way,” Shen Xihe’s soft cherry-blossom pink lips showed a slight smile. “But Governor Yu, you’re mistaken. The idea to change your identity is mine, but the one implementing it will be Prince Zhao.”

Bu Shulin: !!!

Yu Zao’s pupils also dilated in shock.

“This method is feasible, and Prince Zhao should be willing to take the risk,” Shen Xihe said softly. “The Yu family’s nine-generation execution would be a permanent stain on Prince Zhao. If this investigation dead-ends here, the officials’ thoughts don’t matter. What matters is the common people’s thoughts. If Prince Zhao can’t clear this crime, he has no chance at the throne.

Saving the Yu family saves Prince Zhao and his reputation.”

Killing Yu Zao here would not only cost Prince Zhao the throne, but his ruthlessness toward his wife’s family to prove his innocence, even if the Yu family deserved it, would make people see him as cold-blooded. Prince Zhao would struggle to make another good marriage.

Building power would become impossible. With His Majesty having many capable princes, why would anyone follow someone clearly without any competitive strength to the bitter end?

If Prince Zhao had any ambition at all, he couldn’t refuse Shen Xihe’s proposal.

Not just him, but those already loyal to him, sharing his interests, couldn’t refuse either.

“The Princess’s schemes are fearsome,” Yu Zao enunciated heavily.

His heart trembled with shock at this young woman’s cunning.

She had calculated everyone’s hearts, daring to think and do what others wouldn’t dare.

She got what she wanted, Prince Zhao got what he wanted, yet if anything went wrong, if exposed, Prince Zhao would be the one compromised, with no connection to her.

Bu Shulin also swallowed hard. He’d known Shen Xihe was clever and wise, but this was the first time her shrewdness struck his heart directly. Her previous displays had been mere child’s play.

“Is Governor Yu willing to make this deal?” Shen Xihe asked with a smile.

“The Princess might first convince Prince Zhao,” Yu Zao showed signs of yielding.

Willing to yield and having demands was good. Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Then wait for Prince Zhao to speak with you.”

As Shen Xihe stood to leave, Bu Shulin reached through the cell bars: “Princess, Princess, did you bring me any food? I’m hungry…”

“A bit of hunger might make you smarter,” Shen Xihe left these words as she gracefully departed.

Chapter 243: Eight Killings
Henan Prefecture was close to the capital, and Prince Zhao, not daring to delay, arrived travel-worn after just a day and a half, carrying His Majesty’s imperial edict.

Shen Xihe gave him only enough time to wash up and change clothes before seeking an audience.

Xiao Changmin had seen Shen Xihe before – at Imperial Consort Rong’s chrysanthemum banquet and the Empress Dowager’s birthday celebration. Without a doubt, Shen Xihe was a beauty, but the cool detachment she exuded and that air of solitary pride as she moved through the world displeased him.

“If the Princess has come regarding the Yu Zao grave robbing case, this prince has already obtained evidence and will handle it impartially,” Xiao Changmin stated first.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly. She lifted her tea and took an unhurried sip before speaking: “Your Highness, this crime condemns nine generations of family, and Your Highness is among those nine generations. His Majesty will not show leniency for Your Highness’s sake. Such conduct must be severely punished to prevent future occurrences.

If so, His Majesty will order Your Highness to divorce your wife, and Your Highness’s legitimate son – His Majesty’s eldest grandson – will become doubly illegitimate. Even if he maintains his position as the eldest, he will no longer catch His Majesty’s eye.”

Emperor Youning had many adult sons, and many had taken wives, but among his grandsons, only Xiao Changmin had one, considered the eldest grandson, occasionally summoned to demonstrate imperial favor.

“Has the Princess come to mock this prince?” Xiao Changmin’s expression darkened.

He had known all this already – from the moment he learned of Yu Zao’s misdeeds, he knew this matter was irreversible. But he couldn’t sacrifice his legitimate son to be buried alongside the Yu family just to preserve his son’s legitimacy, could he?

Shen Xihe gazed forward, seemingly unaware of Xiao Changmin’s barely contained displeasure: “Grave robbing – unless Your Highness kills your son, the common people who suffered from the tomb desecration will never forget that Your Highness’s eldest son is a Yu family descendant. Your Highness cannot wash away this stain in this lifetime.

But if Your Highness were to let your eldest son die young, how would the civil and military officials, not to mention His Majesty, view Your Highness?”

Shen Xihe slowly turned her head, her obsidian-like deep pupils fixed on Xiao Changmin.

“What exactly is the Princess’s meaning?” Xiao Changmin’s hand gripped the armrest, veins pulsing on the back of his hand, his face completely stern.

“I’ve come to offer Your Highness a solution to reverse your predicament,” Shen Xihe spoke softly. “Though it’s somewhat risky – it depends on whether Your Highness dares.”

Xiao Changmin narrowed his eyes, studying Shen Xihe, disbelieving she would be so kind.

“I’m naturally not doing this for Your Highness, but because I stand to gain something myself,” Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid to lay it all out – he would learn everything after meeting Yu Zao anyway. “This way, Your Highness and I each get what we need, and Your Highness can also learn who plotted against you from behind the scenes.”

“Each gets what we need?” Xiao Changmin laughed after hearing this, his laughter somewhat cold. “The Princess gains all the advantages while I must bear everything and leave a handle in the Princess’s grasp. The Princess takes this prince for a fool to be deceived.”

“All the advantages?” Shen Xihe gave a short laugh. “I merely wish to know who’s behind this – knowing or not knowing makes little difference to me for now. For Your Highness, it means clearing your name and achieving merit.

If this succeeds, Your Highness gains great merit, preserves your reputation and the Yu family, and can even achieve revenge. The many benefits need not be listed – by reason and righteousness, Your Highness should handle this personally.”

With that, Shen Xihe stood up: “How to decide – Your Highness may choose freely. I won’t influence you either way.”

With a silent courtesy, Shen Xihe left as quickly as she had come.

“Princess, will Prince Zhao agree?” Zhenzhu asked somewhat uncertainly, feeling it was truly too dangerous.

“Fortune favors the bold. In this world, we make choices at every moment – as long as the benefits outweigh the risks, some dangers are worth taking,” Shen Xihe’s eyes danced with laughter, the rippling light entrancing. “As long as he has even a hint of unwillingness to submit, a hint of ambition, he will agree.”

Zhenzhu watched Shen Xihe slowly descend the steps ahead of her. The Princess had always been clever, but she never used to focus on understanding people’s hearts. Who knew if it was from prolonged contact with His Highness the Crown Prince – one takes on the color of one’s company – when calculating against others, both the Princess and His Highness the Crown Prince had this same air of casual certainty of victory.

Shen Xihe had barely returned to the post station when Mo Yuan came running to report: “Princess, the County Commander’s martial skills are considerable – he nearly escaped several times. He alarmed others, so we quickly moved him.”

“Where to?” Shen Xihe asked.

Mo Yuan: “Found an abandoned temple, posted guards.”

“Let’s take a look.” Shen Xihe turned and boarded her carriage.

Their carriage had barely left the post station when Mo Yuan detected followers. Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain and told Mo Yuan: “Go inform them – whoever continues following me will be considered plotting against me, treated as a criminal, and killed without mercy.”

Shen Xihe’s threat proved very effective – soon no one dared follow. She accompanied Mo Yuan to the abandoned temple where she saw the County Commander bound tightly, his mouth also thoroughly gagged.

Shen Xihe looked, and the County Commander’s gag was removed. He glared at Shen Xihe with murderous eyes: “Princess, you’ve privately abducted an imperial official – do you know the punishment is either eighty strokes of the heavy bamboo or ten years’ imprisonment!”

“The County Commander knows the law well, quite unlike ordinary military officials,” Shen Xihe praised sincerely.

Just considering Shen Yun’an and Shen Yueshan – they could recite military law backward and forwards but would doze off just looking at regular laws, father and son exactly alike.

The County Commander glared in fury.

Shen Xihe spoke with some regret: “The County Commander commands a county’s forces and must have assisted the County Magistrate with many kidnapping cases. Yet you don’t know what it means when a kidnapping victim sees the mastermind?”

The County Commander stared at Shen Xihe in disbelief: “You dare—”

She dared, actually dared to kill him!

“I do not enjoy killing,” Shen Xihe sighed softly. “If you had been more docile and not pushed things to this point, I might have handed you over to His Majesty for questioning. But you’ve lived long enough and insist on seeking death – I can’t help but grant your wish.”

As Shen Xihe’s words fell, Mo Yuan drew his gleaming blade.

The County Commander looked at the blade, at Mo Yuan’s stern, cold face, and finally showed a trace of fear: “You can’t kill me – I’m an imperial-appointed fourth-rank County Commander – killing me is also a capital offense!”

Shen Xihe quietly watched him. She had come personally hoping to learn some useful information from this man’s mouth. Torture might not work, but when facing death, people instinctively try to survive.

The County Commander wasn’t a fool – he should know what she wanted to hear. But he refused to speak, so Shen Xihe didn’t know if he still didn’t believe she would kill him.

“Keep the weapon, method, and body disposal clean,” Shen Xihe commanded lightly before turning to leave.

Even as Mo Yuan’s blade rose, the County Commander didn’t speak. Shen Xihe rather admired the person behind them – acting meticulously and firmly, neither the Prefect Yu nor this County Commander would easily reveal them.

“An interesting opponent,” Shen Xihe quite looked forward to crossing swords with them. Boarding her carriage, she instructed Zhenzhu, “Pack up and prepare Young Master Bu for departure.”

The remaining matters were Prince Zhao’s business.

Chapter 244: Young Master Bu’s Awkward Situation
Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin agreed after just one night’s consideration. During this time, he visited Yu Zao in prison, deliberately sending Bu Shulin outside for an examination under the pretext of bringing an imperial physician.

This matter needed to be quick, arranging everything before anyone could imagine they would use such a method to turn the tables.

“Let’s proceed as the Princess suggested. Since Young Master Bu still has unresolved poison in his system, perhaps the Princess should take him back to the capital soon to avoid delaying the detoxification,” Xiao Changmin said meaningfully. “Regarding the Yu family matter, I thank the Princess for her concern. Whatever the outcome, this prince will report truthfully.”

This was telling her that she need not involve herself in subsequent matters – he would handle them himself. This way, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have any evidence, making future leverage impossible.

“I await Your Highness’s good news,” Shen Xihe acquiesced smoothly.

She hadn’t planned to use this to gain leverage over Xiao Changmin anyway – if she wanted to deal with someone, she had plenty of other methods.

Shen Xihe took Bu Shulin and left Henan Prefecture. Without the County Commander’s instigation, when Tang Xuan said Bu Shulin was found to be framed, and that the one who framed Bu Shulin was their Yuzhou’s Prefect – an even higher official – they all believed it.

The grave robbing statistics from various regions had been tallied – added together they didn’t match Yuzhou’s numbers. Everyone knew the problem lay in their Yuzhou. All were eagerly awaiting results when three days later, Prince Zhao presided over the main trial, where Yu Zao confessed without resistance.

Just as Prince Zhao was about to have Yu Zao sign and be sent to the capital, two escort guards suddenly rushed into the court, claiming Yu Zao wasn’t Yu Zao, but their fellow townsman in disguise!

This caused huge waves. Prince Zhao questioned Yu Zao, who insisted he was genuine. Finally, the townsmen said Yu Zao had a birthmark, but examination revealed not a birthmark but a burn scar – an attempt at concealment. The scar looked about twenty years old, causing much public discussion.

By this time, Shen Xihe had returned to the capital. She sent Bu Shulin back to the Bu residence and made a show of having Xie Yunhuai treat the poison since the poison was Xie Yunhuai’s creation after all.

The imperial physician Prince Zhao had taken the poison for testing but hadn’t immediately produced an antidote.

Shen Xihe didn’t let Bu Shulin detoxify immediately, they also perfected the act by going through the imperial physician’s process.

“Young Master should avoid raw, cold, and spicy foods these few days,” Xie Yunhuai cautioned after treating Bu Shulin’s poison.

Bu Shulin looked down at the small cut on his fingertip from the blood-letting, and held it up to show Shen Xihe pitifully: “They’ve drawn my blood – shouldn’t I get some nourishment?”

Shen Xihe glanced at it – the blood mark on his palm was thin though not deep, already stopped bleeding, and bandaged: “Any random scar on my brother’s body is deeper and longer than yours by far. Why are you so delicate?”

Bu Shulin: …

She remembered her female identity at this moment, almost crying out, but seeing Xie Yunhuai, her eyes rolled: “Shouldn’t one appear more delicate before Doctor Qi? To evoke the healer’s sympathy – Doctor Qi truly has the bearing of a jade immortal.”

Xie Yunhuai wasn’t bothered by Bu Shulin’s widely rumored preference for men. Since this was Shen Xihe’s friend, naturally he was his friend too. He was about to speak when he glimpsed Cui Jinbai being led in by servants. A mischievous thought struck: “How does he compare to Lesser Lord Cui?”

Bu Shulin lay to one side, view blocked, not seeing anyone enter. He spoke without hesitation: “Doctor Qi has the pure luster of jade, the bright clarity of moonlight. Cui Stone-head is just a dull and useless stone. How can jade and stone be mentioned in the same breath?”

Shen Xihe heard her unguarded words and turned to see Cui Jinbai standing at the door – this usually dignified person actually couldn’t help but laugh softly.

“Thank you for the high praise, Young Master,” Xie Yunhuai’s smile was clear as moonlight yet somehow carried a hint of mischief. He picked up his medicine box and made his way, leaving Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai face to face.

Bu Shulin’s frivolous smile still hung on his lips, gradually freezing.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xie Yunhuai. Noble young masters moved silently – from her position she couldn’t know, but Xie Yunhuai must have known, his position directly faced the moon gate into the courtyard. He deliberately asked that way, clearly setting up Bu Shulin.

Xie Yunhuai still smiled with refined grace – even without feigning surprise, others would think it just a coincidence.

“Since your poison is resolved, I’ll leave with Doctor Qi,” Shen Xihe ignored Bu Shulin’s meaningful looks and left with Xie Yunhuai.

Jin Shan stood outside watching Cui Jinbai at the threshold while his Young Master sat up, head lowered awkwardly, an uncomfortable stifling tension spreading.

After a while, Bu Shulin finally coughed lightly: “I was just complimenting a guest, didn’t mean to belittle you – we’re so close, I naturally spoke freely.”

Cui Jinbai maintained his stern face and said: “I’m glad you’re well.”

With that, he turned and left.

“Hey hey hey…” Bu Shulin chased to the door, watching Cui Jinbai leave without looking back. Pouting, he leaned against the door: “Jin Shan, what’s wrong with this person?”

The abrupt question did not indicate if there was something wrong.

“Lesser Lord Cui probably felt Young Master’s trip to Henan Prefecture was because of him. Hearing of Young Master’s return, he immediately came to visit,” Jin Shan couldn’t be sure. “Seeing Young Master unharmed, he was relieved. The grave robbing case isn’t closed yet – the Court of Justice must be very busy.”

Bu Shulin thought briefly, finding this reasonable: “Didn’t he arrange for Magistrate Tang’s help? I don’t blame him. Go send some local specialties I brought back, and convey my words.”

Bu Shulin had deeply believed Magistrate Tang’s words about owing her father a debt of gratitude – who would randomly claim such a debt if not to deceive her?

However, after Shen Xihe’s reminder, she wrote home to ask. The answer was naturally a thorough scolding from her father – believing whatever others said, it was a miracle she was still alive.

In short, after pages of scolding, the final line was that he didn’t know anyone surnamed Tang.

The day they left Henan Prefecture, she specifically asked Tang Xuan, who said he acted on behalf of an old friend from the capital. Thinking about it, it could only be Cui Jinbai. After investigating some connections between the Cui family and Tang Xuan, she became even more certain.

“Yes.”

Jin Shan selected many local specialties and personally delivered them to Cui Jinbai, conveying all the messages.

Cui Jinbai heard this and laughed ironically: “Doesn’t blame me?”

Jin Shan felt Lesser Lord Cui’s smile held some displeasure but couldn’t pinpoint where, so he could only answer carefully: “Yes.”

With a light snort of laughter, Cui Jinbai accepted the gifts: “Go tell your Young Master I’ve received the items.”

Jin Shan waited, but there were no other words, so he cupped his hands in farewell and returned, only to find Bu Shulin searching for something.

Chapter 245: Lesser Lord Cui’s Secret Spite
“Jin Shan, have you seen a box from Shiwei Zhai?” Bu Shulin asked.

Jin Shan thought for a moment: “The one with carved peonies?”

“Yes, yes, yes, bring it to me,” Bu Shulin nodded.

“Seeing it was exquisite, I gave it to Lesser Lord Cui,” Jin Shan replied.

Bu Shulin: !!

Her face flushed red with anger as she grabbed Jin Shan’s collar: “Who told you to give that to him!”

“This servant… thought they were just pastries…” Jin Shan couldn’t understand why Bu Shulin was so agitated.

Bu Shulin patted her forehead and strode toward the Court of Justice.

Inside were some erotic poems and fire-avoiding illustrations she’d collected in Henan Prefecture, meant for her close friends.

She had found the Shiwei Zhai pastry box unique, with a hidden compartment that could be pulled open to reveal pastries below. Such things couldn’t be given directly – if family members discovered them, a beating would surely follow – so she had placed the items in the hidden layer.

She had planned to personally give it with subtle hints, but who knew Shen Xihe would bring Xie Yunhuai to treat her poison right after her return, followed by that awkward situation. She forgot about the box of pastries, and among all the things she brought back, Jin Shan just had to choose that one.

Bu Shulin rushed to the Court of Justice, learned Cui Jinbai had gone home, and charged to the Cui residence.

Cui Jinbai wasn’t on duty today. Usually absorbed in reviewing old cases at the Court, he’d been too irritated by Bu Shulin to continue reading, so he returned home early. At home, his servants set down the local specialties and quietly withdrew.

Cui Jinbai didn’t know why he felt so unsettled. Perhaps Bu Shulin reminded him of the past – he and Xie Yunhuai were close in age and often compared in their youth. Xie Yunhuai was exceptionally handsome and socially adept, winning everyone’s favor.

He had been mature beyond his years, typically silent and reserved, falling short of Xie Yunhuai in every way. He had felt resentment in his youth, but as he grew older, he put it behind him – everyone had their strengths, and his current breadth of mind wouldn’t dwell on such things.

Thinking himself broad-minded, having long forgotten old grievances, he hadn’t expected today’s mention would still displease him. His spiritual cultivation was insufficient. Cui Jinbai picked up “The Doctrine of the Mean” to read.

Whenever his mind was unsettled, Cui Jinbai could always find peace reading “The Doctrine of the Mean.” This time was no exception.

After his emotions settled, Cui Jinbai glanced at the package beside him. After some thought, he rose to open it. The Shiwei Zhai pastry box was on top. He didn’t particularly like sweets, but this old establishment was his mother’s favorite.

Something crossed his mind, softening Cui Jinbai’s expression. He opened the box and saw a book titled “The Doctrine of the Mean.” He paused briefly, his lips curving into a slight smile – but when he opened it to find explicit illustrations, he slammed it shut, his face flushing red with anger and embarrassment.

How vulgar, how vulgar!

“Cui Stone-head, Cui Stone-head…” At that moment, Bu Shulin came running in, ignoring the servants’ attempts to stop her and not waiting to be announced.

Cui Jinbai calmly covered the Shiwei Zhai box, just turning around as Bu Shulin entered.

She hurriedly rushed over, saw the opened package with the Shiwei Zhai pastry box on top, and gave an awkward laugh: “Uh… wrong gift. Some pastries were entrusted to me by someone else. I only bought one box, can’t break my word. I’ll… I’ll get you another box another day.”

As she spoke, she lunged for the pastry box, but Cui Jinbai pressed his hand down on it: “Who entrusted you?”

“Third Young Master Ding Jue of the Marquis of Zhenbei’s household.”

Ding Jue was already Bu Shulin’s close friend. When Shen Xihe came to the capital, his brother Ding Zhi was used by the Marquis of Xuanping’s household to have Ding Jue deal with Shen Xihe. Unexpectedly, Shen Xihe resolved it effortlessly. The Marquis of Zhenbei’s household was grateful to Shen Xihe, and knowing Bu Shulin was close to Shen Xihe, Ding Jue’s friendship with her grew stronger.

“You seem quite close indeed,” Cui Jinbai said mockingly with unclear intent.

“Of course, we’re friends bound by life and death,” Bu Shulin pried open Cui Jinbai’s hand and grabbed the box.

Cui Jinbai didn’t stop her. She thought the matter was over, but the next day when she delivered the items to the Ding residence, Ding Jue cried: “My father is sending me to the Court of Justice.”

“What crime did you commit?” Bu Shulin’s first reaction was that this fellow had done something terrible and the Marquis of Zhenbei was sacrificing family ties for justice.

“Can’t you wish me well for once?” Ding Jue said angrily. “Who knows where he heard the Court of Justice had vacancies? He complains I idle all day, says he doesn’t expect me to achieve anything, just hopes I’ll learn some human decency at the Court of Justice.”

As if he weren’t human and needed to go to the Court of Justice to become one.

“Just fake illness to get out of it – isn’t that your specialty?” For a position that could be directly filled, it couldn’t be very important.

“Can’t. The Court of Justice has already sent the document, I’m officially registered. If I don’t go, my father says it’s the crime of deceiving the emperor. He’ll personally kowtow before His Majesty to beg punishment, ensuring our whole family gets exiled,” Ding Jue was utterly despondent. “My father says either learn at the Court of Justice or learn on the way to exile…”

Bu Shulin held back her laughter hearing this: “Your father is ruthless.”

“I envy that your father isn’t around. You don’t have to act subservient every day,” Ding Jue envied Bu Shulin most of all.

Being a hostage in the capital was nothing – good food and wine every day, claiming illness to avoid duty, the emperor not minding, and endless money. Unlike him! Ten strings of cash allowance per month, a bit extra from mother, all spent like a thief.

Sneaking to brothels secretly – another beating if his father found out.

Bu Shulin winked at him.

“Is your eye twitching? Need me to call a doctor?” Ding Jue asked with concern.

Bu Shulin wanted to warn him but, seeing the Marquis of Zhenbei standing behind Ding Jue with a severe warning look, she chose silence.

The Marquis of Zhenbei was General of the Imperial Guards – she belonged to the Imperial Guards!

“I… I’m fine,” Bu Shulin said softly. “I’m leaving.”

“Don’t go, Ah Lin! You don’t know how miserable I’ve been while you were gone. I suspect my father got the wrong baby – he doesn’t treat me like a son at all. If I’m someone else’s son, tell me early so I can go find my birth parents… Ah!”

Before Ding Jue could finish, a kick to his shin sent him kneeling with a thud. Bu Shulin immediately threw out a “farewell” and ran.

From far away, she could still hear Ding Jue’s wailing and the Marquis of Zhenbei’s angry shouts.

Feeling guilty about her earlier disloyalty, Bu Shulin went to find Cui Jinbai to see if she could get Ding Jue withdrawn – someone so lacking in ambition would be happier as a playboy.

“No,” Cui Jinbai rejected flatly.

“Don’t be so unreasonable. Ding Jue isn’t accomplished in letters or martial arts – he’ll just cause trouble at the Court of Justice,” Bu Shulin pleaded earnestly.

“Organizing case files doesn’t require accomplishment in letters or martial arts. Being literate is enough,” Cui Jinbai said coldly.
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“Organize archives?” Bu Shulin found it sounded like decent work, especially since it came with a monthly salary.

“Yes,” Cui Jinbai nodded.

Bu Shulin looked at Cui Jinbai suspiciously, unsure if it was just her imagination. Though Cui Jinbai maintained his usual serious expression with his cold face, she felt she detected a hint of amusement. After observing him for a while without confirming anything, she decided not to dwell on it.

“How did a vacancy suddenly appear at the Court of Judicial Review?” She worried internally that it might be because of her.

Just yesterday, she had mentioned Ding Jue to Cui Jinbai, and today, as if by coincidence, Ding Jue had such bad luck that he wouldn’t be able to keep her company anymore. The timing seemed too perfect, yet she felt it might be presumptuous to think this way – why would Cui Jinbai do such a thing?

The Court of Judicial Review was an important institution, if not a crucial post, and shouldn’t be handled so casually, especially by someone as rigid as Cui Jinbai. He wouldn’t possibly… use public office for private gain, and they didn’t even have any private matters between them.

“The vacancy has existed for some time. This kind of tedious physical work, requiring neither martial nor literary skills, is most suitable for those…” Cui Jinbai moved his book aside and looked Bu Shulin up and down, “who can’t lift heavy loads, can’t carry things, can’t speak properly, and lack sufficient mental capacity.”

Bu Shulin: …

Why did she feel he was subtly mocking her?

“Stone-face Cui, have you forgotten how it felt to be pinned down by me? Want to fight?” Bu Shulin hitched up her lower garments and tucked them into her belt, ready to prove her abilities in an immediate fight.

Cui Jinbai put down his book unhurriedly: “It seems the Young Master has recovered well. The Marquis of Zhenbei happens to be sending Third Young Master Ding over. I should tell the Marquis that the Young Master can start duty rotation tomorrow…”

“Oh my!” Bu Shulin cried out pitifully, clutching her chest and retreating several steps before sitting down, wearing a weak expression. “My chest hurts, and my arms ache too. I must have been poisoned and suffered internal damage. I probably won’t recover for at least half a month…”

Cui Jinbai lowered his eyes to watch her performance without comment.

Feeling guilty, Bu Shulin stood up dejectedly: “My chest feels tight and I’m short of breath. I need to go home and lie down, so I won’t disturb Junior Assistant Minister Cui during his duty.”

Only after watching Bu Shulin slink away like a thief did Cui Jinbai show a slight smile.

After leaving the Court of Judicial Review, Bu Shulin didn’t return home but instead took a detour to the Princess’s mansion, where Shen Xihe was organizing the house.

“What’s all this for? Which distinguished guest are you preparing to host?” Bu Shulin arrived to find servants bustling about while Shen Xihe personally supervised, making her feel somewhat jealous.

She wondered which important person commanded such attention from her Youyou.

“My father is coming to the capital.” Shen Xihe’s face was full of joy. As soon as she returned, she had received a letter from Shen Yueshan. Because of her coming-of-age ceremony, Emperor Youning had specially summoned Shen Yueshan to the capital.

Shen Xihe thought it might also be related to next year’s war against Tibet, wanting to discuss it with Shen Yueshan in advance.

Without Madam Xiao in the capital, Shen Yueshan was quite willing to make the trip. The imperial edict hadn’t specifically named either Shen Yueshan or Shen Yun’an, only stating that one of them must come. Someone had to remain in the Northwest, so father and son had another fight, and finally, Shen Yun’an was forced to yield to superior martial prowess.

“Oh right!” Bu Shulin slapped her forehead. “You’re about to come of age. The King of the Northwest should indeed come to preside over your coming-of-age ceremony.” Looking around at the mansion’s arrangements, she asked, “But isn’t the King of the Northwest staying at the Shen residence?”

“With me here, he’ll stay here,” Shen Xihe knew her father and brother best. “His Majesty won’t quibble over such a small matter.”

“His Majesty has been quite irritable these days,” When mentioning Emperor Youning, Bu Shulin couldn’t help but comment. After returning, she had gone to the palace to report and saw Emperor Youning, who lacked his usual composure – though not visibly angry, his displeasure was palpable.

“News from Henan Prefecture indicates there are irregularities with Yu Zao’s identity, so the matter has been delayed again,” Shen Xihe could understand Emperor Youning’s mood. The common people were particularly unwilling to wait – they just wanted to know the results quickly. “By tomorrow at the latest, His Majesty will surely issue an imperial decree of self-blame to appease them.”

Originally, they had planned to identify the true culprit behind the scenes, and the self-blame decree could have been somewhat vague. Now that Yu Zao’s identity was in question, involving a case within a case, and Yu Zao still insisted he was indeed Yu Zao with no mastermind behind him, the case had reached a stalemate while the people grew impatient.

“His Majesty has already sent people to investigate Yu Zao’s identity. Youyou…” Bu Shulin still showed some concern.

“Don’t worry, I’ve already arranged everything properly,” Shen Xihe said with a smile. “Since this was my idea, I naturally couldn’t just let Prince Zhao handle it alone. He’s been following my arrangements, and everything has been properly set up – they won’t find anything suspicious.”

She had spent two days and nights carefully questioning Yu Zao about his experiences, such as the burn mark on his body, which was indeed acquired while studying abroad. It was just an ordinary burn, but she insisted there had been a birthmark that he had destroyed. This made it more believable to others, as the age of the injury could be verified upon examination.

“I’m worried about the witnesses you found,” Bu Shulin wasn’t concerned about these true and false pieces of evidence.

“The identity arranged for Yu Zao isn’t fake either – it belongs to a real person. As for the witnesses…” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “I used some methods to make them truly believe their testimonies, so they’ll hold up under questioning.”

After a pause, Shen Xihe continued: “To ensure absolute certainty, among the investigators His Majesty sent, the Crown Prince has also interfered.”

With two investigators, one controllable and one that could be enticed, nothing could go wrong with this matter.

As for the Yu family, there was no need to coordinate testimonies or even give advance notice. Once the Yu family caught wind of the situation, they should know how to choose. They would rather Yu Zao not be a member of the Yu family, so they could become the victims. Otherwise…

They might produce even more evidence.

After hearing this, Bu Shulin felt somewhat numb: “When you two work together, what can’t you accomplish?”

Shen Xihe first froze at these words, then broke into a gentle smile.

Her smile made Bu Shulin click her tongue twice before giving her a teasing look: “Youyou and His Highness the Crown Prince truly are of one mind.”

If Prince Zhao hadn’t been sent to Henan Prefecture, this matter couldn’t have been accomplished. Only Prince Zhao Xiao Langmin could take such a long time away to arrange this matter.

Bu Shulin understood Shen Xihe – she wouldn’t easily ask others for favors. She probably hadn’t asked Xiao Huayong to arrange for Xiao Langmin to go to Henan Prefecture.

“Without any reminders or manipulation, the one who came would inevitably be Prince Zhao, or only Prince Zhao,” Shen Xihe’s fingertips lightly brushed the branches and leaves before her.

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t sent Prince Zhao, Shen Xihe would have presented evidence proving Xiao Huayong’s innocence. With clear signs of a prince behind the scenes and even suggestions of embezzlement and possible rebellion, His Majesty would only send the unsuspicious Prince Zhao – anyone else would only complicate matters further.

The incident’s impact was severe, and His Majesty could no longer tolerate any more mishaps. Prince Zhao and Yu Zao were after all related by marriage, making it easier for Yu Zao to open up to him.
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“In that case, the Crown Prince seems redundant,” Bu Shulin smiled, showing her teeth.

Shen Xihe gave her a bland glance: “I’ll help report your misdeeds when I enter the palace tomorrow.”

Bu Shulin’s smile instantly froze: …

Seeing her rapidly changing expression, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh: “Did you come here just to chat with me?”

“I heard the Empress Dowager is planning a spring banquet next year. According to palace rumors, it’s to select brides for the princes,” Bu Shulin said excitedly. “Perhaps that’s why the Fifth Princess hasn’t been pestering me. I worried for several days before returning to the capital for nothing.”

“She’s not pestering you because I’m not here,” Shen Xihe said softly. “Once I enter the palace tomorrow, she’ll surely return to her old ways.”

Bu Shulin: ???

“Why would my absence stop her from pestering you?” Bu Shulin asked in confusion. A thought flashed through her mind, and she smiled somewhat narcissistically. “Could it be she thinks you have feelings for me and worries you’ll steal me away?”

Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a look reserved for idiots: “She fears I’ll kill her, so she’s using you for protection.”

Bu Shulin: !!!

After a moment of shock, Bu Shulin asked: “Why would you want to kill her?”

“Princess Changling’s antagonism toward me was her instigation,” Shen Xihe said softly while gently touching the emerald leaves.

“She instigated it? But why?” Bu Shulin couldn’t understand why Princess Yangling would provoke Princess Changling against Shen Xihe.

“I don’t know. She’s probably acting under someone’s orders or threats,” Shen Xihe gazed ahead as the wind rustled her dark hair, outlining half of her face and adding a touch of elegance. “I’ve only spared her life until now because I’m interested in whoever’s behind her. For her survival, she was clever enough to cling to you.”

She turned to look at Bu Shulin with some pity: “You’re merely a tool she’s using to protect herself.”

Bu Shulin: …

She had thought herself irresistibly charming, but the truth was so unbearable. Her heart felt slightly constricted.

With Bu Shulin involved, it would indeed be difficult for Shen Xihe to move against Princess Yangling, as Bu Shulin would be the first suspect. The Fifth Princess did show some cleverness there.

The heartache lasted only a moment before Bu Shulin thought of something else and said gleefully: “So even the Fifth Princess knows you care about me, enough to spare her life for my sake.”

Shen Xihe let out an almost inaudible laugh: “You and the Fifth Princess are well-matched.”

“What do you mean by that?” Bu Shulin felt she was being belittled.

“Equally foolish,” Shen Xihe said before turning to leave.

She had spared the Fifth Princess’s life solely because of the person behind her. If she wanted the princess dead, it wouldn’t matter who the princess allied with.

There were countless ways to avoid implicating Bu Shulin – only the Fifth Princess and Bu Shulin would truly believe such a simple solution would ensure their safety.

Her coming-of-age ceremony was approaching, and her father was coming to the capital. She didn’t want any deaths to mar her celebration, which was why she allowed the princess to live a while longer.

If she had discovered this a few months earlier, with the Fifth Princess wasting her time like this – did they think she had to know who was behind it? She had never been patient with enemies, preferring quick resolution. Giving the Fifth Princess one or two chances was already her limit.

The next day, Shen Xihe went to the palace to thank Emperor Youning for his grace and to visit the Crown Prince, bringing Sui Axi back to the palace.

The capital was in the north, where winter came early. Word was that early snow had already fallen days ago. The cold wind howled, and autumn’s golden hues were gone. Winter plum buds had formed in the Eastern Palace, their red dots trembling in the wind, their cold fragrance adding a touch of joy to the winter day.

Today, Xiao Huayong wore a cloisonné blue-collared robe with exquisitely beautiful golden embroidered fan-shaped leaves, and a white fox-fur-trimmed cape, looking elegant and distinguished. His grandeur carried a hint of languidness, his dignity touched with an ethereal quality.

“Youyou, I’ve been longing for you,” Xiao Huayong spoke with deep affection as soon as he saw Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe stood under the eaves, tilting her head to look at Xiao Huayong for a moment.

“Why are you looking at me like that, Youyou?” Xiao Huayong asked, puzzled.

“I’m somewhat curious how Your Highness can make such frivolous words sound so refined,” Shen Xihe said honestly.

Though Xiao Huayong’s words were rather explicit, they didn’t sound vulgar when he spoke them. At least when he said them, Shen Xihe could tolerate it, but when she thought of his letters, it was beyond description.

“Every word comes from my heart,” Xiao Huayong said with a smile.

Shen Xihe didn’t dwell on this topic: “Has Your Highness’s condition improved?”

“My eyes occasionally see some colors now,” Xiao Huayong joyfully shared the good news with Shen Xihe. “The medicine made with the rose of Sharon has greatly improved my internal condition.”

In previous winters, when the cold penetrated his body, his lungs would ache like needles pricking him, and he would cough incessantly. His ability to disguise his cough so well these years came from winter’s torment year after year – over ten years had etched it into his bones.

“Besides this, are there other methods?” Rose of Sharon was rare, and the timing wasn’t right – finding any was already fortunate.

Rose of Sharon bloomed from May to September, perhaps until November in southern regions. Shen Xihe had already instructed her subordinates who collected spices to watch for it in the Southern Seas Prefecture, to harvest and send it to the capital if found. She had detailed instructions for harvest timing but feared there wouldn’t be much.

“There are some herbs that can substitute for rose of Sharon’s medicinal properties, but they’re either too cold or too dry, which would harm His Highness’s internal poison,” Sui Axi replied softly.

As Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong entered the inner chamber, they felt a wave of warmth. Both removed their heavy capes, and Shen Xihe couldn’t help but remark: “Your Highness’s palace is exceptionally warm.”

Shen Xihe’s rooms burned excellent charcoal. Her love of fragrance led her to create aromatic coal by combining spices with several types of charcoal, making it long-lasting, smokeless, and fragrant.

She had prepared plenty in early autumn, sending much to the Northwest, where winters were as harsh as in the capital.

The warmth in Xiao Huayong’s palace was different from others, with no visible signs of burning charcoal.

“The Eastern Palace has wall furnaces,” Xiao Huayong explained. “They were installed ten years ago.”

“I see. It seems the gift I prepared today will be useless to Your Highness,” Shen Xihe said with a light laugh. She had brought two baskets of aromatic coal. Currently, the best coal in the palace was Rui coal from former Western Liang, now Western Prefecture.

This coal burned long, with one piece lasting several days, but supplies were limited. Worried about Xiao Huayong’s sensitivity to cold, she had brought him some aromatic coal.

“How could any gift from my sovereign be useless?” Xiao Huayong hastily replied. “The wall furnaces are quite dry, making me feel like meat being roasted. If I weren’t so susceptible to cold, I’d want to stop using them for a few days.”

“The Princess’s gift truly meets His Highness’s needs. He’s been complaining about wanting to stop the wall furnaces these past few days,” Tian Yuan added, and worried their words weren’t convincing enough, nudged Sui Axi.

“The wall furnaces’ dry heat isn’t good for His Highness,” Sui Axi nodded in agreement.
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Sui Axi remained silent. While the wall furnaces warmed the entire room, they dried out the moisture. For ordinary people, drinking some warm water might suffice to restore balance, but for Xiao Huayong, it was particularly damaging to his lungs.

“Your Highness needn’t be like this. Since I’ve brought it, naturally I intend to give it to you,” Shen Xihe wasn’t sure how to react to their urgent behavior, as if she might take the gift back.

Xiao Huayong also realized he had reacted too eagerly and couldn’t help but laugh.

He didn’t know why, but though he had been excellent in etiquette and conduct since childhood, behaving neither rigidly nor inappropriately, in front of Shen Xihe, these deeply ingrained habits seemed to easily slip away, his emotions becoming difficult to control.

“Tian Yuan, extinguish the wall furnaces and light the aromatic coal the Princess brought,” Xiao Huayong ordered eagerly.

After Tian Yuan acknowledged and left, Xiao Huayong said: “The Princess showed great wisdom in handling the Henan Prefecture matter.”

This was no mere flattery – Xiao Huayong truly marveled at how Shen Xihe had devised such a solution.

“It was also thanks to Your Highness’s help,” Shen Xihe replied modestly.

“Even without me, Youyou would have succeeded,” Xiao Huayong shook his head with a slight smile. “How did you think of such a method?”

Especially in such a short time.

“It started when I went to see Yu Zao,” Shen Xihe briefly recounted the events. “He remained silent then, determined to take all responsibility. Though I couldn’t exonerate the Yu family, I wondered why he didn’t resent those who conspired with him and benefited more. Human nature is selfish – when facing life and death, even the closest friends can’t calmly accept bearing all responsibility alone.”

Let alone a crime punishable by the execution of nine relations. How could Yu Zao be so noble as to not implicate others? Could he feel no regret or resentment toward his truly affected relatives? Shen Xihe found it unlikely.

That left only one possibility – he had compelling reasons to protect someone. With him facing death and his nine relations doomed, what could still threaten him?

After much consideration, Shen Xihe thought perhaps by taking all blame, he could secure an irrefusable promise from another person. What promise would be so compelling that a dying man would accept it even knowing his descendants would be executed? It couldn’t be material.

It could only be about bloodline continuation. He knew his crime couldn’t save his relatives, but in such circumstances, if he had another unknown bloodline outside that wouldn’t be affected by this turmoil, he would have to grit his teeth and accept it.

“So I made a bold guess – if this were true, what would make him give up that bloodline?” Only a greater benefit, such as sparing the Yu family from extinction. After a pause, Shen Xihe added, “Additionally, I dislike the practice of family extermination.”

She didn’t think those implicated were innocent, but she disliked such widespread bloody purges.

“Youyou, family extermination isn’t necessarily bloodthirsty,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“I know,” Shen Xihe nodded. “Deterrence is primary. For some serious crimes, like grave robbing, without family extermination, some people won’t take warning, and public anger can’t be appeased.”

The secondary purpose was naturally to eliminate future revenge, otherwise the cycle of grievances would never end.

When necessary, brutality was the root of preventing more disasters and evil from recurring – Shen Xihe understood this. She understood, and might even use it herself in the future, which didn’t conflict with her dislike of it.

In this world, everyone has things they dislike but must accept, otherwise, there wouldn’t be the saying “no choice but to.”

Understanding Shen Xihe’s meaning, Xiao Huayong lowered his eyes in thought for a moment, then looked up at her solemnly: “In the future, I will reduce bloodshed and show more mercy.”

Not every situation required bloodshed for deterrence – sometimes mercy could transform people, and those who could be transformed deserved more chances.

Xiao Huayong had never had a merciful heart. As Crown Prince, he possessed only an emperor’s iron will – whatever achieved goals fastest, most ruthlessly, and most precisely shouldn’t waste energy on alternatives.

But if Shen Xihe disliked it, he was willing to change himself.

Shen Xihe was slightly startled and said softly: “Your Highness, you needn’t do this.”

“Youyou, we are to spend our lives together,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparkled with warmth. The aromatic coal burned nearby, its red glow reflecting on his face, making his features as gentle as warm sunlight melting snow on mountains. “I only wish for you to feel comfortable and happy by my side. If anything about me makes you uncomfortable or displeased, I hope you’ll tell me honestly, and I’ll do the same.”

Spouses could be the closest or most distant relationships. Marriage joins two unrelated strangers by fate; whether they become close or distant depends, in Xiao Huayong’s view, on whether their hearts can tolerate and accommodate each other.

As the aromatic coal burned gently, its fragrance spreading and surrounding them, Shen Xihe became somewhat lost in thought.

Xiao Huayong’s words exceeded her understanding of marriage. Only parents toward children would correct their errors out of love.

Yet his words differed from parent-child relationships too. Children respect parents, often tolerating and accommodating their faults; parents cherish their children, often supporting and guiding them through mistakes – neither exists on equal footing.

The marital relationship Xiao Huayong described was surprisingly frank, treating each other as another kind of closest relationship she could hardly imagine.

“Why change oneself for others?” Shen Xihe couldn’t understand.

She had always been true to herself. Though grateful and understanding of social etiquette, she wouldn’t be superficially agreeable; she would be kind to others but wouldn’t change her nature for them.

Xiao Huayong smiled without speaking. When someone enters your heart, becoming more important than your own life, changing for them becomes natural.

Now wasn’t the time to discuss these things with Shen Xihe. In the future, she would naturally be moved – he would ensure it.

Shen Xihe stayed in the Eastern Palace for only half an hour before leaving. Before departure, she visited Princess Yangling’s chambers, which were also warmly heated. Shen Xihe entered directly without having servants announce her; Zhenzhu and Purple Jade pushed aside the palace servants as she walked in imperiously.

Princess Yangling, who had been laughing with her maids, turned pale upon seeing Shen Xihe. With her hands hidden in a rabbit fur muff, Shen Xihe walked slowly to the princess’s side. Seeing her back away in fear, she placed a hand on her shoulder.

The princess’s maids, seeing this, no longer dared rebuke Shen Xihe but ran out, presumably to seek help. Shen Xihe didn’t have Zhenzhu and the others stop them.

Instead, she moved behind Princess Yangling and whispered in her ear: “Princess, enjoy well these last days of your noble status.”

Princess Yangling’s legs weakened in terror; she had to lean on a nearby table to avoid falling. Since learning of Princess Changling’s death, her fear of Shen Xihe had been carved into her bones.

Shen Xihe gave a contemptuous light laugh and turned away, her cape shimmering brilliantly as she departed gracefully.

Chapter 249: Counting the Crown Prince’s Virtues
Stepping out of Princess Yangling’s palace, as the cold wind blew, Shen Xihe pulled her cloak tighter. Though her constitution had recovered to that of a normal person, the cold still penetrated her bones, and even a slight breeze made her feel extremely chilly.

“Yes,” Zhenzhu responded, “They will come to the residence tomorrow to let the Princess select the styles.”

“Go to the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau and pass along the message that I chose Gu Zexiang’s name,” Shen Xihe instructed.

Zhenzhu immediately understood, but after careful consideration, she suggested: “Princess, we also have our people in the palace. Gu Zexiang might be the Crown Prince’s person.”

They could all see that the Crown Prince was infatuated with the Princess; however, they weren’t yet officially married, and even if they did become husband and wife, some matters still required caution. Otherwise, if they were to fall out, it would surely lead to irreversible consequences.

Zhenzhu naturally hoped for the Princess and Crown Prince to have a good relationship, but a young man’s heart could change faster than the weather in June – being careful was never wrong.

“She isn’t the Crown Prince’s person,” Shen Xihe walked a few steps, and suddenly snowflakes began falling from the sky. Zhenzhu opened the umbrella she was carrying, and Shen Xihe stretched out her hand, letting the snow flying in the cold wind brush past her fingertips. “She merely conducted one business transaction with the Crown Prince, and I can also conduct one business transaction with her.”

“This servant will go to the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau right away,” Zhenzhu handed the umbrella handle to Purple Jade.

As a servant, her duty was to help ease her master’s burdens and remind her master of things she might not have considered. Once she had given her reminder, she had fulfilled her duty, and occasional advice was already bordering on presumptuous. How the master chose to act, she would simply obey.

This was something she had slowly come to understand during the time she was separated from the Princess. The Princess in the Northwest was willing to let the Prince and Young Master make decisions for her, giving them joy in feeling needed and relied upon by the Princess, and by extension, allowing some freedom to servants like themselves.

The Princess in the capital didn’t need anyone to make decisions for her. Here, it was like walking on thin ice – one wrong step and you could drown in the frozen lake.

The next morning, the Emperor issued an edict of self-reproach, honestly acknowledging his failure as a ruler, which had led to many commoners’ ancestors being disturbed, deceased wives unable to rest in peace, and departed children unable to find peace. The edict was sent to all regions with the utmost urgency.

The Emperor decided to personally visit the imperial tombs to pay respects to the ancestors and comfort their spirits. For families whose graves had been robbed and desecrated, appropriate compensation and imperial consolation were arranged.

Among these, upon hearing that the court would provide compensation, many people with impure thoughts, declining families, and questionable morals even went to dig up their ancestral graves. However, Xiao Huayong had anticipated such possibilities when the court was discussing compensation, and during political discussions, he had proposed making early records of the genuine victims under the pretense of investigation.

Therefore, after the Emperor’s self-reproach edict was issued, those who attempted to take advantage of the situation were all caned and severely criticized by officials for their lack of filial piety. This minor episode diverted much of the common people’s attention and made the truly suffering victims feel somewhat better.

They were acknowledged victims by the court – the court knew they had been wronged, the Emperor had sent people to comfort them, and even the imperial tombs had been ruthlessly bombed by heartless criminals. The court hadn’t sheltered the perpetrators but stood with them.

Local officials everywhere conveyed this message, and the people’s dissatisfaction over the tomb-robbing case quickly dissipated.

Even Shen Xihe, upon hearing several cases of people trying to deceive the court for compensation, couldn’t help but sigh softly: “If the Crown Prince becomes ruler, it would surely be a blessing for the common people.”

He understood the people’s thoughts, could anticipate their joys and sorrows in the smallest details, and had gentle methods to soothe people’s hearts like a spring breeze and rain.

“If the Crown Prince heard these words, he would surely be joyful for an entire day,” Purple Jade smiled with curved eyes.

They had all noticed that the Crown Prince couldn’t resist the Princess’s praise. Whenever the Princess complimented him, the Crown Prince would smile so broadly that his eyes nearly disappeared.

The more they saw this, the more they liked the Crown Prince. Only someone who truly held their Princess in his heart would be so delighted by a single word from her.

Shen Xihe turned her head and swept her gaze over the four maids. Though Purple Jade had spoken, Zhenzhu, Red Jade, and Green Jade all smiled with pressed lips, clearly agreeing with the statement. “Tell me, what favors has the Crown Prince given you that makes you all biased towards him?”

Though the Princess questioned them, her maids could sense that she wasn’t angry, nor was she joking, but genuinely curious.

The maids exchanged glances, and Green Jade spoke first: “The Crown Prince has given many favors, which one would the Princess like to hear about?”

“Tell me all of them,” Shen Xihe said.

“The Crown Prince prepares food for the Princess, arranges Pingrong leaf bonsai that the Princess loves, searches for rare flowers and plants…” Purple Jade began counting on her fingers, “All according to the Princess’s preferences – we can feel his sincerity.”

“Every word the Princess speaks, even casual remarks, the Crown Prince takes to heart. Since learning that the Princess loves Pingrong leaves, he not only created Pingrong leaf tea, but I’ve noticed the Crown Prince’s clothes now all have Pingrong leaf embroidery,” Green Jade held back her laughter. Many of the Princess’s clothes also featured Pingrong leaves, and occasionally when they matched, standing together, they truly looked like a golden boy and jade girl.

Shen Xihe then looked at Red Jade, wanting to hear her thoughts.

Red Jade smiled mischievously: “What I like most is the Crown Prince’s trust in the Princess. Despite his outstanding abilities, he’s never presumptuous, and never interferes with or makes decisions for the Princess just because of his capabilities.”

This brought a slight smile to Shen Xihe’s lips. Xiao Huayong was capable but not arrogant, strong but not overbearing, elevated but not conceited, and noble but not prideful.

This was probably why Shen Xihe felt comfortable around him. Many young men were born looking down on women, and even while proclaiming their love, they often used protection and care as excuses to keep her behind them, as if she couldn’t survive without them.

Shen Xihe disliked this. It wasn’t that she thought herself omnipotent, nor was she trying to prove herself. Rather, she wanted to learn to become stronger, to experience and be tempered, to understand herself, to become the person she wanted to see herself become.

Of course, this varied from person to person. Some people didn’t like such exhaustion. She didn’t like depending on men, didn’t like placing hope in any single person. With her father and brother, it was because she couldn’t bear to see them troubled; with others, it was more about distrust.

“The Crown Prince respects the Princess from the bottom of his heart,” This was what Zhenzhu found most touching from what she had seen so far.

As long as the Crown Prince remained unchanged, she believed that given time, the Princess would surely be moved by him.

Shen Xihe said nothing in response, stroking Short Life’s back. She admitted that Xiao Huayong was excellent, perhaps no better young man could be found in this world. The better he was, the more she hoped they could maintain mutual respect.

Feelings that were just right, a lifetime of harmony and beauty, mutual comfort and support – that would be the best outcome.

The passion between men and women could harm both body and feelings.

Zhenzhu sighed softly and looked outside: “Princess, the people from the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau have arrived.”

Chapter 250: Intent to Control the Inner Palace
“This servant pays respects to the Princess, may the Princess have great fortune,” Stewardess Cui and the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau staff bowed together.

“Please rise, Stewardess Cui,” Shen Xihe personally helped up this elderly, experienced female official. “Thank you for coming in this cold weather.”

“I wouldn’t dare, it is this servant’s duty. I’ve brought the Treasury Office, Clothing Office, and Ornaments Office. Would the Princess like to see the clothing designs first, or the jewelry and ornaments?” Stewardess Cui asked very respectfully.

The palace had six stewardships and four offices. The Imperial Wardrobe Bureau’s Treasury Office managed the palace’s clothing patterns, the Clothing Office handled clothes and accessories, and the Ornaments Office was responsible for headdresses, cosmetics, and implements.

Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony clothes and accessories were all arranged by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau. The day would include bathing, hand washing, and perfuming, which were also matters for the Ornaments Office. There was also the Ceremonial Office responsible for ritual guards – these would follow regulations and didn’t require Shen Xihe’s personal attention.

“Whatever Stewardess Cui arranges will be fine,” Shen Xihe showed equal respect.

Stewardess Cui spread out several clothing designs for Shen Xihe. Each design had been carefully chosen based on Shen Xihe’s preferences, combining auspicious meanings with aesthetic appeal.

Shen Xihe spotted an ivory-white outfit embroidered with butterfly-like Pingrong leaves. She liked it immediately. It was the simplest among all the ceremonial clothes – the others featured wealthy motifs like peonies and roses, or birds like peacocks and swallows.

“This one,” Shen Xihe pointed to the ivory chest-high dress.

“This outfit is somewhat plain. Since the Princess likes it, perhaps we can choose more elaborate hairpins,” Stewardess Cui had people put away Shen Xihe’s chosen outfit, then had the Clothing Office staff come forward to display matching hair ornaments.

For the most important headdress, Shen Xihe saw a silver-white crown adorned with pearl chains and many embedded pearls elaborate and complex, perfectly complementing the dress. She then selected other accessories.

She was decisive, unlike other palace nobles who would point out dissatisfactions after selecting – from overall style down to craftsmanship details, everything had to match their wishes. But these nobles didn’t understand the craft – some techniques and jewels and styles couldn’t be combined without looking inappropriate, yet the servants dared not object.

Stewardess Cui and the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau staff were all pleased with how agreeable Shen Xihe was. Things were quickly settled. As for the implements and fragrances needed that day, Red Jade would discuss those with them. Shen Xihe wanted to speak privately with Gu Zexiang, which Stewardess Cui graciously allowed.

“Princess,” in private, Gu Zexiang felt awkward seeing Shen Xihe. The last time when she told Shen Xihe about the Crown Prince’s past, it was on his orders through Stewardess Cui. Though it was all true, she still felt somewhat guilty towards Shen Xihe.

“You’re uneasy about last time, aren’t you?” Shen Xihe’s keen eyes perceived.

“Princess, I…” Gu Zexiang felt more ashamed, not knowing what to say.

“No need to be uneasy. You didn’t harm me, and what you told me was true. If the Crown Prince hadn’t instructed you, had picked an old palace maid to tell you, and then you came to inform me, you wouldn’t feel guilty. You’d feel you were helping me rather than making a calculated deal,” Shen Xihe smiled gently. “To me, there’s no difference between the two. The process doesn’t matter – what matters is that in my heart, you helped me.”

“Princess, I…” Gu Zexiang still felt awkward. She wanted to say that in her heart, Shen Xihe would always be that sister who exchanged pigeon messages with her, who would comfort her and bring her little gifts.

But given their current positions – Shen Xihe’s status and hers – they were worlds apart. She had no right to call Shen Xihe’s sister anymore.

“You only knew me through letters, unaware that I’m cold-hearted, valuing benefits over relationships,” Shen Xihe’s way of comforting people was quite unique. “I’ve come to you today also seeking your help with something. Naturally, I’m not asking based on friendship, but rather seeing if you can use this to advance yourself. How high you can climb in the Clothing Office depends on your ability.”

Gu Zexiang stared at Shen Xihe blankly. Her heart felt bitter – the Shen Xihe who had entered the palace seeking her, wanting to take her out of the palace, was gone. She had first approached Shen Xihe with thoughts of benefit, so from now on they would only have transactions of interest.

Though her heart ached, Gu Zexiang didn’t dwell on melancholy, quickly composing herself: “Please speak, Princess.”

“You’re in the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau. I’ll give you an incense blend – find a way to make Princess Yangling like it. I’ve crafted this incense according to Princess Yangling’s preferences,” Shen Xihe said softly. “It’s best if you have someone you want to bring down present it to Princess Yangling. Don’t rush to complete this before the new year – plan slowly and execute during the Tibet marriage alliance after the new year.”

Having been in the palace so long, Gu Zexiang had seen much intrigue. She immediately knew this wasn’t a small matter. Her heart tightened, and after thinking, she asked: “May this servant know if this incense will harm the Princess?”

Shen Xihe didn’t conceal anything: “Nothing much else, just that too much can cause dizziness and nausea.”

Gu Zexiang couldn’t guess Shen Xihe’s intentions, only wondering if it was to make Princess Yangling faint. But if that was the goal, using incense or poison would be quicker and simpler.

“You can consider before deciding,” Shen Xihe not only didn’t press but added, “Rest assured, even if you know this, you can refuse. I’m not afraid of people knowing my secrets, because no one can find evidence against me.”

Even if Gu Zexiang knew and didn’t want to participate, later saw Princess Yangling’s misfortune and suspected her as the mastermind, she still couldn’t find evidence to prove it, could only keep the secret buried in her heart.

Gu Zexiang was clever and understood that Shen Xihe’s words revealed not only confidence but also that if she didn’t participate, Shen Xihe would find someone else.

Her parents and siblings were dead, and their revenge was taken. She had thought about joining them, but remembering her mother’s dying wish for her to live well, she dared not take her own life. She was no longer of criminal status and would have a chance to leave the palace at twenty-five.

Save some money, find an honest and reliable person to marry and have children with, and choose a child to carry her surname – at least the Gu family line would continue. But to live safely in the palace until release wasn’t achievable by staying uninvolved. Non-participation only led to becoming a pawn or scapegoat – only sufficient ruthlessness and vigilance ensured survival.

Having protection would make things even more secure. After long consideration, Gu Zexiang said: “The Princess can trust this servant. I won’t fail this task.”

“Just proceed confidently – someone in the palace will assist you,” Shen Xihe smiled and gave Zhenzhu a meaningful look.

She intended to cultivate Gu Zexiang. In the future, when she entered the Eastern Palace, regarding inner palace power, with no mother-in-law and having legitimate daughters-in-law, how could a concubine be in charge?

The Noble Consort was also a concubine.

The Palace Stewardship Bureau controlled the entire inner palace. She needed to start cultivating her power in the Bureau from the beginning.

Chapter 251: Such a Crown Prince, The Nation’s Fortune
She could guess some of Gu Zexiang’s thoughts. If things went smoothly, Gu Zexiang wouldn’t need to endure another seven or eight years – perhaps in about five years, she could have her released and personally arrange a good marriage for her.

She didn’t tell Gu Zexiang these things now – it would depend on her future performance.

“Princess, the coming-of-age ceremony clothes you selected were designs sent by the Crown Prince,” Gu Zexiang said, bowed to Shen Xihe, and withdrew.

Telling Shen Xihe this wasn’t to curry favor but to show that she wasn’t the Crown Prince’s person.

Although Shen Xihe and the Crown Prince seemed to have close dealings, and palace rumors said the Empress Dowager and Emperor favored Shen Xihe as Crown Princess, nothing was certain until confirmed, and even after confirmation, married couples didn’t necessarily overlook everything.

Shen Xihe was momentarily lost in thought, then shook her head with a smile.

When the designs were first shown, Shen Xihe had this suspicion, but she genuinely liked it. There was no need to abandon her preferences just because they might be connected to Xiao Huayong.

Her selection only proved Xiao Huayong’s capability in capturing her tastes – nothing shameful about acknowledging that.

“I’ve said it before – the Crown Prince understands the Princess best. How could he be so clear without putting in effort? I fear there won’t be any room left for us to show our loyalty,” Purple Jade shook her head and sighed thoughtfully.

Shen Xihe was most tolerant of her. Strangely, though Shen Xihe disliked foolish people, and Purple Jade fell into this category, she liked her cheerful and lively nature, always smiling as if without worry.

Having her by one’s side daily was pleasing to the eye and improved one’s mood considerably.

“Those who study your preferences aren’t necessarily those who wish you well,” Shen Xihe remained calm and collected as always. “They might even be those who want your life; those who treat you well now may not remain unchanged. If you’re not clear-headed, once they change, you’ll find yourself at life’s end with nowhere to turn.”

Purple Jade shrank her neck, not daring to say more.

Hearts change easily – no one can guarantee anything. They would need to stay alert in the future, and not be seduced by the Crown Prince’s sugar-coated bullets.

The Yu Zao case concluded the next day. Investigation confirmed that Yu Zao was indeed impersonated – the real Yu Zao had died over twenty years ago. Once this news was verified, Yu Zao committed suicide in the county magistrate’s prison.

The court engaged in a heated discussion about how to handle Yu Zao’s case. The Yu family was safe, but Yu Zao had a wife, children, and grandchildren – all married or born after the fake Yu Zao’s return from studies. Logically, they were the imposter’s relatives.

However, his wife’s relatives included court officials who, to avoid implication, wept bitterly in court, accusing the Yu family of marriage fraud. If the Yu family had verified their son’s identity, how could their good official’s daughter have married a thief?

This argument had merit – Yu Zao’s wife had suffered enough; executing her too would seem inhumane.

Yet Yu Zao’s crimes were evident – surely his death alone couldn’t settle everything? That would be too lenient.

Both sides argued fiercely, giving Emperor Youning a headache. Xiao Huayong, attending court for the first time in a while, began coughing violently due to their heated argument.

His coughing fit silenced the hall. Both sides immediately stopped speaking – if they frightened the Crown Prince into fainting, where would Wang Zheng stand? Wang Zheng’s shameless act might work for him, but not necessarily for them.

Emperor Youning was satisfied seeing the silence. Previously, these people would argue endlessly, sometimes even fighting in court. Though the Emperor was unusually tolerant in this regard – while annoyed, he didn’t punish the masses, especially since both sides weren’t purely self-interested – he only rebuked them, which led to increasingly heated arguments in court.

“Is Seven all right?” Emperor Youning asked with concern.

“*cough* *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong bowed to Emperor Youning. “Your Majesty, I am fine. However… regarding Yu Zao’s wife and children… I have a suggestion *cough* *cough* *cough*…”

Seeing him struggling to speak, Emperor Youning ordered Liu Sanzhi: “Bring a seat for the Crown Prince, prepare brush and ink.”

Xiao Huayong politely declined: “I thank Your Majesty, but I am well enough…”

He tried to control his coughing, then said: “All the lords make valid points… This matter is indeed difficult to judge as either too light or too heavy. Why not distribute the case to various regions, let the local officials personally consult the victims, and hear their thoughts? If most favor execution… then execute; if most favor leniency, then show mercy…

Let Your Majesty decide – execution would harm the relationship between ruler and subject, and his wife and children truly shouldn’t suffer; not executing… might disappoint the people… Let the people decide, showing Your Majesty’s benevolence and clemency… while practically appeasing the people.”

Xiao Huayong’s words brightened everyone’s eyes, including Emperor Youning’s – this method was indeed excellent.

Letting the people decide meant no one would have complaints regardless of the outcome. Any remaining dissatisfaction among the people would dissolve upon seeing the court’s genuine respect and consideration for them.

Everyone looked at Xiao Huayong, who stood slightly bent in the great hall wearing a thick cloak, with varying expressions – mostly regret.

Especially among the loyal ministers – such an heir who would listen to his ministers’ counsel and hear the voice of the common people was truly the nation’s fortune. Yet fate was cruel, afflicting his health and threatening his longevity – their sorrow, the nation’s grief.

“The Crown Prince speaks well. This matter will be handled according to his suggestion,” Emperor Youning decided without asking others’ opinions.

He currently needed measures to salvage his reputation, and the Crown Prince’s method was excellent.

With this matter settled, everyone thought the court would end, but Emperor Youning’s expression suddenly darkened as he took out a memorial: “This is a confession sent overnight by Prince Zhao. Liu Sanzhi read it to them…”

It was Yu Zao’s confession, full of repentance, but finally mentioning that his conspirator was His Majesty’s third son, Prince Dai, Xiao Changzhen.

All eyes turned to Xiao Changzhen. Prince Dai’s face paled: “Your Majesty, I swear to heaven I committed no such evil.”

“Whether true or false, the Department of Justice, Imperial Clan Court, and Capital Prefecture will jointly investigate. From today you are confined and may not leave. The Imperial Guard will watch over Prince Dai’s residence,” Emperor Youning said coldly.

Yu Zao was dead, leaving only this confession without any evidence, greatly angering Emperor Youning.

“No wonder he wouldn’t speak earlier,” Shen Xihe sighed softly upon hearing this. Since Yu Zao had no evidence, it was understandable that once he knew the Yu family was safe, he left this confession and took his own life.

“Princess, is it credible?” Green Jade asked.

“The confession is credible,” Shen Xihe nodded. “At least Yu Zao wouldn’t lie anymore. But whether it was Prince Dai… that’s not certain.”

Green Jade was confused – if Yu Zao’s words were credible, why wasn’t it certainly Prince Dai?

Chapter 252: Star-Crossed Love Divided by National Vengeance and Family Hatred
At the Prince of Dai’s mansion, Xiao Changzhen was escorted back to his residence. He rushed to the main chamber where he found his princess consort Li Yanyan sitting at her dressing table, applying crimson fingernail dye that seemed as stark and bloody as violence itself.

“Leave us,” Xiao Changzhen commanded coldly, dismissing everyone present.

Li Yanyan was a princess of the fallen Western Liang kingdom. All the servants in the prince’s mansion were his people – she had long since lost her maids. The servants respectfully bowed and silently withdrew.

Li Yanyan kept her head lowered, letting out a barely audible laugh.

Xiao Changzhen strode forward, towering over her with eyes that barely contained a tempest of emotions. “How dare you! You dared to forge my name and conspire with Yu Zao to rob graves!”

Li Yanyan cast him a sidelong glance, turning her head slightly with devastating allure. “Rest assured, Yu Zao has no evidence. Even if His Majesty orders an investigation, nothing will be traced back to you. Just proclaim your innocence, and this matter will eventually pass.”

“What do you plan to do with all these ill-gotten gains?” Xiao Changzhen slammed his palm on the dressing table, barely containing his fury as he demanded answers.

Her red lips curved into a dazzling smile as Li Yanyan replied, “What do I want? My lord, do you need to ask?”

Xiao Changzhen felt a stab in his heart as he stared at her, his eyes gradually reddening with both anger and grief.

He had trusted her so completely, leaving himself defenseless against her, allowing her to easily obtain his seal and manipulate Yu Zao. Yu Zao probably never realized that the master he served wasn’t the Prince of Dai, but rather the Princess Consort!

Her smile faded slightly, and Li Yanyan turned to face her reflection in the dressing table mirror. Looking at herself, she felt a sudden surge of disgust. She closed her eyes briefly, and when she opened them again, they were filled with cold indifference. “I told you back then that my heart held nothing but hatred. I warned you not to marry me, or you would surely regret it.”

“I thought… I thought there was love between us. I thought that one day you could forget the grudge between our nations. It was the inevitable course of history, something no one could prevent,” Xiao Changzhen said, tears glistening in his eyes. “The strong conquer the weak, and all under heaven becomes one – it’s heaven’s mandate. If Western Liang had been the stronger power, I would be the one bearing the soul of a fallen nation now.”

“But alas, it was I who lost my nation.” Li Yanyan picked up an ivory comb and gently brushed a strand of hair that fell to her chest. She stared at her reflection expressionlessly, refusing to allow herself even a moment of softening. “I’m not Gu Qingzhi. I’m not one of your Great Zhou noble ladies who can be so magnanimous and understand the grand scheme of things and heaven’s mandate. I only know that I am a princess of Western Liang, my father’s precious treasure.

And your father destroyed my kingdom and killed my father – this is an unforgivable blood debt.”

Just as she had shouted at Emperor Youning back then: “If you don’t kill me today, I will make you regret it bitterly!”

“Do you know why, among so many Western Liang princesses, you were the one allowed to live?” Xiao Changzhen’s voice was weak and light, as insubstantial as smoke that could disperse with a breeze.

“Hahahahaha…” Li Yanyan suddenly burst into unrestrained laughter, laughing until tears appeared in her eyes. She raised her hand to gently wipe away the tears at the corners of her eyes. “Should I thank you? Thank you for begging His Majesty to spare my life. For making me his pawn to demonstrate Great Zhou’s magnanimity towards Western Liang? For making the Western Liang royal family despise me for my cowardice in not choosing death to make a statement?”

As she spoke, she abruptly stood up, her tear-glazed eyes filled with strength and hatred. “If I could, I truly wish you had let me follow my father and Western Liang to their fate. You kept me alive to satisfy your selfish desires, yet left me to live each day in pain and hatred. Xiao Changzhen, I will never be grateful – I even hate you for letting me live.”

The hatred in her eyes materialized like a sharp sword piercing Xiao Changzhen’s heart. Unable to bear it, he stumbled backward several steps, knocking over a wooden stool before barely steadying himself. The stinging in his eyes could no longer be suppressed, and tears fell as he clutched his chest, forcing down the metallic taste rising in his throat.

His unprecedented dishevelment caught her eye, and Li Yanyan turned away.

“So… so… you’ve been seeking death all along…” Xiao Changzhen wiped away his tears. “I was wrong…”

Li Yanyan gripped the ivory comb so tightly her knuckles whitened, nearly breaking it.

Lowering his eyes, Xiao Changzhen asked in a daze: “Who are you conspiring with?”

Where had all that money gone? Li Yanyan alone, even with his seal, couldn’t have executed everything so perfectly.

“That’s none of your concern,” Li Yanyan replied coldly.

Xiao Changzhen kept his head down for a long while before closing his eyes in anguish, his lips twisting in self-mockery. “Right… I’m worthless… you should have chosen someone better…”

With that, Xiao Changzhen strode out of the main chamber, nearly falling down the stone steps outside. His guard caught him, but he pushed everyone away and ran to the back courtyard, sitting down at a stone table.

Like a soulless puppet, he remained there until snowflakes began to fall, finally bringing him back to awareness.

Looking up at the snow-filled sky, he remembered that night ten years ago. It had snowed just like this when Western Liang fell and its royal family was captured, with all male members of the direct line becoming souls under the blade.

He had run to the Mingzheng Hall and knelt before His Majesty, begging him to spare Li Yanyan. They had known each other since childhood, and though it wasn’t romantic love then, he simply couldn’t bear to see her die.

“Third Son, nothing in this world comes simply for the asking,” the tall, young emperor had told him thus.

The young Xiao Changzhen was no longer naive – he had lived in the imperial palace for ten years. He knocked his forehead hard against the cold floor: “I offer my life in exchange for hers.”

“You would seek death for a princess of a fallen kingdom?” Anger flickered across the emperor’s face.

“I dare not, my body and being were given by my parents – how could I be so unfilial?” Xiao Changzhen hurriedly replied. “I beg Your Majesty to show mercy to the Western Liang royal family. In the future, I will obey Your Majesty in all things, loyal to you and to those you hold dear in your heart.”

He had sold his life to His Majesty, willing to become his sword – wherever the blade pointed, he would take heads without question.

In the icy snow, beneath the eaves lit by glowing lanterns, he saw the disappointment on His Majesty’s face.

His Majesty ultimately spared Li Yanyan’s life and ceased the execution of the remaining Western Liang royalty. He didn’t know if it was to pacify Western Liang, or if His Majesty had finally felt a touch of fatherly affection for him. Over the years, His Majesty had never asked anything of him, and he had remained quiet and unassuming, neither fighting nor grasping, just being an obedient prince and royal prince.

From cherishing to caring to eventually falling in love with her, he wanted to give her everything to ensure her happiness. When he reached marriageable age, he defied his mother, threatening his own life to gain her permission to marry Li Yanyan.

All these years as husband and wife, their hearts had remained separate, yet he had never regretted it – until now. He didn’t regret his actions over the years, only that in his youthful ignorance, he hadn’t understood that what she sought was fierce righteousness. His selfishness had condemned her to ten years of grieving survival.

“Wrong, wrong… I was ultimately wrong…”

Chapter 253: Father Has Arrived
Though Yu Zao had accused the Prince of Dai of masterminding the tomb robbery, the joint investigation by three courts found no direct evidence linking him to the crime. After receiving compensation and being consulted about Yu Zao’s family’s fate, the common people no longer held any resentment toward the royal family. Many doubted the Prince’s involvement.

After all, even if an emperor’s son needed money, would he desecrate his ancestral tombs, especially after the imperial mausoleum had been bombed?

Moreover, Yu Zao was known for his lies. He had already committed unforgivable crimes and was found to have assumed false identities. His words were likely ill-intentioned and unreliable.

With the people placated and no evidence against the Prince of Dai, Emperor Youning neither pressed the investigation nor released the prince.

Shen Xihe paid little attention to these matters, for Shen Yueshan had arrived in the capital.

She had waited eagerly at the city gates since early morning. When she spotted that tall, sturdy figure galloping toward her on horseback, her eyes sparkled like rippling spring water under starlight, gentle and gleaming.

“Daughter—” Shen Yueshan’s booming voice momentarily hushed the entire gate tower. In an instant, his bear-like figure leaped from his horse and rushed to Shen Xihe.

“Father!” Shen Xihe ran forward to grasp his hands. They were rough and scarred, creating a stark contrast against her soft, delicate ones. The sensation brought tears to her eyes, filled with tender concern.

Shen Yueshan was an imposing man, robust and broad-shouldered. Years in the northwest had darkened his skin, and his eyes were as sharp as a desert eagle’s. He examined Shen Xihe with satisfaction before scowling: “Who permitted you to wait at the city gates? Look how heavy the snow is – what if you catch cold?”

Shen Xihe looked up at the sky where sparse snowflakes fell, barely visible without careful attention, and there wasn’t even any wind…

“Father, I just wanted to see you sooner,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“I’m a grown man – you wouldn’t miss me! Don’t be so willful in the future!” Shen Yueshan said sternly.

The smile instantly vanished from Shen Xihe’s face. She released his hand with a huff and walked around him.

Terrified, Shen Yueshan froze, his face breaking into an appeasing smile: “It’s all Father’s fault for being so fussy. Don’t be angry, my precious – it’s not good for you to get upset.”

Shen Xihe refused to look at him, turning her face away: “Getting upset isn’t as bad as catching a cold.”

“No, no, no, they’re both bad, both bad. Father was wrong, Father was thoughtless, Father didn’t consider your feelings.” Shen Yueshan apologized humbly.

“Will you scold me again in the future?” Shen Xihe glared at him.

“Father swears, I’ll never dare again.” Shen Yueshan held up four fingers.

Shen Xihe’s clear eyes gazed at them.

Following her gaze to his fan-like palm, Shen Yueshan chuckled and bent down his little finger: “I swear, I swear.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh. For reasons unknown, since she was little, whenever she was gentle, he became stern; whenever she got angry, he became cautious.

“Let’s go, let’s enter the city,” Shen Xihe said, taking his arm.

They headed straight for the Princess’s mansion. Shen Yueshan was eager to share the carriage with his daughter, abandoning even his beloved horse. His bulk occupied half the carriage, forcing Hong Yu and Bi Yu out, leaving only Zhen Zhu.

“Father will block the wind for you.” Seemingly noticing the carriage was too dainty, he justified his presence before beginning to list Shen Yun’an’s misdeeds. “Your brother must have been my mortal enemy in a past life, always irritating me. He constantly talks about missing you, getting food, pillows, clothes, and socks from you in the capital…”

He rambled on, ostensibly complaining about Shen Yun’an while secretly glancing at her, accusing her of favoritism.

Shen Xihe assumed a dignified air: “Father speaks as if I never made food for you, never made pillows for you, never made clothes and socks for you. I even gave you a unique cup. By the way, did you share half of this year’s scented coal I made with my brother?”

“Of course!” Shen Yueshan declared righteously.

Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes suspiciously: “Really? I’ll write to brother and ask.”

Shen Yueshan’s confidence immediately deflated, his eyelids blinking rapidly – a nervous habit he had whenever he felt guilty before Shen Xihe: “Your brother said he’s young with strong internal heat, so he doesn’t need it.”

Zhen Zhu struggled to contain her laughter, imagining the poor heir probably begging the lord for scented coal in the cold wind, while the lord would surely remain unmoved, enjoying and bragging about it instead.

Rather than expose him, Shen Xihe said: “Yet Father calls brother unfilial when he left all the scented coal for you.”

Shen Yueshan: …

After carefully considering how his precious daughter had subtly defended that wretched boy, jealousy overturned in his heart, and Shen Yueshan humphed at the carriage ceiling.

“Father must be angry. Youyou must be wrong. Youyou will reflect upon returning home…”

“Father isn’t angry,” Shen Yueshan said stiffly. “Youyou is good. Father is angry at your brother.”

Without having done anything, as long as his daughter was displeased, everything was the son’s fault.

This was Shen Yueshan’s law. Shen Xihe didn’t argue further – if she did, Shen Yun’an would become the most unfilial son in heaven.

After bringing Shen Yueshan to the Princess’s mansion, Shen Xihe had him wash up, change clothes, trim his beard, and personally comb his hair and put on his crown before letting him enter the palace to pay respects to Emperor Youning.

Unlike Shen Yun’an, unless it was a deep night after the palace curfew, Shen Yueshan had to have an audience with the emperor on the day he arrived in the capital.

Shen Xihe had just seen off Shen Yueshan when, before she could return to her chambers, a servant reported: “Princess, Second Young Lady has arrived.”

“Let her in,” Shen Xihe instructed quietly.

It wasn’t that she thought well of Shen Yingruo or felt grateful for her previous actions. She even felt somewhat dejected that her father had another daughter. But Shen Yingruo was indeed Shen Yueshan’s flesh and blood. Shen Yueshan should fulfill his paternal responsibilities toward her.

As the elder sister, she had no right or reason to prevent Shen Yingruo from wanting to see Shen Yueshan.

“Elder Sister.” Shen Yingruo entered and respectfully bowed to Shen Xihe. She was somewhat excited, having thought Shen Xihe wouldn’t allow her in.

“No need for formalities. Father will likely have dinner at the palace,” Shen Xihe said flatly before leaving.

Left alone, Shen Yingruo’s wet nurse cast a worried glance at her young mistress.

Shen Yingruo found a place to sit. This was probably for the best – she felt more at ease, certainly better than sitting in awkward silence with Shen Xihe.

“Princess, the Second Young Lady seems pure-hearted,” Zhen Zhu remarked after they had walked far enough.

Chapter 254: My Daughter is Not Easy to Win
Some people’s eyes cannot deceive – Shen Yingruo’s gaze held sincerity. Unless she was an exceptionally skilled pretender, that righteousness must be ingrained in her very bones.

“What of it?” Shen Xihe said softly. “We will never share sisterly affection.”

It wasn’t directed at Shen Yingruo personally. She had killed Madam Xiao – though Shen Yingruo didn’t know this, how could she forget? With such a barrier between them, even if Shen Yingruo never learned the truth, Shen Xihe could never bring herself to show sisterly concern. What kind of person would that make her?

To kill someone’s mother while maintaining deep sisterly bonds with them – she couldn’t do such a thing.

“Your subject pays respects to Your Majesty. Long live Your Majesty.” In Mingzheng Hall, Shen Yueshan found not only Emperor Youning but also Prince Xin and his brothers, as well as the Crown Prince.

“Chong’a, you’re too formal.” Emperor Youning personally helped Shen Yueshan up. Shen Yueshan stood a head taller than the already imposing emperor. Youning patted his shoulder, “Chong’a is as robust as ever. These years in the Northwest have been hard on you.”

“Loyal service to the country is the Shen family motto. Your Majesty entrusted the Northwest to me – I can only do my utmost duty, and dare not speak of hardship,” Shen Yueshan replied with unwavering righteousness.

“With Chong’a there, the Northwest is secure.” Emperor Youning turned to his sons, “The King of the Northwest is my sworn brother – you should treat him as your uncle.”

Led by the Crown Prince, they all bowed respectfully to Shen Yueshan: “Uncle.”

“I dare not, I dare not.” Shen Yueshan hurriedly gave a military salute. “All Your Highnesses are dragons and phoenixes – please don’t address me so, it’s too much honor.”

“You deserve it,” Emperor Youning laughed heartily. “We’ll be in-laws soon anyway. Look at my sons – choose whichever one catches your eye.”

Though emperor and subject, they acted like ordinary noble families. Still, Shen Yueshan maintained proper etiquette: “All the princes are outstanding. Youyou has been raised at my knee since childhood. The Northwest is harsh, and she was born delicate. She’s obedient and gentle, and I inevitably dote on her more. Marriage determines one’s entire life – I dare not make this choice for her. I only hope that whether her own choice brings joy or sorrow, she won’t blame me.”

“Zhaoning is hardly delicate,” Emperor Youning said. “She shows even more decisiveness than my princesses.”

Shen Yueshan smiled too: “In the Northwest, my son and I have spoiled her somewhat, fostering some domineering and willful traits. I hope she hasn’t offended the princesses.”

Emperor and subject – their words seemed full of praise but concealed sharp edges; one appeared humble but carried hidden criticism.

Emperor Youning kept Shen Yueshan for dinner before releasing him. Xiao Huayong personally saw him out, and Shen Yueshan sized him up.

A face fairer than a maiden’s features as delicate as a painting, and a frame that didn’t look particularly sturdy.

Shen Yueshan couldn’t help wondering if his daughter had fallen for this pretty face and if all those words to his foolish son were just excuses to deceive him.

The disdain in Shen Yueshan’s eyes was completely unconcealed. Xiao Huayong maintained his humble smile – only a father who truly loved his daughter would refuse to fawn over her admirer’s status. Any father who treasured his daughter as his heart’s treasure would disapprove of the young man who wanted to take her away.

Far from being displeased by Shen Yueshan’s pickiness and disdain, Xiao Huayong was secretly delighted. If Shen Xihe hadn’t said something to Shen Yueshan, given his usual composure before His Majesty, how could he show such raw emotion?

This meant Shen Xihe’s determination to marry him was firm, regardless of the reason, and that made him happy.

“This humble one has also learned martial arts. Perhaps another day I could seek guidance from the King of the Northwest,” Xiao Huayong said modestly.

“You?” Shen Yueshan looked incredulous. His large palm clapped Xiao Huayong’s shoulder, and when he saw that Xiao Huayong didn’t even flinch, a trace of approval appeared in his expression. “Very well, we shall spar another day.”

Xiao Huayong bowed as a junior: “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Crown Prince, your thanks come too early.” Shen Yueshan caught Xiao Huayong’s clasped hands, drawing him closer. “My daughter is not so easily won, not even by the Crown Prince.”

With that, Shen Yueshan mounted his horse and rode away, his dark cloak billowing in the cold wind, his bearing as fierce as a wolf king.

“Youyou, Father’s back…” Shen Yueshan called cheerfully as he entered, his voice booming before he’d even stepped through the main door.

Upon entering and seeing Shen Yingruo, who didn’t greatly resemble Madam Xiao, Shen Yueshan had never met her before but could guess her identity. His jovial smile instantly vanished – his tall, powerful frame became intimidating when he wasn’t smiling.

Shen Yingruo saw his change and, fighting back her heartache, stepped forward to bow: “Yingruo pays respects to Father.”

“Mm.” Shen Yueshan gave a slight acknowledgment. “Have you eaten dinner?”

“Elder Sister prepared dinner for Yingruo,” Shen Yingruo answered softly.

“In that case, it’s getting late. You should head home,” Shen Yueshan instructed. “If you need anything, just ask Aqing.”

Shen Yingruo’s eyes finally reddened. She bit her lip – she should obediently withdraw, but for some reason, a streak of stubbornness arose.

Shen Yueshan showed no displeasure. He sat in the main seat: “Yingruo, that’s your name, isn’t it?”

This was the first time Shen Yueshan had called her name. Just this one utterance shattered Shen Yingruo’s forced composure, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

“I am destined to never be a good father to you,” Shen Yueshan sighed softly. “I won’t deny you food, clothing, or necessities, nor will I allow others to bully you. Compared to many concubine-born daughters in noble families, you should live quite well. I tell you this not because I think I’m good enough for you and you should be content, but to let you know that some bonds are missing from birth.

If you can see past this and move forward, you’ll live freely and smoothly. If you can’t, you’ll surely be crushed.

In life, whether it’s family bonds, romantic love, friendship, wealth and power, or peace and health – there will always be things people desire but cannot obtain. When something cannot be obtained, don’t force it. Consider it shallow fate, insufficient karma from past lives. Open your heart, forgive yourself – that is achievement.”

Shen Yingruo’s tears fell like loose pearls. Her heart felt both pain and warmth – pain because such a wonderful father was so close yet untouchable, warmth because her father was exactly as she’d imagined: towering, magnificent, heroic, and imposing.

He spoke truly – she lived better and more freely than many noble ladies. He told her plainly that he would never feel paternal affection for her, never show a father’s doting love, only protection, and provision because she carried his blood. She shouldn’t force more.

“Ah, stop crying. In this world, only your elder sister’s tears make me anxious – others’ tears just irritate me.” Shen Yueshan spoke directly to Shen Yingruo, without pretense.

Chapter 255: Father and Daughter
This was the first conversation between Shen Yingruo and Shen Yueshan as father and daughter. She had imagined what it would be like to one day stand before Shen Yueshan – would he look at her with cold indifference, or would he view her with contemptuous disdain?

Neither of these came to pass. There was no coldness, no disgust. Instead, there was earnestness in his words – perhaps this was the first, and maybe the last, guidance he would give her as a father. It was cruel and direct, yet honest.

Though it was much better than she had imagined, why did her heart still feel shattered? She didn’t know how to respond, and could only weep tears like rain, crying harder and harder until finally, she let go completely, crying without restraint as if trying to exhaust a lifetime of grievances in one moment.

Shen Yueshan sat in the upper seat, silently watching her cry, neither speaking nor moving, neither comforting nor scolding, showing no anger.

Gradually, Shen Yingruo’s crying subsided. Feeling dizzy, she took quite a while to calm down. Shen Yueshan instructed the servants outside: “Prepare washing items for the Second Miss.”

The servants immediately went to make preparations. Shen Yueshan said nothing more. After Shen Yingruo tidied her appearance with the help of her maid, she stepped forward and gave Shen Yueshan a graceful curtsy: “It’s getting late, Ah Wo takes her leave.”

“Mm.” Shen Yueshan responded with a sound.

Shen Yingruo took one last lingering look at Shen Yueshan before turning to leave.

Shen Yueshan watched her figure disappear into the falling dusk. He sat alone in the room for a moment before rising to walk toward Shen Xihe’s courtyard. There he saw Shen Xihe playing with Duanming. He raised his finger to signal the servants at the door to stay quiet, then carefully peeked around the doorframe to check Shen Xihe’s expression. Seeing no sign of displeasure, he finally relaxed.

“Your Highness?” called out Ziyu, who was bringing tea.

This call made Shen Xihe look up, only to see Shen Yueshan straightening up and pretending to adjust his clothes. She couldn’t help but smile: “Ziyu, give the tea to Father.”

Shen Yueshan’s face lit up, and he looked at Shen Xihe, pointing to himself: “Prepared especially for me?”

“Sobering tea,” said Shen Xihe.

Shen Yueshan’s expression froze: “I can drink a thousand cups without getting drunk. I won’t drink it!”

Did he need to drink such a thing?

“Won’t drink?” Shen Xihe asked, drawing out the words.

Shen Yueshan stubbornly replied: “Won’t drink!”

“Biyu, send all the Pitong wine that Young Master Bu gave me to my brother in the Northwest, send it out early tomorrow morning,” Shen Xihe called out loudly.

Biyu came running in, but before she could even curtsy, she was stopped by Shen Yueshan’s loud shout: “Don’t you dare!”

He strode toward Shen Xihe: “You’re always closer to your brother than to your father!”

“Brother listens to everything I say. Whatever I tell him to eat, he eats without question, let alone refuse,” Shen Xihe snorted lightly.

Shen Yueshan’s eyes widened: “I am your father, I am your elder. How can it be the same?”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe stared him down: “Father means that as an elder, you shouldn’t listen to my words, as it would damage your dignity as an elder?”

With that, Shen Xihe stood up and gave Shen Yueshan a formal bow: “Father, please forgive me. I was presumptuous just now. In the future, I will keep the proper order between young and old, superior and inferior, in my heart and never overstep again…”

“No, no, no, I misspoke, I misspoke. I drank too much just now, I’m a bit tipsy. Youyou, don’t take it to heart.” How could Shen Yueshan bear his daughter being like this? Just thinking about having to follow proper etiquette for morning and evening greetings, every movement according to rules – wouldn’t that drive him mad?

“Since you’re drunk…” Shen Xihe’s eyes moved to the sobering tea Ziyu was holding.

Shen Yueshan took a deep breath, grabbed the cup, and threw it back like he was drinking poison. After finishing, his face scrunched up like a steamed bun: “Bitter.”

Shen Xihe was already standing in front of him, beckoning him with her hand. Shen Yueshan immediately bent down, and Shen Xihe fed him the preserved fruit in her hand: “I preserved it myself, with plum blossoms. Is it good? I made a jar for you. It keeps well, so you can eat it for a long time when you take it back to the Northwest. I’ll make more to send to the Northwest later.”

The subtle plum fragrance spread across his taste buds, completely masking the taste of the medicinal tea without being too sweet. Shen Yueshan’s expression softened: “Only for Father?”

“Only for Father.” Shen Xihe really couldn’t handle this father and son – every time she made something, she either had to make two different kinds each specifically for one person, or make the same thing, otherwise she’d have to endure the resentful looks and sarcastic complaints from both men.

Only then did Shen Yueshan beam with joy. But thinking of Shen Yingruo, his smile faded. He placed his hand on Shen Xihe’s head and said solemnly: “Youyou, you are Father’s only daughter.”

Shen Xihe suddenly felt her eyes sting: “Father, Youyou has grown up. I’m no longer the unknowing little girl from before.”

She was probably around six years old when she accidentally learned of Shen Yingruo’s existence. At the time, she was so angry she could barely breathe, almost losing her life, which frightened Shen Yueshan into developing a fear. After that, no one was allowed to mention Shen Yingruo in front of Shen Xihe.

Back then, she was young and ignorant, and having always believed she was Father’s only daughter, combined with hearing about the entanglements of the previous generation, she even developed hatred toward Shen Yueshan, not speaking to him for half a year.

Later, when her illness became severe and Shen Yueshan carried her to kneel and beg for treatment, she hazily saw Shen Yueshan – who was respected by thousands and never knelt – kneeling and begging others for her sake. Only then did she realize how much Father loved her. At the time, thinking she might not survive, she deeply regretted spending what might be the last period of her life being angry with Father.

Fortunately, she pulled through that time, and after that, she never again stayed angry with Shen Yueshan, while Shen Yueshan became even more careful with her.

“Father, Youyou has grown up,” Shen Xihe repeated, “I understand things now. She is an innocent child too.”

“You are both innocent children,” Shen Yueshan said softly. “Father cannot take Youyou’s understanding and magnanimity for granted. Father also doesn’t know how to treat her. Even for your upbringing as a young lady, we had to hire a female teacher. Father couldn’t raise you, and couldn’t raise her either. To go and show her affection that isn’t truly heartfelt, wouldn’t that be deception?”

“Father…” Shen Xihe, thinking of Shen Yueshan’s interests, suggested, “You’ll be in the capital for quite some time. Why not have her come over? Perhaps after spending time together, you’ll know how to treat her.”

It wasn’t that she was being generous, nor did she want to share her father’s love, but what else could be done? That was Father’s flesh and blood, an unchangeable fact.

She had to think of Shen Yueshan’s interests.

“What’s the point?” Shen Yueshan said. “Why make both of you unhappy? Father doesn’t need you to compromise yourself to maintain Father’s reputation. She doesn’t need Father’s insincere attention either, and since Father is rarely in the capital, perhaps this indifference is a form of protection for her.”

At least it meant fewer people harboring ill intentions toward her.

Chapter 256: Vying for Affection
“Father saw His Highness the Crown Prince at the palace,” Shen Yueshan changed the topic, hesitating for a while before asking quietly, “Youyou, tell Father that you haven’t fallen for the Crown Prince’s looks.”

Shen Yueshan had seen Xiao Huayong when he was very young, remembering him as somewhat handsome, but seeing him today, especially among the various princely brothers each with their own merits, he stood out for his superior appearance.

“If I cared about looks, I should be complaining about you and Brother,” Shen Xihe replied irritably.

Shen Yueshan: ??

The King of the Northwest suddenly became agitated. What was wrong with his looks? He and his son were real men! What difference was there between these delicate, powder-faced young men of the capital and young ladies?

“You… you… you dare say I’m… I’m ugly?” Shen Yueshan was so angry he stumbled over his words.

“Father, do you think you’re beautiful?” Shen Xihe countered.

“Huff, huff!” Taking two deep breaths with his hands on his hips, Shen Yueshan finally caught his breath. “Father is handsome and dignified – what use does a real man have for beauty? I must have lost my mind sending you to the capital. These capital youngsters with their powdered faces would fall over in a breeze. The Crown Prince especially is so frail, with such thin arms and legs – I’m afraid one strike from my palm would make me guilty of regicide!”

“Father, you are strong and powerful, but he is also skilled in martial arts,” Shen Xihe said fairly.

This was too much, igniting the gunpowder in Shen Yueshan’s mind: “You… you’re already… defending him!”

Defending him now – after marriage, would she even remember her father?

Shen Yueshan was so angry he could barely speak, seeming about to faint at any moment. Shen Xihe found it both amusing and exasperating. She pulled him to sit down and helped him catch his breath: “Alright, alright, I misspoke. I haven’t fallen for his looks. I’ve already explained all the reasons to Brother, and Brother must have relayed them to you.”

“Youyou, do you know what kind of path you’ve chosen?” Speaking of serious matters, Shen Yueshan became solemn.

“Father, I’ve chosen a path I won’t regret,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were determined.

Perhaps it wasn’t the best path, perhaps it wouldn’t be the smoothest, but she firmly believed she wouldn’t regret it.

All of Shen Yueshan’s words were blocked. He somewhat understood his son’s helpless yet anxious feelings when relaying this to him. He didn’t like using youth and inexperience as excuses to interfere with his children’s choices. Since she could speak of no regrets so firmly now, Shen Yueshan couldn’t utter a word of persuasion.

“Youyou, Father believe in you,” Shen Yueshan could only comfort her heart this way.

If he insisted on opposing, he could change her mind, but he also couldn’t guarantee his choice would be the best. If she lived unhappily in the future, he would blame himself for life.

With her making this choice now, if she lived unhappily in the future, she would still have her father and brother’s open arms to protect her, ensuring she wouldn’t feel she had nothing left.

“Father is the best,” Shen Xihe’s eyes curved in a smile.

Shen Yueshan humphed twice: “Father trusts you, but not him. These days Father will keep a close eye on him for you.”

Shen Xihe held back her laughter without speaking. With her father’s critical eye, he could find a thousand faults in Xiao Huayong no matter how good he was.

But it didn’t matter. She wasn’t counting on Xiao Huayong to live her life. His goodness would only be icing on the cake for her; if he wasn’t good, she had no particular opinion either.

As dusk fell, Shen Yueshan couldn’t stay long in Shen Xihe’s chambers: “Rest early. Tomorrow we’ll go together to see your maternal grandfather.”

With the son-in-law here, how could they not pay a visit? Though Shen Yueshan was a rough man, he knew basic etiquette.

Tao Zhuan Xian seemed to know Shen Yueshan would bring Shen Xihe today and came to open the door himself. However, his smiling face disappeared the instant he saw Shen Yueshan, only returning when Shen Xihe emerged from behind her father.

Shen Yueshan was long used to being disliked by his father-in-law. What was there to be proud of? Before long, he too could put on the airs of a father-in-law!

“Brother-in-law is busy with countless affairs, no need to come in person. Just having Youyou come to pass on a message would suffice,” Tao Yuan started jabbing immediately.

“Youyou mustn’t be tired out. I’ve cherished her in my hands for fifteen years, naturally, I must guard her carefully,” Shen Yueshan wasn’t intimidated by his elder brother-in-law.

Tao Yuan’s teeth ached: “Why mustn’t Youyou be tired? Isn’t it because some people failed to protect her properly?”

“You schemed in the capital for so many years, but in the end still needed Youyou to avenge her mother with her own hands?” Shen Yueshan countered.

“As if you were the one who took revenge. How dare you say such things?” Tao Yuan gave him a look of contempt.

“I am Youyou’s father, I raised Youyou. All of Youyou’s intelligence comes from me,” Shen Yueshan showed his bright teeth in a grin.

Shen Xihe watched in amazement as her father and uncle traded verbal blows. Her father had become so eloquent at the Tao residence – this was truly eye-opening!

“You two added together are older than this old man, yet you squabble like children. I’m embarrassed for you both,” Tao Zhuan Xian spoke up, giving them each fifty lashes with his words.

Neither Tao Yuan nor Shen Yueshan dared to talk back.

Shen Xihe held back her laughter: “Grandfather, have you been well lately?”

“Well,” Tao Zhuan Xian immediately lost all severity, smiling until his face creased. “The fragrant bath Youyou prepared for me, I soak in it daily, and my knees don’t hurt anymore.”

Tao Zhuan Xian was getting old, with severe arthritis in his knees that pained him terribly in winter. Shen Xihe had Xie Yunhuai prepare a fragrant bath for him.

“The fragrant coal Youyou sent came just in time to solve our urgent need,” Aunt Zhang also spoke up. “Previously we burned charcoal, which didn’t burn long and was smoky. Put it far away and it wasn’t warm, put it close and it choked people. The fragrant coal has a pleasant scent and burns long. Your cousin who wouldn’t study in winter in previous years is now willing to go to the study.”

“The fragrant sachet Youyou made for me is invigorating. Carrying it makes me energetic every day, and handling affairs has become clearer and more efficient,” Tao Yuan couldn’t help but add.

Shen Yueshan struggled mightily to maintain his composure and smile.

Several male cousins also added their cuts. If they hadn’t used such a showing-off tone, Shen Xihe would have thought they were simply thanking and praising her.

Glancing at Shen Yueshan who was about to lose his smile, Shen Xihe hurriedly said: “What delicious dishes have Grandfather prepared for Youyou? Youyou want to cook today, to make a dish to go with Grandfather and Father’s wine.”

“No!” Shen Yueshan, Tao Zhuan Xian, and Tao Yuan exclaimed in unison.

The three men looked at each other, their eyes seemingly able to shoot daggers.

Shen Yueshan thought: Youyou are his daughter, she should only cook for him. Why should these outsiders benefit?

Tao Zhuan Xian and Tao Yuan thought: Shen Yueshan is just an eyesore. It’s not worth Youyou’s effort in this cold winter. Wait until spring warms up and Shen Yueshan has rolled far away, then only they, father and son, could enjoy Youyou’s home cooking!

As for who would get more or less in the future, they would each rely on their abilities.

“How can we let Youyou do rough work?” Zhang Shi came forward to take Shen Xihe’s hand. “Let the men talk business, we’ll go have some intimate conversation.”

And so the three men could only watch helplessly as their precious darling was led away.

Chapter 257: A Father’s Good Intentions
The atmosphere at the Tao residence made Shen Xihe feel extremely comfortable. Before coming, she had worried that Tao Zhuan Xian and Tao Yuan might treat Shen Yueshan poorly, but seeing them bicker so intensely proved there was no real barrier between them.

“I heard Huaiyang County Lady came to see you?” After the evening meal, Tao Zhuan Xian was brought up casually.

Huaiyang was Shen Yingruo’s title, given according to the princess title sequence, showing the emperor’s favor.

Shen Xihe’s brow twitched, and she quickly said: “Grandfather, it was Youyou who let her in.”

Tao Zhuan Xian gave Shen Xihe a subtle eye signal. Shen Yueshan grinned at his daughter’s defense: “Yes, we met once. From her birth until now, it was my first time seeing her. I hadn’t expected her to have grown so much.”

Tao Zhuan Xian and Tao Yuan both watched Shen Yueshan closely, not missing the slightest reaction. Seeing him speak of Shen Yingruo naturally, more like an ordinary elder’s sentiment, they finally relaxed.

Tao Zhuan Xian’s expression improved considerably: “You’ve always had your principles, and I am Youyou’s maternal grandfather – this is your family matter, I should avoid interfering. However, there are some things I must say upfront.”

“Please speak, Father-in-law,” Shen Yueshan also put aside his playful demeanor and spoke solemnly.

“I’ve observed that child from afar, she doesn’t seem bad. I’ve seen her a few times in the capital these years, and she’s always respectfully treated us as elders. Don’t be harsh on her,” Tao Zhuan Xian said earnestly. “However, her position is ultimately awkward. Youyou has a tolerant nature – she doesn’t want you to be the villain, that’s why she’s so accommodating.

How many noble families have discord between legitimate and illegitimate children? Moreover, there’s a life between her and Youyou. If not for Youyou’s abilities, it might have been two lives. That Youyou can treat her this way already shows consideration for you as a father, not wanting you to be troubled.”

At this point, Tao Zhuan Xian looked at Shen Yueshan, who nodded in agreement: “Youyou are magnanimous and understanding – it must be a virtue from my previous life.”

“Youyou understand you as a father, I hope you also understand her as a daughter,” Tao Zhuan Xian said tactfully. “Additionally, while I haven’t seen anything amiss with Huaiyang County Lady, she is after all the Emperor’s niece, even though the Kang Prince’s mansion is gone. Don’t forget how the Emperor used Lady Xiao back then, which resulted in Huaiyang County Lady.

All these years, the Emperor has shown her far more love than you as her father. If the Emperor could use Lady Xiao then, he might use Huaiyang County Lady in the future.”

After a pause, Tao Zhuan Xian continued with increased gravity: “In Ao Yin’s matter, none of us expected the Emperor to be so shameless as to have Lady Xiao use the imperial medicine. You fell for the trap, and we Tao family couldn’t blame you. We didn’t expect them to prepare two strategies – secretly harming you while having people infiltrate Ao Yin’s side early on to wait for opportunities. Ao Yin’s death can be considered our loss in the game between ruler and subject.

But while one such incident is understandable, if you fall for the same trick twice and drag Youyou and Bu Wei into it, the Tao and Shen families will no longer be in-laws, but enemies.”

Regarding Lady Tao’s matter, while the Tao family was certainly grieved, she actually could have been saved back then – it was her own choice to die.

Even if saved, she would have lived only two or three more years, bedridden with illness. This way, not only would Lady Xiao have entered the household and her husband remain in a difficult situation, but their children might also have faced the tragedy of being sent to the capital as hostages to prove loyalty.

She chose to use those two or three years of life to secretly harm Lady Xiao, turning the spy sent to induce early labor into her murderer. This became a powerful strike ensuring Lady Xiao would necessarily become a concubine, eased her husband’s dangerous situation, and paved a smoother path for their children.

After Lady Tao’s death, her maid brought her final letter to the capital, which was why the Tao family didn’t pursue the matter of her death.

The Emperor’s wariness of Shen Yueshan had only increased. If he used Lady Xiao back then, he would certainly have used Shen Yingruo today.

“Father-in-law, rest assured, Chong’e understands all this,” Shen Yueshan was only rough on the surface – without scheming ability, he couldn’t have become a thorn in Emperor Youning’s side. “Chong’e and that girl have no father-daughter fate in this life. This is the best outcome for me, the Shen family, Youyou and Bu Wei, and even for her.”

Shen Yingruo couldn’t bear Shen Yueshan’s care. She was Shen Yueshan’s daughter, but also Emperor Youning’s niece.

If Shen Yueshan showed her even the slightest care, she would be targeted by the Emperor, trapped in this chess game with no retreat. Whether she was used by Emperor Youning to hurt Shen Yueshan or Shen Yueshan used her to harm Emperor Youning, if she had any conscience, she would feel guilty.

Ignoring her was the greatest protection for her.

Shen Xihe hadn’t considered this point before.

“Youyou, are you angry with Father?” On the way home, seeing Shen Xihe silent, Shen Yueshan asked anxiously.

Shen Xihe gave her father a somewhat puzzled look: “Youyou are just reflecting on not having thought things through completely.”

Shen Yueshan carefully examined her expression and only relaxed after confirming she wasn’t hiding her feelings: “It’s not that Youyou didn’t think thoroughly enough, it’s that Father’s Youyou is kind and concerned about Father. Youyou is kind, so she understands she is also Father’s flesh and blood; Youyou cares for Father, so her first thought is not to make things difficult for Father.”

After a pause, Shen Yueshan carefully added: “Father… can only do this much for her.”

“Why doesn’t Father tell her this?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Silly Youyou.” Shen Yueshan sighed softly, looking at his daughter with worry and affection. “You grew up beside Father and your brother from childhood, whatever you wanted, Father and your brother could give you. You’ve never experienced wanting something you couldn’t have, which is why you developed such a magnanimous nature.

Therefore, you don’t understand how human desires are like bottomless pits. Father gives her no hope so she won’t have any extravagant desires. Once she gives up hope, she can move on. If Father showed her even a bit of care, even if to Father it’s just fulfilling a basic paternal duty, to her it would be hope.

She would never be able to let go and would want more and more. Once it exceeds what Father can give her, she would be disappointed, resentful, and bitter, and would think Father’s inability to satisfy her needs has other reasons.

For example, because of you.”

Human desires are endless. Among countless people, there might be one who knows contentment and happiness, but Shen Yueshan didn’t want to gamble on Shen Yingruo being such a virtuous person, and his feelings toward her wouldn’t give him the chance to make that bet.

Rather than becoming enemies later, better to keep their distance from the start.

“Father also doesn’t want me to be at odds with her, right?” Shen Xihe suddenly understood Shen Yueshan’s attitude toward Shen Yingruo might also stem from not wanting them to be like fire and water.

For Shen Xihe, being able to understand Shen Yingruo’s innocence and not resent her was already the limit. If not for Shen Yueshan telling his children from childhood that Shen Yingruo was someone who shouldn’t exist, perhaps neither Shen Xihe nor Shen Yun’an could have managed to ignore her presence.

Chapter 258: A Brother’s Heart
It was because both had lost their mothers early – one orphaned in childhood, the other never even seeing her mother, and being so frail she could pass away at any moment.

Shen Yun’an was old enough to understand then. If Shen Yueshan had shown even the slightest bit of compassion towards Shen Yingruo, Shen Yun’an likely would have never been able to come to terms with it.

“By blood, Father has three children. By kinship, Father has two children.” Shen Yueshan’s thick, calloused hand patted Shen Xihe’s head. “Father doesn’t want to have no children at all.”

Having only Youyou as a daughter – these words came from his heart. He had said this not just to Shen Xihe, but also to Shen Yun’an. Shen Yun’an, who lost his mother at a young age, had grown to hate even him. Suppose it weren’t for Youyou taking up much of Shen Yun’an’s attention back then, making him realize that his sister needed his protection. In that case, Shen Yun’an might have risked his life sneaking into the capital to kill Madam Xiao and Shen Yingruo.

His repeated assurances and over a decade of actions finally dissolved Shen Yun’an’s estrangement.

After losing his wife, all court summons were handled by Shen Yun’an. Only once, when specifically requested, did he come to the capital. When he rushed back, he found his son with reddened eyes, ready to disown him as a father at any moment.

His son strictly forbade him from coming to the capital, guarding against any possibility that he might develop sympathy for Shen Yingruo. His son’s resolute stance only softened this time.

It must have been something Shen Xihe said to Shen Yun’an that allowed him to let go of this grudge, or perhaps it was because Madam Xiao had passed away. Otherwise, his son would never have allowed him to attend his daughter’s coming-of-age ceremony.

“My brother and I caused Father much trouble when we were young,” Shen Xihe gently rested her head on Shen Yueshan’s broad shoulder.

In their youth, they didn’t understand things, didn’t comprehend the bigger picture, and didn’t know Shen Yueshan’s hardships. Over these years, he had been both father and mother to them, raising the siblings to adulthood, never taking another woman as a companion, focusing all his attention on the Northwest and his children.

Shen Xihe turned her head, looking at his still-black hair, thinking about how he had lost his wife in his youth and remained alone into middle age: “Father, Brother is of marriageable age now, and I’m to be married too. Why don’t you find someone to keep you company and care for you?”

Looking down at his daughter’s clear, concerned gaze, Shen Yueshan smiled: “Women are delicate and troublesome…”

Noticing his daughter’s gaze growing cold, Shen Yueshan quickly corrected himself: “Other women are delicate and troublesome. I wouldn’t make a good husband, better not to ruin some good family’s daughter.”

Speaking of this, Shen Yueshan thought of his son’s situation: “In previous years when I urged your brother to marry, he was stubborn as an ox and never agreed. This time after returning from the capital, when I mentioned it again, he seemed to have softened. Did he perhaps take a fancy to some lady in the capital?”

Shen Xihe was slightly startled, with Xue Jinqiao’s image flashing through her mind, and found it somewhat amusing: “It won’t work out.”

“Oh?” Shen Yueshan immediately caught the underlying meaning. “Why not? Tell Father about it.”

Shen Xihe then detailed the matter of Xue Jinqiao to Shen Yueshan, concluding: “Brother barely exchanged words with Qiaoqiao in the capital. Qiaoqiao just wanted to stick close to me and only developed feelings for Brother after seeing him. How can we form a marriage alliance so casually?”

After listening, Shen Yueshan’s first reaction was: “Could this Miss Xue Seven be a man in disguise?”

Shen Xihe: …

“Father, how could you think that? Qiaoqiao has legitimate brothers, why would a noble family’s daughter need to disguise herself as a man?”

Shen Yueshan: “Then why does she cling to you?”

“She seems to like the fragrance on my body.” Shen Xihe had investigated this herself, as she never believed someone would persistently pursue another person without purpose after just one meeting. “She’s usually just somewhat coquettish, no different from others, but she can’t handle stimulation. Once stimulated, she becomes difficult to control. The fragrance I blend helps her stay clear-headed.

To verify my theory, I specially blended a fragrance for her using the same mind-clearing herbs as in my fragrance, just changing some of the floral notes. Though the scent is completely different, the effect is similar, and after using it, she indeed gained more self-control.”

Just like when Princess Changling tried to harm her, Xue Jinqiao was nearby. If she couldn’t control herself, Xue Jinqiao wouldn’t have just whipped the Princess’s horse but would have whipped the Princess herself. One could tell her ruthlessness from how she dealt with Miss Yuan.

Shen Yueshan pondered: “Another day, invite Miss Xue Seven to the mansion. Let Father meet her.”

Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yueshan wordlessly – Brother was being silly, and now Father was joining in the excitement.

“When your brother was just a few years old, he would hold you, this little ball of flesh, in his palm. Every morning, he had to see you safe and sound before he could focus on practicing martial arts.” Shen Yueshan said gently. “He’s delayed marriage because he feared his wife might not treat you well, or wouldn’t allow him to care for you as he always has. The fault lies with him. Now that he’s changed, he has no right to demand that another family’s cherished daughter marry into our family and accommodate you. That’s why he’s been putting it off.

If this Miss Xue Seven can move his heart, it’s partly because she likes you and would treat you even better in the future; more importantly, he truly finds Miss Xue Seven worthy of special regard. Though he considers you when taking a wife, he won’t marry solely for your sake.”

Only then did Shen Xihe realize she had been shortsighted. So Brother did have some thoughts about this, and she smiled: “No need for me to invite her, she’ll come on her own.”

Would Xue Jinqiao come? Of course, she would. She just loved being with Shen Xihe, and although she heard Shen Yueshan had arrived and felt somewhat timid, after holding back for two days she still couldn’t resist secretly coming to the Princess’s mansion.

“Sister, Great-granduncle says you’re to marry into the Eastern Palace, is it true?” Xue Jinqiao asked softly.

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded.

Xue Jinqiao pouted, somewhat unhappy: “I’ll become a palace lady!”

Shen Xihe: …

A palace lady was still a servant – was she trying to anger the Xue family to death?

“That won’t do, you’re a lady of the Xue family, how could you become a palace lady?” Shen Xihe earnestly advised, “Don’t be foolish.”

“They say once you enter the Eastern Palace, I won’t be able to visit you daily. I want to be with you every day, but I can’t marry into the Eastern Palace too. I don’t want to steal your husband anyway.” Though Xue Jinqiao was extremely persistent in some aspects, she wasn’t stupid.

“Didn’t you say you wanted to marry my brother?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

“I don’t want to anymore. Your brother is in the Northwest, if I marry him I’d have to go to the Northwest.” Xue Jinqiao hadn’t thought of this before, but now that Shen Yun’an had left, she suddenly realized she didn’t want to go to the Northwest.

“But if you marry my brother, we’d be family.” Shen Xihe felt somewhat contemptuous of herself, feeling like she was using Xue Jinqiao’s attachment to her to trick her into becoming her sister-in-law, like a human trafficker. “Then you could help me take care of my brother, and I wouldn’t worry about him. After a few years, you could return to the capital, and we could see each other often.”



Chapter 259: Calling Him Father
Once everything was settled and Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an handed over the Northwest, they would bring Shen Yueshan to the capital to spend his retirement years. By then, he could enjoy playing with his grandchildren. With everyone in the capital as one family, they could see each other anytime.

“One family?” Xue Jinqiao loved these words. Becoming family with Sister meant they would be even closer in the future!

Going to the Northwest would mean helping Sister take care of Brother, so Sister wouldn’t have to worry about him and could be more at ease. In the Northwest, she also wouldn’t have to face those people every day, worrying that one day she might lose control and tear them to pieces!

“Alright, Sister, I’ll marry Brother!” After Xue Jinqiao agreed readily, her bright eyes suddenly dimmed. “Sister, Qiaoqiao is sick…”

“Qiaoqiao, that’s not a sickness. Everyone reacts when provoked, just some people react less strongly while Qiaoqiao’s reactions are more intense.” Knowing Xue Jinqiao couldn’t handle stimulation, Shen Xihe had looked into it. Various reasons all traced back to childhood trauma, which was difficult to cure.

“Qiaoqiao isn’t sick?” Xue Jinqiao excitedly grabbed Shen Xihe’s hands. No one had ever told her she wasn’t sick before.

She remembered in her early years when she was first sent back home, she would smash things in fear like a mad woman. The nightmares in the darkness wouldn’t go away, and she could only scream to keep herself from thinking about them. But they all said she was sick. She knew she wasn’t sick – she was just afraid, just trying not to be afraid.

Her mother would chase her down to force medicine down her throat. To keep her quiet, they would tie her up until she was hoarse from screaming. When they thought she had learned her lesson, they would release her…

Later, her great-granduncle took her away. Her great-grandaunt used her authority as an elder to prevent them from disturbing her, and only then did she become less afraid. But she couldn’t be tied up again, couldn’t be sent away again, so she had to become fierce. Only by making these people fear her would they not bully her.

Whenever someone bullied her or bullied those who were kind to her, she would think about… killing them.

She had beaten her younger brother’s dog to death with a stick, just because her brother had let the dog bite her. She even had people hold her brother down to watch as she beat the dog until its head was bloody. Her mother called her an evil spirit.

Her father also said she had no humanity. Her brothers couldn’t help but show disgust and fear when they saw her.

They all said she was sick. She refused to admit she was sick – they were the sick ones, they were the ones who did bad things.

But when facing those she loved and who loved her, she had to admit she seemed somewhat different from ordinary young ladies.

“Qiaoqiao is not sick,” Shen Xihe said firmly.

Xue Jinqiao threw herself forward and hugged Shen Xihe tightly, very tightly, like a drowning person grabbing onto driftwood. She couldn’t help but smile with childlike innocence.

How wonderful, how wonderful that the person Qiaoqiao loved most said Qiaoqiao wasn’t sick.

“Sister, Qiaoqiao will take good care of naughty Brother for Sister. If he makes Sister worry, Qiaoqiao will beat him up,” Xue Jinqiao declared solemnly.

Sister was so good to her, she had to do what Sister asked well.

Shen Xihe: …

“Hahahahaha…” Just as Shen Xihe was about to say something, Shen Yueshan, who had been eavesdropping, couldn’t help but laugh out loud. As a father, especially one who found many faults with his son, he was delighted that his son would marry such a wife.

This wasn’t him being an unscrupulous father – this was someone his son had agreed to himself.

Thinking about having someone to beat up Shen Yun’an for him in the future put him in a great mood. Hmm, he could eat five bowls of rice for dinner.

Xue Jinqiao jumped up like a startled bird. Strange voices and presences would instantly make her whole body tense.

Shen Xihe didn’t have time to glare at her eavesdropping father. She held Xue Jinqiao’s hand and led her toward Shen Yueshan: “Qiaoqiao, this is my father.”

Relaxing, Xue Jinqiao instinctively called out: “Father.”

Xue Jinqiao’s personal maids Huahua and Caocao: …

“Hahahahaha…” Shen Yueshan laughed even more happily. He was good at judging people and immediately took a liking to this young lady. She was perfect for his son – there would surely be endless amusement in the future.

After calling him that, Xue Jinqiao’s face turned bright red, and she lowered her head in embarrassment.

Shen Xihe chuckled lightly: “Father, Qiaoqiao and I have things to discuss.”

If she didn’t send Shen Yueshan away, Xue Jinqiao would want to dig a hole and bury herself in it.

“Father also wants to chat with Qiaoqiao for a while,” Shen Yueshan refused to leave.

This made Xue Jinqiao even more afraid, and she instinctively hid behind Shen Xihe.

Strange presences and people would only make her body tense, but she was never afraid. Only when facing strangers she couldn’t harm did she not know how to respond, instinctively choosing to hide.

“Father!” Shen Xihe stood in front of Xue Jinqiao, giving Shen Yueshan a warning look.

Shen Yueshan could only leave sheepishly: “Qiaoqiao, if you don’t mind, stay for dinner.”

Of course, Xue Jinqiao didn’t stay, mainly because she had instinctively called him Father and didn’t know how to face Shen Yueshan. As soon as Shen Yueshan left, she immediately fled with Huahua and Caocao. This was the first time she had ever left the Princess’s mansion so decisively.

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She thought it would take at least a few days before Xue Jinqiao dared to visit again, but unexpectedly, she came the very next day – and not alone, but accompanied by Xue Heng himself.

“Your Highness,” Xue Heng bowed to Shen Yueshan.

“Lord Xue,” Shen Yueshan returned the courtesy. “Please, come in.”

Shen Xihe served them tea, then was pulled away by Xue Jinqiao, leaving only Xue Heng and Shen Yueshan in the room.

“Sister, if I go to the Northwest, how long will it be before I can return to the capital?” Xue Jinqiao asked eagerly.

Her almond eyes were moist, looking at Shen Xihe as if ready to cry if she said it would be too long.

Shen Xihe could only say: “At least five years?”

“And at most?” Xue Jinqiao wasn’t fooled.

“Ten years, definitely no more than ten years,” Shen Xihe said firmly.

In ten years, she would surely have the capital under her control.

Xue Jinqiao wasn’t satisfied, but thinking of how her parents in the Xue family controlled her and used her to threaten her great-granduncle, she gritted her teeth: “I’ll wait for Sister to bring me back!”

“Alright.” Though she agreed verbally, in her heart she thought that by then, Xue Jinqiao might not want to return. “Qiaoqiao, the Northwest isn’t as prosperous as the capital. You need to think it through carefully – this concerns your whole life.”

Xue Jinqiao lowered her head and was silent for a moment before saying: “Sister, your brother… does he want to marry me?”

Arranged marriages were the norm. Born in this era, Xue Jinqiao had never thought about mutual love before marriage. She only needed to know that both parties were willing to join their families and that they would respect and accommodate each other to live well together in the future.

However if it weren’t for her fondness for Shen Xihe, she wouldn’t have agreed so easily.

“Of course. My father would never force my brother to marry someone he doesn’t want to marry,” Shen Xihe hadn’t expected her brother’s marriage to be settled so smoothly.

Chapter 260: Qiaoqiao’s Sorrow
Xue Heng was currently the most powerful person in the Xue family with the highest official position. His visit as a representative of the bride’s family showed how seriously the Xue family took this marriage.

Of course, this visit was just to discuss preliminary matters and address important issues upfront. For instance, Xue Heng needed to explain Xue Jinqiao’s “condition,” while Shen Yueshan needed to disclose Shen Yun’an’s situation – whether he had any women by his side any hidden ailments, and so forth.

This showed the sincerity between both families, preventing the potential situation where a failed marriage arrangement could lead to enmity.

“Father, will everything go smoothly?” Shen Xihe worried.

Though the Shen family currently enjoyed high positions and wealth, everyone knew that extreme prosperity inevitably leads to decline, and they were well aware that His Majesty wouldn’t tolerate the Shen family’s power. Xue Heng’s visit was truly unexpected for Shen Xihe – after all, many great families wouldn’t risk such an alliance. But the Xue family was a centuries-old noble house.

“Lord Xue said the Xue family has left this matter to him. He only hopes your brother will treat Miss Xue Seven well,” Shen Yueshan was satisfied with Xue Heng’s attitude.

Shen Xihe also hoped everything would proceed smoothly. It was rare for her brother to want to marry, and if he weren’t in the Northwest and their father wasn’t so open-minded, this might have become mere gossip fodder – Cui Jinbai was a prime example.

When Xue Heng brought Xue Jinqiao to the Princess’s mansion, few people suspected anything since Xue Jinqiao was already a frequent visitor. No one thought about marriage prospects, but this matter couldn’t be kept from the Xue family.

As Xue Jinqiao’s birth father, Xue Bi was the first to object: “Fifth Uncle, this cannot be!”

“I’m not consulting with you, I’m informing you,” Xue Heng said coldly.

“But… but we are Seven Miss’s birth parents…” Madam Wan, Xue Jinqiao’s mother, said softly.

“Where were you when Seven Miss was handed over to bandits? Where were you when she was nailed into a coffin? Where were you when people tried to burn her alive as a monster?” Xue Heng swept a scornful glance at the couple as they slowly lowered their heads. “I raised Seven Miss. Do you think you would have achieved your current position without her?”

He had no sons, and since he had the most successful career in the Xue family, everyone wanted to adopt a child into his household. His late wife had brought Seven Miss to raise, but they hadn’t formally adopted her because they were elderly and feared they couldn’t accompany her for long, hoping she would have someone to support her in the future.

Because of Seven Miss, Xue Heng had groomed Xue Bi as his heir, helping him become head of the Six Ministries before he turned forty.

“Fifth Uncle, Seven Miss is my flesh and blood. I feel much guilt toward her and also hope for her happiness. But how can the Northwestern Prince’s mansion be a good place? Your Excellency surely understands His Majesty’s thoughts better than I do,” Xue Bi persisted.

“I know you’ve always valued face above all else, fearing that if the Northwestern Prince’s mansion falls from grace, you’ll be implicated through Seven Miss and unable to hold your head high among your clan brothers,” Xue Heng snorted coldly. “Therefore, I’ve decided to have Second Young Master adopt Seven Miss.”

The Second Young Master of Xue Bi’s generation was his second cousin, Xue Heng’s son – a brilliantly talented youth who had unfortunately died young.

“Fifth Uncle, Seven Miss is the flesh of my flesh…” Madam Wan cried out.

“You may have some care for Seven Miss in your heart, but when it comes to her brothers, when have you ever considered her feelings?” Xue Heng didn’t wish to say more to his nephew’s wife, instead fixing his gaze on Xue Bi. “I haven’t retired yet, and you’re not the only one in the Xue family. Though Xue Cheng is from a branch line, he’s still of our Xue family. Don’t forget, he’s already the Minister of the Court of Judicature.”

Xue Bi’s heart trembled. The Xue family valued both legitimate and capable members. Xue Cheng had always been pursuing closely behind him, putting considerable pressure on him.

“Go tell the clan leader yourself that my household is empty and you want Seven Miss to be adopted by the Second Young Master to fulfill filial duties.” Xue Heng directly ordered, his gaze sharp. “I intend to marry Seven Miss to the Northwestern Prince’s heir. If word of this leaks out, see if I can’t make you fall from your position as Minister of Personnel.”

Madam Wan’s crying stopped abruptly. The couple’s reaction made Xue Heng’s expression even colder.

Xue Jinqiao stood in the courtyard watching inside, her expression wooden. Huahua and Caocao worried about her, but Xue Jinqiao showed no concern – this was an expected outcome, just as when they had traded her for a transfer back to the capital years ago.

“But… but…” Madam Wan hesitated, “I’ve been discussing Seven Miss’s marriage with the National University’s Director’s family.”

“The Director’s family?” A sharp light flashed in Xue Heng’s eyes. “Which Third Young Master?”

Director He Zu had two legitimate sons, born just two years apart. The elder son, He Third Young Master, had become the top scholar at eighteen with a bright future ahead. The younger son, He Fourth Young Master, was unlearned and spent his days in theater houses, reportedly having an unclear relationship with an actor.

Madam Wan mumbled, “With Seven Miss’s condition, how could the He family allow Third Young Master…”

Before she could finish, a teacup exploded at her feet with a bang, the scalding tea splashing onto her shoes, making her cry out in pain.

“So you can feel pain? I thought people as heartless as you had iron hearts, and your skin should be too, otherwise, how could you do such inhuman things?” Xue Heng was so angry the veins on his neck stood out. “You thought because I don’t interfere with household matters, I wouldn’t know you were trying to trade Seven Miss again for your youngest son’s place in the National University! For parents like you, Seven Miss would do better to cut ties early and escape this den of wolves.”

Still not satisfied after his tirade, he continued: “Go, call Xue Ji here. I want to ask him if living off his sister’s blood makes life more comfortable if his sister’s blood tastes sweet!”

“Fifth Uncle, please calm down.” Xue Bi fell to his knees with a thud. “This matter hasn’t been settled, it was just idle talk. I’ll go report to the clan leader now about having Second Brother adopt Seven Miss.”

“Get out!” Xue Heng shouted.

Xue Bi immediately pulled Madam Wan away. Turning to leave, they met Xue Jinqiao’s gaze. While Xue Bi didn’t know what to say, Madam Wan whimpered pitifully: “Seven Miss, you are the child I carried for ten months and bore with great difficulty. How could I not care for you? If your brothers do well, others won’t dare bully you in the future…”

Xue Jinqiao raised her hand to smell the fragrance on her wrist, barely controlling herself from rushing forward to die together with her birth mother. She said hoarsely: “Leave this courtyard before my ‘illness’ acts up.”

Xue Jinqiao’s pupils were as black as death. Madam Wan’s face paled in fear as she remembered the past. Just then, another teacup crashed out from the room, and she dared not linger, pulling her husband away hurriedly.

Xue Jinqiao rushed inside to support Xue Heng, the killing intent in her eyes completely gone, replaced by reddened rims: “Great-granduncle.”

Xue Heng sat down weakly, taking several sips of tea before calming down. He looked at Xue Jinqiao with heartache: “Great-granduncle fears I won’t be able to protect you much longer…”

Chapter 261: Your Highness Shows Great Potential as an Incompetent Ruler
Tears rolled down Xue Jinqiao’s cheeks. Seeing this, Xue Heng’s heart ached. Having never wiped anyone’s tears before, the Grand Secretary Xue awkwardly used his sleeve to wipe them away: “Don’t cry. Everyone must face death when they grow old. The Prince of the Northwest is a man of his word. With your great-uncle watching over Zhaoning Princess, she is no ordinary person. If she truly marries into the Eastern Palace, the outcome of this world would be hard to predict.

The Xue family has already lost its influence. Your father cannot sustain the family. Your great-uncle only hopes to hold on until you come of age and marry early. The benefit of being adopted is that Xue Tai won’t be able to control you in the future. The downside is that if your great-uncle can’t hold on, you’ll have to observe the mourning period.

Your great-uncle doesn’t dare arrange your marriage carelessly. Others cannot protect you, but with the Crown Prince of the Northwest and Zhaoning Princess, you will surely be safe. In the future, when you marry into the Shen family, you must consider them more. The Xue family cannot be your support – they will be your true family.”

“Yes,” Xue Jinqiao nodded through her tears, choking out, “Qiaoqiao understands.”

“Thankfully… thankfully heaven shows mercy…” Xue Heng sighed with relief.

At this time, the Seventh Lady met Shen Xihe and Shen Yun’an. Shen Yun’an was truly willing to marry her. The Prince of the Northwest knew of Seventh Lady’s illness and felt only pity without any disdain. As long as this marriage was arranged, Seventh Lady would have a place to belong, and he could face his deceased wife in the underworld without shame.

Xue Jinqiao was heartbroken. Her most respected great-uncle had an incurable illness. The doctor said it was a disease of the heart – longing for his deceased wife – with no cure. She didn’t want to lose her great-uncle.

But she knew her great-uncle truly missed her great-aunt deeply. Sometimes in his sleep, he would murmur her great-aunt’s maiden name. Therefore, she dared not ask her great-uncle to stay strong for her sake.

Her great-uncle knew her father couldn’t sustain the Xue family. He knew the family would collapse after his departure, yet he couldn’t hold on. If even the family couldn’t make her great-uncle persist, one could imagine how difficult it was for him to keep living. Though heartbroken, she didn’t want to be selfish.

However, with no one to confide her pain in, she could only seek out Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe sat in the warm chamber, helplessly allowing Xue Jinqiao to embrace her. Since arriving today, Xue Jinqiao had been holding her like this, red-eyed but not crying, not speaking, just refusing to let go.

Knowing she was to be betrothed to her brother, Shen Xihe naturally considered her family and didn’t reject her intimacy. Knowing she was sad and distressed, Shen Xihe didn’t dare ask, fearing that one wrong word would make the tears lingering in her eyes fall.

Though she was a lady, perhaps because she rarely cried herself, she too feared seeing ladies cry.

“Sister, great-uncle is going to leave me…” After who knows how long, Xue Jinqiao spoke in a hoarse voice.

Shen Xihe’s gaze focused. She stroked Xue Jinqiao’s back, silently comforting her.

Yet internally, her thoughts were churning. If Xue Heng passed away, it would cause huge waves in court. As one of the Three Grand Secretaries, the current balance of power relied on the three great families. Since the Cui family and Xue family shared political views, they had always united to suppress Wang Zheng.

When the position of Head of the Secretariat became vacant, Wang Zheng would likely fill it. It remained to be seen whom His Majesty would choose to fill the vacancy of Vice Director of the Chancellery.

Most likely Xue Tai would be promoted. Being from a different branch than Xue Heng, he wouldn’t need to observe mourning. However, Xue Tai’s abilities…

“Sister, I want great-uncle to live, but I know living is bitter and exhausting for him,” Xue Jinqiao said as tears fell again.

Feeling the scalding tears seep through her clothes with an icy chill, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but say: “Qiaoqiao, you still have a sister. Me, brother, and brother will all treat you well. Great-uncle is too weary and tired. Let’s let him go peacefully, without making his departure uneasy by worrying about you.”

“Mm.” Xue Jinqiao nodded, embracing Shen Xihe even tighter. “It’s so good that Qiaoqiao still has a sister.”

How pitiful she would be if she hadn’t met her sister. She would have followed her great-uncle to death.

Shen Xihe accompanied Xue Jinqiao. Seeming to sense Shen Xihe’s indulgence, Xue Jinqiao immediately began asking her for sachets, dresses, hairpins, and food…

Never mind, she would indulge her just for today.

Thinking about having to enter the palace tomorrow to personally meet Xiao Huayong, she considered how Xue Heng appeared rosy-cheeked – he must have hidden his condition very well. They needed to prepare early. If they couldn’t scheme to obtain one of the Three Grand Secretary positions, at least they couldn’t let His Majesty have his way.

While Shen Xihe was thinking about discussing important matters with Xiao Huayong, he was thinking about how to please her.

Burning incense coal and basking in the lingering fragrance, he reclined on the imperial couch, his fingertips holding a light golden northern pearl: “This pearl is unique.”

Xiao Huayong held up the pearl toward the winter sun. The gentle, subdued sunlight cast upon the northern pearl created a halo of faint golden light, magnificent and elegant. “Send people to find more. When I marry Youyou, we’ll use these for her phoenix crown. It will be unparalleled in the world.”

“Your Highness, this northern pearl was brought back by the gyrfalcon,” Tianyuan said softly. “Such northern pearls are only found on the shores far east of the Eastern Sea. The pearl oysters mature in the tenth month, but countless layers of solid ice make it impossible for anyone to harvest them.

White birds by the sea feed on these oysters. The oyster flesh digests but the pearls remain in their bodies. The gyrfalcon likes to eat these white birds.”

Ever since Xiao Huayong had restricted its food last time, the gyrfalcon had angrily left in a huff, returning to its birthplace to eat its fill. Then it brought back a pearl, which Tianyuan believed was meant to please the Crown Prince.

After receiving this pearl, Tianyuan investigated its origins thoroughly.

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong found this interesting. “Then let it go collect pearls. Have Jiuzhang go with it to the Far Eastern Sea to gather more.”

“Yes…” Tianyuan complied.

“If it’s unwilling, just starve it for a few more meals,” Xiao Huayong shamelessly ordered, his silver-gleaming eyes gazing lovingly at the pearl, growing more fond the longer he looked.

Tianyuan felt a sense of shared misfortune. He felt that ever since His Highness met the Princess, they – his once-trusted subordinates and precious birds – had all become tools to please her.

He ran errands all day and had to stay constantly alert, cleverly deflecting the Princess’s cold words toward His Highness.

How precious the gyrfalcon used to be! Who would dare let it go hungry for even one meal without facing severe punishment? Now it had fallen so low as to be starved into collecting pearls for the Princess’s wedding crown.

Poor gyrfalcon. It had thought to bring back a pearl to please His Highness and earn back its food sooner but instead had miscalculated, resulting in even longer food restrictions.

Your Highness truly shows great potential to become an incompetent ruler.

These words, Tianyuan only dared say in his heart.

The next day, Xiao Huayong had Tianyuan take this pearl to test if Shen Xihe liked it: “His Highness happened to obtain a northern pearl. Finding it extraordinary, he wished to gift it to the Princess for her appreciation.”

“A golden pearl.” Even Shen Xihe, who had seen countless treasures, was amazed. The pearl was the size of a longan, perfectly round and lustrous, extremely rare.

Very good, the Princess likes it.

May the gyrfalcon fend for itself…

Chapter 262: It’s All the Crown Prince’s Fault
“This item is too precious, I dare not accept it. Guard Cao, please take it back,” Shen Xihe declined.

This was different from their usual exchanges. Such valuable items were either sufficient payment or gifts between those close enough. She hadn’t helped Xiao Huayong with anything, and their relationship hadn’t reached such intimacy.

Her amazement was merely the natural reaction anyone would have upon seeing something rare and beautiful, without any greedy desire to possess it.

“His Highness said this is a gift to thank the Princess for seeking the jade orchid from afar,” Tianyuan’s smile remained unchanged as if he had anticipated Shen Xihe’s refusal.

“I sought the jade orchid only to repay His Highness for saving my life,” Shen Xihe replied.

Tianyuan expressed slight surprise: “Didn’t the Princess have Young Master Sui treat His Highness’s eyes to repay his assistance at the hunting grounds?”

“Yes…”

“If so, the Princess has already repaid that debt. The jade orchid favor means His Highness now owes the Princess. His Highness has been thinking about this, wanting to repay the Princess’s kindness. Finally finding this unique pearl, he eagerly sent it over.”

Tianyuan secretly admired his master – he had predicted the Princess’s reactions perfectly. If it were up to Tianyuan to argue with the Princess, he wouldn’t be able to: “If the Princess doesn’t accept, His Highness will surely misunderstand that this item doesn’t please you, and will undoubtedly worry about finding something else.”

Shen Xihe: …

“Having Axi treat His Highness’s eyes and seeking the jade orchid were both to repay His Highness for saving my life that day,” Shen Xihe explained patiently.

“If that’s the case, the Princess might as well tell His Highness directly. I cannot make decisions for him,” Tianyuan said respectfully.

Indeed, Tianyuan was a subordinate; she shouldn’t make things difficult for him: “As it happens, I plan to enter the palace today.”

Tianyuan smiled and said: “My lord and I will await the Princess in the Eastern Palace.”

After Tianyuan left, Zhenzhu held up a sandalwood box decorated with intertwining peonies and flying birds, containing the golden pearl, awaiting Shen Xihe’s instructions: “Princess, the pearl…”

“I’m afraid we can’t return it,” Shen Xihe gently rubbed the pearl with her thumb.

She knew she was no match for Xiao Huayong in sophistry, and he always had so many reasons.

“Go find something valuable to gift to the Crown Prince,” Shen Xihe said after brief contemplation.

“A return gift?” Zhenzhu asked uncertainly.

Return gifts were basic etiquette, but Zhenzhu felt if the Princess gave the Crown Prince a return gift, he might misunderstand it as a sign of affection, leading to mutual confessions…

“Never mind what he thinks. In the future, whenever he sends gifts, regardless of what they are, match them with gifts of equal value,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “He might deceive himself once or twice, but if it happens every time, he’ll grow bored and naturally understand my intentions.”

Zhenzhu’s eyes lit up upon hearing this – the Princess always had solutions.

Shen Xihe turned to meet Shen Yueshan’s heavy gaze. Her father wore the medicinal fragrance she had concocted. She had known he was there, seeing him staring at the northern pearl as if wanting to pierce holes in it with his glare.

“Father, countless young men from the Northwest try to please your daughter, yet I haven’t seen you so annoyed,” Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yueshan helplessly.

“That’s because you never took them seriously, so I treated it as entertainment,” Shen Yueshan said. “Those rough men from the Northwest, how could they be worthy of Youyou?”

Shen Xihe: …

The Northwest had rough men, while the capital had dandies – everyone seemed worthless in her father’s eyes.

“The Crown Prince is different from you. He has wolfish ambitions, yet you still intend to marry him.” The last words were ground out between his teeth.

Shen Xihe found this both amusing and exasperating. Her father now looked exactly like her brother did months ago, making her want to laugh: “Father, if that’s the case, why don’t you just take Youyou back to the Northwest, never to marry?”

Shen Yueshan was suddenly at a loss for words. He couldn’t keep his daughter from marriage – even if she were willing, as father and brother they couldn’t bear to see her slandered. Yet marrying her off felt like having a piece of flesh carved from his heart – how could he show a pleasant face to the one doing the carving?

A father’s thoughts – his Youyou didn’t understand.

“I just feel Youyou is biased toward the Crown Prince, yet Youyou denies it!” Shen Yueshan was very angry. His daughter never used to speak to him this way!

This misplaced anger left Shen Xihe helpless. Seeing Shen Yueshan grinding his teeth like a child, she could only soothe him gently: “Youyou spoke wrongly, please don’t be angry, Father.”

“Youyou did nothing wrong, it’s all the Crown Prince’s bewitchment!” Shen Yueshan insisted. His daughter couldn’t possibly be wrong – it must be others bewitching her.

“Father speaks truly, it’s the Crown Prince’s bewitchment.” Faced with such a Shen Yueshan, Shen Xihe could only reluctantly slander Xiao Huayong once.

Shen Yueshan was finally soothed: “You’re entering the palace?”

This was an important matter. Shen Xihe spoke seriously: “Youyou are going to discuss Lord Xue’s matter with the Crown Prince.”

“Why discuss with him?” Shen Yueshan was displeased. “If you want to inform him, just send someone to the Eastern Palace with the message, just like you’re sending Zhenzhu with the return gift. Have them deliver the message along with it.”

“Father, Youyou doesn’t just want to inform the Crown Prince, but also wants to know what arrangements he has in mind,” Shen Xihe felt back-and-forth message delivery was troublesome.

She could resolve everything with one visit to the Eastern Palace. Having servants constantly going back and forth would make others think she and the Crown Prince were deeply in love and inseparable.

Shen Yueshan’s expression gradually grew serious: “Youyou, do you want to walk this path?”

“Father, what’s the point of living without ambition?” Shen Xihe said frankly. “Father has always treated daughters and sons equally. If this is Youyou’s ambition, doesn’t Father want to let Youyou fight for it?”

In the bitter winter cold, amidst the white snow, Shen Yueshan’s gaze was deep yet warm, like the spring sun, as if trying to melt the snow-covered world reflected in his eyes, placing his daughter amid spring blooms.

Sheltered from the cold wind, untouched by severe winter.

“Youyou, you’re coming of age, growing up. Father is past the age where he can make decisions for you. Though reluctant to let you learn independence, I must hope for your self-reliance,” Shen Yueshan spoke softly. “Since this is your ambition, as your father, I can only watch from afar, protect you with all my might, always standing behind you.

But regarding the Crown Prince, are your initial intentions unchanged?”

Shen Xihe was moved by Shen Yueshan’s trust and support. Like the hand warmer she held, its gentle warmth seeping into her palms, penetrating her whole body, warming her to her core.

“Father, I owe him a life debt. This is my obligation, which I will strive to repay,” Shen Xihe said seriously. “I absolutely won’t let it affect the greater situation.”

Chapter 263: The Poorly Hidden Chess Piece
Though Shen Yueshan didn’t speak explicitly, Shen Xihe understood the worry in his eyes.

He feared that all of Xiao Huayong’s actions, including his favors, were simply calculations. Though such thinking might seem petty, when one couldn’t see into another’s heart, especially for families walking on knife’s edge like theirs, they had to assume the worst of everyone to stay alert and protect themselves.

He worried she might waver amidst these favors and ultimately fall beyond redemption.

Shen Yueshan moved his lips, finally letting out what seemed to be a light sigh, unable to find the right words to express his difficulty.

“Father can rest assured. If he doesn’t scheme against me, I won’t scheme against him either. Nor will I covet power and act against him,” Shen Xihe misunderstood Shen Yueshan’s concerns.

Regarding Xiao Huayong, she had chosen him initially because he was the legitimate heir, and also…

But she had never considered poisoning him if he lived too long.

“Youyou… Father only wishes for your wellbeing.” Shen Yueshan finally said softly, his words carrying deeper meaning.

Like Shen Yun’an, he knew her heart was currently like stone, unmovable. But she was still just a young girl – how could she understand how difficult it was to reject a young man’s sincere devotion? Living, breathing people, made of flesh and blood, how could they truly remain unmoved?

He hoped his daughter would find happiness, with someone to shelter her from wind and rain, to protect her, to stand by her unconditionally. Yet he also feared how hearts could change, worried that once she understood these things, she would suffer, weary, and hurt for love.

Parents’ worries for their children are truly endless.

Finally, Shen Xihe entered the palace. Xiao Huayong had brewed Tibetan tea, made with simmered fresh milk. One sip in the cold wind could dispel all the chill.

“Thank you for the pearl today, Your Highness. Such a precious item shouldn’t be accepted without merit. However, I couldn’t completely refuse Your Highness’s kind intentions, so I’ve prepared a gift in return. I hope Your Highness will accept it.” Shen Xihe personally took several comfortable boxes from Zhenzhu and handed them to Xiao Huayong. “Please take a look, Your Highness. Do you like them?”

Xiao Huayong opened them to find a set of fine teacups. From the Xing kiln, they were as white as snow, thin yet lustrous, showing exquisite craftsmanship. Though Xiao Huayong owned countless teacups, he couldn’t help but praise them: “Excellent teacups.”

“Since I’m not skilled in the tea ceremony, giving these to Your Highness won’t waste them.” These were from an Xing kiln craftsman who had been saved by Shen Yueshan years ago. Every year since, he would gift a set of Xing ware, most of which Shen Yueshan gave to Shen Xihe.

“Youyou is too polite. When Youyou gave me fragrant coal and I gave the Princess the northern pearl, it was simply an exchange of gifts. Now Youyou gives me teacups, I don’t know what to give the Princess in return.” Xiao Huayong didn’t mention previous favors, only saying the pearl was a return gift for the fragrant coal.

This made Shen Xihe appear overly courteous, but she didn’t mind: “The fragrant coal wasn’t worth much. Your Highness has helped me greatly in the past, so I should be grateful. Back in the Northwest, with no other female elders in the family, I managed the household. With those close to the family, whenever the prince’s mansion received something special, I would share some.”

She told Xiao Huayong that her actions were merely normal social courtesy – she didn’t treat him as a stranger, but neither was she truly thinking of him in everything.

How could someone as intelligent as Xiao Huayong not understand? But he had already prepared himself for a gradual, persistent approach.

“Youyou needn’t count past matters with me, or we might never finish,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “Did Youyou come especially just to return the gift?”

“There is one matter I need to inform Your Highness about.” Shen Xihe said seriously, “Lord Xue may not be well. He has entrusted Miss Xue Seven to my brother.”

The word “entrusted” subtly hinted that Xue Heng might not live much longer.

Xiao Huayong’s smile vanished: “Do you know the cause?”

He had seen Xue Heng just two days ago, looking rosy-cheeked and vigorous, still strong despite his age.

“A sickness of the heart – excessive grief from missing his deceased wife,” Shen Xihe sighed.

Xiao Huayong believed Shen Xihe wouldn’t inform him without certainty, so didn’t ask about the source. He had planned to have Linghu Zheng examine Xue Heng. Xue Heng was a capable minister; his death would be a great loss to the state, and the court would fall into chaos after his passing.

But for a heart ailment, even immortals couldn’t help – he simply didn’t want to live anymore.

“Have Youyou considered having Inspector Tao join the Three Departments?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows. She had never thought about seeking advancement for her maternal grandfather. Her clear eyes, like black obsidian yet covered by a thin mist, stared directly at Xiao Huayong, making her thoughts unclear.

Xiao Huayong’s smile remained gentle, his gaze clear and pure: “I have no intention of testing you. Inspector Tao is upright; with him in the Three Departments, it would certainly bring fresh air.”

Shen Xihe shook her head: “A tall tree catches the wind. Moreover, with my marriage to you, His Majesty would never allow my maternal grandfather to hold such an important position.”

“Even if His Majesty is unwilling, it’s not impossible,” Xiao Huayong said casually. “Everything can be planned. Below the Three Departments are the Six Ministries. The Ministry of Personnel’s Xue Tai seems most advantageous, but His Majesty has long disliked how the Xue and Cui families work together, always suppressing Wang Zheng and binding his hands.

The Minister of Revenue was just appointed and won’t be moved. That leaves the Ministries of War, Justice, Works, and Rites.”

Xiao Huayong took a handful of chess pieces from a nearby container and placed four on the board: “The Ministry of Rites won’t do. The Minister of Works is already elderly. If we move either the Minister of War or the Minister of Justice, someone must be promoted from outside the Six Ministries.”

This would make Tao Zhuanxian the best candidate.

Shen Xihe understood – that Xiao Huayong wasn’t forcing Emperor Youning, but rather giving him only one choice.

“The position is high but the responsibility is heavy. Grandfather is also elderly. I need to ask his thoughts on this.” Shen Xihe wouldn’t decide for Tao Zhuanxian. If he was willing, she could try working with Xiao Huayong. If not, they would stop there.

“Inspector Tao will certainly agree,” Xiao Huayong said confidently.

Tao Zhuanxian was capable and talented, no less than Xue Heng. However, being upright and not from a great family, without help he had reached his limit at the third-rank position of Chief Inspector. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have been unable to enter the Six Ministries all these years.

His lack of scheming didn’t mean he lacked ambition.

Moreover, with his granddaughter about to become Crown Princess, he would prefer to have more power to better protect Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe understood Xiao Huayong’s meaning. Seeing him collecting the chess pieces, with one black piece still lying nearby, she changed the subject: “Your Highness, you missed a chess piece.”

Xiao Huayong and Tianyuan looked over simultaneously. Tianyuan’s heart skipped a beat – this was His Highness’s treasure. If it were thrown back with the others, all looking the same, how would they find it again?

The smile froze on Xiao Huayong’s lips.

Chapter 264: Worries Born of Love
Shen Xihe had never thought there was anything special about that chess piece – it was left behind from her game with Hua Fuhai at Xinglin Garden.

Chess pieces only came in three materials: wooden ones commonly used by ordinary people, black and white pebbles found in gentry study halls, and jade pieces used by noble families. That day at Xinglin Garden, which wasn’t owned by the white-haired elder but rather maintained for him by a wealthy patron, they had used the finest materials – jade pieces. Though Shen Xihe was skilled at chess, she wasn’t particularly fond of the game, so naturally, she hadn’t paid much attention to it. The pieces were all similar in size, so she hadn’t given it a second thought.

She had only brought up the topic to avoid getting entangled with Xiao Huayong about matters concerning her maternal grandfather’s family.

“Why is this still here?” Xiao Huayong asked coldly.

Tian Yuan’s mind raced as he bowed apologetically: “It must have been an oversight by the servants. This subordinate will remove it right away.”

Xiao Huayong glanced at him. “Mm.”

Tian Yuan carefully picked up the chess piece. Though it was light as a feather in his palm, the jade piece felt as heavy as a thousand jin. He was terrified that his trembling hands might damage the Crown Prince’s treasure – if he were to chip it, he’d likely join the ranks of those sent to dive for pearls in the Far Eastern seas.

Only after Tian Yuan had withdrawn did Xiao Huayong’s expression soften, and he explained gently to Shen Xihe: “The chess set sent from the Imperial Household Department had some flaws. Before you arrived, I was addressing this oversight – the servants hadn’t cleared everything away.”

For a moment, Xiao Huayong had considered being completely honest and telling Shen Xihe everything. However, that instant of fear, worry, and hesitation led him to conceal the truth instead.

Since returning from the hunting grounds, Xiao Huayong hadn’t hidden anything from Shen Xihe, nor had he tried to mislead her into suspecting others. He had only wanted everything to unfold naturally, revealing itself in due course.

He didn’t know how she would react upon learning the whole truth. He never acted without absolute certainty, and he knew that the longer he concealed things, the more inappropriate it became. He was also aware that Shen Xihe already harbored suspicions about him, though she wasn’t yet completely certain.

Yet, he was ultimately just an ordinary mortal, plagued by worries and fears born of love.

His heart was filled with regret, relief, and hidden anxiety – regret for not seizing the opportunity, to be honest, relief that she remained unaware and he didn’t have to face those unknown fears, and anxiety knowing that this truth would eventually come to light, making his current deception nothing more than self-delusion.

Everyone has dangerous avoidance tendencies, and he was no exception. In this world, perhaps the only things he sought to avoid were matters concerning her.

He could bear losing everything else, but he couldn’t bear returning to that initial distance between them.

Shen Xihe, not suspecting anything, changed the subject: “What does Your Highness think about Yu Zao’s confession regarding the Prince of Dai?”

“What are your thoughts, Youyou?” Xiao Huayong returned her question.

“To be honest with Your Highness, before Zhaoning entered the capital, my father had mentioned all the princes to me. After arriving in the capital, I also paid close attention – the Prince of Dai seems uninvolved in court affairs.”

Unlike the Fourth Prince of Ding who feigned indifference to fame and fortune, the Prince of Dai neither traveled for pleasure nor distanced himself from court. He diligently performed his duties as a prince, focusing solely on these responsibilities.

He never took the lead in matters meant to ease the Emperor’s burden; when important positions became vacant, while others fought openly and schemed in secret, he remained silent; whenever major issues arose, while the other princes eagerly involved themselves – either fishing in troubled waters or making them more turbulent – he alone remained unmoved.

Openly and secretly, he was truly the one who remained solitary, forming no factions, avoiding private dealings with court officials, accepting no bribes, and cultivating no hidden power base.

“Youyou has keen insight. Old Third is a sensible person. Since marrying Lady Li, he was destined to have no chance at the throne.” Otherwise, the gradually accepting Western Liang would grow restless again, and His Majesty would certainly not tolerate their marriage. “Though this means he cannot reach the highest position, regardless of who wins the throne, he will always have his place.”

Especially if the prince who ascends the throne does so by stepping over his brothers’ blood – to appease the court officials and demonstrate tolerance, to pacify the common people and show benevolence, they would need to spare one or two brothers to prove they aren’t heartless tyrants who disregard family bonds.

“So it truly wasn’t the Prince of Dai,” Shen Xihe had only suspected before. The matter was too sensitive, with both the Emperor and court officials watching closely, so she hadn’t been able to investigate properly. Only now had she found the final answer from Xiao Huayong.

If not the Prince of Dai, then who could fully represent him and convince Yu Zao so completely?

It could only be the Princess Consort of Dai – Li Yanyan.

She ultimately couldn’t let go of her national and family grudges. Shen Xihe felt some regret – didn’t she realize that once exposed, the Emperor would have reason to eliminate the remaining Western Liang royal family?

“This matter was meticulously planned. The Princess Consort of Dai concealed her true nature well.” Xiao Huayong had never paid attention to any woman besides Shen Xihe. “I’ve investigated thoroughly. If you hadn’t stumbled upon this matter, and if Young Master Bu hadn’t pursued the investigation to the Court of Justice, they might have succeeded in their deception.”

The arrested individuals had confessed – they had planned to make their final big move this year and completely cease operations by year’s end.

Before the new year, local government offices would be overwhelmed with various matters and wouldn’t immediately investigate reports of disturbed graves. They had also planned to create several murder cases in different locations to divert attention. By the time investigations resumed after the new year, they would have long vanished.

It was Bu Shulin’s persistence that had led Shen Xihe to visit the silver shop, and now the Doujin Silver Shop had been sealed.

Xiao Huayong had advocated for local officials to issue notices stating that anyone who had purchased items could bring them to the authorities. The government would witness the original owners buying them back at half price, considering it an act of charity. Moreover, since these items came from graves, many people were unwilling to keep them, and destroying them risked being seen as an accomplice to grave robbing. Getting back half their losses seemed fair.

Many who had purchased stolen goods brought them to the authorities, who would inquire about where they were bought, thus helping to catch as many involved parties as possible.

“Does Your Highness also believe it was the Princess Consort of Dai’s doing?” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

“It couldn’t have been the Princess Consort alone,” Xiao Huayong said. “She must have conspired with others to execute this so thoroughly.”

The Emperor and court officials hadn’t suspected Lady Li, not because they lacked wisdom or strategy, but because they couldn’t believe that Lady Li – who appeared impulsive, quick to anger, and wore her hatred for the royal family plainly on her face – could be someone of such deep scheming.

Lady Li’s years of pretense had fooled everyone. There was also another factor: Shen Xihe and Xiao Langmin had handled the matter of Yu Zao’s impersonation so perfectly that the officials and even the Emperor had no reason to doubt, thus leading them to be misguided into thinking Yu Zao was making false accusations even on his deathbed.

Especially the Emperor – he should know the Prince of Dai best, and he would never believe this was his doing. Only Shen Xihe, Xiao Langmin, and Xiao Huayong were certain that Yu Zao had not lied.

Chapter 265: The Princess Consort’s Conspirator
Yu Zao was certainly the real Yu Zao – he knew well that if he dared deceive Shen Xihe and Xiao Langmin, while they could manipulate circumstances to protect the Yu family, they could just as easily destroy it.

“Is there truly no trace of who might be conspiring with Lady Li?” Since this involved major court affairs, Shen Xihe couldn’t investigate directly lest she arouse Emperor Youning’s suspicions. His constant scrutiny would be counterproductive, hence her questioning Xiao Huayong.

“Clean and thorough, without leaving a single trace.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but secretly admire the execution.

Shen Xihe pondered for a moment. “For this to work, there’s only one possible method.”

A smile creased Xiao Huayong’s lips. He had already concluded, but since even Xiao Langmin hadn’t considered this angle and kept focusing on the Third Prince, he wanted to know if Shen Xihe’s thoughts aligned with his. “What method would that be?”

“The Princess Consort of Dai lives in seclusion within the inner court, and being from the Li family, even if she’s skilled at deception and concealing her true nature, any unusual movement would surely be noticed by His Majesty. Therefore, she likely has no one directly under her command.”

Shen Xihe analyzed further: “Yet this scheme is massive and couldn’t be entrusted to anyone but the most trusted confidants. Therefore, I believe Yu Zao wasn’t forced into this by her people. Rather, after they had trapped Yu Zao as their pawn, he would naturally need to know whom he was serving before continuing. That’s when the Princess Consort met with Yu Zao, leading him to believe everything was the Prince of Dai’s doing.

In this case, the Princess Consort’s only role was likely just lending her name to shield her true conspirator.”

Yu Zao wouldn’t have dared participate in such matters without absolute certainty about the Prince of Dai’s involvement, even under threats or manipulation.

The Prince of Dai hadn’t truly been lying low all these years, but he could not also orchestrate something of this magnitude. Moreover, his usual stance of staying out of major affairs after the grave robbing case was exposed showed he knew nothing about it.

Li Yanyan had no one at her disposal, and when the matter came to light, though the Prince of Dai fell under suspicion, no evidence could be found. Even when they investigated Li Yanyan based on their suspicions of the Prince, they found nothing linking her to it.

This could only mean Li Yanyan was a smokescreen, which explained her boldness.

Even if everyone suspected her, they could do nothing about it. Therefore, those who were caught must have been planted by another mastermind using Li Yanyan’s name to convince Yu Zao, making him increasingly impressed by the Prince of Dai’s supposed hidden power and thus securing his absolute loyalty.

A muffled yet pleased chuckle rumbled from Xiao Huayong’s chest: “Youyou and I are of one mind.”

Shen Xihe deliberately ignored Xiao Huayong’s suggestive phrasing, maintaining her composure without bothering to correct him. Arguing would only encourage him further, possibly leading to even more explicit remarks – he was simply taking advantage of her determination to cooperate with him.

“Does Your Highness have any suspicions about who might be conspiring with the Princess Consort?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The royal family has only so many members.” Xiao Huayong’s smile remained. “Second Brother is innocent, Third Brother is innocent, Fourth Brother went to the imperial tombs and is suspicious – his secretly cultivated power base can’t be underestimated. Fifth Brother exposed the tomb explosion, indicating he was not involved.

Ninth Brother shares the same mother as Fifth Brother – if this were Ninth Brother’s doing, Fifth Brother would be covering for him rather than exposing it. That leaves only one person.”

While there were two or three other princes, the Sixth Prince was “dead,” and the Twelfth Prince, aside from being too young to have such influence, was now Xiao Huayong’s shield, which eliminated him. This left only the Eighth Prince, Xiao Langyan, who was far away in Annan.

Shen Xihe’s greatest concern had come to pass. Compared to the Fourth Prince Xiao Langzhen, she leaned more toward suspecting Xiao Langyan, especially given the tattooed individuals, which aligned more with Xiao Langyan’s methods.

Cui Jinbai had close ties to Xiao Langyan’s maternal Pei family, and there was also Xiao Fuxing, who had grown up with Xiao Langyan.

When she had Bu Shulin pursue Cui Jinbai, she had intended both to test Cui Jinbai and to help Bu Shulin out of his predicament. However, given these two’s notorious reputations and deep connection, how would Bu Shulin position himself if they ended up serving different masters?

“Youyou, what troubles you?” Xiao Huayong suddenly sensed a slight ripple in Shen Xihe’s emotions.

Shen Xihe had wanted to warn Xiao Huayong about Cui Jinbai but worried that if she mentioned it, Xiao Huayong might take harmful action against Cui Jinbai in his vigilance. She decided she should first ask Bu Shulin about his thoughts: “Just some personal matters.”

Suddenly, Shen Xihe thought of Hua Fuhai. Cui Jinbai and Hua Fuhai had once been played by the same person – if Cui Jinbai were Xiao Langyan’s man, it would mean Hua Fuhai was also Xiao Langyan’s man. With a wealthy subordinate like Hua Fuhai commanding resources across the four seas, why would Xiao Langyan need to rob graves for money?

Even if he did need to raise funds through grave robbing, why go through such elaborate means to launder the money? One voyage by Hua Fuhai’s ships could handle it without anyone knowing.

Therefore, Cui Jinbai couldn’t be Xiao Langyan’s man – perhaps he was someone approaching the Pei family!

Shen Xihe suddenly looked up, her bright eyes fixed on Xiao Huayong: “Between the Fourth Prince and Prince Jing, whom does Your Highness find more suspicious?”

For the first time, Xiao Huayong failed to detect Shen Xihe’s probing intent. He answered honestly: “Youyou must suspect Eighth Brother.”

“Does Your Highness suspect the Fourth Prince more?” Shen Xihe carefully observed Xiao Huayong’s expression but could detect no deception.

“The Northwestern King’s knowledge of us brothers comes only from investigations and analysis with you. We are the younger generation and have never interacted with the Northwestern King – he doesn’t know Eighth Brother’s true character.” Xiao Huayong spoke softly. “Eighth Brother is both brave and clever. Among us brothers, he and Ninth Brother are the most skilled in military strategy, a rare military talent. Eighth Brother has been through bloody battles on the battlefield, where soldiers as close as brothers to him were wrapped in horsehide for burial. Some of these men’s remains couldn’t even be fully recovered from the battlefield for proper burial.

He wouldn’t do such things because he knows how heartbroken he would be if these people’s graves were ever desecrated.”

Shen Xihe could hear the admiration in Xiao Huayong’s words about Xiao Langyan.

“As for Fourth Brother, once his ambitions were exposed and he could no longer maintain his facade in the capital, he found an excuse to resolve His Majesty’s urgent problem. Though he was demoted to a commoner guarding the imperial tombs, he wouldn’t give up on over a decade of scheming so easily.” Xiao Huayong’s expression turned solemn. “Without confidence, how could he remain so dormant?”

As Xiao Huayong analyzed each point, Shen Xihe found his reasoning particularly convincing. This wasn’t mere placation or intentional misdirection. Regarding Xiao Langyan, who had gone to Annan at fifteen and never returned to the capital, Shen Xihe indeed couldn’t be certain of his true nature.

“There’s also…” Xiao Huayong reminded Shen Xihe of another small detail, “that day at Madam Ye’s birthday celebration, Lady Li attended. They don’t have much of a relationship, and Lady Li dislikes palace gatherings.”

Yes, Li Yanyan disliked the Xiao family – she hadn’t even attended Noble Consort Rong’s chrysanthemum banquet, yet she went to Ye Wantang’s birthday celebration.

Shen Xihe had originally thought she attended because she’d feel more at ease without senior relatives present, but now it seemed highly likely she was conspiring with the Prince of Ding.

Chapter 266: A Father-in-Law’s Growing Irritation
“There’s another point,” Shen Xihe, prompted by Xiao Huayong’s reminder, realized something else that didn’t add up. “Prince Xin had people blow up the imperial tombs. Logically, since the Fourth Prince was guarding the tombs, he would have been forced to lay low again because of this, all thanks to Prince Xin. He should hate Prince Xin intensely.

Either he wouldn’t have let Prince Xin succeed, or if he did let him succeed, he would surely have caught Prince Xin’s weakness. Yet even now he hasn’t exposed Prince Xin. Only one explanation makes sense.”

Xiao Langzhen wasn’t at the imperial tombs that day!

The fact that Xiao Langzhen dared to reduce himself to a commoner and hide in the imperial tombs to scheme showed his absolute confidence. If so, he wouldn’t have let Prince Xin succeed.

He was the mastermind behind the grave robbing case. Knowing Bu Shulin had gone to Henan Prefecture and that Shen Xihe had exposed it in Linchuan County, he knew the matter couldn’t be contained. He must have left the tombs secretly to handle it urgently, giving Prince Xin his opportunity, while failing to catch any evidence against him.

Therefore, Cui Jinbai might still be Prince Jing Xiao Langyan’s man, while the grave robbing scheme was Fourth Prince Xiao Langtai’s doing.

“Your Highness speaks highly of Prince Jing. Do you see something of yourself in him?” Shen Xihe asked.

“How could we possibly see ourselves in each other?” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, shaking his head. “We share no common misfortunes, so how could we empathize? My praise for him is merely objective… Eighth Brother is who His Majesty favors to succeed the Eastern Palace.”

Otherwise, His Majesty wouldn’t have allowed him to maintain his military power in Annan for so many years, letting him escape early from the capital’s web of intrigue.

His lack of connections in the capital reassured His Majesty more. After His Majesty’s passing, he would transfer all his connections to him, ensuring his firm grip on the throne.

So that was it, Shen Xihe sighed inwardly. In His Majesty’s mind, Xiao Huayong was destined to die young, so everything had been arranged early.

“Prince Jing will come of age soon, won’t he?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked. “What kind of princess consort will His Majesty choose for him?”

Xiao Huayong was extremely sensitive to this topic, fearing Shen Xihe might have developed feelings for Xiao Langyan. He studied her carefully for a while, and only after confirming she was asking casually did his expression soften: “He’ll come of age after the new year. His Majesty won’t arrange his marriage for another two years. The Cui family has a young daughter, the Minister of Ceremonies’ legitimate granddaughter, who’s twelve now.”

It would be better to arrange the marriage in two years, binding the Cui family to Xiao Langyan.

“His Majesty certainly puts much thought into Prince Jing’s affairs.” Shen Xihe felt she should send someone to Annan to infiltrate Prince Jing’s circle early, though choosing the right person would be difficult.

Xiao Huayong merely smiled without comment. Shen Xihe, remembering her promise to Shen Yueshan to stay in the Eastern Palace no longer than half an hour, took her leave. Xiao Huayong personally escorted her out. As snow fell, he called out unexpectedly just before she descended the steps: “Youyou.”

Against the white snow, red plum blossoms, and gentle wind, she turned slowly, her clear gaze carrying the moistness and confusion of a deer, that wet look piercing straight into Xiao Huayong’s heart.

Her calm, gentle, and kind eyes made Xiao Huayong hesitate to speak what was on his mind. He took a deep breath: “If I were keeping something from you, would you be angry with me?”

Shen Xihe paused briefly before smiling.

Against the pure white landscape, her rouge-touched lips were soft and crimson, her smile enchanting yet restrained in its brilliance: “Your Highness, everyone in this world has secrets. I too have things I haven’t told Your Highness. As long as it doesn’t harm me or those I care about, I won’t be angry with Your Highness.”

This understanding answer didn’t calm Xiao Huayong’s heart. What he concealed wouldn’t harm Shen Xihe, but it might make her reassess everything and possibly show him a different face.

She might never again be as open and frank in their discussions as she was now.

He dared not say more: “Youyou speaks truly. I was overthinking.”

Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “Does Your Highness have anything else?”

Xiao Huayong: “Be careful on your way, Youyou. The weather is cold. In the future, if anything comes up, just send someone with a message, and I’ll come see you.”

“My father is at home. Is Your Highness sure about visiting me?” Shen Xihe asked with a hint of amusement.

Xiao Huayong: …

He’d forgotten – there was now a formidable presence at the Princess’s mansion. While his skills could easily evade the mansion’s servants, evading Shen Yueshan was another matter. If Shen Yueshan caught him in the act, he’d likely take the opportunity to break his legs.

“Messages it is…” Xiao Huayong changed his mind. Though more troublesome, it had its charm.

“There shouldn’t be any major issues before spring,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly, nodded in farewell, and floated away with her umbrella.

Returning to the Princess’s mansion, she saw Shen Yueshan standing at the main gate, craning his neck to look out. Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile wryly as she jumped down from her horse, startling Shen Yueshan who rushed forward: “Be careful! What if you’d fallen?”

“I just didn’t want Father to wait too long,” Shen Xihe said with a smile.

“If you got hurt, Father would be heartbroken.”

“If Father waited too long in the cold, Youyou would be heartbroken too.”

Shen Yueshan understood – his daughter was cleverly reproaching him for standing in the cold waiting.

“I was just… taking a stroll by the gate, looking at…” glancing outside to find no one there, “looking at the capital’s architecture…”

“Kaka ka…” Purple Jade couldn’t help laughing – she didn’t want to mock the Prince, but his excuse was too amusing.

Shen Xihe gave Purple Jade a look, then offered her father a way out: “Have you finished looking? If so, let’s go inside.”

“Yes, yes, finished,” Shen Yueshan glanced at Purple Jade.

As father and daughter crossed the threshold together, Shen Yueshan immediately couldn’t resist asking: “What did the Crown Prince think about Minister Xue’s matter?”

Shen Xihe held back her laughter without immediately answering. She knew well that Shen Yueshan never interfered with official appointments, never giving Emperor Youning any chance to suspect him of ulterior motives. He was only asking to find out what she and Xiao Huayong had discussed.

“Youyou, tell me quickly.” Shen Yueshan waited until they reached Shen Xihe’s courtyard before pressing.

Even if Shen Yueshan hadn’t asked, Shen Xihe would have told him: “His Highness wants to arrange for Grandfather to oversee the Three Departments.”

Shen Yueshan’s expression changed slightly. He had only been fishing for information, with any outcome being unimportant, but hearing this, he had to take it seriously: “Did he bring this up himself?”

Shen Xihe nodded.

After a moment’s silence, Shen Yueshan snorted lightly: “He must be testing you!”

Shen Xihe: …

Couldn’t she tell whether it was a test or not? But she couldn’t say so. From previous experience, she knew that if she spoke the truth now, Shen Yueshan would accuse her of favoring Xiao Huayong again.

Shen Xihe didn’t believe Shen Yueshan didn’t know better – he was just habitually disparaging Xiao Huayong in front of her.

Chapter 267: Coming of Age
What else could she do? He was her only father, so she had to indulge him.

Perhaps because Shen Xihe’s reaction was perfunctory, Shen Yueshan added, “Youyou, there’s a term called—killing with kindness.”

Shen Xihe: …

“Father, why are you so concerned about His Highness the Crown Prince?” Shen Xihe was quite puzzled.

Logically, she had already explained clearly her reasons for marrying Xiao Huayong—it was merely a mutually beneficial arrangement. So why were both Shen Yun’an and Shen Yueshan exhibiting this inexplicable tension?

“Concerned?” Shen Yueshan denied it. “Your father and brother simply think he harbors wolfish ambitions and are being cautiously vigilant.”

In truth, they were just jealous. Back in the Northwest, Shen Xihe never mentioned any young men besides her father, brother, and the Tao family. But since coming to the capital, an outsider had entered the picture. From her not rejecting marriage to Xiao Huayong, to speaking of him with neither joy nor affection yet with calm composure, unlike how one would treat a stranger—this attitude made both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an worried.

This man could achieve this much now, but after Youyou married him, who knew to what extent he might bewitch their Youyou?

As a father, he didn’t want his daughter to have an unhappy marriage, but he also didn’t want his daughter’s heart to be stolen away too early!

“Alright, alright, Youyou will be careful and vigilant,” Shen Xihe really couldn’t do anything about Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an’s behavior. “This matter, how does Father view it?”

Speaking of the important matter at hand, Shen Yueshan replied seriously, “This matter will be entirely up to your maternal grandfather to decide. I’ll speak with him tomorrow.”

Inspector Tao’s choice was almost obvious to everyone. It wasn’t entirely for Shen Xihe’s sake—he had his aspirations. If he could attain a high position, he naturally wouldn’t shy away from it; if not, he wouldn’t force it.

However, Inspector Tao had only just learned that Shen Xihe was promised to Xiao Huayong, and he had quite a few objections about this: “How could you agree to this? Don’t you know the Crown Prince’s health is poor?”

In court, every one had doubted whether the Crown Prince was truly ill. This concerned many people’s choices and future prosperity, so they each used different methods to investigate, all reaching one conclusion—the Crown Prince indeed wouldn’t live long.

“This was Youyou’s own choice,” Shen Yueshan naturally couldn’t reveal Shen Xihe’s plans. His father-in-law’s thinking differed from his and his son’s—they thought that if something truly happened to the Crown Prince, they could bring Shen Xihe back home. “Father-in-law should know that Youyou’s temperament is like Ao Yin’s.”

If his father-in-law knew of their father-son duo’s thoughts, he would likely want to stab them both—the old man still hoped for his descendants to have happy marriages.

“If I had known about today back then, I should have been a cruel father and forced Ao Yin to marry you,” Unable to bring himself to criticize his granddaughter, Inspector Tao directed his anger at his son-in-law instead.

“Then you wouldn’t have such a lovable granddaughter as Youyou,” Shen Yueshan said with a lowered head.

“You—” In his entire life, Inspector Tao had received the most grief from Shen Yueshan. Yet when he gave others grief, he would keep his head down and act like an obedient junior.

Shen Yueshan’s impression of him remained unchanged for ten years—thick-skinned and impervious to any prodding!

“Don’t be angry, Father-in-law,” Shen Yueshan said, “You still need to stay in the capital to support Youyou for a few years. With such a hot temper, I worry…”

“You—” Inspector Tao finally understood why he hadn’t brought his granddaughter today—it was just to anger him. “Get out—”

“Oh, your son-in-law shall take his leave then,” Shen Yueshan complied very obediently.

Inspector Tao was so angry he pounded his chest. By the time Tao Yuan rushed back, his brother-in-law had already left, leaving behind his father’s upset appearance. After learning the reason, he gave a cold laugh: “Father, he simply doesn’t understand a father-in-law’s pain. Since Youyou is to marry the Crown Prince, you should give more guidance to the Crown Prince in the future. Let the wicked deal with the wicked.”

Inspector Tao’s anger instantly subsided: “Right, this method is excellent!”

The enemy of my enemy is my ally—Inspector Tao decided that after the imperial decree of betrothal came down, he would become closer to the Crown Prince.

As a grandfather, he wouldn’t be sour about his granddaughter and her future husband; the more harmonious they were, the happier he would be. The ones who wouldn’t be happy would be others!

Shen Yueshan was unaware that his father-in-law, whom he always managed to anger to the point of falling backward, had secretly planned to trip him up. He spent the next few days quite contentedly, having fulfilled all his social obligations. He stayed at home every day, accompanying his daughter.

Cooking food, chatting idly, talking about the Northwest, reminiscing—each day felt thoroughly fulfilling. If not for the uncooperative weather with constant snowfall, and his worry about Shen Xihe’s health, he would have liked to take his daughter out for some sightseeing.

Finally, on a clear day, he took Shen Xihe to the horse grounds and personally instructed her in horseback riding.

In the blink of an eye, it was Shen Xihe’s birthday. On this day, many people sent congratulatory gifts, but no one came to offer congratulations in person, because tomorrow was Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony, and they would all participate in person then.

His daughter was coming of age—Shen Yueshan felt both gratified and distressed.

On the day of Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony, it was a rare clear day. The ceremony was held in the palace, and they entered early.

Emperor Youning held the ceremony for Shen Xihe according to the protocol for princesses. With Shen Yueshan presiding over the ceremony, civil and military officials and noble ladies gathered together. Shen Xihe wore plain white ceremonial robes, her cascade of black hair flowing down, appearing ethereal yet enchantingly beautiful.

Xue Jinqiao served as her ceremonial assistant, accompanying her into the hall, while Princess Ruyang was chosen as the honored guest by the royal family.

First, the hairpin was added, binding the black hair, paying respects to parents, and changing into the ceremonial robe.

Second, the ornamental hairpin was added, hair coiled up, thanking teachers and elders, adding the ceremonial dress.

Third, the crown was added, arranging the formal attire, kowtowing to the Emperor, adding the long robe.

In the main hall, in a plain silk dress, wide-sleeved long robe, the young woman in a five-layered ceremonial dress. With an ornate crown, she was as proud as a white phoenix approaching water. Though she stood straight there, she naturally possessed a transcendently beautiful grace.

Sweet wine was placed, heaven and earth were honored, and the coming-of-age name was bestowed.

Shen Xihe’s style name was given by Emperor Youning: Si Yan.

These two characters carried profound meaning, just like when he gave Xiao Huayong the style name Bei Chen.

“The way of the gentleman has four aspects: in his conduct, he is humble, in serving his superiors he is respectful, in providing for the people he is kind, and in commanding the people he is just.”

These four virtues of a gentleman: are being humble in conduct, serving rulers with respect, being kind to the people, and governing with justice.

These were all admonitions meant for those in power. Almost instantly, everyone’s gazes shifted back and forth between Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s connection with the Eastern Palace had never been hidden, and the Crown Prince’s assistance to Marchioness Zhaoning was never concealed. When His Majesty bestowed such a style name on Marchioness Zhaoning, besides the Emperor’s mother, what woman could be more worthy?

Xiao Huayong had also attended Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony. He stood at the head of all the princes, wearing formal robes, gazing over with smiling eyes.

When Shen Xihe heard Princess Ruyang announce her style name, she also instinctively looked toward Xiao Huayong.

Their eyes met, and the smile in Xiao Huayong’s eyes became even more like scattered starlight in the Milky Way, dazzlingly bright, endless.

He released his love amidst the gathered distinguished guests, without any concealment.

Chapter 268: Shen Yingruo’s Misfortune
Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony concluded smoothly. The palace hosted a banquet for all guests, and by the time it was nearly over, night had fallen.

Shen Yueshan had been plied with much wine today, accepting every drink offered. Among the ladies, Shen Xihe was the center of attention, though because of the style name Emperor Youning had bestowed upon her, many gazes carried a hint of pity.

Shen Xihe understood their thoughts clearly—they were convinced she would become a widow at such a young age. Even when Hu Yingrao offered her a toast, she couldn’t help but mock her: “Congratulations on coming of age, Your Grace. It seems good fortune approaches. I look forward to witnessing Your Grace’s phoenix-like bearing, if that day comes…”

Her final words were deeply meaningful, deliberately drawn out, with a hint of challenge in her eyes.

Before Shen Xihe could speak, Xue Jinqiao, who was with her, took the wine cup from Hu Yingrao’s hand with a smile: “Third Lady Hu, your health is poor, you shouldn’t drink. Treating yourself with such little care—could it be you’ve forgotten… the taste of falling into water?”

Hu Yingrao’s smile froze, her whole body trembling—it was fear of falling into the water. After calming down, she glared fiercely at Xue Jinqiao: “It was you!”

She had deliberately come to provoke Shen Xihe today, wanting to know if it was Shen Xihe who had been secretly attacking her. In her view, only Shen Xihe, with her hundreds of private guards, had such capability—making her fall into water time after time, leaving no trace.

However, her parents forbade her from opposing Shen Xihe, even saying that if it truly was Shen Xihe’s doing, she could only endure it until Shen Xihe tired of it and stopped bothering her. When she sought her aunt’s help, her aunt also advised the patient.

Why? Why should she endure, constantly being toyed with like a cat by Shen Xihe?

Yet unexpectedly, it wasn’t Shen Xihe whom she had suspected, but the unexpected Xue Jinqiao!

“Yes, it was me. So what?” Xue Jinqiao looked her up and down contemptuously. “If you want revenge, I welcome the challenge. But… be prepared for my retaliation. I can be quite cruel when dealing with people.”

Xue Jinqiao’s “illness” had been suppressed by the Xue family, fearing it would affect the marriage prospects of other Xue family ladies. Only the Xue family knew of her crazy actions. Hu Yingrao hadn’t taken Xue Jinqiao seriously: “Do you think I’m Second Lady Yuan?”

“It doesn’t matter who you are. As long as you’re willing to take the risk, I’ll play along to the end.” Xue Jinqiao smiled, her almond eyes bright, but in the candlelight filtering through the crystal cups, they gleamed with an eerie light.

Hu Yingrao stepped back in fear, but when she looked again, Xue Jinqiao’s smile was pure and harmless. She convinced herself she had imagined it.

“Today is Her Grace’s special day. Since Yingrao can’t drink, let’s not stop us from congratulating Her Grace.” Wang Yuhui stepped forward to steady Hu Yingrao, smoothing over the situation.

Shen Xihe slightly raised her eyebrows as she looked at Wang Yuhui. Last time when Chen Jiaxue had confronted her unpleasantly, Wang Yuhui had taken Chen Jiaxue’s side, and now she was doing the same for Hu Yingrao. Last time she had thought it a coincidence, but now she suspected Wang Yuhui harbored hostility toward her.

However, last time she had concealed it well, not revealing it through her eyes. She and Wang Yuhui had no previous interaction—where did this hostility come from?

With a guess in mind, Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Does Lady Wang wish to offer me a toast?”

“Of course. Your Grace’s coming of age is a grand ceremony in this prosperous age. It’s my honor to witness it. I would regret not offering a toast.” Wang Yuhui lifted her wine cup with both hands, offering it to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe glanced down slightly, her smile distant. After returning the toast and taking a small sip, she leaned in slightly: “Lady Wang, if kneeling in the ancestral hall didn’t serve as a warning, perhaps consider Lord Wang’s suspension from office.”

In the misty moonlight, her gentle tone and ethereal voice brushed past Wang Yuhui’s ears, dissolving into the sound of strings and bamboo instruments.

Wang Yuhui’s expression changed slightly. Why had Wang Zheng been suspended for a time? All because of the Crown Prince. If before they weren’t certain whether the Crown Prince had acted deliberately, today His Majesty’s hint at betrothing Shen Xihe to the Crown Prince convinced them that past events were no coincidence.

Shen Xihe lightly touched her red lips, maintaining a smile as she turned to exchange courtesies with other ladies who came to congratulate her.

As Wang Yuhui and Hu Yingrao sat down with poor expressions, Shen Yingruo, who had also attended Shen Xihe’s ceremony, watched from afar as everyone eagerly sought Shen Xihe’s favor. She was like the high moon, surrounded by stars, cold and aloof.

When pleased, she would respond with a smile; when displeased, her face would immediately darken. Yet no one would consider her impolite—instead, they would carefully examine themselves, anxious about whether their words had somehow displeased the Marchioness.

To say she wasn’t envious at all—even she wouldn’t believe it. Taking a deep breath, Shen Yingruo seized a moment when no one was looking at her to leave with her maid. After visiting the lavatory, she didn’t return.

She hadn’t missed those gazes that swept back and forth between her and Shen Xihe, comparing them.

“Young Miss, people are born different, some blessings cannot be envied into being,” Wet Nurse Tan softly consoled Shen Yingruo, who stood by the lake, preferring to brave the cold wind rather than return.

Shen Yingruo turned her head with a forced smile at Tan: “Wet Nurse, I understand, I just don’t want to go back and be pitied.”

What right did those people have to pity her? Even as a child of a concubine, she carried the blood of both the supreme Xiao imperial clan and the illustrious Shen family. She might bear the title of a concubine’s daughter, but her glory and wealth were beyond their reach.

“It’s good that Young Miss understands.” Tan sighed in relief, smiling contentedly. “Young Miss knows they’re jealous of you but dare not speak much, so they can only elevate themselves through your misfortunes.”

Hearing this, Shen Yingruo slowly leaned on Tan’s shoulder: “Wet Nurse, I’m so fortunate to have met you.”

Without Tan’s guidance, with parents like hers, what kind of person would she have become? Crude? Bitter? Overbearing? Or perhaps mad like her mother?

Tan showed a kind smile, stroking Shen Yingruo’s hair. She too treated this child as her own, despite the vast difference in their status.

The deep winter was cold, with knife-like winds cutting to the bone. Yet between the two leaning together floated a gentle warmth.

Just then, a cat suddenly darted out, pouncing toward them. The all-black cat with eerily green eyes startled Shen Yingruo pale. She stumbled backward abruptly, forgetting the icy lake behind her.

“Young Miss—” Tan, who had reached out to block the cat, turned to grab Shen Yingruo but missed. She watched helplessly as Shen Yingruo fell into the lake with a splash, and immediately jumped in after her.

Someone else jumped in with her.



Chapter 269: She Won’t Be Schemed Against
Shen Xihe heard about Shen Yingruo’s fall into the water a quarter hour later. She and Shen Yueshan, who had also received the news, exchanged a glance from afar. As the banquet was nearly over, they bid farewell to the guests and went together to the great hall where Emperor Youning had summoned them.

Though the banquet was held in the palace, Emperor Youning had only made a symbolic appearance before leaving to handle state affairs, so he arrived before the father and daughter.

Shen Yingruo had changed into fresh clothes, her newly dried hair hanging loose, while Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin knelt beside her.

“Chong’a, earlier Yingni fell into the water, and the Second Prince rescued her,” Emperor Youning’s brief statement carried many implications.

Though the current dynasty was tolerant of women—allowing widows to remarry and unmarried ladies to ride horses with young men in groups of three or five without issue—it still wasn’t so liberal as to disregard physical contact between men and women.

“Has a royal physician been called?” Shen Yueshan asked.

Shen Yingruo was slightly startled. She had expected Shen Yueshan’s first words to be a reproach for leaving the banquet, or questions about why she went to the lakeside alone, or how she fell in.

She lowered her head and replied: “The physician says I’m fine.”

She had been rescued quickly enough. With some warming medicine and care not to catch a cold overnight, if she didn’t wake up with a sore or tight throat and dizziness, she would be fine.

Shen Yueshan nodded: “How did you fall in?”

“I felt stuffy and went to catch some air by the lake. A wild cat startled me, and I fell in,” Shen Yingruo answered truthfully.

Hearing this, Shen Yueshan turned to Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin, who had also changed clothes: “Your Highness, how did you happen to be there when my daughter fell in?”

Xiao Changmin replied frankly: “When the Young Miss studied in the Inner Palace, we became close. Today, seeing her leave the banquet alone, I had brought some small items from Henan Prefecture that I wished to give her privately.”

A servant nearby held a tray with a Bian-embroidered fan. Since Shen Yingruo was skilled at embroidery, this wasn’t an inappropriate gift.

“How could there be wild cats in the palace?” Shen Xihe turned to ask. “Where are the clothes the Young Miss changed out of?”

“I’ve already ordered Liu Sanzhi to thoroughly investigate the Imperial Stables,” Emperor Youning naturally knew wild cats couldn’t be in the palace.

A palace maid brought forward Shen Yingruo’s changed clothes, mainly the cloak and outer robe. Shen Xihe picked up the cloak, appearing to search carefully for something while discreetly sniffing it. Despite the dampness making scents faint, she detected an unusually cool fragrance very similar to schizonepeta.

Cats are attracted to schizonepeta’s scent—any cat that smells it would pounce toward it. No wonder the cat had rushed straight at Shen Yingruo.

Putting down the clothes, Shen Xihe asked Shen Yingruo: “Did anyone bump into you today, or touch your clothes?”

Shen Yingruo had an excellent memory: “When entering the palace, I encountered two palace maids who nearly fell. I helped steady them.”

The maids had been descending stairs carrying items, unable to see their feet, seemingly forgetting how many steps remained. Shen Yingruo worried they might fall and break what they carried—which could cost them their lives—had helped support them.

She hadn’t imagined someone had tampered with her cloak at that moment!

“I remember what the maids looked like,” Shen Yingruo added.

“This matter will be thoroughly investigated,” Emperor Youning said. “However, regarding Yingni and Second Prince, Chong’a, what are your thoughts?”

“Your Majesty need not ask me. In the Northwest, customs differ greatly from the capital. Saving a life is good-hearted, but to have it cost marriage and turn good fortune into an ill-matched couple—I’ve always believed this custom shouldn’t be encouraged.”

Shen Yueshan spoke righteously: “If encouraged, how many young men might refuse to save lives, how many men and women might use it for schemes? How is this different from disheartening meritorious officials? If this custom hadn’t run rampant in the capital, no one would have used it to scheme against my daughter today.”

He didn’t care about these elaborate customs. He was a rough man who never paid attention to such things.

Emperor Youning was speechless. After all, Shen Yingruo was the one disadvantaged. Thinking how Shen Yueshan completely disregarded Shen Yingruo and wouldn’t care if people gossiped about her—if it had been Shen Xihe, he probably would have already drawn his sword.

“Yingni, what do you think?” Emperor Youning asked gently.

Shen Yingruo bit her lip. If Shen Yueshan hadn’t first asked whether a physician had been called, she would have thought he truly didn’t care about her, that his words were merely because she wasn’t Shen Xihe.

But with that question, she wanted to believe Shen Yueshan’s words came from genuine conviction, regardless of who was harmed.

“Yingni thanks Prince Zhao for saving my life,” Shen Yingruo steadied herself and said. “Though Yingni was close to Prince Zhao in childhood because he had saved me before, and I view His Highness as a brother, Yingni cannot repay kindness with injury by using this to entrap His Highness.”

“Yingni…” Xiao Changmin looked at Shen Yingruo in disbelief. Anxiously, he kowtowed to Emperor Youning, “Your Majesty, I am willing to take Yingni as my wife. I only hope Yingni won’t feel wronged as my secondary wife.”

“Being a secondary wife isn’t impossible, Prince Zhao is a royal prince of noble status,” Shen Yueshan spoke quietly. “However, my daughter is young and likely cannot be a good stepmother.”

Being a secondary wife was one thing, but being a stepmother too—his words acknowledged Xiao Changmin’s noble status while diminishing it.

This effectively silenced anything else Xiao Changmin might have wanted to say.

Emperor Youning also disagreed with having two imperial daughters-in-law from the Shen family. Moreover, he had decided to support the Crown Prince’s match with Shen Xihe—he’d already given her style name and only needed to issue the decree. He merely wanted to see if anyone would try to scheme for Shen Xihe under these circumstances, to test how capable his good sons were.

“If that’s the case, let this matter rest. I will order that no rumors spread in the palace,” Emperor Youning said. “As for Yingni’s incident, I will also investigate its cause.”

“Your Majesty…”

As Xiao Changmin tried to speak further, he caught Emperor Youning’s sharp gaze and lowered his head, pressing his lips together in silence.

The matter was temporarily settled this way. Since it happened in the palace, neither Shen Xihe nor Shen Yueshan could appropriately intervene, especially since Emperor Youning had guaranteed an explanation.

When Shen Xihe and her father left the palace, she shared a carriage with Shen Yingruo while Shen Yueshan rode ahead on horseback. After delivering Shen Yingruo to the Shen residence and helping her down, as she walked toward the gate, she couldn’t help but ask Shen Yueshan as he turned his horse: “Father if it had been Elder Sister who fell into the lake today, would you also say you didn’t care about reputation?”

No matter how this incident spread, it would affect her reputation. Though people wouldn’t dare speak openly, they would certainly gossip privately. She rarely cared about others’ opinions, but she had a heart of flesh—how could she not be affected?

“That wouldn’t happen,” Shen Yueshan answered decisively.

Shen Yingruo stared at Shen Yueshan in surprise.

Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain: “Father’s ‘wouldn’t happen’ means I won’t be schemed against.”



Chapter 270: Shen Xihe Shows Mercy
Shen Yingruo looked at Shen Xihe, then turned toward Shen Yueshan, who nodded.

For some inexplicable reason, anger surged in her heart, and Shen Yingruo said, “Weren’t you also pushed off a boat that day?”

Shen Yueshan’s gaze turned sharp – how could Shen Xihe have been pushed off a boat? Wasn’t it just the doing of Madam Xiao’s carefully planted spy who had been hiding for ten years?

Noticing Shen Yueshan’s anger, Shen Yingruo realized she had misspoken. This matter was her mother’s doing, and she shouldn’t have been impulsive, but she still stubbornly refused to bow her head.

“What Lingrong was to me then is what Madam Tan is to you now. Do you think if one day Madam Tan were to scheme against you, you could force her away?” Shen Xihe wasn’t angry though – Madam Xiao and Lingrong were both dead, and she had already taken her revenge.

Moreover, if not for Lingrong’s push, how would she have had the opportunity to receive Gu Qingchi’s guidance, and how would she have encountered the Immortal’s Sash, thereby obtaining the Bone-Shedding Pill? If she hadn’t gotten the Bone-Shedding Pill, even without falling into the water, she probably wouldn’t have many days left to live by now.

Fortune and misfortune were intertwined, so she had long since put that day’s events behind her.

Shen Yingruo looked at Madam Tan beside her, and she had to admit that if Madam Tan were to scheme against her, it would surely be a fatal blow. Madam Tan had grown up with her, just as Lingrong had grown up with Shen Xihe.

“I neither like nor dislike you,” Shen Xihe decided to speak plainly. “I understand your desires, but you’ve forgotten your identity. Besides being Father’s daughter, you’re also His Majesty’s niece. Don’t forget how you came into this world. His Majesty was able to use your mother back then, and he will use you in the future.”

Shen Yingruo seemed to have a sudden enlightenment, her pupils constricting. She appeared to have her soul stripped away in an instant, becoming completely dispirited and unsteady on her feet, requiring Madam Tan’s support.

Madam Tan couldn’t bear it: “Princess, please show mercy in your words.”

Such truth was too cruel. Over these years, His Majesty’s favor toward Shen Yingruo might not have been excessive, but he never neglected her in anything, being the only relative who kept her in his heart.

“I’m not saying His Majesty’s kindness to you must have ulterior motives,” Shen Xihe softened her heart after all. “Perhaps it’s to make up for his guilt. But you should know that His Majesty’s current favor, which you see as genuine affection, only feels genuine because you’re not close to us. Otherwise, do you think His Majesty’s favor could remain so pure?”

Shen Yingruo clutched Madam Tan tightly, looking as lost as a child who had lost her way, her eyes filled only with tears and confusion.

“You’ve had His Majesty’s protection since birth because Father didn’t favor you, which is why His Majesty showed you genuine affection,” Shen Xihe said softly. “You’re not an ignorant child anymore. You’re exceptionally clever and should understand better that we and His Majesty will one day find it difficult to coexist. You don’t lack wealth and status now, and it will be the same in the future.”

Whether His Majesty won in the future or they did, as long as Shen Yingruo maintained her current position, they wouldn’t harm her, and His Majesty wouldn’t implicate her. Even if the Shen family faced complete execution, at worst she could follow Xiao Fuxing’s example and take her mother’s surname.

Tears involuntarily slid down Shen Yingruo’s cheeks.

“Neither I nor Father have ever resented you for your birth,” Shen Xihe continued. “But ask yourself honestly, if right now you had to sever the blood ties between you and His Majesty, and in the future maintain a superficial relationship with him as I do, only then could you receive Father’s care – could you do it?”

In the cold wind, Shen Yingruo opened her mouth, wanting to say she could do it, but she couldn’t make a sound, because her reason told her she couldn’t!

Just as Shen Xihe said, His Majesty’s favor toward her until now should be free of any ulterior motives, even if there might be some watchful intent. His Majesty took her into the palace, let her be a princess’s study companion, taught her to read and understand principles, and was the only one who never forgot her birthday year after year.

Her respect and gratitude toward His Majesty wouldn’t allow her to be an ungrateful person. She couldn’t bring herself to dismiss all of His Majesty’s kindness over the years as calculation for future use just to gain Father’s care.

She wasn’t important enough for that. If His Majesty truly had such intentions, he wouldn’t have allowed her sister to enter the capital. His agreeing to her sister’s entry to the capital was an acknowledgment that Shen Yueshan showed her no parental affection, yet his rewards to her during festivals and celebrations never diminished.

“I… have become greedy…” Shen Yingruo almost used all her strength to utter these words.

“It’s not too late to realize this now,” Shen Xihe lowered the carriage curtain. “Live your life well from now on. Father said he won’t let anyone bully you.”

Shen Yueshan sighed lightly and also said, “Take care of yourself.”

Shen Yingruo watched their carriage disappear into the distance, tears rushing forth. When no one was around, she could no longer hold back and collapsed into Madam Tan’s arms, sobbing loudly.

Madam Tan gently patted her back, and after a long, long time, Shen Yingruo finally choked out, “I’m not as good as her…”

“The Princess’s magnanimity is beyond ordinary comparison,” even as Shen Yingruo’s confidante, Madam Tan couldn’t help but praise Shen Xihe.

Shen Yingruo desperately yearned for her father’s care, which undoubtedly competed with Shen Xihe’s interests. Shen Xihe never resented her for this, showing mercy for the second time after not resenting her for Madam Xiao’s actions.

Shen Yingruo had forgotten her situation, forgetting that she was still connected to His Majesty. If it were other sisters, they would have long used this to mock her, able to shame her to the point of extreme humiliation with their words.

Shen Xihe didn’t do that, instead gently awakening her – this was the third mercy.

Finally, Shen Xihe acknowledged Shen Yueshan’s promise that he wouldn’t tolerate anyone bullying Shen Yingruo – this was the fourth mercy.

If their positions were reversed, Shen Yingruo knew she couldn’t have done it. Not only could she not do it, but there probably weren’t many in this world who could.

She had always thought herself excellent in virtue, appearance, words, and achievements. She had believed that even if she wasn’t better than Shen Xihe, she wouldn’t be inferior. But today she understood that she was far behind Shen Xihe in both virtue and magnanimity.

“Why did you need to tell her all this?” Back at the Princess’s mansion, walking with his daughter in the inner courtyard, Shen Yueshan sighed softly.

“Just as Father told her not to think too much, better a short pain than a long one,” Shen Xihe replied. “If we didn’t wake her up, she might maintain her rationality once or twice, avoiding being used or provoked, but it would be hard to guarantee she wouldn’t waver the third or fourth time.”

Those words were somewhat cruel to Shen Yingruo, making her clearly understand her situation. If not for her softening at the end, she would have made Shen Yingruo deeply believe that the only person who had ever kept her in their heart had ulterior motives from beginning to end.

“Youyou is kindhearted,” Shen Yueshan smiled appeasingly.

Making Shen Yingruo completely disillusioned with His Majesty would have been the way to eliminate the possibility of her turning to His Majesty’s side. Though they weren’t close to Shen Yingruo, they were still connected by blood. If one day His Majesty hardened his heart to use Shen Yingruo, it might not be without impact on them.

It would be better to make Shen Yingruo guard against His Majesty early.

In the end, Shen Xihe couldn’t bear to let Shen Yingruo be too miserable, and so showed mercy in her words.



Chapter 271: Someone Doesn’t Want Him to Marry Youyou
Hearing this, Shen Xihe stopped in her tracks and turned to look seriously at Shen Yueshan: “Father, I wasn’t showing mercy, but rather refusing to judge anyone unfairly.”

Perhaps in Shen Yingruo and Shen Yueshan’s view, she couldn’t bear to let Shen Yingruo be too pitiful – that the only person who cared for her in this world had treated her as a chess piece since childhood.

What truly made her change her words was realizing that perhaps His Majesty’s feelings toward Shen Yingruo up until now were genuinely of guilt and affection.

Shen Yueshan couldn’t help but smile: “With Youyou’s intelligence, being uncertain whether His Majesty has such intentions, you should have made your judgment and completely cut off her thoughts. Youyou isn’t one to take risks.”

“Youyou isn’t one to take risks,” Shen Xihe also smiled gently. “If it were someone else, I would certainly have done so and made them believe it completely, even making them secretly hate His Majesty. But she bears the surname Shen, and is someone Father acknowledges.”

Just because Shen Yingruo bore the surname Shen, as long as she didn’t step wrongly, Shen Xihe would never actively use or mislead her.

A swelling warmth filled Shen Yueshan’s chest. His eyes showed endless pride – such a magnanimous young lady was his daughter!

Seeing Shen Yueshan’s eyes shining brightly, looking almost as excited as a wolf about to howl with its neck raised, Shen Xihe couldn’t bear to watch and had to pour cold water on his enthusiasm: “If she is truly bewitched by His Majesty in the future, I won’t show any mercy.”

Shen Xihe’s tolerance toward Shen Yingruo was based on Shen Yingruo’s awareness and sensibility. Otherwise, Shen Yingruo would just be another enemy she would kill if she wanted to.

“Cause and effect, the cycle of heaven’s way,” Shen Yueshan still wore a pleased expression.

If one day Shen Yingruo chose her side herself, she would have to bear the corresponding consequences.

“I want to go see the coming-of-age gifts my brother sent me,” Shen Xihe changed the subject, quickening her steps.

The coming-of-age gifts Shen Yunan sent to Shen Xihe arrived precisely today – an exquisite box. When Shen Xihe opened it, there were six gold bracelets inlaid with pearls, and her eyes immediately lit up.

Three were inlaid with turquoise, three were not.

The bracelets’ value wasn’t in their price, but in that they were like the one on her wrist – bracelets with hidden mechanisms.

Each bracelet could only hide three silver needles. Any more would affect the mechanism’s flexibility and shooting force. Once used, the silver needles couldn’t be reset. This mechanism wasn’t originally owned by the Shen family – rather, Shen Yueshan had saved someone skilled in this craft, who made three for him.

Shen Xihe only got one; the other two were given to the Northwestern arsenal to be dismantled and studied. After dismantling two, they finally managed to reproduce them.

This time Shen Yunan satisfied Shen Xihe – the turquoise-inlaid bracelets contained poisoned silver needles, while those without stones contained the usual anesthetic-soaked needles.

Shen Xihe was overjoyed, holding them lovingly in her hands. Shen Yueshan said sourly: “Father has also prepared a gift for you.”

“I know, I know, Youyou also loves what Father gave,” Shen Xihe hurried to console him.

“But you love your brother’s gifts more,” Shen Yueshan wrinkled his nose.

Shen Xihe had to put down the bracelets and change the subject: “Were there any other gifts today?”

Since it was her coming-of-age day, naturally many people sent gifts. The gifts received filled several carriages, and Hong Yu hadn’t even finished organizing the gift list – there were simply too many.

The attending Sui Axi could only say: “Princess, Doctor Qi also sent a gift today.”

Hong Yu remembered and went to fetch it – it turned out to be bundled medicine packages, which made Shen Yueshan’s expression darken. It was his daughter’s birthday – how inauspicious to send medicine!

But Shen Xihe didn’t mind. She and Xie Yunhuai were friends, and between friends, there weren’t so many taboos. She roughly understood that Xie Yunhuai was still somewhat mindful of male-female propriety, not wanting to send her hairpins, ornaments, or jewelry.

Opening Xie Yunhuai’s letter, Shen Xihe’s eyes brightened. Inside was a prescription – it was for medicinal baths, specifically treating various internal injuries!

For military men like Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunan, not to mention injuries from the battlefield, even just practicing martial arts would leave internal injuries. These injuries weren’t concerning when one was strong and healthy, but once they aged or fell seriously ill, they could be fatal.

“Father, quick, quick, you should take a bath tonight!” Xie Yunhuai had sent prepared medicine, and Shen Xihe was eager to know its effectiveness.

She instructed Hong Yu and others to prepare, then gave the prescription to Zhenzu and Sui Axi: “You two take a look.”

She had only glanced briefly and felt some ingredients were too precious to be widely used. She hoped Zhenzu and Sui Axi could offer more suggestions – if it could be modified to use common medicinal materials, it would be a blessing for the Northwest.

While the Princess’s mansion was bustling with excitement, the Eastern Palace was filled with a murderous atmosphere. The bedroom was warm with burning charcoal, but the oppressive air was no less bitter than the cold wind outside.

“Have you found anything?” Xiao Huayong stood by the tall candlestick, one hand rolling a black chess piece that gleamed in the candlelight, the other hand adjusting the lamp wick with its stem.

The fifteen-branched candlestick was tall and elegant, its fifteen candles illuminating Xiao Huayong’s extraordinarily handsome features. His eyelids were slightly lowered, his expression blank, inspiring fear.

“The cat was indeed from the Imperial Stables, missing for three days. The person who sprinkled catnip powder on County Princess Huaiyang’s cloak has been silenced,” Tianyuan said with a lowered head.

It was too quick, especially for the silenced person. He had people investigate – the death occurred before dark before anything had happened to Shen Yingruo. The person was silenced, all traces eliminated, and His Majesty’s people also found nothing.

Originally, Tianyuan thought this was a self-orchestrated play by Xiao Changmin, and that he would use any means to marry Shen Yingruo. But after investigation, it wasn’t that Tianyuan underestimated Prince Zhao – Prince Zhao simply couldn’t achieve something so traceless.

“This matter was aimed at me,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze darkened. “Someone doesn’t want me to marry Youyou.”

They wanted to marry Shen Yingruo to his second brother, to eliminate his intention of marrying Shen Xihe.

“Who could it be?” Tianyuan was completely puzzled.

Not His Majesty – His Majesty intended to grant the marriage. And if it were His Majesty, this matter wouldn’t be so easily resolved. If not His Majesty, those who could act within the palace could only be imperial consorts and princes – which imperial consort or prince could accomplish this so cleanly and neatly?

“This palace truly harbors dragons and tigers,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a cold smile. “When Youyou enters the palace in the future, we must all be vigilant.”

This time they schemed against Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changmin, probably knowing these two had some intentions, and so gave them a push. But they hadn’t expected Shen Yingruo to drag her feet – if both Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changmin had been willing to marry, things wouldn’t have ended well.

Either Shen Yueshan would forcefully intervene, making Shen Yingruo hate him extremely, and then they could use Shen Yingruo against Shen Yueshan and Shen Xihe; or if Shen Yueshan didn’t intervene, His Majesty would be forced to grant the marriage, and then it would be up to him to destroy this marriage.



Chapter 272: Bidding Father Farewell
The incident of Shen Yingruo falling into the water remained unsolved, with no traces to follow. The palace’s catnip was all accounted for. That day was also Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony, with many people entering and leaving the palace. Searching for catnip that could have been hidden in sachets without raising suspicion would be like finding a needle in a haystack. A thorough investigation would also expose Shen Yingruo’s fall.

The mastermind, seeing Emperor Youning’s intervention and their scheme failing, also dared not spread more rumors to force Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changmin together.

Although Shen Xihe also suspected it might be to prevent her marriage to Xiao Huayong, this wasn’t necessarily the case. Since the matter couldn’t be deeply investigated, she didn’t dwell on it.

Moreover, Shen Yueshan had to return to the Northwest. The year-end was crucial for them, and the Lantern Festival was a nationwide celebration. The Turks outside the Northwest didn’t observe such festivals and loved to launch surprise attacks at these times. If they learned Shen Yueshan was absent, they wouldn’t miss such an opportunity.

Before Shen Yueshan’s departure, he received Shen Yunan’s reply agreeing to marry Xue Qinian. Shen Yueshan personally made a formal visit. The Xue family, under Xue Heng’s pressure, could only pretend to joyfully accept this marriage.

Once the marriage was settled, it couldn’t be kept secret. Emperor Youning even summoned Xue Heng for this. No one knew what was said between ruler and subject, but in the end, Emperor Youning generously granted marriage between Shen Yunan and Xue Jinqiao, to be carried out after Xue Jinqiao came of age.

“Ah, why is your brother marrying that little demoness? Wouldn’t a bold and martial woman like me be better matched with your brother?” After learning this, Bu Shulin ran to Shen Xihe with a face full of abandonment.

“If you dare to go reveal your female identity to His Majesty and still survive, I’ll try to matchmake for you,” Shen Xihe was in a good mood about her brother finding a good match. She casually retorted before asking seriously, “You’re always mixing with the capital’s young nobles – have you heard any dirt on the Ministers of War and Justice?”

Playing the role of a noble youth had its advantages. These young nobles were mostly dim-witted but from prominent families, making it easy to get information from them.

Bu Shulin was biting into a plum cake when she asked mysteriously: “How have they offended you?”

Shen Xihe rarely actively made trouble for others unless they crossed her.

“This time they haven’t offended me, but they’re blocking my path,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Xue Heng returned from the palace only saying he’d told His Majesty about his declining energy and desire to retire, and that the Xue family’s future depended on the next generation. He only raised Xue Jinqiao, and in the end, just wanted to fulfill his child’s wishes.

Since he was retiring anyway, there was no intention of allying with Shen Yueshan. This was a tactful way of telling Emperor Youning he was willing to trade his career for his child’s marriage.

Emperor Youning had no reason to blame or resent him. He was considering who among his confidants to promote after Xue Heng’s retirement.

However, Xue Heng hadn’t told Emperor Youning when he would resign. The Emperor assumed it would be after Xue Jinqiao’s marriage, but Xue Heng likely couldn’t hold on until then. This wasn’t exactly deceiving the Emperor, but it bought them time. They needed to pave the way before His Majesty could make plans and before Xue Heng couldn’t hold on any longer.

The best method was to replace the Ministers of War and Justice beforehand, just like the Minister of Revenue. Once replaced, no further promotions could be made for half a year, greatly affecting the six ministries’ operations and efficiency.

“Oh,” Bu Shulin said with interest, “planning to build power in court? Why not ask the Crown Prince? You’re practically part of the Eastern Palace now.”

“He does his thing, I do mine,” Shen Xihe said calmly. “We each go our way, without conflict.”

Bu Shulin nodded: “Alright, I’ll go inquire for you.”

Having entrusted this to Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe didn’t waste effort sending others to investigate, avoiding alerting anyone who might catch wind and clean up their traces.

She spent a day with Shen Yueshan, packed the things she’d made for him recently, and reluctantly saw him off at the city gate the next day. When Shen Yunan left, Shen Xihe was sad but not affected. With Shen Yueshan leaving, her eyes stung with tears.

The grown man Shen Yueshan also had reddened eyes: “Go back quickly, don’t catch a cold.”

“Mm,” Shen Xihe responded glumly.

Shen Yueshan’s heart ached more. In the wind and snow, he adjusted Shen Xihe’s cloak hood, patted her head through the hood, and said hoarsely: “Take good care of yourself. Father will send messages often.”

“On this journey through snow and icy roads, Father must be careful,” Shen Xihe worried.

“I know,” Shen Yueshan smiled, then nimbly mounted his horse. The horse galloped a few steps before he pulled the reins, turned to wave at her, and then whipped the horse forward like an arrow leaving the bowstring, quickly disappearing into the vast snow.

Only after Shen Yueshan’s figure completely vanished did Shen Xihe let two streams of tears fall.

“Princess,” Zhenzu offered a handkerchief.

Shen Xihe took it to dry her tears, composed herself, and turned to head home. Unknown to her, after her carriage disappeared down the city gate’s long road, Shen Yueshan emerged from a small path on horseback, watched her departing figure for a moment, then finally whipped his horse and left with peace of mind.

Not long after Shen Xihe entered the city, a shivering young beggar rushed over and fainted in front of her carriage.

Mo Yuan carried the child over. Shen Xihe was about to order them to take him to a physician when she saw a piece of torn cloth in the beggar’s hand with “Ping Zhongye” embroidered on it. Her eyes flashed: “Take him back to the Princess’s mansion.”

“Ping Zhongye” was an agreement between Shen Xihe and the former Ah Dai, now Cui Dai – if he needed help, he would send a young beggar with something embroidered with these characters to find Shen Xihe.

Zhenzu and Sui Axi examined the young beggar together and found he had fainted from hunger and cold. They applied acupuncture, and he soon woke up. Realizing he was lying on a bed in the Princess’s mansion, he struggled to get up, afraid of dirtying the bed.

“Lie still and tell me what’s happened,” Shen Xihe waited nearby.

Cui Dai, now recommended by Cui Jinbai to the Cui family school, could read and write. He wouldn’t urgently send a message in such bitter cold unless it was important.

“Princess, a beggar came to our Lonely Garden from Lizhou County in Dingzhou, Hebei. His kneecaps were dug out, his legs rotting with maggots. When Brother Ah Dai came to see us, he said this person wasn’t an ordinary beggar and told me to find you,” the young beggar spoke fluently, pulling out a piece of silk from his clothes. “He asked me to give this to you.”

Shen Xihe looked at the silk and finally understood how serious the official corruption was in Hebei.



Chapter 273: The Darkness of Official Circles
Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu and Purple Jade prepare some food for the little beggar, along with old clothes and supplies from the Princess’s mansion, as well as rice and firewood. She herself disguised as a maid and went to the Lonely Garden. She couldn’t just report this matter based on one account – she needed to verify it herself.

Since this matter had been brought to her attention, she couldn’t ignore it. Moreover, since it involved the Lonely Garden, one wrong move could result in all these innocent children being silently eliminated. She couldn’t make a big show of going there either, as too many people were watching her.

Especially after Emperor Youning had hinted at marrying her into the Eastern Palace, even more people were scrutinizing her every move. If she went to the Lonely Garden, everyone would notice something unusual.

Fortunately, the Princess’s mansion regularly provided aid to both the Lonely Garden and Beitian Temple. When Shen Xihe went to the Lonely Garden herself, she also sent another group to the Beitian Temple, both carrying plenty of supplies for daily use.

The Lonely Garden looked cold and desolate, with an unpleasant odor carried by the bitter wind – sour and foul. While Zhenzhu and the others could tolerate it, it was particularly difficult for Shen Xihe with her sensitive nose. Worried that covering her nose might hurt the children’s feelings, she had to endure it.

When she finally met Qi Pei, the smell became truly nauseating.

“Everyone disperse. I’ve come on the Princess’s orders to check on your illnesses,” Zhenzhu immediately scattered the crowd.

This made things slightly more bearable for Shen Xihe. She pretended to cough, using her sleeve to cover her nose and mouth. The cool fragrance from her sleeve helped ease her dizziness. Zhenzhu looked at Qi Pei, the young boy who had delivered the letter to Shen Xihe – he was only thirteen years old.

The kneecaps of both his legs had been dug out, with the wounds festering from both injury and frostbite. The flesh was a bloody mess, with yellow pus oozing out. He was running a fever and shivering in confusion from the cold.

Although Zhenzhu had seen many gruesome wounds while following Old Master Baitou, Qi Pei’s injuries still made her draw in a sharp breath. Maggots had indeed formed. She needed to clean his wounds, and fortunately, with A Xi’s help, the two of them working together didn’t waste any time.

An hour later, they had properly tended to him. Shen Xihe walked around the Lonely Garden to get a general understanding of the situation there.

At the same time, at the mansion of Yang, the Minister of Justice, a steward hurriedly ran in. The old lady opened her eyes from her rest and dismissed the other servants. The steward whispered in her ear, “Old Madam, we found him – he’s at the Lonely Garden.”

“Why haven’t you brought him back yet?” the old lady immediately ordered.

“It’s not that we won’t arrest him, but today Princess Zhaoning sent people to the Lonely Garden for charity,” the steward lowered his head, expressing worry and anxiety. “She even sent her maid to examine and treat illnesses.”

“Why would Princess Zhaoning suddenly send people to the Lonely Garden? And specifically to examine illnesses?” The old lady’s expression showed slight panic.

“It must be coincidence. The Princess was seeing off the Western King from the city today and happened to encounter a beggar who fainted in front of her carriage,” the steward shared his speculation. “She took him back to her mansion and then released him. Perhaps this made her think of the Lonely Garden and Beitian Temple, so she immediately had people from her household deliver food and supplies to both places. Since coming to the capital, the Princess has often sent unused items from her mansion to these places.”

Old Lady Yang collected herself: “In that case, we’ll act after they leave.”

“Your servant heard they’ve been there for an hour already. I’m worried that if the Princess’s maid treats Qi Pei, he might know she’s from the Princess’s mansion and say something inappropriate that could harm the Second Young Master,” after expressing his concerns, the steward suggested, “At this point, Old Madam, we probably need to inform the Master to make a decision.”

“You useless lot!” Old Lady Yang’s face darkened. “A man with no legs managed to reach the capital and slip into the imperial city!”

The steward lowered his head silently at the scolding.

Old Lady Yang fingered a string of gold beads: “Go fetch the Master, and send more people to watch the Lonely Garden closely. If there’s no other way… set fire to the place and send someone in to kill Qi Pei!”

Shen Xihe was still unaware of the approaching danger. When she heard Qi Pei had awakened, she returned to the room. Zhenzhu had cleaned it and placed an incense burner, so when Shen Xihe entered again, she no longer felt dizzy.

“Prin-” Qi Pei, clearly aware of Shen Xihe’s identity, became very excited and tried to struggle to sit up.

“No need for formalities. Your injuries are too severe. Keep it brief, don’t strain yourself,” Shen Xihe sat down on the chair Zhenzhu had brought.

“Princess…” Qi Pei couldn’t hold back his tears. “Please help my family of over forty people seek justice. The officials in Hebei protect each other, forcing confessions through torture, turning black into white…”

Qi Pei, a thirteen-year-old boy, released all his accumulated grievances and sorrows at once. Through his crying and accusations, Shen Xihe finally understood the whole story.

The County Magistrate of Li County was Yang Xulin, the eldest legitimate son of Minister of Justice Yang Zhongxing. He had passed both imperial examinations in the thirteenth year of Youning’s reign, and in the sixteenth year was appointed as the magistrate of Li County. To be fair, this Yang Zhongxing wasn’t entirely corrupt – he hadn’t extorted from the people or made muddled judgments.

His three years of governance in Li County weren’t outstanding but weren’t completely worthless either. As his three-year term was approaching its end, he faced performance evaluation and promotion. Then a theft occurred at the wealthy Qi family in Li County – a group of bandits broke into the Qi residence at night.

They killed one of the Qi family’s guards and stole some hairpins and silver from the bedroom of Qi Jun’s wife, before being driven away by the family’s guards, all escaping.

Qi Pei’s elder brother Qi Jun reported the case early the next morning. After investigation, there were too few clues to solve the case. The current dynasty had regulations requiring theft cases to be solved within a specified time, and if the deadline was exceeded, the local official would also be held responsible.

At this point, Yang Xulin didn’t want such a blemish, so he forcefully claimed that Qi Jun had discovered the guard was having an affair with his wife, thus killing the guard and fabricating a theft case to cover up the murder.

The guard was a Qi family servant, so killing him wasn’t a major issue, especially with the alleged crime of having an affair with the lady of the house. Yang Xulin refused to pursue the case. When Qi Jun heard this, he was furious, assuming it was because he hadn’t provided enough bribes, so he took several hundred gold pieces to bribe Yang Xulin.

Unexpectedly, Yang Xulin returned all the money. Qi Jun had nowhere to appeal his grievance, but since he hadn’t suffered great losses, he thought to let the matter rest.

However, after Qi Jun’s rivals learned of this from the county office, they used it to humiliate him, widely spreading rumors about his wife’s affair with the guard. The scandal became known to everyone, and Qi Jun’s wife, unable to bear the shame, committed suicide.

Qi Jun couldn’t stop her in time and was devastated. Just then, the county office caught a group of thieves who admitted they were the ones who had broken into the Qi residence that night and killed the guard.

Having lost his wife, Qi Jun was determined to seek justice from the office, so he reported this to Shanggu Prefecture in Dingzhou. What he didn’t know was that the Prefect of Shanggu was a disciple of Minister of Justice Yang Zhongxing, Yang Xulin’s father, which was why Yang Xulin had been appointed to Li County in the first place.

Chapter 274: Arson to Silence
Before the complaint could even receive a response, Yang Xulin learned of it. Qi Jun’s luck was poor – that day, the Regional Inspector of Hebei happened to be at the prefect’s office. The Inspector had been a classmate of Yang Zhongxing, and after hearing the detailed account and learning of Yang Xulin’s refusal of the bribe, he trusted Yang Xulin even more.

They arrested Qi Jun on charges of defaming and attempting to bribe an imperial official, subjecting him to severe torture to force a confession.

The Qi family also began experiencing mysterious misfortunes one after another. Although Qi Jun was a merchant, he remained unyielding – he died under torture without ever stamping his confession. After learning of this, Qi Pei gathered some essentials and set out for the capital to file a complaint. He was pursued and attacked throughout his journey from Hebei to the capital, taking a full half-year. During these six months, he endured endless torment but somehow managed to survive with his last breath.

Fortunately, he was taken for a disabled beggar and given shelter. The other beggars, seeing his youth and severe injuries, left him at the Lonely Garden. Later, when Cui Dai came to teach the children, sharing his knowledge, Qi Pei witnessed this, leading to subsequent events.

“Princess, please help my family seek justice,” after finishing his story, Qi Pei broke down in tears as he pleaded.

Though Shen Xihe had long known of the corruption in government affairs, experiencing it firsthand was particularly shocking, and her expression turned cold: “Do you have evidence?”

“Yes, the people who robbed our home and escaped – I sent them to the Taoist temple our family has long supported,” Qi Pei’s tear-reddened eyes showed a glimmer of hope. Shen Xihe asking this question meant she was willing to handle the matter.

Of course, Shen Xihe would handle it. This matter happened to involve the Minister of Justice – she had been looking for leverage against them. Otherwise, she would at most have entrusted Qi Pei and the evidence to the reliable Court of Judicial Review.

Now, she would personally involve herself. As she was considering this, shouts came from outside: “Fire! Fire! Everyone come help put out the fire—”

Thick smoke began drifting over. The Lonely Garden’s keeper immediately gathered the children to run outside, with nearby villagers rushing in to help carry the panicked children out.

Through the smoke, Shen Xihe noticed someone moving with steady steps and a clear purpose, avoiding everyone while heading toward them. This person’s posture and behavior were unlike those simply coming to help with the fire.

“Zhenzhu, protect young master Qi,” Shen Xihe ordered. “A Xi, carry young master Qi on your back. Let’s go.”

To avoid attention, Shen Xihe had only brought Zhenzhu and A Xi. After Shen Yun’an’s encounter with the bandits, Shen Xihe worried about Shen Yueshan and assigned secret guards to follow. For this visit to the Lonely Garden, she hadn’t brought many people either.

Unexpectedly, the Yang family was so brazen as to set a fire to cover up their attempt to silence witnesses.

Shen Xihe took the lead. The approaching person was indeed targeting Qi Pei. Initially just observing them, upon seeing Qi Pei on A Xi’s back, his expression changed. But before he could act, Shen Xihe raised her left hand, shooting a needle into his neck.

He stiffened, then collapsed, caught by Zhenzhu.

Shen Xihe had used a paralytic needle this time – he was a witness, so she couldn’t let him die easily, nor was he worth wasting a poisoned needle on.

Just then, two more people rushed up from behind to attack Zhenzhu – likely the ones who had started the fire.

Shen Xihe, A Xi, and Zhenzhu were skilled fighters and could easily handle these trained attackers. They quickly subdued them and started moving out, but five or six more people rushed in, charging straight at them.

Zhenzhu stepped forward, drawing her flexible sword. At this moment, Mo Yu, who had been keeping close watch over Shen Xihe outside, leaped in. She spun and kicked one attacker away, landing gracefully before Shen Xihe: “I’ll handle this.”

With those words, she protected Shen Xihe and A Xi as they rushed out. Someone had somehow spread the fire rapidly, and when the liquid started splashing around with the smell of tung oil, Shen Xihe’s expression tightened – during the chaos, someone was throwing oil instead of water while pretending to help!

The Lonely Garden’s wooden buildings, now doused with oil, burned even more fiercely. Qi Pei had been placed in the innermost courtyard. By the time they left that courtyard, before reaching the outermost one, the fire had already surrounded all the buildings.

Mo Yu grabbed Shen Xihe’s waist and leaped up, but whistling arrows shot through the air, forcing her to land again with Shen Xihe.

By now the smoke was thick, choking in the cold wind, while searing flames leaped from all sides as if to engulf them. Zhenzhu had killed their pursuers and could only pull Shen Xihe’s group to shelter in an area of the courtyard without overhead beams.

“You protect the Princess, I’ll deal with those outside!” Mo Yu left Zhenzhu in charge and flew up. Dense arrows shot toward her again.

Mo Yu gracefully twisted to dodge, ignoring the raging fire under the eaves. She used her toes to push off, leaping to avoid a volley of arrows. Before she could catch her breath, another barrage came. Despite her agility, one arrow grazed her shoulder. She landed without changing expression.

Rolling to avoid another wave of arrows, she jumped onto their waiting carriage at the gate, using it as cover while charging toward the hidden attackers.

Shen Xihe stood in the open space, safe from the fierce flames but dizzy from the thick smoke, despite using her fragrance pouch and Zhenzhu wetting a handkerchief with snow for her. She couldn’t last much longer.

Seeing Shen Xihe swaying from the smoke, Zhenzhu searched around and spotted the closed door ahead. Assessing the fire, she thought if she could break down the door forcefully, it might not collapse and Shen Xihe could escape.

However, the door was covered in flames. Without hesitation, Zhenzhu grabbed two handfuls of snow and charged at the burning door. Shen Xihe frantically tried to grab her but was too late, watching helplessly as Zhenzhu crashed against it, pressing her snow-filled hands against the burning door cracks. The snow hissed into the water, and ignoring her scorched hands, she rammed hard.

The fire-weakened door wasn’t sturdy, and Zhenzhu had learned door-breaking techniques in the Northwest. This impact created a crack.

She retreated, her burned hands reaching for more snow. Between bouts of extreme pain, Shen Xihe tried to stop her but could barely stand, inhaling a large amount of smoke that sent her into a coughing fit.

A Xi couldn’t bear to watch. Setting Qi Pei down, he also grabbed snow and joined Zhenzhu in ramming the door.

As they created a crack in the door, a thick, flaming beam fell from above. A Xi grabbed Zhenzhu, shielding her underneath him as the beam landed heavily on his back, the heat making his pupils contract in pain.

Chapter 275: Forcing Me to Pass It by Lips
Having inhaled large amounts of smoke, Shen Xihe bit her tongue to keep from fainting at this sight.

By this time, the Imperial Guards and yamen officers had finally arrived at the distant scene. Those fighting with Mo Yu quickly retreated. Mo Yu immediately turned back, seeing the roof engulfed in flames, and shouted through the door crack to Zhenzhu: “Move away!”

She drove the carriage straight forward. The horses, seeing the fire, tried to back away, but she whipped them hard. Zhenzhu supported A Xi as they quickly dodged aside. The horses charged forward, smashing through the blazing door. Suddenly, Mo Yu’s expression changed as she shouted to Shen Xihe: “Princess—”

Almost simultaneously, she threw her sword, but an arrow had already struck someone behind Shen Xihe first.

The person who had been about to strike Shen Xihe with a dagger collapsed – it was the one she had previously paralyzed. Everyone turned to see King Lie, Xiao Changying, in red robes atop a tall horse.

Mo Yu’s sword is stuck in a nearby stone crevice. She rushed to Shen Xihe’s side, embracing her and quickly moving away. Still conscious, Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu: “Qi Pei…”

“Don’t worry, Princess!” Zhenzhu endured her pain to reassure Shen Xihe.

She understood Shen Xihe’s meaning – fearing that the Imperial Guards or supposed rescuers might have been bought by the Yang family to secretly kill Qi Pei. If Qi Pei died, no matter what Shen Xihe said, without evidence, the Yang family could deny everything.

“Your Highness King Lie, this person is an important witness!” Zhenzhu shouted to Xiao Changying, unable to support Qi Pei due to her injuries.

The approaching Imperial Guards and yamen officers stopped, awaiting King Lie’s orders.

Xiao Changying had his trusted aide personally carry Qi Pei. Though the main gate had been broken open and the cold wind dispersed some smoke, the fire hadn’t diminished much. Xiao Changying asked: “Are there still people alive inside?”

“Unknown,” Zhenzhu could only answer thus.

“Quickly extinguish the fire!” Xiao Changying shouted, and everyone sprang into action.

The actual firefighting took only a quarter-hour to extinguish the blaze. Searching inside, they found six murdered bodies but no other casualties.

Shen Xihe was taken back to the Princess’s mansion. The Yang family quickly learned that she had personally gone to the Lonely Garden, nearly lost her life, and rescued Qi Pei alive. They all turned pale.

Yang Zhongxing had been at the Ministry of Justice all day, busy with cases from various regions requiring review. Around New Year, all sorts of theft and violence cases increased, keeping the Ministry as busy as a spinning top. The Yang family servants came several times but couldn’t see him. When he heard about the arson at Lonely Garden, his face turned ashen with anger.

Right under the Emperor’s nose, such brazen criminals! Before he could send someone to investigate, a summons arrived from the palace calling him to an imperial audience.

When Yang Zhongxing entered the palace, Emperor Youning’s face was cold, with the expressionless Crown Prince standing beside him. Though the Crown Prince appeared emotionless, his gloomy aura was even heavier than the Emperor’s.

“Yang Zhongxing, do you know about the fire at Lonely Garden?” Emperor Youning asked coldly.

At this moment, Yang Zhongxing only thought he had failed in his duties and angered the Emperor. He quickly bowed: “Please calm your anger, Your Majesty. I am aware of this matter. After the Capital Prefecture investigates, the Ministry of Justice will thoroughly verify everything. We will not let anyone escape the law.”

“‘Not let anyone escape the law,’ you say.” Emperor Youning threw the memorial before him at Yang Zhongxing’s forehead. “Take a good look!”

This was a memorial from the Andong Protectorate, exposing how the Regional Inspector of Hebei and the Prefect of Shanggu County had protected the Magistrate of Li County.

Yang Zhongxing’s face paled: “Your Majesty if this is true, my unfilial son has abused his office. Please punish him severely!”

At this point, Yang Zhongxing still didn’t know if this was true, but he worried it was.

“Do you know that the person rescued from Lonely Garden was Qi Pei?” Emperor Youning sneered. “Tell me, who would dare to attempt such a thorough elimination of Qi Pei at this time, even setting fire right under the Emperor’s nose, and even trying to silence Princess Zhaoning in the process?”

Yang Zhongxing’s legs gave out and he collapsed to his knees. His whole body trembled – if he couldn’t understand the severity of this situation now, he didn’t deserve his position as Minister of Justice.

“It seems you didn’t know,” Emperor Youning was somewhat surprised, having thought Yang Zhongxing was behind everything.

“Your Majesty, though Minister Yang might not have known *cough cough cough*… but how did his family members gain such audacity to hire assassins?” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were cold. If not for his position being so chilly that a cold draft made him cough, he would have forgotten to maintain his facade in his anger!

Right now he wanted to tear the entire Yang family to pieces. If not for needing to properly convict the Yang family, he would have rushed to the Princess’s mansion long ago. When he heard Shen Xihe was injured, Xiao Huayong felt a violent urge to grind all involved parties to dust.

How dare ordinary people be so brazen, hiring assassins in the capital and targeting an imperially appointed princess?

“From the Regional Inspector down to the County Magistrate in Hebei, all serving the Yang family *cough cough cough*…” Xiao Huayong subtly changed position – the cold wind made his lungs uncomfortable at the slightest intake. “I am truly enlightened…”

Emperor Youning’s face turned iron-gray. Hebei, a strategic region, had effectively become Yang territory. He hated most when local officials disrespected imperial authority.

He had been wary these years of the Northwest nearly becoming Shen territory, with just one Western King. Now it turned out his close officials could also silently control eleven prefectures.

Yang Zhongxing’s lips moved but no words came out. He closed his eyes heavily, removed his official hat with trembling hands, placed it aside, and prostrated himself deeply before Emperor Youning.

This matter couldn’t be resolved by just dealing with the Yang family – from the Regional Inspector to the Prefect of Shanggu, each bore serious crimes.

With the New Year approaching, such a scandal emerging now ruined Emperor Youning’s festive mood and disgraced him. Officials conspiring together, distorting the truth, causing the Qi family tragedy – when this news spread, how would Hebei’s common people view him as Emperor?

Growing angrier, upon learning this case stemmed from Yang Zhongxing’s mother foolishly protecting her grandson, Emperor Youning sentenced her to be torn apart by five horses, warning court officials about controlling their households!

When Shen Xihe awoke, she saw Xiao Huayong sitting at her bedside.

“Your Highness, you…” Shen Xihe’s voice was hoarse and painful from smoke inhalation.

Xiao Huayong knew she disliked him barging into her chambers and restraining her maids. Expressionless, he picked up a bowl of medicine from beside him, and tested the temperature: “Drink your medicine.”

“Get out…” The weakened Shen Xihe had no strength for authority.

Xiao Huayong calmly scooped up some medicine and brought it to Shen Xihe’s lips: “Youyou, are you forcing me to pass it by lips?”

Chapter 276: Stubbornness Lasts But a Breath
Xiao Huayong was someone whose smile could revive all things like spring bringing warmth and flowers, but when he wasn’t smiling, his naturally imposing aura made people tremble with fear. At this moment, he maintained an expressionless face toward Shen Xihe, though his eyes still held their characteristic gentleness.

Shen Xihe knew his words weren’t mere jokes – if she insisted on refusing, he would truly do as he said. This made her even more furious, as she despised being threatened most of all. “Xiao Beichen!”

His fan-like long eyelashes fluttered twice as Xiao Huayong set down the medicine bowl. He turned to sit beside Shen Xihe, pulling her up, and before she could react, embraced her from behind, restraining her struggles. “Youyou, I’m already being very restrained.”

“You…”

“I don’t want to offend you or make you despise me.” He held her tightly, whispering in her ear, “So don’t force me, Youyou.”

“Xiao Beichen, you dare… if you dare…”

“If I dare, what will Youyou do?” Xiao Huayong embraced her even tighter, gently nuzzling her neck with his face. His voice was low and tender like an intimate lover’s. “Will Youyou, who prioritizes the bigger picture, abandon me because of this? Choose someone else? Who else could be more suitable for Youyou than me?”

“Legitimate heir, with a short life expectancy, hmm?”

The struggling Shen Xihe froze slightly. She had indeed chosen Xiao Huayong for these two reasons and had never intended to hide this from him. She was naturally frank, but being suddenly exposed by Xiao Huayong left her feeling inexplicably uncomfortable.

The strong scent of medicine wafted over as the bowl reached her lips. Behind her, Xiao Huayong’s voice was both coaxing and unyielding: “Youyou, drink your medicine.”

Shen Xihe felt somewhat tired and didn’t want to argue further, wasting good medicine. She managed to free one hand, grabbed the medicine bowl, and drank it all in one gulp. Then she pushed Xiao Huayong away forcefully, fixing him with cold eyes: “Legitimate heir status can be changed, and life expectancy can be planned for!”

Whether through Xiao Huayong’s death and His Majesty appointing a new Crown Prince, or perhaps just through Xiao Huayong’s dethronement – it would be the same. As for life expectancy, when it came to matters of life and death, meeting a narrow path, she, Shen Xihe, was never one to sacrifice her own life for others!

Afraid of hurting her, he had allowed her to break free and push him away. Xiao Huayong watched as Shen Xihe placed the empty bowl on the tall bedside table. She supported herself on the edge of the bed, her face slightly pale, wearing snow-white undergarments, her black hair falling like a waterfall over her shoulders. Her posture appeared delicate, but her gaze was so resolute that one dared not meet it.

“Don’t be angry, Youyou. It was my fault – I was overly worried and momentarily lost my composure.” His voice turned soft and gentle again as he apologized.

Shen Xihe was furious and pointed toward the door: “Get out!”

“Alright, alright, I’m leaving now.” Xiao Huayong displayed an obedient and compliant manner. “Rest well. I’ll handle the remaining matters, and you needn’t go thank Little Nine yourself.”

After these soft reminders, Xiao Huayong left with a smile. Only after hearing the door close did Shen Xihe lie back down.

Just as she lay down, Biyu rushed in and fell to her knees with a thud: “This servant was useless, unable to stop His Highness. Please punish me, Princess.”

Zhenzhu’s sister and Moyu’s sister were recovering from their injuries, and Mo Yuan had taken the guards to escort the Prince – they were in charge of guarding the Princess’s mansion.

“Rise.” Shen Xihe closed her eyes tiredly. “It’s not your fault.”

How could Biyu possibly have stopped someone of Xiao Huayong’s capability? Even if Mo Yuan and the others had been present, they might not have been able to stop him.

“How are Zhenzhu, Moyu, and Axi’s injuries?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

“Please don’t worry, Princess. The injuries aren’t severe. Moyu’s wounds will heal in ten to fifteen days, and Zhenzhu’s sister only has some minor burns that will heal in three to five days. Axi’s injuries are more serious and may take a month or two to recover.” Biyu reported in detail – these were all diagnoses from Doctor Qi himself.

“Who sent the assassins to Gudu Garden?” Having been reassured, Shen Xihe asked next.

“In response to the Princess, they were sent by the old madam from the Minister of Justice’s mansion,” Biyu answered. It was now dark, and the cause of everything had been investigated clearly.

“Such audacity.” Shen Xihe admired this old lady’s courage – perhaps it was true that ignorance breeds fearlessness.

To dare arrange murder in Gudu Garden, an orphanage within the imperial city that was set ablaze, was bold indeed.

“They didn’t know the Princess was there personally.” Biyu felt that if they had known Shen Xihe was at Gudu Garden, the old lady wouldn’t have been so brazen.

The old lady hadn’t acted impulsively. She had arranged for people from the Yang mansion to help evacuate people from Gudu Garden, intending only to take Qi Pei’s life. Qi Pei had arrived as a beggar, unknown to anyone, so even if he died there, no one would investigate.

She would then provide money to rebuild Gudu Garden. If they hadn’t encountered Shen Xihe and Moyu’s group, the prepared archers wouldn’t have been needed. It would have just been the death of a beggar who couldn’t walk – with no plaintiff to sue and authorities not investigating, plus money to rebuild Gudu Garden.

It wasn’t far-fetched to think this matter could have been covered up completely if only Shen Xihe hadn’t gone there personally.

“Where is Qi Pei?” Shen Xihe asked again.

“Young Master Qi is a witness. His Majesty sent people to take him away.” When the palace people came personally, they could only release him.

With the matter having grown so large, Qi Pei was safe now. Shen Xihe felt somewhat drowsy: “I’ll rest for a moment. Go prepare some thank-you gifts and have Uncle Aqing personally deliver them to the Fierce Prince’s mansion.”

Whatever Xiao Huayong said about how she needn’t concern herself with Xiao Changying’s rescue, she paid no attention to it. This was her matter – how could she need Xiao Huayong to handle it for her?

At this time, Xiao Huayong had just left the Princess’s mansion. This time, Tianyuan accompanied him out – he hadn’t sneaked out but had openly requested imperial permission to visit Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness, why did you have to do that?” Tianyuan didn’t understand why Xiao Huayong had forcefully kept the Princess’s maids outside – wouldn’t this only make the Princess angry with him?

Sitting in the carriage, Xiao Huayong lowered his head to look at a black piece on his fingertip, rubbing it gently: “A moment of impulse.”

In that instant, his anger had been uncontrollable. Knowing she was in danger, his heart had been anxious like fire. He wanted to express his concern, yet knew she didn’t need his concern, didn’t care whether he was concerned or not. This feeling of powerlessness and anxiety – even if he explained it to Tianyuan, he wouldn’t understand.

Seeing her unwillingness to show weakness before him even once, to yield even once, made him both angry and anxious. He had almost lost control, almost forced her to take the medicine, but reason had ultimately prevailed, preventing a grave mistake.

She was such a tenacious and strong person, her proud spirit would break rather than bend, making him unable and unwilling to force her.

“Returning to the palace?” Tianyuan sighed softly.

When it came to the Princess, His Highness had humility carved into his bones.

“Go to the Fierce Prince’s mansion.” Xiao Huayong’s expression darkened.

He would not allow Shen Xihe to owe anyone else a life-saving debt.

Chapter 277: The Crown Prince’s Gratitude Cannot Be Refused
Xiao Changying was called back to the prince’s mansion because he had led people to arrive at Gudu Garden in time. Emperor Youning found the matter suspicious – the patrol squad had arrived too slowly, perhaps hiding corrupted elements who had taken bribes from the Yang family. Thus, he ordered the Lie Prince to thoroughly investigate.

Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince, not just any royal prince. When he came, Xiao Changying had to return no matter how busy he was, unless it was an extremely urgent matter of life and death.

“Paying respects to the Crown Prince, your highness.” Xiao Changying arrived together with Xiao Changqing.

The people at Lie Prince’s mansion worried they couldn’t find Xiao Changying in time and not wanting to slight Xiao Huayong, had gone next door to invite Xiao Changqing.

“We’re brothers – Fifth Brother, Ninth Brother, no need for formalities.” Xiao Huayong maintained his usual gentle, honest, and humble demeanor.

“What brings the Crown Prince here?” Xiao Changying, already not close to Xiao Huayong and further distanced by Shen Xihe, had no desire for small talk.

“I just returned from the Duchess’s mansion. The Duchess asked me to convey her thanks to Ninth Brother for saving her.” Xiao Huayong said with a faint smile.

Beneath his long robe, Xiao Changying’s fingers clenched involuntarily: “Your Highness, this is a matter between my brother and the Duchess.”

“I understand,” Xiao Huayong replied calmly and gently. “Though Ninth Brother has done the Duchess a favor, propriety between men and women must be maintained. The Duchess wishes to avoid suspicion, hence asking me to convey her gratitude.”

Xiao Huayong raised his hand, and Tianyuan handed several letters to Xiao Changying: “This is my expression of gratitude. Ninth Brother had better read them carefully before deciding whether to refuse.”

Xiao Changying, who had intended to refuse directly, grew suspicious at these words and accepted the letters, emptying them.

Along with the letters fell a small ring. Xiao Changqing’s expression darkened.

Before Xiao Changying could react, Xiao Changqing pressed down on his hand and said to Xiao Huayong: “The Crown Prince’s strategy is masterful, but this gratitude is too great – my brother cannot accept it.”

As he spoke, he gently took the envelope from Xiao Changying’s hands, but as the corner of the envelope slid past Xiao Changying’s fingertips, he gripped it tightly and snatched it back before Xiao Changqing could react, opening the envelope.

Inside was evidence of Xiao Changqing’s bombing of the imperial tomb!

If this evidence reached the Emperor’s hands, Xiao Changqing would certainly die.

Xiao Changying closed his eyes briefly. His hands trembled as he folded the letter, and when he opened his eyes again, they were completely calm. He clasped his hands to Xiao Huayong: “Crown Prince Brother, I am deeply grateful for this gesture.”

“Little Nine!” Xiao Changqing said sternly.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze circled between the two brothers, and he smiled meaningfully: “Whatever you brothers intend, I don’t wish to interfere. However, anyone who dares to covet what is mine – be it people or possessions – I will ensure they die without a burial place.”

After delivering this warning, Xiao Huayong strode away.

Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying turned and bowed to his retreating figure: “Farewell, Crown Prince.”

Once he had disappeared, Xiao Changqing said: “You needn’t be coerced by him – this evidence isn’t conclusive.”

“It may not be conclusive, but you can’t explain it away either,” Xiao Changying countered. “You’re my brother – we rise and fall together.”

The Emperor didn’t need conclusive evidence. For something like bombing the imperial tomb, mere suspicion from the Emperor would be deadly enough. This wasn’t just about Xiao Changqing’s life anymore – if it forced the Emperor to issue an edict of self-blame, he and their mother and Pingling would all face the Emperor’s rejection.

“Do you know what accepting this means?” Xiao Changqing lowered his eyes.

He had guarded against everyone, believing he had left no loose ends, yet Xiao Huayong had still managed to unravel a thread of evidence. Even if not conclusive, in Emperor Youning’s hands it would be taboo. For ordinary matters, the Emperor might consider familial bonds, but this incident was the greatest humiliation since his ascension to the throne.

“It doesn’t matter,” Xiao Changying gave a light snort of laughter. “I can’t refuse.”

He couldn’t refuse what Xiao Huayong gave him – not just for Xiao Changqing’s sake, but also for himself, their mother, and their sister.

The Crown Prince had left the palace at age eight when he was only six and had just begun his education. They had no interaction with the Crown Prince afterward and had never personally experienced his methods. Today was the first time, and it made him deeply understand that the Crown Prince simply chose not to act – he knew everything and had plenty of methods. When he did strike, it was lethal.

“I’ve brought trouble upon you,” Xiao Changqing felt somewhat guilty.

Xiao Changying’s acceptance of this evidence meant he could no longer harbor any inappropriate thoughts toward Shen Xihe.

“She never had any intention toward me anyway.” Though heartbroken, Xiao Changying didn’t blame Xiao Changqing. “All these years, if not for Brother’s protection, I probably wouldn’t have made it to today. We’re born of the same mother. Even without the imperial tomb incident, I think the Crown Prince would have found other leverage to make me back off.

He… didn’t come to express gratitude, but to lay his cards on the table and intimidate us.”

He displayed his capabilities and methods as Crown Prince before them, letting them see clearly and judge the situation for themselves.

If they as brothers hadn’t yet become his enemies, he probably wouldn’t have just given this warning today but would have gone directly to the Emperor to expose them.

“The Crown Prince…” Xiao Changqing murmured.

These three words were too unfamiliar to them. Among all their brothers, Xiao Changqing could see through and predict them all. They had grown up together and understood each other, except for Xiao Huayong. They knew nothing about him.

Yet Xiao Huayong knew them inside and out – a truly chilling realization.

If he had been planning since he avoided the palace at age eight, what a terrifying person he must be. All these years he had stayed above the storm, watching the tumult, perhaps even orchestrating it. If he kept such close tabs on even them, one could imagine how deeply he had penetrated the court – likely even the Emperor didn’t know his true depth.

No, no one knew his true depth. Even though he no longer concealed himself from them, what he allowed them to see was only what he didn’t mind them seeing. His true power was unfathomable.

Thinking of this, Xiao Changqing couldn’t help but laugh softly, feeling strangely delighted. He couldn’t wait to see the expression on their brilliant and wise Emperor’s face – who thought he had every son under his control – when he was eventually defeated by the Crown Prince he never guarded against. What a spectacular sight that would be!

Shortly after Xiao Huayong left, Shen Qing delivered congratulatory gifts from the Duchess’s mansion. Seeing these gifts, Xiao Changying’s gloomy expression immediately brightened: “Tell the Duchess that I have received the Crown Prince’s thanks.”

Shen Qing had to return with the gifts. Xiao Changying looked toward the Eastern Palace: “Brother, you were right – she only had her eyes on the legitimate heir to the throne.”

He should have known – how could such a woman fall in love so easily?

It turned out he hadn’t won her heart, and even the high and mighty Crown Prince was experiencing unrequited love.

Otherwise, how could she let Xiao Huayong, who had come personally, lose face like this?

“We brothers have both fallen for the same woman.” Xiao Changying suddenly felt a kindred spirit with his brother in their shared misfortune.

Chapter 278: A Good Chance to Impress the Future Father-in-Law
“It’s different,” Xiao Changqing disliked anyone being compared to Gu Qingzhi. It wasn’t that he looked down on Shen Xihe – rather, to him, Gu Qingzhi was unique and incomparable. “Your fifth sister-in-law is naturally cold-hearted, while the Duchess Zhaoning is driven by ambition and self-interest.”

Xiao Changying didn’t argue, and both brothers fell silent.

After leaving the Lie Prince’s mansion, Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace, but that night he allegedly fell ill with a fever from catching a cold.

“Caught a cold?” Shen Xihe’s first reaction was that he was using illness as an excuse to go out again.

Xiao Huayong had someone in the Imperial Medical Office under his thumb and often acted recklessly, finding someone to impersonate him. When Emperor Youning occasionally visited, nine times out of ten he would encounter the Crown Prince just having taken his medicine and resting. The Emperor never grew suspicious, as he didn’t insist on seeing him in person.

Thus, he always managed to deceive everyone, partly due to how deeply ingrained the perception of his illness had become.

However, remembering that yesterday was indeed cold and that he was sensitive to cold yet still insisted on leaving the palace to see her, Shen Xihe thought that perhaps this time he truly had fallen ill. Since both Sui Axi and Zhenchu around her were injured, she could only say to Xie Yunhuai after he finished examining her: “Doctor Qi, please accompany me to the palace.”

“To see the Crown Prince?” Xie Yunhuai seemed to have anticipated this.

Shen Xihe nodded: “Though the Imperial Medical Office has many talented physicians, the Crown Prince is still undergoing acupuncture treatment. Now that Axi cannot continue treating him, I must trouble Doctor Qi.”

Because Xie Yunhuai was responsible for Shen Xihe’s health maintenance, he frequently visited the Duchess’s mansion. While Sui Axi excelled at acupuncture, he was weak in other areas, especially in diagnosis and prescription. He wanted to learn from Xie Yunhuai, who was generous with his knowledge. In return, Sui Axi shared his acupuncture techniques with Xie Yunhuai.

Recently, when Sui Axi was giving Xiao Huayong acupuncture treatment, he had many discussions with Xie Yunhuai about it.

“The Duchess seems to treat the Crown Prince differently,” Xie Yunhuai remarked as he packed up his medicine box.

“To me, he is both my lifesaver and my future husband,” Shen Xihe replied directly. “Of course, he is different from others.”

However, this difference wasn’t the kind that Xiao Huayong hoped for.

Xie Yunhuai agreed to enter the palace with Shen Xihe. Due to the winter cold, since Xie Yunhuai couldn’t enter the palace alone and Shen Xihe’s maids couldn’t bring him in, she had to go personally.

Upon reaching the Eastern Palace and meeting Tianyuan, after explaining their purpose, Tianyuan could only pull Shen Xihe aside and tell her truthfully: “His Highness isn’t in the palace.”

Shen Xihe nodded. She had originally been worried that Xiao Huayong had truly caught a cold, but his using illness as an excuse to leave was within her expectations. She didn’t find it inappropriate – this was Xiao Huayong’s private matter, and she had no interest in prying.

As she turned to leave, Tianyuan stopped her: “His Highness went to pursue the Northwestern King.”

Shen Xihe’s eyes sharpened: “Why did he go after Father?”

“Some petty criminals intended to harm the King, so His Highness went personally.” Seeing Shen Xihe’s cold expression and the worry in her eyes, Tianyuan hurriedly added, “Please don’t worry, Duchess. They’re just a mob of rabble, not worth mentioning.”

“A mob of rabble, not worth mentioning? Yet it requires his attendance?” Shen Xihe didn’t believe this. Her father was a veteran of many battles – if it were a minor problem, Xiao Huayong could have simply sent a message, and her father could have handled it himself. Why did he need to risk going personally?

Tianyuan looked uncomfortable as he said: “This servant advised His Highness the same way, but His Highness said…”

“Said what?” Shen Xihe couldn’t understand why Tianyuan looked so reluctant to speak.

Tianyuan lowered his head: “His Highness said this was a good opportunity to impress his future father-in-law.”

Shen Xihe: …

A surge of anger caught in her chest, leaving her neither up nor down. She had always known Xiao Huayong was shameless, but she never imagined he could be so brazen as to privately refer to her father as his “future father-in-law” in front of his confidants!

Sensing Shen Xihe’s anger, Tianyuan lowered his head even further. He had known the Duchess would be angry, yet the Crown Prince had been so confident before leaving.

“I offended her today, and though I eventually yielded, I still displeased her. If she hears of my cold and comes to visit the palace instead of first suspecting I’m feigning illness, it surely means she feels differently about me,” the Crown Prince had said, his eyes soft as if already envisioning the Duchess’s visit today: “Just relay my exact words to her.”

Tianyuan, feeling that as a confidant he should advise his master when he was getting carried away, had said: “Your Highness, the Duchess has always been proper and courteous. You… you haven’t even married, not even engaged, and yet you… the Duchess will likely be angry.”

“I’m not afraid of her anger – I won’t be there to face it. She distinguishes clearly between gratitude and grievance and is most considerate of servants. No matter how angry she gets, she won’t take it out on you,” Xiao Huayong had said with a smile, stroking his pillow for a while before leaving the palace.

In the main hall, Xie Yunhuai saw the usually calm and composed Shen Xihe storm out angrily. Although she suppressed her anger in front of him, her displeasure was undisguisable. Xie Yunhuai asked: “Is the Crown Prince well?”

“Very well. Let’s go.”

Shen Xihe left the Eastern Palace with a dark expression. Soon, word spread throughout the palace. The version from the Eastern Palace was that Duchess Zhaoning had caught the Crown Prince not taking his medicine properly and left in anger.

The Crown Prince, knowing he was in the wrong, immediately sent gifts to the Duchess’s mansion to apologize.

Those who heard about it felt their teeth ache from the sweetness – it was just taking medicine, yet they had to make such a scene of it. Who were they putting on a show for?

Back at the Duchess’s mansion, upon receiving Xiao Huayong’s letter, Shen Xihe learned that he had anticipated her anger and intended for her to play along in this act to make the palace incident more convincing. The letter also briefly explained that those targeting Shen Yueshan were Turks, aiming to leave the Northwest suddenly without leadership, frame the Emperor, and disrupt court affairs.

Indeed, Shen Yueshan had encountered a Turkic ambush in the valley before entering Longright Road. These Turks had been waiting for him there. With heavy snow falling and terrible conditions, they were trapped in the valley after the surprise attack.

Fortunately, the archers above had been killed by Mo Yuan, whom Shen Xihe had sent to secretly follow along. With people both front and back, they could only launch a frontal assault, but the enemy had set many traps, making Shen Yueshan cautious about moving. If he didn’t care about casualties, they would have broken free long ago.

These were all men he had carefully trained in the Northwest, and Shen Yueshan didn’t want to lose a single one. However, someone needed to take the lead in triggering all the traps, and that person would likely die. Shen Yueshan wanted to go himself, but all dozen or so men held their swords to their throats, threatening to commit suicide in shame if Shen Yueshan went personally. This made Shen Yueshan’s face turn iron-grey with anger, forcing him to stop and think of another way.

At that moment, several eagles circled in the sky. They dove down, passing over Shen Yueshan and his men, flying toward the narrow valley ahead. They triggered many traps hidden by the snow – volleys of arrows, swords, and rocks tumbled down from the valley walls.

A lone rider came galloping from behind them.

Chapter 279: Father and Son-in-Law Working Together?
Shen Yueshan’s guards quickly formed a protective circle around him, warily facing the approaching rider.

Tightening his reins atop his tall steed, Shen Yueshan squinted through the cold wind, watching as the figure tore through the swirling mist. As the blurry silhouette gradually became clear, that extraordinarily handsome face emerged – one that likely had no equal in the world.

Recognizing the arrival, Shen Yueshan raised his hand to dismiss his guards and scrutinized Xiao Huayong as he approached. Still mounted, he clasped his hands in greeting: “Crown Prince.”

The guards exchanged glances before dismounting in unison to bow: “Greetings to the Crown Prince.”

“No need for formalities, generals.” Xiao Huayong returned their greeting with clasped hands still holding his reins, then looked to Shen Yueshan. “Your Majesty, I’ve come specially to escort you.”

“Mere rats and mice – why trouble Your Highness to come personally?” Shen Yueshan did not attempt to hide his suspicion.

“When Your Majesty entered the capital, you mentioned wanting to test my martial skills. I’ve come today to fulfill that promise,” Xiao Huayong replied with a humble smile.

That day when visiting the Emperor at the palace, Xiao Huayong had indeed escorted him out and they had agreed to spar someday. However, as Crown Prince, Xiao Huayong couldn’t easily leave the palace, and Shen Yueshan had been busy accompanying his daughter, so this promise remained unfulfilled until now.

“Good! Let me see if Your Highness’s skills are worthy of being my son-in-law!” Shen Yueshan agreed readily, turning his horse to face the chaotic narrow paths ahead. “Does Your Highness choose left or right?”

“Your Majesty…”

A subordinate started to advise against it but was stopped by Shen Yueshan’s raised hand. His keen eyes fixed on Xiao Huayong, chin slightly raised, with an ambiguous smile.

Xiao Huayong urged his horse forward two steps, drawing even with Shen Yueshan on the left: “Let heaven decide.”

As he spoke, he gripped his reins and turned to look at Shen Yueshan, who had also turned to face him. Both men’s eyes blazed with fighting spirit. They shouted simultaneously, raising their whips as their horses’ hooves kicked up snow, charging up separate sides of the valley.

The wilderness stretched endlessly white. Their black cloaks whipped in the wind like agile eagles wheeling through the sky as they charged forward. Sharp arrows came flying – one, two, three…

As the arrows grew increasingly dense, wave after wave, expanding in their pupils, Xiao Huayong rolled his body, one hand gripping the reins while his foot hooked the saddle as he pressed himself between his horse’s belly and the rock wall.

Shen Yueshan instead drew his long sword. He merely hooked his feet in the stirrups, releasing the reins as his blade whirled in his hands, deflecting all the arrows while his horse continued its headlong rush.

When another dense volley of arrows came, he leaned back against his horse’s spine, his sword still whistling through the air.

At this moment, stones began tumbling down from both sides above them. Xiao Huayong’s dark eyes deepened as he flipped upward, dodging several arrows with a turn of his head. He reined in his horse to weave a serpentine path, avoiding both the falling rocks and hidden arrows.

Shen Yueshan followed close behind, watching as Xiao Huayong rode like the wind. His tall figure worked in perfect harmony with his strong, agile horse, rapidly judging and precisely evading each falling stone. Appreciation flashed in his eyes.

Xiao Huayong pulled out a bone whistle and blew. The circling eagles’ keen eyes targeted the hidden enemies below, throwing their formation into chaos. Xiao Huayong cracked his horsewhip hard: “Hya!”

The horse burst forward in pain. He kept his eyes forward. The Turkic commander of this ambush was Third Prince Munuha, who reacted extremely quickly, immediately signaling some men to shoot at the eagles while others continued launching hidden arrows at Xiao Huayong and rolling down stones.

Munuha drew his bow, first aiming at Xiao Huayong. Their gazes clashed across the distance, but at the moment of release, he turned his bow. Xiao Huayong was misled by this feint – he dodged what he thought was an arrow meant for him, not realizing the arrow had struck the thick snow on the cliff wall beside him. Huge chunks of snow began falling, growing larger as they rolled down the rock face.

Xiao Huayong immediately controlled his horse to leap up, barely avoiding the avalanche. As his horse’s hooves touched down, the Turkic leader used the same trick again, arrows once more targeting Xiao Huayong. He couldn’t slow his horse’s pace while holding the reins, or he would be hit by the flowing arrows or struck by the continuously falling rocks.

This arrow would be fatal if misjudged. If he dodged and the arrow hit the thick snow on the rock wall, he might not have time to dodge again. But if he didn’t dodge and the arrow was truly aimed at him, he would certainly be gravely wounded.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slowly upward. He first made a motion as if to rein in his horse and dodge the rolling snowballs, causing Munuha to instinctively lose his arrow. But the instant the arrow left the string, Xiao Huayong’s body sprang upward, successfully avoiding the deadly shot.

Munuha was just cursing himself for falling for Xiao Huayong’s trick: “Cunning Han!”

His capable subordinate had nocked and drawn almost simultaneously with Munuha’s shot. Three sharp arrows flew toward where Xiao Huayong had sprung up. Munuha also quickly drew his bow again, predicting how Xiao Huayong would avoid these three arrows, and released with a cold smile into space.

Having dodged Munuha’s first arrow, Xiao Huayong was still falling and hadn’t yet landed on his horse when the three arrows came flying. Mid-air, he twisted his body among the falling snow, drawing the flexible sword hidden in his belt and using it to push off the rock wall. Just then, Munuha’s second arrow shot viciously toward him.

Xiao Huayong turned his head as the arrow expanded in his pupils. Just as the arrow was about to pierce his flesh, a whistling arrow flew in from his other side, deflecting Munuha’s cold arrow right in front of him.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward as he quickly assessed the situation. He planted one foot on the rock wall and dove toward his galloping horse below: “Your Majesty, cover me!”

After several leaps to avoid the chaotic arrows, Xiao Huayong whistled. His horse galloped toward him as he rolled onto its back, hooking one foot in the stirrup to keep from falling off. One hand grabbed the bow and arrows tied to the horse while the other gripped the reins tightly, using the horse’s momentum to spring up.

Draw arrow, nock, aim – in mid-spin, he rapidly shot two arrows streaking toward Munuha and his trusted aide.

Their hiding place was narrow, bordered by rock walls. Both men instinctively backed up, but Xiao Huayong’s arrows were incredibly fast, reaching them in the blink of an eye. Munuha accurately brought his curved sword up to block his chest – the arrow pierced the blade with only its head penetrating slightly beneath the skin, but the tremendous force still sent Munuha falling backward.

Munuha’s aide lacked such precision and failed to block Xiao Huayong’s arrow. It pierced straight through his chest and back, killing him instantly.

Chapter 280: Preference Became Habit
With two main commanders severely wounded, the army’s morale collapsed and they quickly retreated. Though Munuha was unwilling, he could only allow his subordinates to carry him away. They had spent enormous resources preparing for this ambush, hoping to kill Shen Yueshan in one strike.

They planned to throw the empire into chaos and then take advantage of the situation. However, their scheme was thwarted by a young white-faced commander who appeared from nowhere. Munuha fixed his gaze intently on Xiao Huayong, burning his image into memory – this arrow shot today would be repaid in the future.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong had already gracefully landed on his horse and cupped his hands toward the rapidly approaching Shen Yueshan: “Thank you for the rescue, Your Highness.”

Shen Yueshan’s reinforcements had also caught up. After glancing back at his unharmed beloved general, Shen Yueshan was extremely pleased: “It is I who should thank Your Highness.”

He had initially thought it was just a small-scale ambush, but only after charging through with Xiao Huayong did Shen Yueshan realize how extremely dangerous it had been. Had he charged through alone, he would certainly have been wounded, and his subordinates would have suffered several casualties at a minimum.

“Assisting Your Highness is Yong’s duty,” Xiao Huayong replied modestly with a smile.

Shen Yueshan gave Xiao Huayong a meaningful look, then raised his whip and spurred his horse forward.

“Your Highness shows such gallant bearing!”

“Your Highness’s archery is superb!”

“Your Highness is so courageous!”

…

The soldiers following Shen Yueshan all offered compliments and cupped their hands in respect before spurring their horses to catch up with him.

Xiao Huayong smiled slightly and also urged his horse forward. Having left the valley, the wind and snow grew increasingly fierce, making it difficult to keep one’s eyes open. They had now entered Longyou Road, the territory of the northwest.

Battling against the wind and snow, they galloped for two quarter-hours until reaching a small town. The men and women of the town all recognized Shen Yueshan. Upon seeing him, they emerged from their homes to welcome him warmly. Some villagers even brought out their six or seven-year-old children, asking Shen Yueshan: “Your Highness, my child is sturdy – let him join the army camp to follow you and protect our homeland!”

“Mine too, my boy is also strong and can eat plenty!”

“Ah Qi’er, you just can’t afford to feed him anymore and want to send him to the army camp for His Highness to feed…”

This sparked a round of hearty laughter. The people showed both respect and familiarity toward Shen Yueshan, who also displayed no airs. He even good-naturedly squeezed the arm of a child pushed toward him: “Not bad, sturdy indeed, but still needs more nourishment at home. I can’t afford to feed you.”

“Your Highness, we can’t afford to feed him either – this little one eats too much!” the middle-aged man bantered casually with Shen Yueshan.

“Go ask Magistrate Niu at the prefect’s office why you can’t afford to feed your children,” Shen Yueshan declared magnanimously. “I only look after your safety – keeping you well-fed is the court’s responsibility.”

“Don’t listen to his nonsense, Your Highness. We all eat well and praise the court’s benevolence and generosity.” Someone who was respected in the town pushed the crowd back and led Shen Yueshan’s group inside.

They were given hot water and boiled sheep’s milk to warm themselves.

After changing clothes, Xiao Huayong and Shen Yueshan sat by the fire while the others went elsewhere to rest.

The crackling of sparks was especially clear in the small, quiet room. The bone soup in the hanging pot gave off an enticing aroma. The bright flames cast half of Shen Yueshan’s face in red light: “What Your Highness said about my son, I now understand; Your Highness’s intentions, I have witnessed today. To be frank, before today, I harbored many suspicions about Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong listened with a gentle smile, like a junior heeding an elder’s teachings.

“Youyou is my daughter. I know better than anyone that since childhood, she has never had any interest in forming marriage bonds with others…” On this point, Shen Yueshan showed some self-reproach.

Shen Xihe had no mother and thus lacked some of the feminine gentleness and shyness typical of young women. From childhood, her greatest wish was simply to live a few more days, to spend more time with her father and brother. Apart from her father and brother, and the Tao family, she didn’t take anyone else to heart, nor did she plan to.

This was because her illness prevented her from experiencing intense emotions – great joy and great sorrow were especially forbidden. For the sake of longevity, she deliberately minimized the number of people who could cause her to worry or affect her emotions.

In her youth, she read too many romance novels about infatuated men and resentful women, which led her not only to lack any yearning for romance between men and women but also to regard it as taboo. She didn’t find those passionate entanglements moving or earth-shattering; rather, she thought those men and women were selfish, obsessed, and foolish, wasting their lives.

Seeking death for a stranger, disregarding one’s closest family for an unrelated person…

Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an were too busy, sometimes only seeing her once every ten days or half a month. Her education was always handled by female tutors, but these tutors only taught proper conduct, understanding principles, and knowing etiquette. Not being her birth mother, how could they dare overstep and teach her about matters between men and women?

This led Shen Xihe to form her unique way of thinking about such matters. Combined with her dependence on her father and brother, she felt even more strongly that allowing herself to develop feelings for a stranger would lead to losing control and becoming unrecognizable – something she never wanted in her life.

“Actually, in earlier years, when her brother and I teased her about such things, she did say a thing or two. We just thought she was shy as a young woman and didn’t want to tease her further for fear of upsetting her and harming her health…” Shen Yueshan’s tone grew increasingly heavy as he spoke. “It wasn’t until my son properly came to the capital in the first month that I realized how much we father and son had overlooked.”

Xiao Huayong had never quite understood why Shen Xihe was so uniquely cold and disinterested in matters of love between men and women. He had asked her before, and she told him it was because the world was unfair – he had believed that. Only now, hearing from Shen Yueshan, did he realize there was much more to it.

Was she someone who, because of her physical weakness that prevented great joy or sorrow, had concluded that all historical cases of infatuated lovers involved such extreme emotions, and thus subconsciously suggested to herself that falling in love was equivalent to disregarding one’s life?

And because she wanted to live longer, she had cut off such thoughts early on, and these thoughts had become deeply rooted over many years.

Moreover, having been raised in the palm of Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an’s hands, she was extremely dependent on familial affection. Being frightened by those romance novels where people abandoned their families for the sake of earth-shattering romance, she warned herself never to become such a person.

During this process, she must have discussed with others why someone would disregard family ties for a stranger.

Perhaps someone, unable to win the argument or convince her, had told her something like “You’ll understand when you meet the right person – emotions can’t be controlled.”

This must have made her even more afraid of becoming such a person and hurting Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an, causing her to reject romantic love even more strongly.

Understanding why Shen Xihe had developed such a personality, Xiao Huayong’s heart ached slightly. If she had had a mother’s guidance and companionship, if she had witnessed her parents’ deep conjugal love, she surely wouldn’t have turned out this way.

Shen Yueshan raised his eyes and looked at Xiao Huayong with sincere intensity: “Your Highness, if you’re not seeking mutual love and affection; Youyou will be the most virtuous wife in the world.”

No jealousy, no drama, managing the household, maintaining the inner quarters – no one could surpass her in these aspects.

Chapter 281: Sincerity Can Pierce Through Metal and Stone
A woman like Shen Xihe would live a compliant life with any ordinary man.

She wouldn’t care about her husband’s affections, and she wouldn’t need him to establish her authority as the mistress of the household – she could establish that herself.

If her husband knew propriety and observed boundaries, they would live in peace; if he didn’t understand the rules and tried to embarrass her, she had ways to become a widow and take charge of the household.

The prerequisite for this was emotionlessness, just being an ordinary couple showing mutual respect. What Xiao Huayong sought was her heart and her feelings.

“Your Highness, Yong has never failed to achieve what he set out to do,” Xiao Huayong replied candidly. “Please rest assured, my feelings for Youyou are not a man’s desire to conquer, but a sincere wish to join hearts with her forever.”

“After Your Highness personally came today, risking danger to help me, I believe in your feelings for Youyou,” Shen Yueshan nodded. “But hearts easily change – can Your Highness guarantee consistency forever?”

Hearing this, a sharp glint appeared in Xiao Huayong’s eyes: “Your Highness has been widowed for many years – why have you remained alone until now?”

“You think I’ve never wavered?” Shen Yueshan didn’t care how Xiao Huayong viewed him. “How many truly faithful people are there in this world? Though I had feelings for my late wife, it wasn’t so deep that I could remain faithful to her memory for life after her death.

Moreover, given my noble status, the ladies who have come and gone around me over these years have been of all types – some even surpassing my late wife.”

“Yet Your Highness never took that step,” Xiao Huayong observed.

“It’s not because of deep love or loyalty, nor exceptional self-control,” Shen Yueshan picked up a stick to poke at the fire. “Rather, in my heart, Youyou and Buwei are more important. Whenever my heart wavered, I would ask myself: if I brought such a woman home, could I bear the cost of alienating my children?”

The answer was no – he couldn’t bear it. Shen Yun’an was his eldest son, the heir he had poured his heart and soul into nurturing. Shen Xihe was his beloved daughter, born weak due to his negligence, and all his guilt and tenderness were poured into her.

He had raised her from a tiny bundle to an elegant young woman. When she was small, even her cries were intermittent, with only tears rolling down like pearls – you couldn’t hear continuous crying. Fearing she might cry herself breathless, he became especially protective.

This protection, as she gradually grew up, and the sense of achievement at seeing her slowly become stronger under his careful care, was no less satisfying than conquering cities. Slowly it became his habit – the habit of caring for her emotions, the habit of seeing her smile…

It was this habitual favoritism, and the joy and warmth she returned to him as she grew, that made him value her more and more – value her so much that he couldn’t bear to see her sad, enabling him to control any impulses that might cause her sorrow.

“If even I as her father am like this, how much more so for you who would just be her husband,” Shen Yueshan was more incisive and honest than Shen Yun’an. “Over these years, if I hadn’t seen her growing day by day, becoming thoughtful, becoming well-behaved, becoming lovable, I might not have managed this either.”

At Shen Yueshan’s age, he no longer believed in passionate vows or promises of eternal love. He believed in the give-and-take of feelings between people.

He didn’t know if Shen Xihe hadn’t grown up to be like this – if instead, she had become willful and rebellious, unfilial, only taking from him and Shen Yun’an without showing care – whether he could still be the good father he was now, indulging and protecting her in everything.

Shen Yueshan’s words left Xiao Huayong silent, a trace of uncertainty flashing in his eyes.

This uncertainty wasn’t doubt about his feelings or sincerity, but rather a reverence for the unknown future. He didn’t have Shen Yueshan’s experience, nor had he been through as many trials. He didn’t know if he too would become someone inconstant in the future.

Xiao Huayong’s reaction pleased Shen Yueshan even more. If he had made firm promises without consideration, such overconfidence would have worried Shen Yueshan and further proved that Xiao Huayong wasn’t truly thinking about Shen Xihe and their future.

“If Youyou shared mutual feelings with you, I might have fewer concerns, but given Youyou’s personality…” Shen Yueshan sighed lightly.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze turned to the heavy snow falling outside the window, his focus shifting from blank to gradually sharpening, his eyes showing unshakeable determination: “Your Highness’s heartfelt words, Yong is deeply grateful.”

He turned his head, meeting Shen Yueshan’s gaze directly without evasion: “Youyou has been determined since childhood to abandon emotions and love. Her mind is strong, and not easily swayed. I know what Your Highness and the Crown Prince worry about – that in the future, my one-sided love might turn to resentment if unrequited, and I might hurt her because of it.”

Shen Yueshan nodded.

“That day, the Crown Prince also mentioned this to me, and I vowed my heart would not change, my feelings would know no regret,” Xiao Huayong slowly broke into a smile that, in the firelight, seemed as gentle and warm as a spring breeze. “Today Your Highness has been honest with Yong, so I will say the same, though Your Highness surely won’t believe it.”

“I don’t,” Shen Yueshan bluntly stated.

Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened: “Then I promise Your Highness, if one day I no longer have the strength to pursue Youyou’s heart, I will withdraw in time and let her return to the northwest, never causing her the slightest harm.”

Shen Yueshan’s eyes were profound as he gazed deeply into Xiao Huayong’s eyes, examining him for a long while: “Why?”

As a father, he naturally felt Shen Xihe was a flawless young lady, but he wasn’t so deluded as to think everyone under heaven should view her this way.

So was Shen Xihe worth Xiao Huayong pouring out his heart like this?

Xiao Huayong pondered seriously for a moment before shaking his head with a rueful smile: “When Your Highness asks me why, I can’t give a single reason. I don’t know when I began caring for her, don’t know when I placed her in my heart, don’t know when I began wanting to hold her hand and never let go for the rest of my life…”

Tracing back to the root, he couldn’t explain the specifics – he only knew his heart was moved, beyond his control, unable to extricate himself.

Shen Yueshan examined Xiao Huayong for a moment before breaking into pleased laughter: “Hahahahaha…”

His laughter was unrestrained and wild, carrying a proud satisfaction.

After finishing his laugh, Shen Yueshan patted Xiao Huayong’s shoulder: “Your Highness, persistence can carve through metal and stone.”

In Shen Yueshan’s encouraging words, Xiao Huayong heard both schadenfreude and the teasing tone of someone looking forward to a good show.

However, though he knew Shen Yueshan was just waiting to see him make a fool of himself, Xiao Huayong didn’t dare point this out. He could only say: “Yong deeply believes that true sincerity can split open metal and stone.”

Shen Yueshan gave him an encouraging look. The lamb soup was ready, and others brought in dishes. In his good mood, Shen Yueshan called for wine, letting everyone drink a few cups to warm up and celebrate.

When Shen Yueshan took out his rattan cup, Xiao Huayong stared at it intently, unable to look away.

Shen Yueshan thought he was looking at how the human figure carved on it resembled Shen Xihe and boasted: “This was a gift from Youyou. She’s always like this – whenever she gets something good, she thinks of me, her father.”

Chapter 282: Shen Xihe’s Admonition
The cold wind blew in, and despite downing a cup of hot wine, Xiao Huayong felt no warmth – instead, his heartfelt chilly, as if he were standing naked in the snow and ice.

He wasn’t angry, just hurt. He knew Shen Xihe held no feelings for him, but seeing her give away his carefully chosen gift to another, even if that person was her birth father, made him jealous!

The earlier joy of gaining Shen Yueshan’s approval vanished completely. Without Shen Yueshan having to chase him away, he hurriedly left early the next morning.

“Your Highness, the Prince seems displeased?” The deputy commander didn’t understand why the Prince’s attitude had changed so dramatically after one night’s sleep.

Shen Yueshan gave a somewhat mocking cold laugh: “Ambitious wolf.”

Now he understood – if it were just Youyou giving him a cup, why would the young man look so sour? He should have shown more admiration. The cup was originally his gift to Youyou, who then gave it to her father, causing such a sullen expression.

His daughter had to marry, and this man was smitten with her – what could he as a father do to prevent it? Accepting Xiao Huayong as a son-in-law didn’t mean he had to like him. Between father-in-law and son-in-law, there was never any question of liking each other.

When there was business to discuss, they would discuss it; when there wasn’t, son-in-law and father-in-law were enemies!

Seeing his enemy’s discomfort made Shen Yueshan cheerful. He raised his horsewhip and rode forward leisurely.

After a few steps, Shen Yueshan stopped, his expression darkening: “Oh no.”

“What’s wrong, Your Highness?” The commanders quickly gathered around, many worried, some vigilantly scanning the surroundings.

“Forgot to get His Highness to share his falcon training methods.” Shen Yueshan felt he’d missed an opportunity.

That Xiao Huayong could train so many obedient falcons – he’d only known of such masters in Khitan, never in Central Plains.

If they could train a batch of falcons for scouts, it would greatly benefit future military campaigns.

Whether for concealment, enemy detection, or disrupting enemy forces, it would be an extraordinary tactic.

“Don’t worry, Your Highness – you’ll be in-laws in the future,” teased the trusted deputy commander. “I noticed the Prince is quite thoughtful. He’ll probably offer it without Your Highness having to ask.”

Shen Yueshan glanced at him, just shaking his head lightly: “Let’s go.”

Regarding the falcon training, he would need to find time to discuss it privately with Xiao Huayong. As for whether these two could grow old together, even Shen Yueshan dared not conclude. Both were strong-willed people, not easily swayed.

He didn’t know if the future would bring his precious daughter’s ice melting or the Prince’s graceful withdrawal.

It was better to be clear about such crucial matters. Shen Yueshan didn’t want to take advantage of others, affecting his daughter’s decision – not trying to curry favor with him to influence his daughter’s response.

Three days after Xiao Huayong left, Shen Xihe grew worried about Shen Yueshan’s safety, as Mo Yuan had not yet returned with his men.

His Majesty had been busy purging Hebei Road these days, reorganizing everything from top to bottom. The court appointments had indeed been improper, leading to the Qi family tragedy. There were many compensations for Qi Pei, but Qi Jun and his wife could never be brought back to life, and Qi Pei would never stand again.

Qi Pei had begged the Princess’s manor physicians to treat him, and Emperor Youning had permitted it. Xie Yunhuai, Zhenzhu, and Axi took turns treating him. With his strong will to live, they managed to save his life, though he would never walk again and might suffer unbearable knee pain in cold weather.

“Being able to survive is enough for this humble one,” Qi Pei seemed accepting.

Shen Xihe stared at him. Though he appeared peaceful, she could sense the complete lack of light in his eyes, a dangerous darkness: “Do you know why I helped you?”

Not understanding why Shen Xihe asked this, Qi Pei could only answer: “The Princess is kind-hearted.”

“Kind-hearted?” Shen Xihe gave a derisive laugh. “You’re wrong. I didn’t save you out of kindness, but because before you came, I already wanted to deal with the Yang manor.”

Zhenzhu and Axi glanced at Shen Xihe, while Xie Yunhuai stood smiling.

Qi Pei’s eyes grew darker.

“Does it feel cold? Like there’s no warmth in this world?” Shen Xihe struck at his heart directly. “We’re neither family nor friends – why should I save you? Don’t place extravagant hopes on any strangers in this world. This is the first lesson I want to teach you today.”

Qi Pei bowed his head, cupping his hands: “Thank you for the Princess’s instruction.”

Shen Xihe crossed her shawl over her chest, slowly walking toward the window: “Right now you must feel resentful, cursing the world’s injustice, hating that heaven is blind.”

Qi Pei remained silent. He didn’t want to deny it, knowing Shen Xihe could judge truth from lies: “Should I not hate?”

“You should,” said Shen Xihe. “No one should suffer unjustly. When others bully and humiliate you, you should strike back. But if you harm innocent people because of this, you become no different from those you hate, and lose the right to hate.”

Qi Pei suddenly raised his head to look at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe turned back at that moment, giving him a gentle smile: “Those who can endure great ups and downs, physical disability, and loss of family are no ordinary people. Having survived this ordeal today, no future hardship can trap you. But I hope you emerge as a butterfly from your cocoon, not an evil dragon breaking free.

If you resent this world, then use all your strength to change it. Only cowards vent their hatred on the weak.”

Qi Pei’s gaze was blank as he stared unfocused in Shen Xihe’s direction.

“This is my second lesson today: you may hate and resent, but don’t become the kind of person you despise and hate.”

“Don’t become the kind of person you despise and hate…” These words struck the deepest part of Qi Pei’s soul, making him somewhat fearful, feeling completely seen through by Shen Xihe.

“I saved you partly because you happened to help me achieve my goals, but fundamentally because your family was truly innocent victims,” Shen Xihe finally addressed this point. If she had started with this, she wouldn’t have resonated with Qi Pei’s inner feelings.

As a victim, at this time he wouldn’t have listened to anyone telling him to be at peace, to be a good person in the future.

Shen Xihe didn’t want him to act normal only in front of her out of gratitude while being a madman behind her back.

“If your Qi family weren’t innocent victims, if you had been involved with the Yang manor, I wouldn’t have helped,” Shen Xihe said. “The Yang manor’s harm to your family – the main culprit was drawn and quartered, the Minister of Justice banished three thousand li, the Li County magistrate beheaded, the prefect dismissed and permanently barred from office, the governor sentenced to three years’ hard labor, his descendants banned from office for three generations – this is the answer given for your brother and sister-in-law.”

“But my brother and sister-in-law can’t come back to life,” Qi Pei’s eyes filled with tears.

“The dead are gone, the living continue,” Shen Xihe said softly. “I haven’t experienced your hardships and have no right to tell you to let go, but since you’ve survived through such difficulty, I think it’s better to bring glory to the Qi family and comfort your ancestors, making your brother and sister-in-law smile in the afterlife, than to create more pitiful people like yourself through vengeful hatred.”

Chapter 283: The Crown Prince Won’t Be an Unknown Hero
Shen Xihe could only say this much, as saying more would be annoying. As for whether he could take it to heart and let go of his resentment, that would be up to Qi Pei himself.

Whether he would do good or evil in the future depended entirely on his own choices.

Walking out the door, a cold wind swept toward them, and Shen Xihe paused, turning her head slightly: “Qi Pei, what kind of person is your elder brother?”

“Though my brother is a merchant, he is righteous. In business dealings, he values honesty above all. Every year he also donates to the Orphanage and Poor Relief House, and whenever he passes by Taoist or Buddhist temples, he always leaves money for incense.” In Qi Pei’s heart, his brother was the most upright person.

In the faint daylight, Shen Xihe let a gentle smile bloom: “When you feel uncertain, why not think about what kind of person your brother hopes you will become.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe stepped over the threshold, departing with the cold wind.

Through the latticed window, Qi Pei’s gaze followed her, watching as winter plum petals danced and snowflakes scattered. Her elegant, otherworldly profile was as gentle as spring light, and her words deeply etched themselves in his mind.

What kind of person did his brother hope he would become?

His contemplative eyes gradually lost focus on the snowy scene as he recalled his brother’s earnest teachings from years past.

“Our Pei, in the future you must be strong and righteous. Brother doesn’t ask that you become rich and powerful, doesn’t ask that you stand out above others, only asks that you live without shame in your heart.”

His eyes stung as glistening tears fell, landing on the back of his hand, causing Qi Pei to once again break down in uncontrollable sobs.

From far away, Shen Xihe heard Qi Pei’s no longer suppressed crying and finally showed a satisfied smile. It was good that he could have a thorough cry.

Leaving the courtyard where Qi Pei was staying, Shen Xihe saw Hong Yu running over urgently: “Princess, Mo Yuan has returned.”

Shen Xihe hurried to the main hall and saw Mo Yuan, travel-worn and somewhat disheveled: “How is Father?”

“Princess, this time we were fortunate that His Highness arrived in time…” Mo Yuan wasn’t deliberately speaking well of Xiao Huayong, but rather truthfully telling Shen Xihe everything he knew and saw.

None of them had expected that the Turks would dare to sneak in regardless of the risk of war between the two countries, lying in ambush for several days in the wind and snow, determined to assassinate the Prince at any cost.

After hearing everything, Shen Xihe felt very grateful to Xiao Huayong: “Where is the Crown Prince?”

“The Crown Prince’s divine steed was much faster than ours, he probably returned to the palace early this morning or last night,” Mo Yuan answered.

“Was he injured?” Shen Xihe asked again.

“He was not.” He even stayed overnight at an inn in town with the Prince and had some wine.

Only then did Shen Xihe feel relieved: “Quickly go wash up and rest well with the others. You’ve all had a difficult journey.”

“It is our duty, Princess should not speak so.” Mo Yuan clasped his hands and bowed. “This subject takes his leave.”

Shen Xihe turned to ask Zhenzhu: “Zhenzhu, how do you think I should thank the Crown Prince?”

Though Zhenzhu was recovering from injury, it didn’t prevent her movement, so she still accompanied Shen Xihe daily. After thinking, she said: “Since the Crown Prince saved the Prince, the Prince will certainly thank him. Princess need only show token gratitude.”

Shen Xihe thought about it and agreed. If she prepared something too valuable, Xiao Huayong might not accept it. After some consideration, Shen Xihe said: “Tomorrow I’ll go to the Eastern Palace to visit the Crown Prince.”

She would make some food for Xiao Huayong. However, given the cold weather, she certainly couldn’t prepare it at home and bring it over. She would have to cook at the Eastern Palace. The Eastern Palace didn’t lack ingredients – she would bring a jar of her special sauce and dig out a pot of wine that she had fermented together with Shen Yun’an.

While Shen Xihe was pondering how to go to the Eastern Palace to thank Xiao Huayong, at that moment in the Eastern Palace, after the Imperial Physician finished checking Xiao Huayong’s pulse, he could only sigh heavily: “Your Highness, you must not recklessly use your internal energy again. If my master learned of this, this humble servant would surely be scolded terribly.”

The reason the Imperial Physician became Xiao Huayong’s man was because in his youth he had secretly studied under Ling Hu Zheng’s father. He was sent secretly by his father, and no one in court knew. With this connection to Ling Hu Zheng, the Imperial Physician could only stand on Xiao Huayong’s side.

“I am fine,” Xiao Huayong withdrew his wrist. “Just tell His Majesty that I have recovered.”

“Yes.” The Imperial Physician lowered his head in acknowledgment.

After he withdrew, Xiao Huayong said to Tian Yuan: “Tomorrow Yaoyao will surely come to visit me. Remember to tell her I nearly injured my meridians.”

Tian Yuan: …

“Your Highness, didn’t you say good deeds should be done without seeking recognition?” Tian Yuan didn’t understand. Wasn’t the matter of the snow lotus more important than this?

“The snow lotus matter needs the right timing. Used properly, I can capture the beauty’s heart.” Xiao Huayong glanced at Tian Yuan. “If used now, apart from earning some extra gratitude from her, what use would it serve?”

He wasn’t trying to be an unknown hero. When he gave something, he expected something in return. Though he wouldn’t complain or regret if he couldn’t get what he wanted, that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try.

Even if Shen Xihe had no emotions or desires, he would pull her into the mortal realm to sink into passion with him.

“But you said… you wouldn’t deceive the Princess in the future.” Tian Yuan had to get things clear. He didn’t want the Princess to settle accounts later and have the unscrupulous Crown Prince push him out as a scapegoat to appease her anger and then punish him!

Being a scapegoat wasn’t impossible – it was normal for subordinates to take the blame for their masters. But if he had to die, he wanted to die with understanding!

“When did I deceive Yaoyao?” Xiao Huayong gave Tian Yuan a questioning look. “Didn’t I strain my internal energy? Didn’t I almost injure my meridians?”

Tian Yuan thought about it and nodded: “Yes.”

Giving Tian Yuan a sideways glance, Xiao Huayong said: “You’re getting more and more stupid. I think you’ve been too comfortable for too long. Perhaps you should switch places with Di Fang…”

“Your Highness!” Before Xiao Huayong could finish, Tian Yuan fell to his knees with a thud. “This servant cannot leave Your Highness…”

Xiao Huayong raised his hand to rub his forehead, saying impatiently: “Withdraw. I haven’t had my beloved pillow for several days.”

Tian Yuan didn’t dare delay for a moment and quickly withdrew. Xiao Huayong lay down on the couch with his eyes closed, enjoying the familiar scent.

Tian Yuan, turning to close the door, saw this and didn’t know how to describe his feelings.

It was just a pillow. When the Princess married into the Eastern Palace and shared his bed in the future, how could the Crown Prince bear to leave the bed?

When Shen Xihe entered the palace to see Xiao Huayong, his complexion had less color than usual, and his eyes showed some fatigue: “Your Highness… are you alright?”

Though Mo Yuan had said Xiao Huayong wasn’t injured, he had already been poisoned, and he had used martial arts again. Could the poison have flared up?

“I…”

“Princess, the poison in His Highness’s body is fierce, he cannot easily use martial arts. This time he nearly injured his meridians,” Tian Yuan quickly interjected, his face full of worry. “Please, Princess, counsel His Highness more. His Highness listens most to the Princess’s words.”

“Too talkative. Withdraw.” Xiao Huayong lightly rebuked.

“Yes.” Tian Yuan withdrew pitifully.

He was truly pitiful, absolutely not pretending!

Chapter 284: He’s Just a Flirt
“Zhenzhu, check His Highness’s pulse.” Shen Xihe wasn’t distrusting Tian Yuan’s words or suspecting deception – she was simply concerned and wanted to know if Xiao Huayong had sustained serious injuries.

“Yes.” Zhenzhu knelt beside Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong extended his hand graciously. As Zhenzhu took his pulse, she noticed that although Xiao Huayong was male, there was extremely fierce cold energy within his body, like a trapped beast rampaging inside him. She withdrew her hand: “The Imperial Physician’s prescription for Your Highness is excellent.”

“Is there anything else wrong with His Highness?” Shen Xihe asked Zhenzhu.

After some thought, Zhenzhu replied: “In the winter cold, Your Highness would do well to take medicinal baths daily to ease the stiffness and cold in your limbs.”

“The Imperial Medical Office has written a prescription. Tian Yuan, take Zhenzhu to see it,” Xiao Huayong commanded.

Tian Yuan responded alertly, then gestured to Zhenzhu: “Miss Zhenzhu, please follow me.”

Zhenzhu looked toward Shen Xihe, and only after receiving her nod of approval did she follow Tian Yuan out. The other palace servants remained outside, leaving only Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong in the room. The brazier burned with glowing fragrant coal, a subtle perfume lingering in the air. Xiao Huayong’s eyes were gentle and smiling.

“Thank you, Your Highness, for traveling thousands of li to help,” Shen Xihe thanked him sincerely.

The smile lines at Xiao Huayong’s lips deepened: “No need for thanks, Yaoyao. Being able to help you brings me great joy.”

“Regardless, I must thank Your Highness.” Shen Xihe ignored Xiao Huayong’s flirtation. “Does Your Highness have any dietary restrictions?”

Xiao Huayong immediately became interested, starlight dancing in his eyes: “Is Yaoyao going to prepare soup for me?”

“I don’t know Your Highness’s preferences. Every time I come to the Eastern Palace, Your Highness treats me to delicacies, so I thought to prepare some food to express my gratitude.” Shen Xihe nodded.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t resist taking Shen Xihe’s hand, pulling her toward the Eastern Palace’s kitchen. Shen Xihe was dragged along at a half-run by an overjoyed Xiao Huayong, completely unable to stop or struggle, and could only say: “Your Highness, let go.”

Xiao Huayong suddenly released her hand. Shen Xihe lost her balance and began falling backward. Xiao Huayong quickly moved to catch her, holding her in his arms, his eyes showing both guilt and concern: “Is Yaoyao hurt?”

Being held tightly in Xiao Huayong’s embrace, Shen Xihe pushed him away with one hand, steadied herself, and stared sternly at his seemingly helpless face.

She had never been one to impute ulterior motives to others, but she strongly suspected Xiao Huayong had done that deliberately!

Yet she had no proof, and never made accusations without evidence. Moreover, she had come today to thank him, so it wouldn’t be right to get angry and leave. Adjusting her hairpin, Shen Xihe said: “I’m fine. It’s cold outside. Your Highness should return inside and just have someone show me the way.”

She didn’t want to spend a single moment with this person – he was just a flirt!

And not just any flirt, but a calculating one who left no evidence of his misdeeds!

She knew how to deal with such people, but what made it difficult was that she currently owed him a debt of gratitude.

“I’m glad Yaoyao is unharmed. I was too excited earlier and forgot my manners.” Xiao Huayong provided a good explanation for his sudden action, then naturally walked ahead. “I’ll show Yaoyao to the kitchen. I’ve never seen a noble lady cook and am quite curious. Please allow me to watch, Yaoyao. I promise not to cause trouble.”

Seeing his shameless manner, Shen Xihe felt somewhat regretful. If not for her overwhelming gratitude, she would have simply prepared a gift to send to the Eastern Palace. She could treat Xiao Changying that way because she had once saved his life.

Regardless of whether she had other motives, and regardless of her initial intentions, the fact remained that she had saved Xiao Changying and timely neutralized the poison. Without that, Xiao Changying would have either lost his life or at least been left with a useless arm.

As for stealing Xiao Changying’s possession, that was her skill and not meant to offset the debt of saving him. Thus, when Xiao Changying saved her at the Orphanage, she had the confidence to simply have her steward deliver a single gift to express her gratitude.

But it was different with Xiao Huayong. She had never helped him; at most, they had engaged in mutual benefit. Yet she repeatedly found herself in his debt, whether passively or actively. A debt was a debt, so she couldn’t use some of her harsher methods with him.

Ignoring Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe expressed her displeasure through silence. Xiao Huayong could naturally see her dissatisfaction but wasn’t angered, and naturally continued following shamelessly.

The kitchen servants were somewhat apprehensive seeing Xiao Huayong, vividly remembering the chaos when His Highness had suddenly wanted to learn cooking recently.

“Your Highness, you…” Jiu Zhang came over, bowed, and hesitated to continue.

“Today the Princess wants to prepare some food. Help her,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

Jiu Zhang sighed in relief, thankful it wasn’t the Crown Prince trying to cook himself. His smile became genuine: “Princess, please. Whatever ingredients the Princess needs, just tell this servant, and this servant will prepare them immediately.”

Shen Xihe looked around and listed some ingredients: “Just these. Please clean and prepare them.”

Shen Xihe had culinary skills, but these skills didn’t include washing or cutting vegetables. Noble ladies learning cooking only learned to supervise the pot, and some didn’t even do that much – they mainly observed so that when they became the lady of the house, they wouldn’t be fooled by the kitchen and could give proper instructions.

Having snacks before meals was customary, and Shen Xihe didn’t skimp for Xiao Huayong. She made a dish called “Han Palace Chess” – a dish originating from the Empress, who loved playing backgammon. When backgammon became popular in the palace, pastries were made to resemble the thick, round chess pieces.

She only made this one type of snack. Shen Xihe prepared a roast goose, and grilled a plate of large shrimp – in such cold weather, probably only the palace could still get fresh shrimp – and she also noticed some pork.

People of the time were reluctant to eat pork due to taboos, so Shen Xihe specifically asked Xiao Huayong: “Does Your Highness eat pork?”

“Even if it were poison, I would eat it if prepared by Yaoyao’s hands,” Xiao Huayong leaned to one side, saying with a smile.

Shen Xihe gave him a bland look and proceeded without asking him anything further, cooking according to her ideas.

This Jiangxi-style steamed pork shoulder was one of Shen Xihe’s favorite dishes, but since noble households didn’t eat pork, and pork shoulder was particularly hard to obtain, she rarely made it.

With five dishes and one plate of snacks, Shen Xihe warmed the fermented wine and accompanied Xiao Huayong for dinner in the Eastern Palace. She noticed that Xiao Huayong particularly enjoyed her pork shoulder dish and didn’t find it crude at all, which softened her gaze.

“Yaoyao’s cooking skills are truly unforgettable,” Xiao Huayong ate until he was full, completely disregarding his image.

His love for Shen Xihe influenced his opinion, but he had to admit that Shen Xihe had real skill.

“Your Highness overstates it. I’m just an empty shell,” Shen Xihe wasn’t being modest, but stating the truth.

She couldn’t process ingredients or handle a kitchen knife – without servants, she might not be able to prepare such delicious delicacies.

Chapter 285: The Lantern Festival Invitation
The winter days were short. After finishing the evening meal, as dusk was falling, Shen Xihe rose to bid farewell. Xiao Huayong did not try to keep her but instead escorted her out of the Eastern Palace. “Youyou, thank you for cooking for me.”

His heart was conflicted – happy that she had cooked for him, yet pained that she remained so formal with him.

Such was the nature of love, a mixture of joy and sorrow in equal measure.

“The Prince asked me why I treat you differently,” Xiao Huayong said softly, not giving Shen Xihe a chance to speak. “I don’t know why, but when I’m with you, my heart finds joy, my feelings find anchor, and everything feels natural and peaceful.”

“I too feel at ease when I’m with Your Highness,” Shen Xihe replied sincerely.

Her eyes, beautiful like black obsidian, were clear and transparent, without their usual misty uncertainty and inscrutability. She truly felt at ease being with him, but this comfort had nothing to do with love.

In the past, Xiao Huayong would have felt defeated, but now he had come to terms with it. He smiled and said, “Youyou always treat me differently from others.”

At least it was different – this proved his efforts weren’t in vain. Though there was no love now, someday there would be.

Xie Yunhuai had said the same thing before. She acknowledged that her treatment of Xiao Huayong was different – Xie Yunhuai and Bu Shulin were friends, while Xiao Huayong was her intended husband. Different positions and different identities naturally warranted different treatment.

“For the Lantern Festival, may I invite Youyou to view the lanterns with me?” Xiao Huayong asked, his eyes full of anticipation.

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly. “Your Highness, I don’t like crowds.”

One didn’t need to imagine how bustling the capital would be during the Lantern Festival – lanterns would illuminate the entire city, and it was one of the festivals where young men and women made dates. The streets would certainly be packed with people, which she disliked.

Firstly, she disliked the noise. Secondly, her sense of smell was sensitive – when too many people gathered, their mixed scents would make her dizzy.

Today she addressed him differently – usually, she maintained formal distance by using his title, but today she hadn’t. This made Xiao Huayong’s heart leap with joy. “Then I’ll reserve the East Tower. We can view all the capital’s lanterns from up there, would that be acceptable?”

The East Tower was a tall restaurant built like a Buddhist pagoda, one of the tallest buildings in the capital. Built along the river, its height allowed views of the entire capital, and it was always packed during festivals.

However, the top floor had four private rooms available for nobles to reserve.

Shen Xihe considered for a moment before nodding. “Alright.”

Xiao Huayong’s smile widened, his lips curling back with a slightly foolish air. Perhaps infected by his smile, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but show a faint smile as well. “Your Highness, please don’t see me out any further.”

She gave a slight curtsy and left with Zhenzhu.

“Do you have any way to cure the poison in His Highness’s body?” Shen Xihe asked Zhenzhu once they were seated in the carriage.

She had asked Zhenzhu to check Xiao Huayong’s pulse again, hoping another person might provide additional insights.

“Your servant has already discussed His Highness’s poison with Axi,” Zhenzhu shook her head regretfully. Not just with Axi – they had discussed it with Xie Yunhuai as well, since Shen Xihe was to marry into the Eastern Palace, and it seemed she no longer wished for His Highness’s early death.

“Not even a clue?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Zhenzhu considered carefully before saying, “Doctor Qi is widely experienced. He says the poison in His Highness’s body might not be from our Han people. He plans to travel to the Western Regions and other places after spring arrives, hoping to find something there.”

“He’s leaving the capital?” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised. The Xie ducal mansion was still peaceful – she had thought Xie Yunhuai would deal swiftly with the Xie Ji couple, but after that incident, he seemed to have forgotten about them again.

“Princess, the Xie ducal mansion is in chaos now,” Ziyu, rarely understanding Shen Xihe’s thoughts for once, eagerly explained. “Since the Duke was suspended from his duties, the Xie clan members have been pressuring him together, though they’re divided in their opinions. Some advocate for Duke Xie to acknowledge Doctor Qi’s return, while others are forcing him to adopt from the branch family, though the former has more support.”

This was natural – the Xie ducal mansion had an inheritable title. A blood-related heir, once verified by the court, could inherit the title. Even if not legitimate, a son born of a concubine would have a higher chance, but an adopted heir would not be eligible to inherit the title. Otherwise, why would the King of Shunan have Bu Shulin dress as a man – he could have simply adopted someone?

Though the title belonged to Xie Ji, its significance extended far beyond just Xie Ji’s line.

Shen Xihe listened without commenting – these were Xie Yunhuai’s private matters, and he certainly wouldn’t want too many people showing eager interest in them.

“But it seems Duke Xie isn’t willing to do either,” Ziyu said mysteriously. “I heard from the other maids that the Xie clan leader’s branch is already arranging virtuous concubines for Duke Xie, planning to have any child born registered under Madam Yuan’s name as a legitimate son.”

Given how much Xie Yunhuai hated Xie Ji, Xie Ji certainly wouldn’t want to bring Xie Yunhuai back to the Xie family – he’d fear sleeping at night. Adopting the branch family would undoubtedly end the Xie family’s title with him, and he didn’t want to be that sinner either, so his only option was to have another child.

Madam Yuan couldn’t bear children, but others could.

“How predictable…” Shen Xihe sneered.

For Madam Yuan’s sake, Xie Ji had schemed against his properly married principal wife and disregarded Xie Yunhuai, such a dragon among men, as his legitimate son. Now, to withstand the clan’s pressure, wasn’t he preparing to betray Madam Yuan as well?

Shen Xihe had thought it was some earth-shattering love, some unshakeable loyalty, some till-death-do-us-part devotion.

“The Princess is far-sighted. Men in this world are born fickle,” Ziyu deeply agreed.

She had heard too many stories from the capital’s great houses, and increasingly felt that men were all the same – they would praise someone endlessly while pursuing them, even swearing life and death devotion if they married another, but once they brought someone home it was a different story. Even those they truly cared for, once married, often ended up growing tired of each other.

“His Highness the Crown Prince might turn out the same,” Ziyu now feared men even more than Shen Xihe did.

Zhenzhu coughed lightly, warning her to watch her words.

But Shen Xihe smiled. “You’re right, anything is possible.”

Shen Xihe felt Xiao Huayong’s character was certainly beyond comparison with Xie Ji, but with changing circumstances and vicissitudes of life, who knew if someone might suddenly undergo a complete personality change because of some incident?

Every few days, the Emperor would give the capital’s civil and military officials time off. In the snow-covered capital, every household hung festive lanterns. Opening a window revealed dots of red amid the snow, echoing the blooming winter plum blossoms in the distance. The capital’s New Year was more lively than the Northwest – even during New Year celebrations, the people of the Northwest maintained a trace of vigilance amid their revelry.

The day before New Year’s Eve, both the Tao and Xue families invited Shen Xihe to stay up with them for the year’s end and welcome the new year. Of course, Shen Xihe had to go to the Tao family. Bu Shulin came begging pitifully, so Shen Xihe inevitably brought her along too.

It almost turned into a joke – at the midnight hour of New Year’s Eve, there were ceremonies where juniors had to pay respects to elders, and servants had to kowtow to masters. Men would kneel and kowtow, while women would perform a formal curtsy.

Bu Shulin had cheerfully almost performed a woman’s curtsy.

Chapter 286: A Thread of Life
Shen Xihe stood to the side, watching as Bu Shulin was about to bow with clasped hands, and quickly coughed lightly to stop her from exposing herself!

“Could it be Young Master Bu thinks himself a lady?” the sharp-eyed young members of the Tao family immediately teased.

No one suspected Bu Shulin – her daily behavior and mannerisms didn’t have the slightest trace of femininity.

Bu Shulin also reacted quickly, hurriedly kneeling to kowtow and speak auspicious words. After completing the ceremony, she said, “This is all the Princess’s fault. Every time I express my feelings to her, she always says she treats me no differently from Miss Xue Qi. She’s almost made me doubt whether I’m a woman…”

Everyone burst into laughter. Shen Xihe didn’t expose her, and Censor Tao gave her a red envelope just like all the other juniors.

She took it and pressed her luck further, saying to Censor Tao, “Lord Tao, next year you must show mercy to your subordinate!”

She was the top candidate at the Censorate, and it was only after Shen Xihe came to the capital – before Shen Xihe’s arrival, the Censorate would list dozens of charges against her every month!

“Next year you’ll be a year older, approaching your coming-of-age ceremony. It’s time to show some proper behavior,” Censor Tao only treated Shen Xihe differently; with others, he was always like a lecturing teacher.

Bu Shulin, finding no advantage, slunk away rubbing her nose.

On New Year’s Eve, one couldn’t rest. After celebrating with the family, Shen Xihe returned to her courtyard and called for Biyu and the others. The revelry between master and servants hadn’t lasted long when Duanming, forcibly wearing a small red hat put on by Biyu, started barking.

Shortly after, a tall figure appeared at the door, and Biyu and the others immediately became formal.

Shen Xihe wasn’t surprised. Earlier she had been thinking that this unrestrained Crown Prince wasn’t one to observe proprieties – he had barged into her chambers before, and today he surely wouldn’t follow the rules either. Sure enough, here he was.

“There’s still half a quarter hour until New Year’s Day. I wanted to bid farewell to the old year and welcome the new with Youyou,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently.

“Your Highness, this is the Chief Censor’s residence!” Shen Xihe reminded him.

If Censor Tao saw this, he would surely berate him harshly.

“Love extends to all things associated – if Censor Tao saw me, he would likely spare me for Youyou’s sake,” Xiao Huayong stepped over the threshold, completely unworried. “On New Year’s Eve and New Year’s Day, families gather together. In the palace, there are only rulers and officials. I have no relatives in sight, and could only think of Youyou.”

Listen to that tone – those who didn’t know better would think he was a homeless beggar on the street, not the Crown Prince who stood above all but one.

Shen Xihe knew she couldn’t drive him away and turned her head, ignoring him.

Zhenzhu and the others tactfully withdrew to the side, making room for them. Xiao Huayong sat down beside Shen Xihe, watching her weave a knot: “This knotted cord is unique. I happen to need one – might Youyou gift it to me?”

Zhenzhu and the others: …

The Crown Prince’s thick skin was truly unprecedented in their experience.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t indulge him. She didn’t drive him away only because she didn’t want to cause a scene that would be difficult to explain to her grandfather. Now her grandfather and the others knew she was to marry into the Eastern Palace, but didn’t know the reason – they probably thought she had feelings for Xiao Huayong.

“This is a knotted cord I’m making for Father.”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong seemed to suddenly remember something: “That day I saw a rattan fruit cup in the Prince’s hands. Youyou gave away what I had gifted you to the Prince. My heart was deeply wounded.”

“Can Your Highness’s gifts not be given to others?” Shen Xihe asked without looking up.

“They can. Whatever is given to Youyou is yours to do with as you please, though I still can’t help but feel despondent,” Xiao Huayong said dejectedly.

His manner made him look like Shen Xihe was some unforgivable heartless villain who had cruelly abandoned him – utterly sinful.

“Don’t be angry, Youyou. I know you feel nothing for me, so you don’t like my gifts,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “I’m not blaming or resenting you. I just can’t help feeling heartbroken. Let me feel this pain for a moment; after that, I can let it go.”

Shen Xihe: …

How should she respond to this? Tell him to wake up. He was perfectly clear-headed. Ask him to give up. He obviously wouldn’t. Say something cutting? But he had just mentioned saving her father – if she spoke harshly now, she wouldn’t just be cold but cruel.

She could only maintain silence.

“I spoke too much just now, letting slip my true feelings. Please don’t take it to heart, Youyou,” Xiao Huayong continued. “I truly envy the Prince, having Youyou and the Young Master for company. Unlike me – though I have many brothers and sisters, none accompany me even on New Year’s Eve, and no one gives me New Year’s gifts, ah…”

That sigh was heavy and plaintive as if suddenly wrapping his entire being in a layer of loneliness.

Hearing this, Biyu and the others felt the Crown Prince’s life was too difficult and couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.

Shen Xihe: …

“I wonder when I too will have someone who cares for me, someone who prepares handmade gifts for me during festivals.” Xiao Huayong’s gaze fixed glumly on the swaying knotted cord in Shen Xihe’s hands. “The Princess’s knotted cord looks more and more exquisite the more I look at it.”

The dignified Crown Prince lowering himself to such a degree for a knotted cord almost made Shen Xihe laugh. It was just a “fu” (blessing) character knot, nothing taboo about it. She happened to have just finished it, so she tossed it to him: “Here you go!”

The bright red knotted cord, a vivid “fu” character, lay in his palm. Just then, firecrackers went off and the New Year’s watch bell sounded. Xiao Huayong’s face lit up: “Receiving Youyou’s blessing for the new year – I’m sure to have endless good fortune this year.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected such perfect timing – the moment she threw him the knotted cord, the New Year’s bell rang.

She wasn’t angry, she just found Xiao Huayong thick-skinned and long-winded. She hated people who talked too much.

She needed to find a way to repay this man’s kindness quickly. Next time he acted so unreasonable, she would knock him down and throw him out!

Having gotten what he wanted, Xiao Huayong knew when to stop. He carefully put away the cord and immediately diverted Shen Xihe’s attention: “Is the New Year in the Northwest different from our capital? How did Youyou spend New Year’s in the past?”

“In the Northwest, I would stay up with Father and Brother…” Shen Xihe missed her father and brother. She wondered if they had quarreled this year without her there if they had fought if they would have laozawan to eat in the morning.

“Laozawan? I love that! Shall I make it with Youyou?” Xiao Huayong said eagerly.

“This is the Tao residence, and I’m a guest!” How could she cook here?

“Then shall we go to the Princess’s mansion?” Xiao Huayong coaxed. “Youyou can send word to the Prince and Young Master that you’ve made their favorite laozawan this year too.”

Shen Xihe was somewhat tempted. She wanted to make Laozawan, missing the days in the Northwest.

However, she was someone who had etiquette and rules carved into her bones. She wouldn’t suddenly leave without notice, lest the Tao family couldn’t find her when they looked. So in the end, Xiao Huayong’s persuasion wasn’t successful.

He was disappointed at missing the chance to eat Shen Xihe’s laozawan.

It was dawn when he returned to the Eastern Palace. The first thing he did was cut a strand of his black hair and wind it around the knotted cord, hanging it above his bed. Lying on his favorite pillow, he murmured: “An inch of kindred thread, a hundred years of life’s flower.”

Chapter 287: I’ll Count Every Slight Against You
Though Xiao Huayong didn’t get to eat Shen Xihe’s laozawan, on New Year’s Day he received a jar of tusu wine that she had sent to the Eastern Palace. This was a New Year’s custom – the wine was brewed with medicinal ingredients and was said to ward off evil, detoxify, and extend life.

There were customs for drinking it too – one had to start with the youngest in the family, following the saying “The young gain a year, so drink first in celebration; the old lose a year, so drink later.”

Sweet sticky candy was also prepared – if children came by, they would be given some sweets.

Putting up door gods and spring couplets, changing peach charms, inserting banners – everything was so festive.

Shen Xihe returned to the Princess’s mansion after having laozawan at the Tao residence. On the first day of the new year, every household would set off firecrackers. The hollow bamboo sections would crackle in the flames – this was called a “courtyard bonfire.”

These fires would burn from morning to night, or continuously for several days and nights. Spices were thrown into the fire, filling the entire residence with fragrant smoke. Before the New Year, the Duhuo Tower had sold out of all its spices because of this custom.

With nothing else to do, Shen Xihe and Zhenzhu made a huge lantern tree, letting the mansion’s servants gather around merrily, singing and dancing. People of the time were fond of dancing – not just nobles but common people too loved it.

Due to poor health in her youth, Shen Xihe had never learned to dance. She brought out her guqin to accompany them with music. Regardless of status, everyone enjoyed the New Year’s joy, every face beaming with happy smiles.

Bu Shulin wasn’t hanging around Shen Xihe – she had gone “seat visiting.”

This “seat visiting” meant that from New Year’s Day, every household in the capital would set up wine feasts. Neighbors would visit each other for New Year’s greetings, and wherever one went, one would join that family’s feast.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe secretly rejoiced that today was the Grand Court Assembly. Otherwise, Xiao Huayong would surely have used the custom as an excuse to swagger into her place.

After being lively for most of the day, Shen Xihe had a whole roasted lamb prepared for the evening meal. Everyone in the Princess’s mansion gathered in the courtyard, sitting in different spots, each person getting several plates for a proper feast. Ziyu suggested they play the hook-hiding game.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to participate and returned to her room early, watching them play in the courtyard from there, enjoying this rare moment of relaxation and pleasure.

“Princess, Minister Wang has been suspended again for reflection,” Mo Yuan came to report while Shen Xihe was painting.

“On New Year’s Day? What error did he make that would cause His Majesty to act today?” Shen Xihe was surprised.

New Year’s Day was such an important day. Usually, even for serious offenses warranting suspension, His Majesty would restrain himself for the holiday’s sake and wait a few days before punishing.

“It’s said there was a conflict between two groups of envoys in the Taiji Hall,” but they didn’t know the specific details.

Shen Xihe put down her brush and pondered briefly before saying, “Someone must have set him up.”

How important was the Grand Court Assembly?

All civil and military officials, envoys from various prefectures, tributary states, and neighboring countries – all came to offer congratulations.

Wang Zheng was the Vice Director of the Imperial Chancellery, responsible for guiding and arranging visiting envoys. For two groups to come into conflict – this was no ordinary matter. But Wang Zheng was old and cunning, thorough in handling affairs. How could he make such a mistake?

“Princess, could it be His Highness the Crown Prince?” Hong Yu remembered the last time Wang Zheng was suspended was the Crown Prince’s doing.

“He’s not the only one at court capable of this, but at this time, the Crown Prince is indeed most suspicious,” Shen Xihe also suspected it was Xiao Huayong secretly causing trouble.

“Those who know me well include Youyou,” Xiao Huayong’s clear, deep voice came from the roof just as she finished speaking.

The guards only noticed him then. Shen Xihe couldn’t blame her guards for being useless – this man came and went freely even in the imperial palace, let alone her small Princess’s mansion.

“Your Highness fears the cold – don’t play around like a child,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Xiao Huayong leaped down from the roof and strode toward Shen Xihe: “I’m seat visiting at the Princess’s mansion. Youyou can’t deny me a meal.”

Though seat visiting was popular in the capital, people knew their place. Ordinary people wouldn’t dare visit officials’ mansions, so naturally, neighbors were of similar status. Shen Xihe’s Princess’s mansion occupied a corner of two streets, reducing the number of neighbors to just a few households, all royal relatives. Most knew Shen Xihe’s cold personality, and since the mansion gates weren’t open, they wouldn’t embarrass themselves by trying to visit.

Though it was a festival, Shen Xihe’s not opening the gates didn’t mean she hadn’t prepared food – the Princess’s mansion had many people after all.

A guest was a guest, and this was a New Year’s custom. Shen Xihe had no reason to drive Xiao Huayong away, so she let him stay for a meal.

“Does Youyou want to know why Wang Zheng was suspended?” Xiao Huayong moved close to Shen Xihe after finishing his meal.

Shen Xihe didn’t even lift her eyelids: “No.”

Xiao Huayong’s smile didn’t diminish: “But I want to tell Youyou.”

It turned out that Wang Zheng was responsible for arranging the envoys. Xiao Huayong manipulated things to make the already-seated Arabian envoys leave their seats, then led the Goguryeo envoys to sit in the Arabian envoys’ places. When the Arabian envoys returned, an argument broke out.

Neither side understood the other’s language, and the translator assigned to facilitate communication deliberately used unfriendly words when translating for both sides, intensifying the conflict until they nearly drew weapons. Only then was the trapped Wang Zheng allowed in.

“Is there anywhere Your Highness wouldn’t dare to act?” Shen Xihe asked.

He dared to set fires outside ancestral temples and even dared to create conflict at the Grand Court Assembly where all nations came to pay respects.

“It was just a minor conflict, nothing serious,” Xiao Huayong was completely unconcerned. “Just letting His Majesty know he can’t handle the responsibilities of Vice Director.”

“Your Highness, there’s no need for this…”

“There is every need,” Xiao Huayong cut in with a smile before Shen Xihe could finish. “I’m not just doing this for Censor Tao.”

Xue Heng needed to vacate the position of Chief Minister. At this time, Wang Zheng’s mistake was a major error, causing His Majesty to lose face before the envoys. Even if His Majesty forgot, others wouldn’t – it would become ammunition for future attacks against Wang Zheng.

Of the Six Ministries now, His Majesty knew Minister of Personnel Xue Qi’s abilities had reached their limit. The Ministers of Justice and Revenue had just taken office and hadn’t warmed their seats yet. The Crown Prince likely had other plans for the Minister of Rites. The Minister of Works was elderly and near retirement age. Only the Minister of War remained.

With these people out of the way, candidates could only come from the Court of Judicial Review or the Censorate. The other courts didn’t have much competitive power, and by seniority, Censor Tao ranked before Xue Chen, the Chief Judge of the Court of Judicial Review.

“Are there other reasons?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Of course,” Xiao Huayong laughed softly. “He displeased you, so I’ll torment him. The ups and downs are most entertaining – this is just the beginning.”

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry: “Your Highness truly holds grudges.”

“No, if he were disrespectful to me, I could be magnanimous,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze was tender and affectionate. “But when he’s disrespectful to you, I’ll count every slight.”

Chapter 288: Do Not Give Away What I Have Given You
His passionate feelings were as fervent as his gaze upon her, making even the winter’s cold wind seem to transform into waves of heat.

Shen Xihe lowered her head with a slight smile, offering no comment.

She didn’t know how to respond to Xiao Huayong’s flame-like surge of emotions. She had already said everything that needed to be said to him. His actions were his freedom, and she had no right to interfere. She knew what Xiao Huayong wanted, but she couldn’t give it to him.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on her hair arrangement: “Have Youyou checked the coming-of-age gifts I presented to you?”

“I’ve looked over the gift registry,” Shen Xihe replied candidly.

She had reviewed the list of gifts from all the guests, but she wasn’t lacking in possessions. Apart from those given by her father and brothers, and those privately given by Bu Shulin and Xue Jinqiao, she hadn’t opened any of them.

“There is a hidden sword hairpin that I carved personally. Youyou must not give it away to others,” With the precedent of the Tengshi fragrant cup, Xiao Huayong felt compelled to speak up, “I wanted to give you the hairpin privately for your hair, but guessing you wouldn’t accept it, I had to include it with the coming-of-age gifts.”

For people of their noble birth, they would receive countless gifts during festivals, birthdays, weddings, and other important occasions. These gifts, except those given privately, would either enter their private treasury, be used personally, be bestowed upon subordinates and servants, or be given to others—such actions were not improper.

Royal bestowments were different; they could only be kept and passed down to future generations as a sign of respect.

“Your Highness is quite skillful at calculating people’s hearts,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh.

First mentioning how he helped her deal with Wang Zheng, predicting she wouldn’t respond, then falling back to discuss the birthday gift that she would certainly have placed in storage. It wasn’t that she couldn’t refuse, but there was no need to be so unreasonable: “Your Highness, I somewhat regret choosing you.”

He was too adept at handling people. If she hadn’t chosen Xiao Huayong, not wanting mutual wariness after marriage, with external threats unresolved while internal troubles remained, Shen Xihe would have preferred to be more ruthless.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows, not angry at all, his smile growing even deeper: “Youyou, you don’t regret it, you’re afraid.”

Afraid of his pursuit, afraid of his kindness toward her, afraid that one day she might soften, that one day she might unconsciously give her heart to him.

“Is Your Highness always so presumptuous?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Whether I am or not, saying more now is futile. You will understand in time,” Xiao Huayong was full of confidence. She firmly believed she only didn’t know how to respond to him, yet unknowingly, from this point on, she was no longer as cold as before, “The hairpin cannot be given away.”

“I won’t give it away.” Having accepted gifts from others, and being specifically reminded, naturally, she couldn’t give them away.

Though she wouldn’t give it away, she wouldn’t wear it either.

A smile flickered in Xiao Huayong’s eyes: “You will wear it, sooner or later.”

With that, Xiao Huayong rose and left the Princess’s manor with a pleased smile.

Even from far away, Shen Xihe could still hear his heartfelt, joyful laughter, making her begin to doubt herself. She couldn’t help but turn to ask Zhenzhu: “Am I truly afraid?”

Zhenzhu shook her head: “This servant doesn’t know.”

The others all shook their heads in unison. The Princess was already difficult enough for them to understand, and now there was the addition of the equally unfathomable Crown Prince. They both looked forward to the Princess entering the Eastern Palace, curious to see who would ultimately prove stronger between the Princess and the Crown Prince.

Yet they also worried that after the Princess married into the Eastern Palace, would they become fools. They could barely comprehend one master, let alone two.

Shen Xihe pondered for a moment, not feeling that she was afraid, but purely thinking that Xiao Huayong was even more persistent and difficult to deal with than she had imagined.

While Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong discussed matters of the heart, Wang Zheng’s second suspension from duties caused many to think deeply.

“Fifth Brother, I feel the recent changes among court officials have been rather significant,” Xiao Changying came to Prince Yi’s manor at night to discuss his concerns with his brother, “First the Minister of Revenue, then the Minister of Justice, and now Wang Zheng…”

Strictly speaking, the Minister of Revenue was dismissed because Xiao Changqing had exposed the financial hole in the ministry, while the Minister of Justice was coincidental—who could have imagined the Yang family’s women would be so bold?

Although these two incidents occurred close together, they hadn’t made any connections, but Wang Zheng’s mistake during the court assembly was a trap, someone deliberately setting him up.

“The Wang Zheng matter must be the Crown Prince’s doing,” Xiao Changqing said with certainty, “Within the palace, to be able to execute something so flawlessly that even the Emperor’s investigation couldn’t find any traces, leaving no choice but to severely punish Wang Zheng to give the two countries’ envoys an explanation—besides the Crown Prince, I can’t think of anyone else who could manage it so thoroughly.”

“He… why would he move against Wang Zheng?” Xiao Changying hadn’t understood since the first time Wang Zheng was dismissed for startling the Crown Prince into fainting.

If they had directly removed Wang Zheng completely, it could be said it was for his position, but this wasn’t the case.

“Wang Zheng isn’t as easy to deal with as others. He’s loyal to His Majesty, and eliminating him is no simple task,” Xiao Changqing felt that dealing with Wang Zheng was not as easy as dealing with Cui Zheng and Xue Heng. These two had more actual power and higher prestige, but they weren’t as loyal as Wang Zheng.

Cui Zheng and Xue Heng cared more about the interests of the noble families, even though their position was now precarious.

After a pause, Xiao Changqing continued: “I find it rather suspicious that His Majesty allowed the Xue family’s legitimate daughter to marry the Northwestern Prince’s heir.”

For a marriage alliance between noble and military families, His Majesty was unexpectedly generous, not only not creating difficulties for the two houses but even bestowing his blessing on the marriage.

This move left everyone puzzled.

What reason could make His Majesty allow his two most guarded enemies to form a marriage alliance?

“Could it be… Xue Heng plans to retire?” Xiao Changqing felt this was the only explanation that could make everything clear.

“Xue Heng has barely passed fifty,” Xiao Changying felt something was wrong.

The current dynasty’s regulations stated: “All officials upon reaching seventy when vigor diminishes, shall retire according to custom.”

“If you say he’s retiring to fulfill Xue Qiniang’s wishes, he would become the Xue family’s sinner, and even Xue Qiniang wouldn’t fare well. The Cui family would be angered by this too,” Xiao Changying added.

“What if he has no choice but to retire?” Xiao Changqing’s dark pupils grew deep, “For instance, due to serious illness?”

“But Xue Heng doesn’t appear to be gravely ill, and if so, the Xue family couldn’t possibly be unaware. The Xue family members show no signs of knowing,” Xiao Changying felt this didn’t make sense.

“Xue Bi’s abilities are mediocre, Xue Heng wouldn’t pave the way for him,” Xiao Changqing said firmly, “Xue Heng adopting Xue Qiniang must fulfill her future, letting her protect the Xue family later. The Xue family might not prosper, but it cannot decline.”

This move by Xue Heng served both purposes.

After his passing, Xue Bi would inevitably lead the Xue family to submit to His Majesty, but with Xue Jinqiao married to Shen Yun’an, regardless of who won or lost, the Xue family wouldn’t face extinction.

Chapter 289: Arousing Imperial Suspicion
If His Majesty won, Xue Jinqiao would be just a married-out daughter, unable to implicate the Xue family. Moreover, with Xue Bi’s insufficient abilities, he would never hold a position of real power in the future, so His Majesty wouldn’t need to eliminate the Xue family.

If the Eastern Palace won, Xue Jinqiao would serve as a connection. As long as Xiao Huayong considered Shen Xihe’s face, he wouldn’t make things difficult for Shen Yun’an. At most, the Xue family would be demoted, but their lives wouldn’t be in danger.

“Xue Heng’s days are likely numbered,” Xiao Changqing had figured it all out, “The Crown Prince’s actions are clearing the path. He wants to support someone else to replace Xue Heng. The Minister of Revenue, Minister of Justice… making the Six Ministries retreat, it’s for Censor Tao!”

“He’s supporting her maternal grandfather!” Xiao Changying was shocked, “Is this paving the way?”

Xiao Changqing laughed lightly and shook his head: “I rather think he’s sincerely trying to please Princess Zhaoning.”

“If so, isn’t he afraid that the imperial in-laws will become too powerful in the future, undermining his imperial authority?” Xiao Changying asked, lowering his eyes.

“Perhaps it’s confidence…” Xiao Changqing mumbled, as if talking to himself, “Or perhaps he’s willing to accept it…”

Confident that he would never be controlled by Shen Xihe, or willing to be controlled by her.

Something struck hard at Xiao Changying’s heart, and he tightened his jaw: “Brother, how should we deal with the Crown Prince in the future?”

Should they submit, or continue to oppose him?

“As we’ve done before, so shall we continue,” Xiao Changqing said casually, “We’ll do our things, he’ll do his. Neither deliberately sabotage nor intentionally flatter.”

Their interests didn’t conflict much, and his goal was to deal with His Majesty, which to some extent aligned with Xiao Huayong’s purposes.

The Crown Prince didn’t need their submission, and they had their pride. As for when the Crown Prince ascended the throne, if he wanted to be a wise ruler, he would naturally distinguish between gratitude and grudges, and wouldn’t make things difficult for them. If he couldn’t tolerate them, then no matter how much they tried to please him now, death would be inevitable.

“Then… the position Xue Heng will vacate…”

“Let them fight for it. We’ll watch the show, and I’ll see how many people dare to try snatching food from the Crown Prince’s mouth, and what their fate will be,” Xiao Changqing said leisurely, flicking his robes.

Not only did the brother Xiao Changqing keenly sense something amiss, but Prince Zhao and the Fourth Prince also detected that changes were inevitable in court, and all began eyeing Xue Heng’s position. Thus, after the busy New Year’s court assembly on the fourth day, there were major shifts among court officials.

“Your Highness, these people are all making moves,” Tianyuan presented a list to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong glanced at it casually, his moist lips curving into a mysterious smile: “The spring examinations are in another month.”

“This servant understands,” Tianyuan responded.

They had been preparing for these spring examinations for a long time, determined to clean up practices and, incidentally, refresh the ranks of civil and military officials, sending His Majesty more capable talents.

As for these people who didn’t know their limits, they would all be drawn into the spring examination matter.

“Your Highness, what are you doing?” Tianyuan asked softly, watching Xiao Huayong sketch and write.

“For the Lantern Festival, I made plans with Youyou to view the lanterns. Last year I gave her a lantern in the first month, today I’ll give her another,” Xiao Huayong was naturally busy preparing Lantern Festival gifts for Shen Xihe.

Tianyuan felt he shouldn’t have asked. Just as he was about to silently turn and withdraw, someone came in saying: “Your Highness, Eunuch Liu has arrived.”

Liu Sanzhi’s sudden arrival made Tianyuan and Xiao Huayong exchange glances. The spirited Xiao Huayong’s face turned pale when he saw Liu Sanzhi, his eyes losing some of their vitality and energy.

“Your Highness, this servant comes on His Majesty’s orders to request your presence at Mingzheng Hall,” Liu Sanzhi bowed.

“*cough* *cough* *cough*… Eunuch Liu, please lead the way,” Xiao Huayong didn’t hesitate.

At Mingzheng Hall, the Youning Emperor had a guest—none other than the Third Prince of the Turks, Munuha.

Seeing Xiao Huayong, the Youning Emperor directly raised his hand to excuse him from bowing: “Seventh Son, Third Prince says you look familiar. He once saw someone with exceptional martial arts skills, capable of hitting a target from a hundred paces, who resembled you.”

Xiao Huayong turned to look at Munuha: “*cough* *cough*… When and where did the Prince see this person? Those who have seen me all praise my unparalleled appearance, but this is the first time I’ve heard of someone… resembling me. This person must be found…”

The Youning Emperor’s gaze moved from Xiao Huayong, and he nodded solemnly: “Prince Munuha, you must look carefully. If there truly is someone in this world who resembles our Crown Prince, this person cannot be left unchecked. If exploited by those with ill intentions, it would surely lead to great disaster.”

On New Year’s Day at the grand court assembly, Munuha had seen Xiao Huayong and was shocked. He had been investigating Xiao Huayong these days, but the information he gathered couldn’t match his impression of that eagle-like brave person at all.

But Xiao Huayong’s appearance, as he said, was unparalleled. Xiao Huayong did resemble the Youning Emperor, especially in the forehead, clearly showing their father-son relationship, so his identity was certainly not in doubt. Yet that person that day had left a deep impression on Munuha.

“I hear Your Majesty’s sons have extraordinary martial arts skills. Munuha wishes to spar with the Crown Prince,” Munuha performed a Turkish bow to the Youning Emperor.

“Hahahahaha…” the Youning Emperor laughed upon hearing this, “Seventh Son is the heir apparent, the heir to the celestial empire. He doesn’t need to practice martial arts—he has brothers skilled in martial arts at his disposal. Prince Munuha, if you wish to spar, how about Our Ninth Son, who is two years younger than Seventh Son?”

The Youning Emperor saying Xiao Huayong didn’t practice martial arts truly surprised Munuha. His deep blue eyes studied Xiao Huayong for a while before saying: “Then I request Prince Lie’s guidance.”

The Youning Emperor sent for Xiao Changying, and everyone went to the palace training grounds. The Xiao family sons not only valued horsemanship and archery but also martial arts. Except for Xiao Huayong due to illness, every prince, including the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng, was skilled in martial arts.

Hearing about the sparring match with the Turkish prince, from Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin to the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng, all princes participating in the capital’s governance came, each eager to participate.

The Youning Emperor instructed the two to spar lightly and not damage the relations between the two countries.

Munuha was the most valiant of the Turkish princes. His strength was immense, each punch powerful, not just brute force but also agile in response.

Xiao Changying’s martial arts skills were outstanding among the princes; in the Youning Emperor’s eyes, only Prince Jing Xiao Changyan could match him.

Xiao Huayong stood to the side, occasionally coughing lightly, watching the two exchange moves, from bare hands to each taking up weapons.

The sword in Xiao Changying’s hand flashed like fleeting shadows, broken cold light occasionally flashing in the eyes of distant observers.

Munuha wielded a curved saber, sweeping horizontally with fierce power, his wrist turning with forceful strength. The curved saber seemed to merge with his hand, especially when he raised it to block Xiao Changying’s sword. Suddenly, from below, he spun out a smaller curved blade.

The two fan-like blade edges scraped against Xiao Changying’s sword in a twist, sparks flying, the powerful force knocking the sword from Xiao Changying’s hand!

Chapter 290: Kill Him and Everything Will Be Resolved
Xiao Changying reacted with lightning speed. As the sword fell from his hand, he immediately kicked upward, sending the sword spinning back into the air. As he leaped to catch it, Munuha’s blade whirled like lightning toward his palm, threatening Xiao Changying’s waist.

Xiao Changying twisted his body in mid-air and quickly rolled away, reaching up to snatch the falling sword. Munuha paused his steps, spun around, and thrust his blade back. Xiao Changying landed and continued rolling backward, his sword spinning with him in the movement.

After several rotations, Xiao Changying finally managed to grasp his sword’s hilt. He pivoted on his feet, dodging a horizontal slash, twirled his sword in a flourish, and thrust it behind him. Almost simultaneously, Munuha’s blade edge whirled back.

Xiao Changying stood tall, his sword tip just an inch from piercing Munuha’s neck. Munuha leaned forward like a spreading eagle, his curved blade just an inch from severing Xiao Changying’s waist.

The two had fought to a draw. The Youning Emperor was the first to applaud: “Prince Munuha, your martial skills are extraordinary.”

“Prince Lie’s swordsmanship is divine,” Munuha sincerely praised.

Very few could match him in combat. After a pause, he continued: “Since the age of fifteen, Munuha has been undefeated across the steppes. I admire Prince Lie who can match Munuha, but Munuha still wishes to find the person who defeated him that day.”

As he spoke, his deep blue eyes swept over Xiao Huayong, this strongly suggestive gaze falling into the eyes of the Youning Emperor and the princes.

Xiao Huayong remained composed, Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying maintained perfectly calm expressions, Xiao Changgeng showed no ripples of emotion, Xiao Changmin appeared thoughtful, and Xiao Zhen remained indifferent.

“We too must find this person,” the Youning Emperor said.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly twice, saying nothing.

With all the princes present, the Youning Emperor was in high spirits and hosted a banquet. The evening meal proceeded harmoniously between host and guests. After returning to the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong instructed: “Be more vigilant these days.”

“Should we…”

Before Tianyuan could finish, Xiao Huayong raised his hand to interrupt: “No need. His Majesty may not believe him.”

A Turkish prince—His Majesty was more suspicious of Munuha’s intentions, wondering if this was meant to sow discord. Since Munuha dared not say when and where he had seen him, it was difficult to convince His Majesty. However, His Majesty was cautious—some things were better believed than doubted.

He would surely find an opportunity to test him to set his mind at ease.

Tianyuan had meant to suggest they take the initiative and attribute ill intentions to Munuha.

Such haste would only make His Majesty more suspicious. For now, he only needed to remain composed and not dwell on the matter.

“Inform Youyou of this, saying His Majesty suspects me,” Xiao Huayong instructed.

Tianyuan’s face showed: ???

“Why must we inform the Princess of this? Could His Majesty use the Princess to test Your Highness?”

Xiao Huayong regarded Tianyuan with a look that suggested he was beyond hope: “Why does His Majesty suspect me?”

“Prince Munuha’s accusation…” Tianyuan understood and hurriedly said, “This servant will deliver the message at once.”

His Highness was suspected by His Majesty because of Prince Munuha, and His Highness’s encounter with Prince Munuha was due to saving the Northwestern Prince.

The Princess was so intelligent, that she would surely realize this connection and feel somewhat indebted to His Highness, making her more tolerant of him…

His Highness never missed any opportunity to gain the Princess’s tolerance and patience.

Each step was taken steadily, resulting in the current situation where the Princess, though disliking his glib tongue, still had to endure it.

Tianyuan felt quite sympathetic toward the Crown Prince, but before he could leave the hall, he heard the Crown Prince already humming a little tune.

Tianyuan: …

While they thought the Crown Prince pitiful, perhaps the Crown Prince found them pathetic for not understanding matters of the heart.

He was probably already imagining what favors he could gain from the Princess through this.

Early the next morning, Tianyuan delivered a food box to Shen Xihe with a message: “Princess, please do not visit the Crown Prince in the palace before the Lantern Festival. His Majesty is seeking opportunities to test the Crown Prince these days.”

Shen Xihe asked with great concern: “Why is His Majesty testing the Crown Prince?”

She worried that the Crown Prince had somehow revealed himself. If he exposed himself too early, the Youning Emperor would surely not tolerate him. The struggle between them would erupt prematurely, and the Youning Emperor might not arrange their marriage, disrupting many of her plans.

Tianyuan showed difficulty, and after a long while said: “It’s because of Prince Munuha.”

“The Turkish prince?” Shen Xihe had briefly learned about the congratulatory envoys.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s questioning gaze, Tianyuan said: “The one who ambushed the Prince that day was this prince.”

Shen Xihe suddenly understood—this was someone who had seen Xiao Huayong’s true face. A sharp light flashed in her eyes.

Tianyuan inexplicably felt his heart tighten. He felt things weren’t developing as His Highness had predicted, but he dared not say more, lest the clever Princess detect His Highness’s schemes and spoil the effect.

After Tianyuan left, Shen Xihe immediately instructed Mo Yuan: “Investigate that Turkish prince more thoroughly.”

Shen Xihe indeed thought of Xiao Huayong’s merit because of this, but she didn’t feel much guilt, as she had already added Munuha to her death list.

If they eliminated this person, wouldn’t many problems be resolved?

Ambushing her father and threatening her betrothed—he was like a longevity star eating arsenic—tired of living.

“Princess, the Turkish prince is an envoy. If anything were to happen to him in the capital…” Zhenzhu had already sensed the killing intent from Shen Xihe and felt compelled to remind her, “This is a grave matter.”

She wasn’t trying to stop Shen Xihe, but as a servant, she had to remind her mistress whether she had thought of it or not—this was her duty.

“Why don’t we wait until he’s back in Turkish territory to assassinate him?” Ziyu thought simply.

Hongyu and Biyu both rolled their eyes, while Zhenzhu said amusedly: “He ambushed the Prince because the border region was half Turkish territory, and the Turkish border troops all obeyed his orders. They not only wouldn’t interfere but would also provide support if needed.”

This was why Shen Yueshan and Xiao Huayong hadn’t pursued and captured him relentlessly that day.

But if they were to ambush Munuha, how could they get past the soldiers on their side of the border?

Ziyu stuck out her tongue.

Shen Xihe lowered her head and stroked Duanming’s back. Duanming’s fur instinctively bristled, as if sensing deadly danger and fear.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe smiled: “To kill him, it must be done in the capital. We can’t assassinate him, nor kill him openly, which would lead to war between the two countries and His Majesty’s thorough investigation. We need a way to make His Majesty stand on our side.”

“Make His Majesty stand on our side?” Hongyu and the others exchanged glances.

“Has Princess Yanling shown any unusual movements lately?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Zhenzhu silently said a prayer for Princess Yanling: “None.”

“Tell me, if the Turkish prince were to kill Princess Yanling, could he return home unscathed?” Shen Xihe asked softly.

Chapter 291: She Finds Him a Nuisance
The thin winter snow, like a blanket of northwestern wool, gently covered the pavilions and towers, glinting silver in the flickering candlelight.

In the depths of winter, the desolate earth and withered trees were relieved only by the proud plum blossoms competing in beauty with frostflowers.

Shen Xihe wore a light cloud-colored plum blossom cloak and skirt with a silver-vermillion cloak trimmed with white fox fur. Sitting beside a charcoal brazier, she unfolded the letter Mo Yuan had delivered, which detailed the life experiences of Türk Third Prince Munuha.

From between the lines, Shen Xihe formed an impression of Munuha – not of his appearance, but of his conduct and character.

“He is a vigilant and astute person, with extraordinary martial skills,” Shen Xihe put down the letter and accepted a hand warmer from Zhenzhu. “To set a trap for him, we must succeed in one strike.”

Otherwise, it would certainly arouse his suspicion, making any further attempts difficult.

“Junzhu, Munuha is also investigating you,” Mo Yuan added.

“His Imperial Highness the Crown Prince escorted Father to confront him,” Shen Xihe smiled. “And in the capital, the Crown Prince and I have frequent contact. It’s only natural that he would investigate me.”

Most likely he wanted to probe Emperor Youning through her, thought Shen Xihe. She had been worried about how to take initiative without arousing the Emperor’s suspicion – if Munuha delivered himself to her doorstep, it would save her considerable trouble.

“Junzhu, you absolutely cannot use yourself as bait,” Zhenzhu immediately understood Shen Xihe’s thoughts and advised with concern.

Shen Xihe swatted away the furry paw that was trying to steal pastries from the table and picked up the mewing Duanming: “How do you think he would probe the Crown Prince through me?”

“Junzhu lives in seclusion at the manor, he wouldn’t dare break in to kidnap you,” Hong Yu said.

Bi Yu: “When Junzhu goes out, guards are accompanying her. He doesn’t have many men with him and wouldn’t dare to rashly make a move against you.”

Zi Yu blinked her eyes, having no say in this matter.

Zhenzhu pondered for a moment: “The sixth is Wang Fei’s birthday, and she has sent invitations. If he shows up there, it would be a good opportunity to make his move.”

And if something happened at Prince Dai’s manor, His Majesty wouldn’t be able to investigate thoroughly, which would lower his suspicion.

“However, His Highness the Crown Prince certainly won’t attend.”

The Crown Prince’s poor health was known throughout the court, and he never attended any small banquets. Since this was Wang Fei’s birthday and not Prince Dai’s, the Crown Prince might not even receive an invitation. Last year, he didn’t attend Wang Fei’s birthday either.

“Even if he wants to come, I won’t let him,” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. Given the Crown Prince’s current feelings for her, his ulterior motives would be obvious – even if he showed up without an invitation, no one would be suspicious.

Zhenzhu was confused: “If His Highness doesn’t come, how will Munuha make his move?”

Shen Xihe stroked Duanming’s neck, leaning forward so her black hair fell to cover half her face. The charcoal fire cast a warm red glow over her, making her appear particularly gentle: “Between men, to provoke the greatest anger, apart from killing their closest kin, it’s stealing their power, position, and… their beauty.”

Zhenzhu was startled, while Bi Yu and Hong Yu’s expressions also changed slightly.

“Junzhu, you mean Munuha wants to… act inappropriately towards you?” Even the slow-witted Zi Yu understood.

“How dare he?” Zhenzhu felt Munuha would have to be mad to set his sights on Shen Xihe.

He was a Türk prince, and the Northwestern King was an insurmountable wall for the Türks. If he dared to harbor thoughts about Shen Xihe, Emperor Youning would be the first to destroy him.

“You’re all wrong,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly, releasing Duanming who had contentedly curled its tail. It grabbed onto Shen Xihe’s sleeve, and she firmly but gently pried its paws away.

It had grabbed before and torn her sleeve, for which Shen Xihe had punished it severely. Since then, it has learned to control its strength.

“He naturally wouldn’t dare to actively pursue me, but if we ‘accidentally’ became husband and wife, the fault wouldn’t be his. What could His Majesty do then?” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes and picked up Duanming, who was still pawing at her, setting it aside.

When Duanming tried to come back, Shen Xihe gave it a meaningful half-smile, and it immediately lay down obediently where it was.

“His Majesty wouldn’t just avoid blaming him, he might even welcome it.”

Having lost her virtue, she would have to marry Munuha, and Shen Yueshan would have to voluntarily give up his military power in the northwest to avoid suspicion. With such a legitimate reason, even the northwestern civilians couldn’t speak up for Shen Yueshan.

They relied on Shen Yueshan, but they cared more about their homes – how could they trust their northwestern defenses to a Türk prince’s father-in-law?

Emperor Youning couldn’t actively send Shen Xihe for a political marriage to reclaim military power – that would discourage the northwestern civilians and all frontier soldiers. Who would dare fight bravely in the future if they worried that one day, after achieving great merit, their wives and daughters would meet such ends?

He couldn’t be active, but he could be passive!

Zhenzhu and the others paled, not having considered this angle.

“Now what he needs is an opportunity to act freely. He needs someone to lend him a helping hand,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward. “I will send him such a person.”

Xiao Huayong hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to come to the palace so soon. Just yesterday, he had Tian Yuan inform her to be careful and avoid entering the palace these days, lest she become others’ pawns against him.

“Does Your Highness think so little of me?” Shen Xihe said softly. “If someone makes a move, am I the type to sit and wait for death? Who benefits remains to be seen.”

Her expression was normal, but Xiao Huayong knew this was just casual talk, not truly believing he thought little of her.

Shen Xihe might not have noticed that when chatting with him, she had become increasingly at ease and natural. This subtle change made Xiao Huayong’s heart feel as if it was coated in honey, tender affection spreading to his eyes and brows, making the beauty mark at the corner of his eye infinitely alluring: “How could I think little of Youyou? I know you like tranquility and worried you would be annoyed if I disturbed your peace.”

This was true. Unless it was like Bian Xianyi using Shen Yun’an for a surprise attack, even if he focused all his attention, he might not be able to strike Shen Xihe in one move, let alone others. His recognition of Shen Xihe’s intelligence wasn’t a lover’s bias but an objective assessment.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows, her lips curving into a smile. Xiao Huayong truly understood her well. If someone involved her, her emotions would indeed be affected, just as she still showed displeasure toward Xiao Changying after the Double Ninth Festival when the Rong family’s lady had used him to scheme against her.

“I came to see Your Highness today to inform you that for Wang Fei’s birthday banquet the day after tomorrow, Your Highness need not brave the snow to join the festivities,” Shen Xihe advised.

“Is Youyou afraid I’ll get in the way?” Xiao Huayong was somewhat between laughter and tears.

Chapter 292: Pushing the Princess into the Water
In this world, many sought his help, but no one had ever found him a nuisance. Shen Xihe was undoubtedly the first.

“Your Highness overthinks. It’s not that you’re a nuisance, but with you present, this play cannot be properly performed,” Shen Xihe explained.

“I stay alone in the Eastern Palace with only cold snow for company, in utter solitude. Youyou put on a play, yet won’t let me watch…” Xiao Huayong seized the opportunity, lowering his eyelids, his long lashes like gauze casting shadows, his expression quite forlorn.

He sat by the window, slightly opened, with occasional snowflakes drifting in on the wind, echoing his melancholy pose, looking like a pitiful soul abandoned in the snow and ice.

“Your Highness wants to know what I intend to do, but I don’t wish to tell you at this moment,” Shen Xihe smiled lightly.

If she let him know what Munuha would do, he would likely behead Munuha before she could act. With His Majesty watching his every move, he couldn’t act rashly – one wrong move would expose everything to His Majesty, which would be too disadvantageous for their future path. Shen Xihe didn’t want to take that risk.

“Youyou has seen through me,” Xiao Huayong sat up straight. “Very well, I promise Youyou, I won’t go to Prince Dai’s manor the day after tomorrow.”

Having convinced Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe stayed in the Eastern Palace for about a quarter-hour before leaving. Xiao Huayong reluctantly escorted her to the Eastern Palace gate – whenever she visited, as long as he wasn’t feigning illness and fainting, he would escort her thus and gaze after her departure.

Shen Xihe was accustomed to this and didn’t stop him, turning to leave without lingering.

After leaving the Eastern Palace grounds, Zhenzhu whispered while supporting Shen Xihe’s arm: “Someone’s watching.”

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly. Usually, when she came to the Eastern Palace, no one spied on her – not because no one wanted to investigate, but because these people had their power in the palace and could do so inconspicuously.

Today’s exposure could only mean this person lacked skill, at least wasn’t trained by palace people. Nine times out of ten it would be someone Munuha had bribed – their presence was welcome, she had only feared they wouldn’t come.

Shen Xihe walked to a frozen lake and instructed Bi Yu: “Go invite the Fifth Princess. If she won’t come, ask if she wants to know how Consort Liang died.”

“Yes.”

The winter wind cut like a knife. Even with her hand warmer, Shen Xihe felt somewhat cold. Snow had accumulated around the lake, but the surface wasn’t frozen – the palace staff treated it especially daily, as palace waters mustn’t freeze, needing to stay alive to maintain vitality.

Princess Yanling, bundled up like a dumpling and holding a hand warmer, slowly approached with two personal palace maids. Her pale face confronted Shen Xihe, her eyes filled with resentment and grievance: “What do you want with me?”

“Princess still won’t reveal who instigated you to act against me?” Shen Xihe asked languidly.

In the bitter cold, her words created swirling white mist, making her face and eyes indistinct.

“I’ve said I don’t know,” Princess Yanling remained tight-lipped.

“Princess, my patience has limits. I’ve already shown you the greatest tolerance,” Shen Xihe turned her head, gazing at her coldly.

Yanling looked away: “I said I don’t know!”

“Very well.” As Shen Xihe’s cold words fell, Zhenzhu flicked a small bead from her fingertip, striking Princess Yanling’s knee.

Princess Yanling’s knee went numb, and her body immediately fell toward the lake, but Shen Xihe swiftly grabbed her while Zhenzhu and Bi Yu blocked her two palace maids.

Shen Xihe asked once more: “Will you speak or not?”

“I don’t know…” Princess Yanling said tearfully, “Let me go, please let me go…”

“Junzhu, someone’s coming,” Zhenzhu suddenly warned.

Shen Xihe quickly released her grip on Princess Yanling’s wrist. With a splash, Bi Yu jumped in after her, appearing to rescue her but ensuring she swallowed several mouthfuls of icy winter water.

When Noble Consort Rong arrived with others in the courtyard, they arrived just in time to see Bi Yu pulling Princess Yanling out.

“What’s this…” Noble Consort Rong came with two consorts and Princess Pingling accompanying her, all looking at the scene in confusion.

“Noble Consort, Zhaoning Junzhu pushed our Princess into the water!” One of Princess Yanling’s palace maids immediately knelt before Noble Consort Rong and accused.

Rather than defend herself, Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu: “Zhenzhu, take Bi Yu to change clothes, and have the Eastern Palace brew a decoction to ward off cold.”

“Yes.” Actually, Bi Yu wasn’t severely affected, as Shen Xihe had planned everything – Bi Yu wore an inner layer of oilcloth clothing. Still, given the cold, caution was warranted.

“Zhaoning, what do you say?” Noble Consort Rong asked.

“Noble Consort, the priority is to take Princess Yanling back to the palace for the Imperial Physician. As for whether I pushed the Princess in, or the palace maids neglected their duties allowing the Princess to fall in, when the Princess wakes, there will be a conclusion,” Shen Xihe said methodically.

Her attitude made Noble Consort Rong somewhat believe her, especially since she had personally seen Shen Xihe’s maid rescue Princess Yanling – not jumping in after she arrived, but entering the water early to save her.

Shen Xihe calmly accompanied them back to Princess Yanling’s chambers. After the Imperial Physician checked her pulse and prescribed medicine, and the decoction was ready, both Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong arrived. Only then did Princess Yanling slowly regain consciousness.

“Yanling, how did you fall in?” Emperor Youning asked when he saw Princess Yanling awake.

Princess Yanling looked up to see Shen Xihe standing beside Emperor Youning, smiling at her as coldly as the winter wind. She steeled herself: “It was Zhaoning, Zhaoning pushed me into the water.”

Everyone turned to look at Shen Xihe, who showed a puzzled expression: “Could the Princess explain why Zhaoning would push her? We have no grudge between us.”

“You… you sent your maid to invite me to the Small Pavilion, so many people in my palace saw!” Princess Yanling only wanted to bring their discord into the open – if anything happened to her in the future, Shen Xihe would be the prime suspect!

“Yes, Zhaoning invited the Princess. Zhaoning merely came on behalf of the Hereditary Prince to ask if the Princess truly consents to the marriage,” Shen Xihe said unhurriedly. “But the Princess said it was none of Zhaoning’s business and told Zhaoning not to meddle, then left angrily and slipped on the ground. The Princess’s two palace maids dared not enter the water to save her, so Zhaoning had her maid do so.”

She then curtsied to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty can send someone to investigate – there must be traces where the Princess fell.”

Traces? Of course, there were, though they were deliberately left by Bi Yu when entering the water.

Emperor Youning, stern-faced, sent Liu Sanzi to investigate personally. Liu Sanzi not only found the traces but brought two palace servants: “Your Majesty, these are the servants responsible for cleaning the Small Pavilion.”

The two hurriedly bowed, and Emperor Youning asked: “Did you see the Junzhu and Princess?”

“Yes, Your Majesty…” one small palace servant trembled. “The Princess slipped, and the Junzhu reached out to grab her but couldn’t catch her, and the Princess fell in.”

Chapter 293: Your Wishes, I’ll strive to Fulfill
The witness had been arranged by Shen Xihe, though not through others but through Zhu Sheng, the clever palace servant who had accompanied Huang Zhongsi to welcome her. Half a year ago, he was just a worker in the Internal Service Bureau, but now he was a clerk there – all due to Shen Xihe’s secret promotion.

“You’re lying—” Princess Yanling’s pale face contorted as she sharply rebuked.

“And you, what did you see?” Emperor Youning questioned the other palace servant.

This servant hadn’t been present – he had been slacking off. He dared not makeup lies, as that would reveal his negligence, so he could only agree with his companion: “Your Majesty’s discernment is wise. What I saw was the same.”

One person’s testimony might be insufficient, but surely two people couldn’t both be lying?

Emperor Youning turned to Liu Sanzi: “What about the traces on the ground?”

Liu Sanzi glanced at Princess Yanling: “Your Majesty, there was snow on the ground, showing where the Princess slipped and fell in.”

“I have more evidence proving the Princess is lying,” Shen Xihe added fuel to the fire. “If this servant hadn’t mentioned it, I would have forgotten that I tried to grab the Princess. Her skin is delicate – in my panic, I must have scratched her wrist.”

Princess Yanling remembered something and instinctively withdrew her hand, her reaction undoubtedly revealing her guilt.

“Pingling, pull out your fifth sister’s wrist!” Emperor Youning ordered.

Princess Pingling could only step forward, apologetically saying to Princess Yanling: “Fifth Sister, forgive me.”

Princess Yanling tried to struggle but weakened by her cold, she was no match for Princess Pingling’s strength. Soon her sleeve was pulled back, revealing a red mark on her wrist.

Emperor Youning’s face turned ashen with anger.

Princess Yanling, tears streaming, crawled to kneel by the bed: “Your Majesty, it’s not like that, not like that… it was Zhaoning, she planned everything, she did it deliberately, she deliberately meant to torment me…”

Emperor Youning spoke gravely: “You keep saying Zhaoning means you harm. Tell me, why would Zhaoning harm you?”

Princess Yanling’s crying stopped abruptly, and she quickly said: “She… she listened to Third Sister’s nonsense, falsely accusing me of instigating Fourth Sister against her, so she targets me everywhere.”

“You’re lying!” Before Shen Xihe could refute this, Princess Anling, who had just arrived, rushed forward. “You’re spewing vicious lies! Zhaoning and I have never met privately – how could I have falsely accused you?”

“Your Majesty, I’m not lying, I am not lying. The fourth Sister was killed by Zhaoning. She hated Fourth Sister for causing her to fall from her horse, she took revenge by throwing Fourth Sister into the river. She died so tragically, and she’ll harm me too. If one day I die tragically, it will surely be her doing, wuwuwu…”

Princess Yanling wept uncontrollably, her cries filled with grief, fear, and helplessness.

Emperor Youning’s heart softened somewhat at her crying. Though he didn’t particularly value his daughters, they were still his flesh and blood, and he had always harbored doubts about Changling’s death. But at this moment, Shen Xihe was clearly above suspicion – even if he had doubts, he couldn’t show them.

“Imperial Physician, the Princess is delirious from falling into the water. Prepare a decoction to clear her mind,” Emperor Youning ordered before striding out of Princess Yanling’s chambers.

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty don’t go! I’m not delirious, every word is true! Zhaoning shows no respect for the law, she harms the royal family! I am your daughter, you can’t let me die tragically at her hands wuwuwu…” Princess Yanling shrieked. Seeing Emperor Youning leave without looking back, she immediately grabbed Princess Pingling. “Sixth Sister, you must help me! Zhaoning won’t spare you either, she hates us royal ladies…”

Before Princess Yanling could finish, Noble Consort Rong rescued her daughter and hurried after His Majesty with her daughter in tow.

“You’re truly out of your mind,” Princess Anling thought Princess Yanling had really gone mad and quickly fled as well.

The chamber suddenly emptied except for the palace maids, the Imperial Physician, Xiao Huayong, and Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly as he walked out. The Imperial Physician was his man and immediately followed, pretending to advise: “Your Highness must take care of your health…”

All the palace servants remained kneeling, while Princess Yanling huddled in the corner of her bed, her tear-filled eyes staring at Shen Xihe’s gentle smile as if seeing a ghost.

“Princess should rest well. We have plenty of time ahead…” Leaving behind a meaningful yet mysteriously unsettling smile, Shen Xihe departed gracefully.

Her smile, like that of an evil spirit crawling from hell, terrified Princess Yanling. Yet it remained imprinted in her mind, causing Princess Yanling to clutch her head and scream heart-rendingly: “Ah—”

Princess Yanling didn’t scream for long before the Imperial Physician knocked her out with a silver needle.

Emperor Youning turned outside to watch everyone exit in order and spent quite some time comforting Shen Xihe.

After Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had left, he asked Princesses Pingling and Anling: “Has Zhaoning ever shown disrespect to you?”

The two exchanged glances, and Princess Anling spoke truthfully: “Your Majesty, Zhaoning rarely associates with us. She doesn’t interact with any ladies in the capital – she greatly values her solitude. When we meet at banquets, Zhaoning is always properly courteous.”

Princess Pingling nodded: “Your Majesty, Zhaoning is cold by nature, neither distant nor close to me, and has never offended.”

She even felt that if possible, Shen Xihe would prefer never to associate with them. This aloofness wasn’t due to dislike – it seemed she simply wasn’t skilled at social interaction.

Emperor Youning nodded upon hearing this and left.

“What game are you playing now?” Xiao Huayong asked softly as he escorted Shen Xihe from the palace.

He had never understood exactly how Yanling had offended Shen Xihe. Since Shen Xihe didn’t want him involved, he hadn’t investigated.

If Yanling had severely harmed her, Shen Xihe, being decisive by nature, would have already taken Yanling’s life rather than toying with her occasionally like a cat with a mouse – Xiao Shi’s death was the best proof of this.

If Yanling’s offense wasn’t severe, Shen Xihe wouldn’t keep dwelling on it.

“Is she acting under someone’s instructions to harm you? Are you trying to make her reveal the truth?” Xiao Huayong asked about his suspicions when he saw Shen Xihe smiling without answering.

“If I said yes, would Your Highness capture and torture her?” Shen Xihe asked in return.

Xiao Huayong smiled at her: “If that is Youyou’s wish, I would certainly strive to fulfill it.”

“Your Highness, that is your sister,” Shen Xihe reminded.

Xiao Huayong brushed snow from her shoulder: “In the royal family, there are no fathers and sons, let alone brothers and sisters. The path we must walk will be stained with the blood of many I call close kin.”

Anyone who competed with him for the throne would become a ghost by his hand.

“Your Highness, I dislike my half-sisters. But as long as they don’t harm me or my father and brothers, I won’t allow others to harm them, nor will I harm them,” Shen Xihe said.

Xiao Huayong understood her meaning and asked: “If one day your half-sister harms me, what will you do?”

Chapter 294: How Deep Are the Princess’s Schemes
Shen Xihe silently gazed at him without responding.

However, Xiao Huayong smiled and said, “Let me answer for Youyou. If we were married and she deliberately harmed me, you would certainly discipline her on my behalf. The severity of the punishment would depend on how deeply she hurt me. But if we weren’t yet married and she harmed me, you would simply ignore it. Of course, Youyou wouldn’t discipline her for my sake, nor would she interfere if I sought revenge.”

Shen Xihe blinked, a fleeting smile passing through her eyes. She had remained silent for quite some time.

What Xiao Huayong said was exactly what she had been thinking.

“Youyou would act this way because her heart distinguishes between those close and distant,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “I am the same. Youyou will only view me as a family after our marriage. However, for me, Youyou already surpasses everything and everyone else in this world.

Anyone who harms you, I can slay with my own hands!”

I am neither cold-blooded, nor bloodthirsty, nor am I someone devoid of familial feelings.

I simply regard you as the person I value most.

If one day my closest kin were to become irreconcilable with you, I would choose only you.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning is an extremely difficult person to move emotionally. Your Highness would do better to take care of yourself,” Shen Xihe sighed lightly.

She felt Xiao Huayong’s sincerity and was deeply shocked that he could go to such lengths for her today, but she remained frustratingly level-headed. She even felt it wasn’t worth it for Xiao Huayong to give his heart to someone like her, yet she simply wouldn’t easily fall in love.

A man could withdraw from love at any time, remaining untouched and departing gracefully.

But a woman was different. Women were too devoted and sensitive; once they fell into love, it became a gamble between life and death, with only one chance of survival out of ten.

“I don’t wish to take care of myself. I deeply believe that someday, someone will take the utmost care of me,” Xiao Huayong gazed at Shen Xihe with burning eyes.

Xiao Huayong was always so assured; it was unclear whether he was trying to convince himself or if he was truly that confident.

Shen Xihe gently shook her head, performed a graceful courtesy, and then boarded the carriage with Zhenzhu and the others. After lowering the curtain, she turned to ask Biyu, “Are you alright?”

“Princess need not worry. I took the cold-preventing medicine before we came, this servant is fine,” Biyu’s eyes were bright, showing no signs of weakness.

“This servant will look after Biyu.” Zhenzhu’s martial skills were somewhat better, but her scalding wounds hadn’t fully healed, and Moyu’s arrow wound hadn’t recovered either, otherwise, they wouldn’t have needed Biyu to endure this ordeal. She was more concerned about another matter, “Princess, will they take the bait?”

If they hadn’t taken the bait, Biyu’s plunge into the water would have been for nothing.

“They will, they definitely will.” Shen Xihe’s smile was profound.

They needed each other too desperately. Munuha was an extremely proud person. Shen Xihe had discovered that he had never been defeated. Last time, Xiao Huayong’s strike against him had been severe, destroying his careful arrangements and killing his confidant right in front of him. He harbored an intense hatred for Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince of the Heavenly Dynasty. It wouldn’t be easy to make a move against him in the future, especially seeing that no one knew Xiao Huayong’s true face, which made him even more resentful. During this time, he must have been frustrated by his inability to expose Xiao Huayong, and unable to strike through those close to Xiao Huayong, he had to find another path.

Shen Xihe, the only person Xiao Huayong truly cared about, was this shortcut. Most wonderfully, Shen Xihe was also connected to Shen Yueshan. In one move, he could enrage Xiao Huayong, tear off his mask, and effortlessly remove Shen Yueshan, the shield of the northwest. He absolutely wouldn’t let this opportunity slip by.

Now he only lacked an inside connection. Shen Xihe’s move today wasn’t just to let Munuha see the Yangling Princess, but also to ensure the Yangling Princess couldn’t refuse Munuha’s plan.

She had pushed the Yangling Princess into the deep winter pond, yet no one believed the princess’s words, letting her see just how many eyes Shen Xihe had in the palace, making her deeply feel the palace’s insecurity. At the same time, she had Biyu hint to the Yangling Princess that she had killed Concubine Liang.

The Yangling Princess would become even more frightened. Concubine Liang’s death had always been a mystery. Concubine Liang’s roots in the palace were far deeper than this princess’s, yet she couldn’t escape Shen Xihe’s poisonous hands – how much more so for herself?

There was another point: because Shen Xihe rarely left the Princess’s Manor, they didn’t have many opportunities, so they would inevitably have to choose the Duke’s wife’s birthday celebration in two days. Concubine Liang was the Duke’s birth mother; the Yangling Princess would certainly stir up trouble before the Duke.

The Duke might not believe it, but when it involved his birth mother, he couldn’t help but take it seriously. Regarding the Yangling Princess’s actions, even if he didn’t help, he would turn a blind eye, just as he did in court, maintaining an appearance of indifference to everything.

What Shen Xihe wanted was for the Duke to know that Yangling would deal with her, to ignore everything at the Duke’s manor in two days, so that she could in turn deal with Yangling and Munuha, preventing the Duke from spoiling her plans.

In terms of deep scheming, Shen Xihe never felt she was inferior to Xiao Huayong.

On her way back to the Princess’s Manor, Munuha had already received news from a palace eunuch he had bribed at the Bureau of Hospitality. Shen Xihe had made quite a scene, and the matter of the Yangling Princess’s accusations against Shen Xihe was no secret – almost everyone inside and outside the palace knew about it.

“Prince, please think carefully,” Munuha’s subordinate advised.

He felt that taking action in the capital was too risky. They didn’t have many people here, and if they caused a major incident, it would only make it difficult for them to escape.

“The one taking action is His Majesty’s princess; we are also victims,” Munuha smiled, his deep blue eyes flickering with an unusual light. “I hear this princess is the one His Majesty wants to marry to the Crown Prince. This Crown Prince is cunning and treacherous, hiding in the depths waiting to strike. If he learns his woman has become someone else’s woman, I don’t believe he can remain hidden!”

“Prince, we are in the capital. If we anger the Crown Prince, we will be in danger,” the subordinate still felt uneasy.

“His Majesty will protect us. As long as I marry Shen Yueshan’s daughter, Shen Yueshan cannot guard the northwest – this is something His Majesty would be pleased to see happen,” Munuha had considered everything thoroughly. “As for retreating, with this princess accompanying us, the Crown Prince won’t dare to pursue and kill us extensively.”

“Prince…”

“Enough, I’ll go meet this princess who deeply hates Princess Zhaoning first.” Munuha needed to see this princess’s capabilities before deciding whether to join forces with her.

The Yangling Princess’s fear of Shen Xihe had now reached the point where she would have nightmares whenever she closed her eyes. In her dreams, countless grotesque faces of Shen Xihe intertwined into a net, binding her so tightly she could barely breathe.

She knew Shen Xihe had informed her about Concubine Liang’s death – she truly wouldn’t let her go now, even if she revealed the mastermind behind it. She and Shen Xihe had reached a point where one of them had to die.

When she received a message containing only a location and one sentence: that they could solve her current predicament.

She grabbed onto it like a drowning person clutching at straws. Now at this life-or-death moment, no matter who it was, as long as they could help her escape from Shen Xihe, she had to take the risk to meet them!

Chapter 295: A Villainous Alliance
These two naturally didn’t know that their meeting was possible only because Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong jointly provided protection, allowing them to make contact within the deep palace without others’ knowledge.

When the Yangling Princess saw Munuha, her face instantly turned pale, and she turned to leave.

She could ally with anyone, but that person had to be their countryman. No matter what, she was still a princess, His Majesty’s daughter – even if something went wrong, the punishment wouldn’t be death. However, a Tujue prince was different. If their scheme was exposed, regardless of their intentions, even though she was a princess, His Majesty couldn’t protect her!

“Princess, please wait,” Munuha spoke in fluent Han language.

The Yangling Princess was slightly startled and then found her path blocked by Munuha. She grew somewhat angry: “Prince, this is the palace! If I just raise my voice, do you know what will happen to you?”

Munuha stepped back and performed a sincere Tujue bow: “Princess, please forgive me. I mean no disrespect. I boldly invited you here today because we share a common enemy.”

“I don’t know what nonsense you’re talking about. We couldn’t possibly have a common enemy.” The Yangling Princess berated him in a low voice and strode past Munuha to leave.

Munuha turned to look at her retreating figure: “Princess, this is your only chance to eliminate Shen Xihe!”

The Yangling Princess’s steps faltered. She wrung the handkerchief in her hands, her eyes reddening as she suddenly turned back, gritting her teeth: “I hate her. I wish I could tear her into ten thousand pieces, but I won’t ally with foreigners against her – not because I’m noble, but because I don’t want to be beyond redemption.”

Allying with Munuha today – who knew if this wouldn’t become leverage for Munuha to threaten her? Once she boarded this ship, she might never be able to get off.

“Princess is cautious. Please don’t rush to refuse. Why not hear what I have to say before making a decision?” Munuha stepped forward. “Princess has wisdom and can judge whether I mean to harm you.”

The Yangling Princess was somewhat moved but didn’t speak, instead guardedly sizing up Munuha.

Seeing through the Yangling Princess’s thoughts, Munuha said: “I want to make the Northwest King’s beloved daughter my woman.”

The Yangling Princess’s eyes widened, and she even let out a cold laugh: “Are you mad? You want to start a war between our nations!”

“Don’t Han women consider chastity their life? Would she choose death to prove her integrity?” Munuha didn’t think this was so unbelievable. “I sincerely seek marriage, offering substantial benefits. I believe His Majesty will surely grant this.”

This was the best way to remove the Northwest King from the Northwest. He could convince his father to offer cities as betrothal gifts. As long as it wasn’t the Shen father and son guarding the northwest, they could first give up one or two cities to lure the enemy in, then stage a comeback…

The Yangling Princess thought that even if Shen Xihe and Munuha truly became husband and wife, the Northwest King wouldn’t accept it. The northwest was as solid as gold in his hands. Would he not preemptively spark warfare between the two nations, using the pretext of quelling rebellion to take revenge on Tujue?

But when Munuha said His Majesty would grant it, she suddenly thought of His Majesty’s wariness of the Northwest King. If His Majesty was pleased to see this happen, the Northwest King wouldn’t dare act rashly, otherwise falling into His Majesty’s hands would be tantamount to digging his own grave.

Her heart began to pound. She felt a glimmer of hope.

If this succeeded, Shen Xihe would either have to commit suicide to preserve the Northwest King’s military authority, or honestly marry into the Northwest.

This was truly her only way out. Shen Xihe’s killing intent toward her was already very clear. Shen Xihe had too many methods – Concubine Liang’s death remains a mystery to this day. She didn’t want to become the second Concubine Liang.

The Yangling Princess looked at Munuha, still somewhat uncertain: “Why do you seek to marry her? Do you admire her?”

“Hahahaha…” Munuha gave a soft laugh. “I’ve never even seen her. Whether she’s beautiful or ugly doesn’t matter, as long as she’s the Northwest King’s daughter.”

This statement undoubtedly told the Yangling Princess that Munuha’s target was the Northwest King, who happened to be His Majesty’s greatest worry.

As the Yangling Princess wavered, Munuha took out a small medicine bottle and placed it on the nearby stone table: “Princess, this is a secret drug from our court. After men and women’s pleasure, even the best physician cannot detect that someone was drugged.”

After putting down the bottle, Munuha left with a confident smile.

He couldn’t stay long in the palace. He had come through a small window under the pretense of using the restroom, having his subordinate imitate two people talking in the privy as cover. If he stayed too long, the ruse would be exposed.

The Yangling Princess stood alone, her gaze falling on the ordinary small medicine bottle on the table. The light of struggle flickered in her eyes for a long while before she finally gritted her teeth and took the bottle with her.

After getting the bottle, she didn’t immediately trust Munuha’s words. Instead, she secretly tested it on a newly assigned palace maid. Her previous maid had failed to protect her yesterday and had accused Shen Xihe; His Majesty had severely punished her and sent her to the Yeting Palace to demonstrate his stance.

Today’s new maid was somewhat arrogant and not of one heart with her, so naturally, she needed to get leverage first.

After catching the maid in an illicit affair with a guard, she invited a trusted imperial physician to check their pulses, confirming that the drug was just as Munuha had said – once used, it couldn’t be detected.

Having made up her mind, the Yangling Princess, despite still feeling weak, openly brought gifts to the Duke’s manor.

She naturally told the Duke’s wife about how Shen Xihe might have killed Concubine Liang, as the Duke wasn’t in the manor.

“Princess, do you have evidence for these words?” Li Yanyan stroked the ruby pomegranate gold hairpin in her hair, asking carelessly.

“I have no evidence. This is what Shen Xihe personally said yesterday.” The Yangling Princess looked at Li Yanyan frankly.

Li Yanyan leaned back languidly, propping her chin with one hand, her eyes full of charm: “Oh? Why would Princess Zhaoning tell you this?”

“I know my Third Sister-in-law doesn’t believe me, but every word is true.” The Yangling Princess said decisively. “To be honest with Third Sister-in-law, Fourth Sister’s hatred for Shen Xihe was indeed stirred up by me. I don’t know how she learned of this, but she’s determined to deal with me. Yesterday she arranged to meet me. I didn’t want to go, but she had her maid ask me ‘Do you know why Concubine Liang died?’ I went to see her out of fear.”

Li Yanyan’s fingers, which had been playing with the jeweled chains hanging from her hairpin, paused. She looked at the Yangling Princess thoughtfully: “Princess comes to tell me these things – what is your intention?”

“She and I have reached a point of no return. She’s deeply scheming, and I don’t want to be bullied by her anymore.” The Yangling Princess gritted her teeth. “Tomorrow I want to use my Third Sister-in-law’s birthday banquet to deal with her. I don’t ask for Third Sister-in-law’s help, just for you to give me convenience.”

“Tomorrow is my birthday banquet. Even if this matter doesn’t involve me, if something happens to her in my manor, how will I explain to your Third Brother?” Li Yanyan smiled lightly.

“Third Sister-in-law, don’t worry. Yangling guarantees this matter absolutely won’t implicate Third Brother and Sister-in-law.” The Yangling Princess vowed earnestly.

Chapter 296: Neither Side Helps
Li Yanyan lowered her eyes and let out a short, light laugh through her nose: “Since the Princess has already informed me of your intentions to harm Princess Zhaoning, why not frankly tell me how you plan to deal with her? That would set my mind at ease.”

The Yangling Princess hesitated but thought that if she didn’t explain, Li Yanyan definitely wouldn’t stand idly by. In the Duke’s manor, if the couple was on strict guard, she and Munuha absolutely couldn’t succeed. So she revealed the entire plan, concluding: “At that time, Prince Munuha will insist that he and Shen Xihe were in love and that it was a moment of uncontrollable passion that led to their improper conduct in the Duke’s manor.”

After hearing this, Li Yanyan looked the Yangling Princess up and down, unable to resist a sarcastic comment: “You noble ladies of the capital are truly… vicious-hearted.”

The Yangling Princess felt some anger but suppressed it, not showing even a trace of emotion on her face: “When dealing with a vicious person, why show mercy?”

Li Yanyan laughed: “If I haven’t misheard, Princess was the one who first instigated the Fourth Princess against Princess Zhaoning, and was then discovered by Princess Zhaoning, which brought about her retaliation. If not for this, why would Princess Zhaoning act against you?”

She truly didn’t understand how the Yangling Princess could define someone she had persecuted as vicious-hearted.

“I was also forced by circumstances. I never meant to take her life,” the Yangling Princess defended herself, then continued, “Third Sister-in-law, don’t speak for her. Given her nature, since she dared to threaten me with Concubine Liang, she surely wasn’t just making empty threats. Though I have no evidence, I’m certain that since she spoke thus, Concubine Liang’s death must be connected to her!”

Li Yanyan’s mocking expression faded. She also disliked Concubine Liang, but she was her proper mother-in-law and that person’s birth mother. Mother and son had always been close and filial; Concubine Liang’s death was a tremendous blow to him.

During this time, he still hadn’t given up investigating the true culprit, focusing daily on the twelfth prince Xiao Changgeng, the prime suspect.

This must be his emotional knot.

She owed him greatly. Knowing this clue, she couldn’t ignore it, whether it was reliable or not.

“Princess, return to the palace. Let me think about it,” Li Yanyan dismissed the Yangling Princess.

She hadn’t told Xiao Changzhen about this matter. If he knew, he wouldn’t be able to judge rationally. He was still haunted by Concubine Liang’s death, and Shen Xihe was no ordinary person, with an unfathomable Crown Prince behind her…

Li Yanyan didn’t send anyone to investigate. Instead, when Shen Xihe visited the next day, she deliberately found an opportunity to invite her alone to a room and said directly: “Yesterday, the Yangling Princess came to the manor and told me that Princess Zhaoning personally told her that Concubine Liang was killed by you. What does the Princess think of this?”

She hadn’t interacted with Shen Xihe many times, but since Shen Xihe’s arrival in the capital, rumors had never ceased, with each incident more earth-shattering than the last. She could roughly gauge something of Shen Xihe’s character.

If Shen Xihe had truly done it, she definitely wouldn’t directly deny it.

“Duchess, Zhaoning never wrongfully takes anyone’s life,” Shen Xihe responded calmly.

She killed, but she didn’t kill indiscriminately.

At this ambiguous answer, Li Yanyan couldn’t immediately grasp Shen Xihe’s meaning. She knew that even if Shen Xihe had truly killed Concubine Liang, she definitely wouldn’t directly admit it.

Shen Xihe’s words had two meanings: either she hadn’t killed Concubine Liang, or she had killed Concubine Liang because Concubine Liang had first tried to take her life.

If it was the latter, Li Yanyan didn’t care. She never liked Concubine Liang to begin with. If Concubine Liang died unjustly, she would be willing, for the sake of their mother-in-law and daughter-in-law relationship, to seek justice for her and ease some of Xiao Changzhen’s guilt and regret.

But if Concubine Liang had brought about her death by making enemies and being outmatched, she couldn’t claim to have such filial devotion to Concubine Liang.

She remembered clearly how Concubine Liang had tormented her in those years, how she had secretly slandered her all these years and even harbored killing intent toward her. It was just that the Yangling Princess didn’t know these things; otherwise, she wouldn’t have come to her yesterday to discuss this matter.

Although she had no intention of accommodating the Yangling Princess, she also didn’t plan to meddle in others’ grudges. The entanglement between Shen Xihe and the Yangling Princess was not her concern.

She wouldn’t interfere with the Yangling Princess taking action in the Duke’s manor, but she had already warned Shen Xihe. The Yangling Princess meant her harm; if Shen Xihe still fell into the trap, she and the Duke’s manor couldn’t be blamed.

“The weather is cold, and strong wine burns the lungs, unable to warm the body. I know the Princess is physically weak; you must be careful with wine and tea,” Li Yanyan said with a smile.

Shen Xihe nodded: “Thank you for the Duchess’s advice.”

Both being intelligent people, they exchanged a glance, understanding everything without words.

Regarding Li Yanyan, Shen Xihe felt neither like nor dislike. That day when she was hunted, although Li Yanyan was involved in the tomb-raiding case, she had only played a role in numbing and confusing Yu Zao. She thought that when she was being hunted, Li Yanyan probably didn’t even know about it.

This must have been Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai’s doing, but since Xiao Changtai was hiding in the imperial tomb, Shen Xihe couldn’t easily plot against him, much less recklessly send someone to the imperial tomb for assassination.

This debt could only be recorded for now. Someday, she would repay Xiao Changtai in full.

Li Yanyan’s birthday celebration was extremely lively. She didn’t care at all what Emperor Youning thought and invited all the foreign envoys who had come to pay tribute, beautifully terming it as admiring their dynasty’s customs and culture.

She had indeed put in the effort, inviting the two greatest dancing courtesans from Luoyang, Bai Fugong and Qi Xiaoren, both of whom people would spend fortunes just to glimpse.

Bian Xianyi’s dance was graceful and varied, but compared to these two, she was still slightly inferior.

Besides these two, there were also various folk performances. The shows came one after another, making the audience exclaim with satisfaction and occasionally burst into applause.

Shen Xihe sat with Xue Jinqiao, who kept chattering with Shen Xihe, while Shen Xihe smiled and occasionally responded.

Seeing that Shen Xihe hadn’t touched a drop of liquid, the Yangling Princess grew anxious. Her gaze fell on Xue Jinqiao, and she formed a plan.

“I can dance with swords. Sister, another day I’ll…” Xue Jinqiao was eagerly displaying her talents, appearing afraid that Shen Xihe’s attention might be drawn away by other enchanting women when a maid came to refill her wine and accidentally spilled the wine pot all over her.

“This servant deserves death, this servant deserves death.” The maid prostrated herself, repeatedly knocking her head on the ground.

Xue Jinqiao was very angry, but after glancing at Shen Xihe, she forcibly suppressed her temper: “Get up!”

After those three words, Xue Jinqiao didn’t wait for Li Yanyan to come over and angrily went to change clothes. These noble ladies always brought an extra set of clothes when visiting, in case of accidents, to avoid embarrassment or being schemed against.

However, Xue Jinqiao didn’t return, and even her two maids couldn’t be found. Shen Xihe then stood up, taking only Zhenzhu to look for them.

She knew that the Yangling Princess must have bribed the servants to deliberately lead Xue Jinqiao and her three servants down the wrong path.

Chapter 297: Illicit Affair
Her purpose was naturally to entice her future sister-in-law, who was also the only person close to Xue Jinqiao, to search.

When Shen Xihe fulfilled her wishes, they left the banquet venue. After asking servants, with some not knowing and others being vague, they finally arrived at a remote small courtyard. Before Pearl could detect anyone lurking with her keen senses, Shen Xihe had already caught a whiff of a distinctive fragrance.

Suddenly, someone in hiding shot several tiny needles through a bamboo tube. Pearl reacted by spinning to avoid one but was still struck in the arm. Pearl immediately felt her arm go numb: “Princess… quickly leave…”

Shen Xihe’s expression grew serious as she reached out to support Pearl, seemingly wanting to leave together.

At that moment, another needle flew towards them. Shen Xihe tried to dodge but couldn’t avoid it. Her covered arm was also struck by a needle. Pearl had already collapsed, and she too suddenly blacked out, falling alongside Pearl.

People immediately rushed out, laboriously carrying them one by one into the courtyard’s building. Pearl was placed in a separate room, while next door was a bedchamber where Shen Xihe was thrown onto the bed.

After about half an incense stick’s time, Princess Yanling’s distinctive fragrance wafted past Shen Xihe’s nose. As she took out a medicine bottle and was about to pinch Shen Xihe’s mouth, Shen Xihe suddenly opened her eyes, startling her into dropping the bottle. However, a hand steadily caught it.

She turned to look and met Pearl’s coldly furious gaze. Looking back, she saw her two palace maids had already silently collapsed.

Before she could cry out, Pearl struck her with an acupuncture needle. Her body went limp, without even the strength to speak.

Shen Xihe rose gracefully from the bed and commanded softly: “Make her drink it.”

While Pearl was forcing Princess Yanling to drink the medicine, Shen Xihe walked to a nearby incense burner, took out a fire striker, lit some incense, and threw it in before covering the burner. After Pearl had stripped Princess Yanling’s clothes and hidden her on the bed behind lowered curtains, Shen Xihe kicked one of the palace maids.

This palace maid opened her eyes, clear-minded, and immediately withdrew silently to notify Munuha at the banquet venue.

The previous incident of pushing Princess Yanling into the water was to make her clearly aware of the lethal intentions against her, while also deliberately forcing Princess Yanling to change her servants – and indeed, two had been replaced with one of her own people.

As a Turkic prince, Munuha naturally couldn’t move freely in Prince Dai’s mansion. Only Princess Yanling could handle matters there.

Munuha had been waiting, and finally, Princess Yanling’s maid came. The maid gave Munuha a meaningful look, and he found an excuse to leave his seat. The servant led him to the room: “The Princess says this matter doesn’t concern her, she’s already left, and this servant will also take leave.”

The servant quickly ran after bowing, closing the door behind her. The room was filled with a lingering fragrance, and from behind the lowered curtains came the sound of a woman’s restless moans. Munuha immediately felt hot with desire, believing the alluring sounds to be Shen Xihe’s.

He strode forward. The room had no lights lit, and lifting the curtains, he could only see alluring curves. Munuha wanted to light a lamp to see the person on the bed clearly, but his whole body felt like it was on fire. The person on the bed continued making seductive moans. His blood boiling and excitement rushing to his head, he couldn’t help but throw himself onto the bed.

Their tryst was discovered by two noble ladies visiting Princess Dai. These two were close friends without ulterior motives, just curious and fond of hearing about romantic scandals – Shen Xihe had carefully selected them.

A scream brought countless people running. The mansion’s steward hurriedly came and whispered in Prince Dai and Li Yanyan’s ears. Prince Dai’s expression changed dramatically, while Li Yanyan cast a meaningful look at Shen Xihe, who sat composed at the banquet, laughing and chatting with Xue Jinqiao.

She had ultimately underestimated Shen Xihe – it turned out Princess Yanling herself had been playing the fool from beginning to end.

The affair between Princess Yanling and the Turkic prince in Prince Dai’s mansion couldn’t be covered up. Soon, everyone inside and outside the palace who had attended Princess Dai’s birthday banquet knew. When the two were brought to Mingzheng Hall, Emperor Youning’s face was ashen with rage, wanting nothing more than to slaughter Munuha.

Munuha also realized that Princess Yanling must have made a mistake. Though furious inside, he had no choice but to tell Emperor Youning: “Munuha fell in love with the Princess at first sight and couldn’t control his emotions. Please punish Munuha and don’t blame the Princess.”

Princess Yanling was dying of shame but didn’t know how to defend herself, only able to weep in despair.

“Silence!” While her crying that day had indeed softened his fatherly heart, today it only irritated Emperor Youning. “How dare you cry when you’ve shown such shamelessness?”

“Your Majesty, I…” Princess Yanling choked, wanting to defend herself, but what could she say?

Should she say she wanted to scheme against Shen Xihe but was outwitted instead? Or directly accuse Shen Xihe of plotting against her? She had no evidence, just as when Shen Xihe pushed her into the lake and she couldn’t defend herself.

She looked at Munuha beside her. Munuha was undeniably a handsome man, and she had already been with him…

There was no place for her in the capital anymore. She just wanted to live well, and perhaps marrying into the Turks was her best way out: “Your Majesty, I… I am fond of Prince Munuha and am willing to marry far away to the Turks for peace between our countries.”

At least she would be marrying for peace between the nations, and at least she would be serving the country – Princess Yanling could only console herself this way.

She didn’t know that hearing this, Emperor Youning wanted to kill her even more.

He had already made all preparations to fight Tibet and refuse the marriage alliance, using Tibet as an example to let foreign envoys know that from now on, they would not arrange political marriages!

Now all his careful planning had been utterly destroyed by his daughter!

Though Emperor Youning was furious, the two were willing participants, and he couldn’t punish Munuha. He could only accept it grudgingly, gave them a stern lecture about propriety, handed down an ineffective punishment, and drove them both out of Mingzheng Hall, without mentioning a word about the marriage alliance.

When Shen Xihe heard about this after returning to her princess mansion, her lips curved in a faint smile.

Bu Shulin was overjoyed: “Youyou, you’re truly my benefactor! How did you come up with such a brilliant plan? Hahaha…”

From now on, Princess Yanling could no longer pester her. She finally didn’t have to spend every day finding ways to avoid the haunting Princess Yanling.

“I didn’t do it for you. I just wanted her dead,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

“You… you want to kill her?” Bu Shulin asked softly.

“Of course.” Shen Xihe nodded.

“But she is still His Majesty’s princess…”

Before Bu Shulin could finish, Shen Xihe gave a cold laugh: “Do you know who wants her dead the most right now?”

Following Shen Xihe’s meaningful gaze, Bu Shulin guessed with some disbelief: “His Majesty?”

Chapter 298: She Was Not Wrong, Others Were
Shen Xihe smiled and gave a soft affirmative sound.

“How could it come to this?” Bu Shulin didn’t understand.

Though they opposed His Majesty’s position, and His Majesty wasn’t a soft-hearted person, how could Princess Yanling’s transgression warrant her father wishing her dead?

“At ordinary times, it wouldn’t have come to this,” Shen Xihe stroked Duanming’s fur. “But His Majesty spent over a decade carefully planning, just waiting for today to announce to the foreign envoys that our dynasty would no longer arrange political marriages with barbarians, yet Princess Yanling destroyed it all in one moment.”

This was not just a scandalous affair showing ignorance of propriety and shamelessness. This had strangled Emperor Youning’s ambitions right at the crucial moment, forcing him to suppress all his burning passion.

The affair between Princess Yanling and Munuha was known throughout the court. If Emperor Youning announced at this time that they would no longer arrange political marriages with barbarians, what would it be if not a joke?

“His Majesty had such plans,” Bu Shulin muttered.

Regardless of His Majesty’s initial intentions, this resolve to end political marriages filled Bu Shulin with spontaneous admiration.

As a woman, she disliked those high-minded principles of sending women to marry for peace between nations. She felt it was a cowardly compromise by weak men.

As a frontier hereditary prince, she understood better than most how Han women suffered miserably after marrying into foreign tribes, even those who married as princesses.

“Father said that princesses who married into Tibet didn’t live long lives. They all died of grief in Tibet,” Bu Shulin sighed. “Our great nation, why shouldn’t we take a strong stance and end these political marriages? Sending brides for political marriages makes our receiving tribute from all nations seem like a joke!”

“I also dislike political marriages,” Shen Xihe agreed. “So, if Princess Yanling dies, His Majesty can still make his grand gesture of ending political marriages, and it would even seem more reasonable with this as justification.”

“Right!” Bu Shulin’s eyes lit up. “If Princess Yanling dies, especially at Munuha’s hands, His Majesty could righteously use this as cause to act, making the end of political marriages seem noble and justified. Even the common people would have no complaints.”

Bu Shulin didn’t care whether Princess Yanling died or not, especially after knowing Princess Yanling had instigated the Fourth Princess to harm Shen Xihe. That day, she saw the Fourth Princess viciously whip Shen Xihe’s horse. She had wanted to rush over and tear Fourth Princess apart.

If not for Shen Xihe’s great fortune, thinking of that giant snake still made Bu Shulin shudder.

“Ah Lin,” Shen Xihe suddenly called Bu Shulin intimately.

Bu Shulin inexplicably shivered, instinctively leaning backward and looking warily at Shen Xihe: “You… whatever you want to say, just say it…”

Shen Xihe smiled: “I have nothing to command. I just want to settle accounts with you.”

“Settle accounts?” Bu Shulin was bewildered.

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded and said, “His Majesty originally planned to break with Tibet, initially planning to take your life to provoke your father and have someone else take command of Shunan’s army. Though I contributed to preventing this, Cui Shaoqing had already made arrangements. I firmly believe you would have survived even without me. Therefore, I haven’t counted this debt.”

“What… what else do I owe you?” Bu Shulin asked weakly.

“Though His Majesty couldn’t kill you or bring down you and your father, he hadn’t given up on using Tibet as a starting point, making you both lead the vanguard in armor,” Shen Xihe continued. “His Majesty is determined to have Shunan. Once Shunan and Tibet begin fighting, you and your father would likely face grave danger, wouldn’t you agree?”

Bu Shulin nodded along.

Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “I, for your sake, forcefully shifted His Majesty’s battlefield from Tibet to the Turks. You and your father can rest easy while my father and brother go to war. Wouldn’t you say you owe me greatly?”

It did seem so.

Bu Shulin looked at Shen Xihe with emotion: “I will forever remember Youyou’s kindness!”

Pearl and the others struggled to suppress their rising smiles.

After speaking, Bu Shulin felt she still couldn’t express her gratitude to Shen Xihe adequately, so she simply said: “In the future, whatever Youyou commands, I won’t refuse even if it means crossing mountains of blades or seas of fire!”

“Good, I’ll remember that,” Shen Xihe nodded with satisfaction.

Bu Shulin became even more attentive to Shen Xihe, completely missing Pearl and Biyu’s pitying glances.

Though Shen Xihe’s actions greatly benefited the Bu family, this wasn’t her primary intention. Shen Xihe wouldn’t allow His Majesty to destroy the Bu family and take Tibet through Shunan, or the Northwest would be in danger.

Tibet lay between Shunan and the Northwest. Once war broke out, the Northwest would need to cooperate with Shunan, making it easier for Emperor Youning to capture them all together, along with his mysterious Divine Brave Army.

Choosing the Turks was different. Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunan could focus entirely on fighting. If Tibet made any moves, the Bu family wouldn’t stand idle. Unlike Tibet, His Majesty might tolerate Tibet defeating Shunan, and then have Prince Jing provide aid to successfully control Shunan.

But he wouldn’t dare do this to the Northwest. If the Turks broke through the Northwest’s barrier, the capital would be in danger.

When Shunan and Tibet fought, Emperor Youning could scheme; when the Turks and Northwest fought, Emperor Youning had no choice but to provide full support.

As for Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunan’s safety, Shen Xihe had no way to guarantee it. War with the Turks was inevitable, better to keep the initiative in their hands. She had discussed this with Shen Yueshan after his last visit, and the Northwest must be prepared.

She seized every opportunity in the capital to disrupt His Majesty’s plans and direct him toward the Turks, while Shen Yueshan waited in battle formation in the Northwest. They just needed an east wind, but neither father nor daughter expected this wind to come so quickly.

Now only the final step remained – kill Princess Yanling and frame Munuha, ensuring Munuha couldn’t leave the capital!

While Shen Xihe was plotting her next move, in the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong’s face turned frighteningly dark upon hearing the details.

Clever as he was, he didn’t need to investigate to understand how things had developed to this point. Shen Xihe had turned the situation to her advantage. She had even anticipated Munuha’s attempt to violate her. His chest tightened, wanting to run to her immediately.

Yet he didn’t know what to say when he got there.

Reproach her? What wrong had she done?

Indeed, she was not wrong – others were wrong!

“Have people watch the diplomatic guesthouse closely. When there’s a chance, bind Munuha for this prince,” Xiao Huayong ordered tonelessly, narrowing his slender eyes.

“Your Highness, Munuha is an envoy, and His Majesty is watching you. If you kill Munuha…” Though Tianyuan knew his advice would be useless, he still had to try.

But Xiao Huayong curved his lips in a wicked smile: “This prince won’t kill him. This prince will just give him a small punishment, so he can never violate women again.”

Chapter 299: Willing to Serve the Princess
Regarding Princess Yanling and Munuha’s affair, everyone kept silent with tacit understanding, none daring to discuss it behind closed doors. His Majesty’s ambiguous attitude made most who knew about the incident pretend ignorance.

Munuha also remained in the diplomatic guesthouse, reluctant to venture out. It wasn’t fear of outside discussion or slander – as a man, why would he care about rumors? Rather, he felt something was amiss. Why had Princess Yanling fallen victim to a reverse scheme?

Was it Shen Xihe who schemed against Princess Yanling, or did Shen Xihe have secret help in escaping?

Various questions surfaced, leaving Munuha with an inexplicable sense of foreboding that he couldn’t shake.

There was also why he had lost control upon entering the room that day. The suspicious fragrance aroused his doubts.

Unfortunately, Prince Dai’s mansion wasn’t somewhere they could investigate, and to prevent exposure, they dared not let Emperor Youning investigate deeply. He couldn’t claim he was schemed against, so no one investigated the incense in the room.

These suspicious points convinced him someone was watching him with ill intent. He could only hide in the diplomatic guesthouse and observe secretly.

His hiding these past days left Xiao Huayong without options. Munuha had no relatives or friends in the capital to lure him out, and with Emperor Youning’s people watching him, Xiao Huayong couldn’t openly storm the diplomatic guesthouse to capture him.

Emperor Youning had been furious with Munuha these past days and wouldn’t summon him.

Though he hated Munuha, he wasn’t hasty. He simply let Munuha relax for a few days and lower his guard.

These days, Shen Xihe stayed in her princess mansion collecting snow water, picking plum blossoms for pickling, and corresponding with her father and brother. When Xue Jinqiao occasionally visited and caught her painting, she begged Shen Xihe to teach her.

Due to childhood events, Xue Jinqiao had delayed her early education. Later, as she improved, she grew impatient with such studies, focusing solely on martial arts to ensure no one could bully her again. Her somewhat neat handwriting came only from her great-aunt’s strict supervision.

Now, seeing Shen Xihe paint sparked her interest. Though Shen Xihe had never taught anyone and her painting skills weren’t exceptional, she was more than adequate as a beginner’s teacher, so she patiently instructed Xue Jinqiao.

“The Princess is truly gentle with Seventh Miss,” Biyu couldn’t help sighing after Xue Jinqiao left that day.

“Seventh Miss will be my sister-in-law, naturally I should be close to her,” Shen Xihe smiled as she saw Qi Pei being pushed over by servants.

After nearly a month of care, Qi Pei had greatly improved, his face showing some snow-like luster.

“This humble one comes to bid farewell to the Princess,” Qi Pei said.

“You’ve just finished your medicine course. With the cold weather and slippery ground, it’s not suitable to set out,” Shen Xihe reminded him.

“This humble one isn’t leaving the capital. My old servant has found me and secured a residence here,” Qi Pei explained. “As an unrelated man, I stayed before only due to urgent circumstances. Now I cannot remain in the Princess’s mansion.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe nodded: “If so, then go.”

Qi Pei was silent for a moment before saying: “Princess, this humble one is disabled and knows I shouldn’t presume, but I still brazenly offer myself to serve in your household, to work for the Princess.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows. She had never thought of recruiting Qi Pei. He was a youth even younger than her by a year. She saved him because it involved the Yang family, which happened to be an obstacle she needed to remove.

Later, it was Qi Pei’s request, approved by Emperor Youning, that Shen Xihe didn’t refuse, thus taking him in for treatment.

“I don’t keep useless people by my side,” she had no compassion for strangers.

Hearing this, Qi Pei instead showed a slight smile. He didn’t know how others would interpret Shen Xihe’s words, but he felt that though they seemed cold, they showed she didn’t discriminate between him and the able-bodied.

She didn’t measure worth by physical completeness, only by ability.

“I beg the Princess to give this humble one a chance to prove himself,” Qi Pei’s eyes were bright and determined.

“What kind of opportunity do you want?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The Qi family has traded for generations. This humble one grew up immersed in business. The Princess was born wealthy and surely doesn’t lack money, but this humble one hopes to ensure the Northwest Prince’s mansion also never lacks funds,” Qi Pei declared firmly.

Did the Northwest Prince’s mansion lack money? Of course not, but that wasn’t what Qi Pei meant.

Shen Xihe’s gaze calmly surveyed Qi Pei. After several breaths, she said quietly: “Do you know what you’re saying?”

“Princess, this humble one doesn’t question the Northwest Prince’s or Princess’s loyalty to the throne. But when life and death are at stake, isn’t it better to be prepared?” Qi Pei said respectfully.

The implication was that even without planning a rebellion, stockpiling wealth could help handle sudden changes and crises.

“Have you considered what your proposal means?” Shen Xihe asked quietly.

“That day, the Princess told me to live and bring glory to my ancestors, to comfort my brother and sister-in-law’s spirits in heaven,” Qi Pei said. “These days, this humble one has been thinking about the future. After careful consideration, I wish to serve the Princess.

The Princess and the Northwest Prince’s mansion have reached a point of success or death. I naturally know that my desire to serve the Princess also means success or death.”

He wanted to live on, yet couldn’t be trapped by past trauma. He could only seek new purposes to strive for, and Shen Xihe’s words about developing the Qi family gave the best meaning to survival.

But it was too difficult to walk this path alone. He needed support and protection, which meant he had to choose to manage finances for those in power.

Once involved in power struggles, one inevitably loses freedom of choice. The Shen clan had reached a point of either ascending to heaven or descending to hell. If he chose to serve others, he would eventually oppose his benefactor Shen Xihe, so he might as well choose her.

He would see whether the Qi family would rise with the Shens or be destroyed together.

“Since you understand all this and still choose to serve me, I’ll give you a chance,” Shen Xihe said after consideration. “I’ll give you one hundred gold pieces, with a one-year term. If you can turn one hundred gold into a thousand, I’ll accept you.”

“This humble one accepts the command,” Qi Pei agreed immediately.

Shen Xihe had Mo Yuan and Ah Xi escort him to his residence, agreeing that he could decide when to collect the money, with a one-year limit starting from that day.

“Princess, can he succeed?” Ziyu asked curiously.

To them, Qi Pei was just a pitiful child. Even the prosperous Independent Pavilion only made a thousand gold in profit annually, but after deducting costs, the actual net profit from both shops combined was only about five hundred gold.

This was in the capital, where Shen Xihe’s fragrances were genuinely good, earning the pursuit of noble ladies and gentlewomen.

“Whether he succeeds or fails, let him try,” Shen Xihe didn’t focus on the result.

The gloom in Qi Pei’s eyes had noticeably lessened. She gave him a chance to better understand himself. Success would be wonderful. Failure wouldn’t negate her previous careful advice.

Not giving him a chance at all would have been a fatal rejection for Qi Pei.

Chapter 300: Drugging Him to Make Him Impotent
“Junzhu, this subordinate also has joyous news to report to Junzhu.” After escorting Qi Pei back, Sui Axi sought an audience with a delighted expression.

“It’s done?” Shen Xihe’s thoughts stirred as she guessed.

It had been exactly three months, neither more nor less. Shen Xihe had Sui Axi bring the person in. As he slowly walked through the main door, his face startled both Shen Xihe and Zhenzhou – it was identical down to the smallest detail, at least in terms of appearance.

Zhenzhu even went forward to touch his face, finding no trace of artifice, and exclaimed: “What miraculous bone-reshaping technique!”

Shen Xihe walked a full circle around this person: “The appearance is similar but the spirit isn’t quite there.”

She had Biyu bring Lu Bing’s pair of maces and handed them to him: “Take these. From today forward, you are Lu Bing. Go wander the four seas for a time, become a true wandering knight, and immerse yourself in the jianghu of knights-errant.”

Only this way could he become a flawless Lu Bing. Xiao Changfeng was still privately observing mourning for Xun Wang – it wouldn’t last three years, but it would likely be a year, which meant they had half a year for him to make a name for himself before going to Xiao Changfeng’s side.

“This subordinate will not fail the mission.” Lu Bing accepted the maces. From that moment on, he was Lu Bing. He would thoroughly understand everything about Lu Bing – what he couldn’t grasp, others surely wouldn’t know either.

Shen Xihe had thoroughly witnessed the excellence of the bone-reshaping technique. In high spirits, she arranged a feast of wine and food for everyone to celebrate together. Sui Axi was also happy, his abilities having earned his master’s recognition. He wanted to drink but was stopped by Zhenzhu.

“Your back injury has just healed, you shouldn’t drink alcohol,” Zhenzhu said.

Sui Axi suddenly blushed, the smile on his face taking on a sheepish quality, his speech becoming somewhat stuttered: “I-I’ll listen to you.”

Everyone present cast scrutinizing glances back and forth between the two. Ziyu and Hongyu were particularly mischievous. Hongyu put on an exaggerated act, while Ziyu imitated Zhenzhu’s blocking gesture, deliberately softening her voice: “Your back injury has just healed, you shouldn’t drink alcohol.”

Hongyu played along perfectly, mimicking Sui Axi’s manner: “I-I’ll listen to you…”

As soon as they finished speaking, an embarrassed Zhenzhu chased after the two with her handkerchief. They quickly dodged behind Shen Xihe: “Junzhu, Junzhu, Sister Zhenzhu is angry with embarrassment, you must save us!”

Zhenzhu glared at the two.

“Alright now, you two are being naughty.” Shen Xihe feigned anger and lightly scolded them, then gave Zhenzhu a way out, “Axi was injured saving Zhenzhu, it’s not unreasonable for her to show some concern.”

“Yes, yes, yes, it was us servants who misunderstood,” Hongyu admitted fault with her words, but her eyes winked at Zhenzhu.

Mo Yuan, sitting next to Sui Axi, witnessed this and secretly glanced at the straight-faced Moyu. His eyes immediately dimmed. Still not giving up, he stole another look, only to be met with Moyu’s cold stare that she had keenly noticed, frightening him into immediately lowering his head.

Moyu turned away expressionlessly, continuing to stare straight ahead as if the surrounding merriment and laughter had nothing to do with her.

However, the reactions of these two did not escape Shen Xihe’s eyes. With Moyu and Zhenzhu’s low tables on either side of her, Shen Xihe pondered thoughtfully, then seemed to think of something as a faint smile spilled from the corners of her lips.

She had already come of age, and Zhenzhu, Moyu, Biyu, and the other two were all older than her – it was time to start looking for suitable matches for them.

Shen Xihe planned to arrange their marriage when she turned eighteen. That wouldn’t be considered too old.

“Well well, when are you going to make your move against Princess Yanling?” Bu Shulin came the next day, and after chatting for a while, suddenly thought of seeing Princess Yanling today. Although she hadn’t pestered her about it, she couldn’t help but ask.

“No rush. I’m waiting for a reason. The envoys won’t leave the capital until the beginning of next month,” Shen Xihe said calmly.

“What reason?” Bu Shulin was curious.

“A reason that makes it reasonable and justified for Munuha to kill the princess.” Shen Xihe’s schemes were always watertight.

“Reasonable and justified?” Bu Shulin felt this seemed unlikely. Right now, both of them had consistently told His Majesty they were in love with each other. How could Munuha try to kill the princess at such a time?

She had originally thought Shen Xihe planned to forcefully frame Munuha. His Majesty already didn’t want the marriage alliance – as long as Shen Xihe didn’t leave behind any evidence that could be used against herself, even if the reason for Munuha killing the princess was far-fetched, His Majesty would still use it to leave Munuha defenseless against the accusations.

“The princess will be diagnosed as pregnant in a month.” Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid of Bu Shulin knowing – if she didn’t tell her, Bu Shulin would keep pestering her. Though Bu Shulin wasn’t particularly clever, she could keep a secret.

Bu Shulin: !!

For Shen Xihe to say this with such certainty meant whether the princess was actually pregnant didn’t matter – she would make everyone believe Princess Yanling was with a child.

“If that’s the case, Munuha would be even less likely to harm the princess.” This would be his flesh and blood, after all. On their territory, killing his wife and child – unless Munuha had gone mad.

Shen Xihe gave her a light glance, speaking casually: “Princess Yanling won’t be just one month pregnant.”

Bu Shulin: !!

So in this conspiracy, not only would the princess be pregnant, but Munuha would also be cuckolded.

If that were the case, when Munuha discovered everything was just Princess Yanling’s scheme, that her only goal was to find a father for the “bastard” in her belly, killing Princess Yanling in a fit of rage would indeed be reasonable and justified.

Indeed, it was flawless – Munuha would surely have no way to defend himself!

“Did you give the princess medicine to fake a pregnancy?” Bu Shulin couldn’t help but think of other potential problems. “If Princess Yanling is pregnant, wouldn’t giving her medicine backfire?”

“She won’t be pregnant.” Shen Xihe had thought through the entire plan. That day in the room, besides lighting aphrodisiac incense, Shen Xihe had also hung a common contraceptive sachet on the window curtains.

“Fortunately I’m your friend and not your enemy.” Bu Shulin once again felt grateful.

Shen Xihe said flatly: “You should be grateful you were born who you are.”

If Bu Shulin weren’t Shu Nan Wang’s person, if she couldn’t prevent the command of Shu Nan’s great army from falling into His Majesty’s hands, she wouldn’t have repeatedly tolerated Bu Shulin, let alone befriended her.

Bu Shulin refused to acknowledge that she received favor due to her identity – she firmly believed it was due to her charm!

After lingering at the Junzhu’s residence for half a day and enjoying a full meal, she left, only to be intercepted by Tian Yuan as soon as she exited.

Tian Yuan handed over a medicine bottle: “Young Master Bu, tomorrow someone will take Munuha to a brothel for drinks. Young Master Bu should mix this medicine into some good wine and drink with Prince Munuha.”

“What is this?” Bu Shulin’s face was full of wariness.

“This is a medicine that will prevent a man from ever being a man again.” Tian Yuan bowed and answered.

Bu Shulin’s eyes widened – Xiao Huayong wanted to drug Munuha to make him impotent forever!

She had heard of such medicine but had never seen it. Her eyes suddenly gleamed with interest as she coughed lightly: “Guard Cao, since I’m doing this task for His Highness, perhaps His Highness might reward me with some…”

As she spoke, she waggled the medicine bottle, her suggestive meaning obvious.

Tian Yuan answered with a smile: “Young Master Bu, this medicine only harms men, not women.”

Chapter 301: The Fish Takes the Bait
Bu Shulin’s face immediately stiffened.

Tianyuan’s words couldn’t be clearer—the Crown Prince knew she was a woman!

How could the Crown Prince know this?

Though Bu Shulin’s heart was filled with shock and doubt, she never once suspected Shen Xihe, knowing that wasn’t the kind of person she was.

“Don’t worry, Young Master. The Crown Prince has known this matter for five years,” Tianyuan said. Not knowing if Bu Shulin might suspect Shen Xihe, but following Xiao Huayong’s specific instructions, they couldn’t let Bu Shulin’s suspicions about the leaked secret fall on Shen Xihe.

Indeed, Xiao Huayong not only knew Bu Shulin was a woman but also knew that Shen Xihe was aware of this fact.

Given Shen Xihe’s personality, if Bu Shulin hadn’t been a woman, she wouldn’t have tolerated her frequent visits to the Princess’s residence.

Even Xie Yunhuai, her physician, only reported every few days and at most occasionally stayed for dinner.

Bu Shulin alone was different. Though the people of the capital knew of Bu Shulin’s close association with Shen Xihe, they didn’t think much of it. After all, they were both in similar situations—hostages in the capital. One without achievements, the other a frail lady. Even if they were plotting something, without concrete evidence, no one dared make baseless accusations.

Tianyuan’s words not only informed Bu Shulin that the revelation of her identity had nothing to do with Shen Xihe but also subtly conveyed that since the Crown Prince had known for so long if he’d meant her harm, he wouldn’t have waited until now.

Bu Shulin set aside her playful demeanor and bowed to Tianyuan: “Might I ask how His Highness came to know this?”

Tianyuan explained knowingly: “His Highness instructed that if Young Master Bu inquires, to tell you truthfully—there are His Highness’s people in the Shunan Prince’s household.”

Bu Shulin was even more shocked. The Shunan Prince’s household was just like the Northwestern Prince’s—filled with others’ spies. But such matters would only be known to trusted confidants, so Tianyuan was telling Bu Shulin that one of her father’s right-hand men had pledged allegiance to the Crown Prince.

“Guard Cao, please convey to His Highness that this humble servant obeys,” Bu Shulin said solemnly.

She wasn’t particularly panicked, not because she trusted the Crown Prince greatly. As a woman—a woman who had never let her guard down at the center of power—she was like Shen Xihe, never easily trusting men who played with power.

The Crown Prince’s decision not to expose her now wasn’t out of kindness, but rather saving it for future use, like now.

If the Crown Prince were to ascend the throne in the future, destroying the Bu family of Shunan would be as simple as charging them with deceiving the emperor.

But what could they do? Try every possible method now to prevent Xiao Huayong from ascending to the throne. Let alone whether they could succeed, any suspicious movement would give Xiao Huayong reason to immediately expose her male disguise.

What kept her calm was Shen Xihe. Shen Xihe had chosen to ally with the Eastern Palace, and compared to Shunan, the Northwest was the real internal threat. If Xiao Huayong could tolerate the Northwest, he could tolerate Shunan.

If Xiao Huayong couldn’t tolerate Shunan and moved against them, Shen Xihe would face the crisis of “when the lips are gone, the teeth grow cold.” She would fall out with Xiao Huayong, and then she and Shen Xihe would still share a common enemy.

She never placed hope in anyone, but at this moment, she deeply believed Shen Xihe wouldn’t disappoint her.

As long as she and Shen Xihe remained truly sincere friends, their resolution would either be winning together or losing together.

Tianyuan merely smiled and quickly vanished, appearing and disappearing without a trace.

“Such excellent lightness skill,” Bu Shulin returned to her usual carefree manner.

She fingered the medicine bottle in her hand, and upon returning home, opened several jars of strong wine—men of the grasslands would surely like this kind of potent alcohol.

The next day, Bu Shulin again used stomach pain as an excuse to avoid her duty shift and went to wait at the flower house first. After flirting with several flower maidens and finding it boring, she set up a drinking contest, offering a precious sword as a reward—whoever could outdrink her would win the sword.

This immediately attracted many young nobles, but none could win.

Today, Mu Nuha had come to tour the flower houses with Ning Qifan, the young master from the Court of State Ceremonials. This young master had invited him several times, which he had declined, but seeing that the young master didn’t invite him alone and daily conversed cheerfully with others from other regions, it seemed purely an act of hospitality.

Having refused several times, it became truly difficult to decline further, so he came today. They had visited several places, originally not intending to come to this flower house because the young master from the Court of State Ceremonials had heard Bu Shulin was here, and he didn’t get along with Bu Shulin.

But when word of Bu Shulin’s challenge spread, his interest was piqued, and sure enough, seeing the precious sword tied with red silk hanging above, his eyes immediately showed greed.

“Young Master Bu, let me challenge you,” Ning Qifan sat opposite Bu Shulin at the challenge table.

Bu Shulin was currently lounging against a beauty’s shoulder, sitting sideways with one leg lazily extended from behind the table. She opened her mouth to accept the pastry the beauty fed her, and only after eating it contentedly did she wave her hand, having Yinshan place a jar of wine before Ning Qifan: “Young master has already competed with others. After drinking this jar, you must first finish this one to qualify for continuing the competition with the young master.”

Bu Shulin wasn’t foolish—she wouldn’t allow group challenges. She kept a record of how much she drank with each person, and later challengers had to first drink the amount she had consumed before they could compete with her.

Ning Qifan was straightforward, lifting the wine jar and gulping it down boldly, earning cheers from countless onlookers.

Bu Shulin waited until he finished before speaking with slight disgust: “Nearly half a jar of wine was spilled.”

“Are you trying to disqualify—” Ning Qifan protested.

“Young master will let it slide. Yinshan, bring him wine!” Yinshan brought two more jars. To prevent challengers from complaining of unfairness, they always let the challenger choose first, then handed the remaining jar directly to Bu Shulin.

Ning Qifan opened each jar, hefted them, found their scent and weight identical, and then grabbed one at random.

After another half jar between them, Ning Qifan’s face was completely red, his gaze unfocused, while Bu Shulin’s eyes remained clear, though two spots of red had appeared on her cheeks. Ning Qifan gritted his teeth and drank another small half jar, but finally couldn’t withstand the burning in his chest and bent over to vomit.

Ning Qifan’s servants came to persuade him, but the drunk Ning Qifan pushed them away: “I want this precious sword, I must beat this… this Bu fellow!”

After finishing the remainder of the jar, Ning Qifan couldn’t support himself anymore, lying in his servant’s arms with unfocused eyes, but whoever tried to take him away, he wouldn’t go and would even bite them.

Seeing this, Bu Shulin said: “Little Ning Two, you better return home, otherwise when your father comes, watch out for your backside blooming!”

“You… urgh…” Ning Qifan vomited as soon as he opened his mouth.

Mu Nuha had originally not wanted to participate, but he carefully examined that sword—it was a blade that could cut iron like mud, unique in this world: “Young Master, is this sword the Song Yue blade?”

Song Yue was a person’s name, famous for forging swords. For each size of blade, he only kept the best one and destroyed all others.

“Indeed it is,” Bu Shulin said with a curl of her lips.

“Mu Nuha will compete with Young Master Bu.”

Chapter 302: Proposing to Master Cui
The wine was again brought by Yinshan, and two jars were placed before Mu Nuha. After Mu Nuha boldly drank both jars, Bu Shulin had Yinshan bring two more, letting Mu Nuha choose first. Mu Nuha’s drinking capacity made him a worthy opponent for Bu Shulin.

The two drank three jars furiously. Bu Shulin’s vision began to blur, while Mu Nuha’s chest burned with heat. Neither willing to admit defeat easily, they each opened their fourth jar.

The spectators went from initial rowdy cheering to now holding their breath in suspense. After drinking half a jar, both collapsed, unable to lift their jars, but Bu Shulin refused to give up: “Yin… Yinshan… pour… pour young master some wine!”

“Young Master…” Yinshan was truly worried.

“Quickly… pour… wine!” Though Bu Shulin was too drunk to open her eyes, she still attempted to glare at Yinshan.

Yinshan had no choice but to pour her a bowl. Bu Shulin lifted the wine with trembling hands, shaking for quite a while before downing it in one gulp.

On the other side, Mu Nuha had also reached his limit, ordering his people: “Pour… pour it full…”

In the end, the two nearly finished the remaining half jar using wine bowls, both maintaining their last breath of strength to glare at each other, waiting to see who would collapse first.

Bu Shulin’s entire body felt like it was on fire, yet she still ordered: “Pour… pour another bowl!”

Yinshan poured another bowl for Bu Shulin. Unable to lift it anymore, she sprawled forward to lap at the bowl’s rim like a drinking dog.

After two sips, a large hand reached over and forcefully moved her wine bowl away. Bu Shulin slowly raised her head, hazily making out the newcomer’s appearance: “Cui… Cui Stone…”

The arrival was indeed Cui Jinbai. Looking at the thoroughly drunk Bu Shulin, he wished he could douse her with a bucket of cold water.

“Have you had enough of this foolishness?” Cui Jinbai asked, looking down at her.

“I… I…” Bu Shulin pointed at herself, “Foolishness… I’m not! I’m all… all because… loneliness! Loneliness, you know… it’s all because you made me… made me lonely! I, I had to *hiccup*… I had to find my fun!”

Cui Jinbai looked at the two: “You’re evenly matched. Drinking more will only harm your body. Let’s call it a draw. Young Master Bu keeps the sword, and Prince Mu Nuha, I’ll gift you a fine blade.”

This gave everyone a way out without losing face. Mu Nuha, already unable to drink more, nodded.

“I won’t—” Bu Shulin stood up swaying, pushing away Yinshan who tried to support her, “Who… who are you… to make… decisions for me?”

She staggered in front of Cui Jinbai: “Don’t think… just because we’ve slept together a few times, you can control me…”

Bu Shulin’s words made everyone around stare wide-eyed. Some courtesans covered their mouths, looking back and forth between the two. They had heard rumors of their romantic affairs before but thought them mere gossip. Now with Young Master Bu’s drunken truth-telling, it turned out the two did share male love!

“You’re drunk.” Cui Jinbai grabbed her pointing hand, dragging her outside.

“What are you doing… are you trying to take advantage… is it because when I’m drunk drunk drunk… you can be… be on top!” Bu Shulin resisted while babbling nonsensically, “I… I tell you… Cui… Cui Stone! Even if I’m drunk… drunk, I’m still the one on top of you!”

Following behind, Yinshan was mortified to death. Should he be relieved that the Young Master never forgot his male role, or should he be too ashamed to face his Young Master’s vulgar talk?

“Master Cui, the Young Master is drunk. Let this servant take the Young Master home. The Young Master’s words, Master Cui shouldn’t take to heart…”

“What drunk!” Bu Shulin shoved Yinshan away, “Nonsense… I’m not drunk! Whose person are you… you ungrateful servant… he hasn’t even married in… and you’re already eager to please… the future mistress?”

Yinshan didn’t dare look at Cui Jinbai’s face.

So in their Young Master’s heart, Master Cui had always been a woman, while she was the man!

Cui Jinbai darkened his eyes, tightened his face, and simply hoisted Bu Shulin up, leaving the flower house. Taking Bu Shulin back to the Cui residence was certainly impossible—the Cui household wasn’t under his control yet. The Court of Justice was even more inappropriate as a place of dignity. Cui Jinbai could only take Bu Shulin back to the Bu residence.

Before they even reached Bu Shulin’s room at the Bu residence, she vomited all over Cui Jinbai.

Seeing this, Jinshan quickly brought servants to separate them, then arranged for Cui Jinbai to change clothes and wash up. After Cui Jinbai was properly cleaned up, Bu Shulin was also been tidied up by her maids, who ostensibly served tea but attended to her closely and was given a bowl of sobering medicine soup.

After drinking it, Bu Shulin lay listlessly on the bed, eyes unfocused but refusing to sleep. Though the maids and Jinshan tried to coax her, she lay there quietly like a helpless, confused child.

This was how Cui Jinbai found Bu Shulin when he entered.

“Cui… Stone…” Bu Shulin spoke brokenly upon seeing Cui Jinbai, “I… I feel awful…”

Cui Jinbai, who had been filled with indignation, somehow felt his anger dissipate. He sat beside the bed and said gently: “Close your eyes, rest, you’ll feel better when you wake.”

“I… won’t… sleep.” Bu Shulin’s thoughts were somewhat confused, “Can’t sleep… if I sleep… there’ll be danger…”

Cui Jinbai listened in puzzlement, looking toward Jinshan who stood nearby.

Jinshan lowered his head and said: “In Young Master’s youth, there was a period when assassination attempts were frequent. He didn’t dare sleep at night, only resting during the day.”

Later, Bu Shulin simply chose to visit flower houses, lingering until dawn, returning to the residence to sleep soundly during the day.

Hearing this, Cui Jinbai felt an inexplicable pain in his heart, and began coaxing her: “I’m here, you can rest easy.”

Bu Shulin heard this and looked up at him, staring for a good while before giggling: “Cui Stone… marry me… will you marry me?”

“Young Master!” Jinshan warned in a low voice.

Bu Shulin gave a soft snort at Jinshan, then turned back with a smile: “I… like you… Cui Stone… I want to marry you…”

Looking at the person so drunk they’d lost their senses, even teasing himself, Cui Jinbai’s expression darkened again.

“Cui Stone… marry me… you’ll be the Young Master’s wife! Later you’ll be a Princess Consort, something many dream of but can’t have…” Bu Shulin finally noticed his sour face, “Everything I have… I’ll give to you, will you marry me…”

As she spoke, she swayed his hand, looking utterly pitiful.

Cui Jinbai tried to pull his hand away unsuccessfully: “Stop talking nonsense, go to sleep mmp—”

Bu Shulin somehow regained some strength, propped herself up, and pressed her lips against Cui Jinbai’s.

Cui Jinbai froze for a moment, his mind suddenly blank.

Jinshan turned pale with fright, rushing forward to pull Bu Shulin away: “Young Master!”

Only then did Cui Jinbai come to his senses, abruptly standing up and striding out, his steps hurried as if fleeing in panic.

Chapter 303: Making Food to Exchange for Medicine with His Highness
Cui Jinbai fled the Bu residence, clenching his fists, unable to calm his pounding heart, his face pale with distress.

He… he had developed feelings for another man!

This realization filled him with self-loathing and disgust.

He had only been using each other with Bu Shulin—Bu Shulin used him to avoid marrying the princess, while he used Bu Shulin to evade his family’s marriage arrangements.

He had lost his mother in childhood, and his father, being an upright man, observed three years of mourning before accepting the family’s arrangement to marry the legitimate daughter of a minor official as his second wife.

His stepmother was exceptionally attentive and eager to please him in the first two years. He had once believed his family would remain this warm forever until his stepmother’s first son was born. Everything changed then—her gaze toward him grew increasingly distant and cold. Though he found it difficult to adjust, he considered it natural, thinking that if he could be a good elder brother, the family could at least maintain a facade of happiness.

But he never imagined that his stepmother, who had once genuinely cared for him, would be heartless enough to try to get rid of him.

From then on, he understood that there was a conflict of interest between him and his stepmother. Traditionally, the legitimate eldest son was the family’s pillar, entitled to seven-tenths of the father’s estate and connections—all of which his stepmother wanted to secure for her son.

When he reached marriageable age, his stepmother schemed to marry her niece to him. However, her family’s status was too low—she had only managed to marry into the Cui family as a second wife because his father valued her humble origins, believing she wouldn’t feel slighted or develop ambitious designs.

She constantly spread rumors outside, sabotaging matches with noble ladies arranged by the clan. Eventually, he simply watched her schemes unfold, no longer wanting to marry and engage in power struggles with her. As the second son, he could afford to delay marriage, and as long as he remained unmarried, his brother, four years his junior, couldn’t marry either.

Later, she began frequently inviting her female relatives to stay at the residence. Then Bu Shulin became attached to him, and once word spread, those who had previously schemed to encounter him now fled in terror, departing within days.

This incident implicated his stepmother’s siblings, giving him an inexplicable sense of satisfaction. His stepmother seized this leverage to push for an early marriage arrangement, but when her legitimate nieces refused, she dared suggest to his father about betrothing him to her family’s illegitimate daughter, earning a severe reprimand from his father.

He didn’t mind remaining unmarried for life, so he was content to play along with Bu Shulin, at least enjoying watching his stepmother and father become distressed over it, releasing his pent-up frustrations.

But he had never imagined he would develop feelings for another man.

Bu Shulin was unaware of Cui Jinbai’s inner turmoil and pain. After he left, she continued making a fuss for a while before exhaustion pulled her into sleep.

“Youyou, Cui Stone is avoiding me!” Bu Shulin had no memory of her drunken behavior, and these past two days when she tried to find Cui Jinbai as usual, she discovered he was different from before, making it impossible to corner him.

Once or twice might be a coincidence, but after several times, Bu Shulin noticed the pattern.

Shen Xihe kept her head down, reading her book, pretending not to hear.

“Youyou…” Bu Shulin drew out the sound in a meandering way, asking with furrowed brows, “Why do you think Cui Stone is avoiding me?”

Shen Xihe still didn’t respond, turning a page to continue reading.

“Youyou!” Bu Shulin held her hand above the book page, blocking Shen Xihe’s view, “Tell me quickly, I’m so troubled.”

“Yes, you are troublesome.” Shen Xihe brushed away her hand and gently closed the book, setting it aside.

Bu Shulin’s shoulders slumped as she looked at Shen Xihe unhappily.

Shen Xihe poured a cup of warm Pingzhong leaf tea, moistened her lips before setting down the cup, and said: “He’s avoiding you because he doesn’t want to marry you. Why are you distressed?”

Bu Shulin stared at Shen Xihe in bewilderment: “When someone usually friendly suddenly ignores you, why wouldn’t you be distressed? If one day I ignored you, wouldn’t you be troubled?”

“If I were at fault, I would know it; if I weren’t at fault, I wouldn’t accommodate such behavior.” Shen Xihe was just such an unsentimental person.

If she did wrong, she would naturally apologize. But if she hadn’t erred and the other person chose to be difficult, she wasn’t one to accommodate others or humble herself.

It wasn’t arrogance—it was simply her nature.

She wouldn’t make unreasonable demands, wouldn’t require others to comfort or accommodate her, and naturally wouldn’t accommodate or comfort those being unreasonable.

After hearing this, Bu Shulin said uncertainly: “I don’t think I did anything wrong…”

Her lack of confidence made Shen Xihe give her a meaningful look.

Already lacking confidence, Bu Shulin grew more uncertain: “Did I offend him somehow when I was drunk that day?”

“I wouldn’t know.” But Shen Xihe was concerned about something else, “Why did you suddenly set up a drinking contest at the flower house?”

“I was just following your ma—” Bu Shulin, used to speaking without filters, almost blurted it out, but remembering Shen Xihe’s temperament, she caught herself and changed course, “The Crown Prince had me set a trap for Mu Nuha, knowing he would be brought to the flower house by Ning Qifan that day.”

“Why would he do this?” It couldn’t be just for a drinking contest.

Bu Shulin rubbed her nose uncomfortably before saying: “His Highness gave me some medicine, saying that if a man drinks it with alcohol, he won’t be able to function as a man anymore…”

Shen Xihe was startled. She had guessed that once Xiao Huayong learned of this matter, he would be angry and wouldn’t let it go easily. After all, she and Xiao Huayong had discussed marriage, and even if Xiao Huayong had no romantic feelings for her, he wouldn’t tolerate another man plotting against her.

Moreover, since Xiao Huayong had romantic feelings for her, he would be even less likely to let it pass, yet she hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong would…

After pondering for a moment, Shen Xihe suddenly smiled: “This can be used to our advantage.”

Shen Xihe’s cryptic statement left Bu Shulin bewildered. Seeing Shen Xihe get up to leave, she hurried after her: “Where are you going?”

“To the kitchen to make some food, to exchange for medicine with His Highness,” Shen Xihe said as she walked.

Bu Shulin’s eyes brightened at this: “Why don’t you make extra, Youyou? I can take some to apologize to Cui Stone?”

Shen Xihe stopped walking, her eyes gleaming with amusement: “You want to use food I made to apologize to Master Cui?”

“I’ll say you made it, I won’t take credit,” Bu Shulin misunderstood Shen Xihe’s meaning and quickly assured her, “But I’ll say I went through great trouble to get it, that others can’t get it, to show how precious it is and how sincere I am.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help covering her mouth to laugh: “If you don’t want him to be even colder toward you or more annoyed with you, you’d better find something else for your apology.”

Shen Xihe thought that if Cui Jinbai learned Bu Shulin had gone through great trouble to get food from her to share with him, he would likely never want to see Bu Shulin again in this lifetime.

Chapter 304: Making Diao Hu Rice for His Highness
Shen Xihe went to the kitchen and began soaking Diao Hu rice, preparing to make Diao Hu rice for Xiao Huayong.

Diao Hu rice was greatly favored by officials and nobles in the capital, with various preparation methods. The most luxurious version, described as “served with bear’s paw, accompanied by leopard fetus,” used bear’s paw and leopard fetus as ingredients—something Shen Xihe had never tried nor wished to attempt.

She chose to make it with wild pheasant soup and her own specially prepared snail paste. There was a special trick to it—Diao Hu rice had an exceptional fragrance, with an addictively elegant sweetness that quickly left a pleasant aftertaste, though with a slight bitter finish.

After combining the Diao Hu rice with wild pheasant soup, Shen Xihe would add a tiny bit of sugar. The amount had to be precisely measured. This way, the Diao Hu rice remained chewy and elastic, each grain infused with the savory richness of pheasant soup, creating an enchanting dining experience.

Whenever she made this dish, Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an would inevitably fight over who got to eat more. With her special snail paste poured over it, they would forget all about age hierarchy.

Making it fresh at the Eastern Palace would be better, but after her last experience, Shen Xihe wasn’t keen on going there.

This Diao Hu rice wouldn’t cool quickly, so making it at home and bringing it to the Eastern Palace would work fine. Moreover, letting it sit covered would allow the soup to blend more thoroughly with the rice, intensifying the aroma. Besides this, Shen Xihe also made “Ancient Tower Cakes.”

These were Hu-style flatbreads that required precise timing and proportions. They needed a pound of marinated lamb mixed with scallion whites, fermented bean paste, and salt, carefully layered into the flatbread, and finally topped with sesame seeds and sesame oil before being slowly baked in the oven.

The flatbread was fragrant and crispy, the lamb tender and aromatic with scallion and sesame—an exceptionally delicious dish.

When these two dishes were placed before Xiao Huayong and uncovered, the burst of fragrance made his eyes sparkle like scattered stars, bright and dazzling. After one bite, he couldn’t stop eating.

Nearby, Tianyuan swallowed repeatedly at the tempting aroma, finally finding an excuse to leave and seek out Jiuzhang for some food.

After finishing the satisfying meal, Xiao Huayong looked energized and content: “Youyou, you’ve gifted me such delicacies—how might I be of service to you?”

Shen Xihe would never show him kindness without reason, though it wasn’t that she was calculating. In her mind, she was just an outsider who had chosen to marry him. When she wanted something, she couldn’t ask directly, so she appealed to his preferences, making food a fair exchange.

“I would like a bottle of the medicine Your Highness gave to Young Master Bu,” Shen Xihe said straightforwardly.

Xiao Huayong’s hand shook as he lifted his teacup, nearly spilling it. He hadn’t expected Bu Shulin to tell Shen Xihe about such a thing so carelessly, and he felt extremely uncomfortable.

Clearing his throat, Xiao Huayong tried to maintain composure: “What does Youyou want with such a thing?”

“To deal with Prince Mu Nuha,” Shen Xihe didn’t hide it from him. “Before the New Year, I had already arranged for the Fifth Princess to be misdiagnosed as pregnant. By month’s end, she will be. I originally had other plans to deal with her, but since Mu Nuha appeared, I changed tactics.

Now only the final step remains—when Prince Mu Nuha learns the Princess is nearly two months pregnant, he’ll be congratulated on becoming a father. This will wound his male pride, and he’ll surely confront the Princess. If he kills her in the heat of the moment, it would be understandable.”

This was Shen Xihe’s entire plan, though Xiao Huayong’s contribution would make Mu Nuha’s killing of the Princess more convincing.

Shen Xihe planned to hide the medicine in Princess Yanling’s palace, first letting Mu Nuha discover the Princess was plotting against him, then letting him learn that she had given him impotence medicine to secure her child’s future position.

Currently, Mu Nuha wouldn’t know he was impotent since he hadn’t been with any women. Once he learned and verified this, he wouldn’t be able to stay calm enough to realize how illogical it was for Princess Yanling to make him impotent.

Shen Xihe only needed his momentary rage to complete this perfect scheme.

Whether he would later calm down and think it through no longer mattered.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but look at her with admiration. Not only were her schemes intricate and ingenious, but she could also utilize and adjust to any unexpected developments. Such a person was truly capable of controlling the big picture.

Once she made her move, no matter how many changes occurred, nothing could escape her grasp.

“Don’t you want to know who’s behind Yanling?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“I’ve tried my methods. If Princess Yanling won’t speak, I needn’t know,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Princess Yanling isn’t an ordinary person. Her disappearance would cause an uproar—kidnapping and interrogating her isn’t feasible.”

If it were someone of ordinary status, even a noble lady, she would have kidnapped them and kept them in a dark place until they talked.

But kidnapping Princess Yanling from the inner palace would be difficult, and if she were taken, it would certainly alarm the entire imperial city. The Emperor would likely order a thorough search, and Shen Xihe wasn’t confident she could escape unscathed in such circumstances.

Since she couldn’t discover the mastermind from Princess Yanling’s mouth, Shen Xihe could only take the Princess’s life, using it to warn whoever was hiding in the shadows.

“Kidnapping… might not be impossible,” Xiao Huayong pondered.

“Your Highness has helped me greatly already. I shouldn’t trouble you further,” Shen Xihe declined gracefully. “Not to be arrogant, but I don’t fear hidden arrows. However, this matter isn’t trivial. Even if successful, it would implicate Your Highness. Remember, His Majesty is watching Your Highness’s every move right now.”

“Even if he finds out, it doesn’t matter,” Xiao Huayong wanted to deal with His Majesty secretly but wasn’t afraid of facing him directly.

“No good,” Shen Xihe shook her head. “We’d lose the greater for the lesser.”

“What’s lesser and what’s greater?” Xiao Huayong asked. “To me, anything harmful to you is paramount. Such a person, skilled at hiding, targeting you for unknown reasons, able to easily manipulate a princess—their power and position are evident. If this attempt fails, they won’t stop; there will surely be a second time.”

“Your Highness, since we know their power and position are significant, we know they’re watching Princess Yanling’s every move. If Your Highness acts, they will surely respond. You might not succeed in taking the Princess, and instead expose yourself,” Shen Xihe analyzed carefully. “Perhaps this is exactly what they want. I’d rather not fail to get answers than play into their hands.”

This possibility couldn’t be ruled out. Hearing this, Xiao Huayong lowered his head: “If so, I’ve implicated you.”

“Your Highness, this path is destined to be treacherous. Since we’ve chosen to stand together, don’t think that way. In the future, people will surely try to get to Your Highness to deal with me as well,” Shen Xihe consoled him.

Chapter 305: The Breaking Point
She was so tolerant and magnanimous, calm and rational.

Xiao Huayong, however, disliked this calmness and tolerance, as it meant she maintained complete clarity at all times – only someone truly detached could remain so clear-headed.

She clearly defined them as collaborative partners who needed to trust each other and share risks.

In his life, though only twenty years long, after age eight, except for the poison in his body, nothing and no one had ever made him feel powerless – Shen Xihe was the exception.

Yet he had no right to blame her. Falling for her was his own choice and right. Though she didn’t need it, she never stopped him because she knew she had no right to, just as he had no right to demand she develop feelings for him. The choice not to love was also her right.

But he wasn’t in a hurry. One day, he would surely make her lose her composure for him, break through that ironclad calmness.

“I’ll do as Youyou says,” Xiao Huayong smiled as he packed up the food box. “I look forward to tasting Youyou’s cooking again next time.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t know if it was just his bias, but the soup Shen Xihe made was truly exquisitely delicious.

“There will be opportunities,” Shen Xihe replied with a faint smile.

In the future, after they married, she would become a qualified Crown Princess, and occasionally cooking for the Crown Prince would be natural.

Shen Xihe obtained a bottle of medicine from Xiao Huayong as she had hoped. She didn’t take it out of the palace herself, instead having her people receive it through palace channels. There was no rush to place it in Princess Yangling’s palace – they could wait until after Princess Yangling’s pregnancy was revealed to take action.

They had plenty of time to plan how to proceed without leaving traces.

After Shen Xihe got into her carriage, Zhenzhu said: “Recently, the Third Princess has been constantly opposing the Fifth Princess.”

This was intelligence she had gathered. Though Zhenzhu wasn’t sure if it would be useful to Shen Xihe, she reported it anyway.

Shen Xihe smiled knowingly: “It should be so.”

Originally, Tubo had intentions for a marriage alliance, but His Majesty wanted to refuse, though few knew this. Now with the matter between Munuha and Princess Yangling, since all those married to Tujue were His Majesty’s birth daughters, His Majesty naturally needed to marry off another birth daughter.

His Majesty now only had three princesses – Princess Yangling was promised to Munuha, leaving only the Third Princess and Sixth Princess. Sixth Princess was Noble Consort Rong’s daughter with two Prince brothers, and already had a fiancé, so it couldn’t possibly be Sixth Princess. How could the Third Princess not hate Princess Yangling?

“Today Third Princess left the palace, reportedly to seek the Second Young Lady,” Zhenzhu reminded carefully.

Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed briefly before she let out a cold laugh: “These princesses truly enjoy bullying our Shen family’s ladies.”

It wasn’t enough that Princess Yangling incited Princess Changling against her; now that she faced a forced marriage alliance, Third Princess started targeting Shen Yingruo.

“Noble Lady, should we…” Zhenzhu tentatively asked, “Help Second Young Lady?”

“No need,” Shen Xihe said lightly.

Shen Yingruo wasn’t foolish – she would understand Third Princess’s sudden friendliness had ulterior motives. After what happened in the palace last time, Shen Yingruo should be more vigilant. Even if Third Princess’s scheme succeeded and Tubo really asked to marry Shen Yingruo, it wouldn’t matter – the marriage alliance would end with Princess Yangling’s death.

“Cui Shitou, stop right there—” At this moment Bu Shulin’s shout came from outside the carriage.

Shen Xihe lifted the carriage curtain and saw Cui Jinbai riding past her carriage on horseback, with Bu Shulin running in pursuit. Cui Jinbai had likely dismounted at the palace gates and strode in, leaving Bu Shulin to wait outside.

“Young Lord Cui looks just like an abandoned lover, with his beloved’s heart turned to iron, never looking back,” Ziyu whispered upon seeing this scene.

Zhenzhu gave her a stern look and turned her head away: “Stop reading so many romance novels.”

Ziyu’s greatest hobby was reading novels, and Shen Xihe only read them because Ziyu got her started. However, these two mistresses and servants read differently from others – they didn’t focus on the beautiful romance but rather criticized the foolish ladies and ineffectual men.

For instance, when a noble lady eloped with a poor scholar, the mistress and servant agreed the lady was improper, abandoning loving parents, brothers, and sisters for an outsider; the scholar lacked responsibility, not work hard to earn her parents’ approval but instead inciting the lady to elope with him in an improper union…

The difference was that Shen Xihe lost interest after reading a few, while Ziyu remained passionate, cursing the protagonists as she read.

Cui Jinbai wasn’t abandoned – he had been working hard these days to correct his course and wake himself up.

He had even gone to Xiangguo Temple, seeking peace of mind in meditation. If not for His Majesty summoning him, he would still be on leave.

He originally thought he had controlled the demon in his heart, but upon returning to the city and encountering Bu Shulin, he felt his emotions would spiral out of control at first sight, so he hurriedly fled into the palace.

He deliberately lingered in the palace for a long while, almost until nightfall. The winter wind cut like knives to the bone, yet he hadn’t expected Bu Shulin would wait for him at the palace gates.

“Hey, Cui Shitou, you’re as petty as a lady, quite vindictive,” Bu Shulin complained upon seeing Cui Jinbai. “You deliberately waited until the palace night curfew before coming out – I’m frozen stiff.”

Cui Jinbai led his horse without acknowledging her.

Bu Shulin rubbed her hands together: “I know, I was drunk that day and offended you greatly. Those were drunk words and actions – don’t take them to heart…”

Cui Jinbai suddenly stopped. In the gathering darkness, he turned to stare intently at Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin felt unsettled by his gaze, instinctively feeling her explanation had angered him more. After reflecting for a moment without figuring out what she’d said wrong, she assumed her sincerity wasn’t enough and continued to humble herself, giving Cui Jinbai a deep bow: “It was all my fault, talking nonsense while drunk. Just tell me what I need to do for you to forgive me this once. I’ll certainly do it.”

These days, he had been lost and conflicted, his emotions turbulent, filled with self-loathing because of her actions. Yet it turned out he was deluding himself – she simply considered it drunken rambling and hadn’t given it any thought at all.

Cui Jinbai suddenly felt how pathetic he was.

“Cui Shitou, why are you looking at me like that?” Bu Shulin felt Cui Jinbai’s gaze was colder than the winter weather. “I know I was improper with you that day, but it was truly unintentional. If I was that drunk on any other day, with any other person I would have…”

“Silence!” Cui Jinbai shouted harshly, his face ashen, his black pupils devoid of warmth. “From today forward, stop pestering me, otherwise…”

Cui Jinbai drew the sword from beside his horse, broke it, and threw it at Bu Shulin’s feet: “Let this sword be witness!”

Bu Shulin stood frozen in place, watching Cui Jinbai walk away. A gust of cold wind passed, leaving a chill. She raised her hand to her face and found traces of tears she hadn’t noticed…



Chapter 306: His Heart Yearns for You
The remnants of winter had not yet passed as early spring emerged. The spring breeze broke through the encirclement of frost and snow, causing plum blossoms to fall from their branches, scattering cold fragrance across the ground.

Shen Xihe scattered fish bait while leaning against the railing. She glanced at Bu Shulin, who was slouched over the railing looking dejected, her eyes unfocused and face full of distraction.

“Did Cui Shaoqing insult you?” Shen Xihe hadn’t forgotten seeing her confronting Cui Jinbai yesterday.

Bu Shulin absently shook her head.

“Is Cui Shaoqing still refusing to acknowledge you?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Bu Shulin woodenly continued shaking her head.

“Did Cui Shaoqing say something hurtful?” Shen Xihe inquired further.

Bu Shulin lifted her head, still gazing at Shen Xihe with dim eyes, and remained silent while shaking her head.

Shen Xihe glanced at the calm pond below where not even fish bait could attract any fish, and set down the dish of bait. “Spring is about to arrive, you shouldn’t appear half-dead like this, ruining my mood.”

Bu Shulin pouted: “He broke off our bond and ordered me not to entangle with him anymore.”

This was indeed serious. Shen Xihe was slightly startled: “How did this happen…”

Cui Shaoqing was the model of a noble family’s young master. Given his upbringing and cultivation, unless dealing with his family’s murderer, he wouldn’t be so absolute even with political enemies.

“I don’t know either. I just got drunk and vomited on him, and then…” Bu Shulin racked her brains but couldn’t figure out which taboo she had violated. “And said some frivolous things to him, but I’ve said such things before and he never took them to heart.”

She had also kissed Cui Jinbai but was too embarrassed to tell Shen Xihe about it. Though she had accidentally bitten his chin before, and while he was furious enough to want to kill her then, he hadn’t truly despised her afterward.

“Is this why you’re so gloomy?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin denied it: “I just think he’s being inexplicable. I can’t understand why he’s acting this way. I’m wondering if I violated some major taboo of his, and struck a nerve. If I truly was thoughtless, I should apologize properly.”

Listening to her rapid explanations, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile: “Why don’t you tell me the details?”

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe had developed Ziyu’s curiosity, but she felt that with Bu Shulin’s limited intelligence, she’d never figure it out on her own.

She didn’t want Bu Shulin coming around with a depressed face every day, bringing down the atmosphere.

Bu Shulin seemed troubled, hemming and hawing for a while before finally recounting everything from what she’d said at the brothel while drunk to what happened at the Bu residence. She truly couldn’t understand what Cui Jinbai was thinking.

She was so preoccupied with this that she couldn’t eat or sleep well, which was quite annoying.

Shen Xihe deliberately avoided entangling herself in male-female relationships that could potentially transform her completely, but that didn’t mean she didn’t understand them. Moreover, with Gu Qingchi’s lifetime of experiences, she naturally understood even more.

Therefore, as soon as Bu Shulin finished speaking, she understood: “Cui Shaoqing must have developed feelings for you.”

Bu Shulin instantly froze. Her eyes widened and her rosy lips formed a perfect circle as she stared at Shen Xihe in disbelief.

Her expression made Shen Xihe smile knowingly: “You heard correctly. I said Cui Shaoqing is acting this way because he has feelings for you.”

In the transitional period between winter and spring, the cold wind carried the cool fragrance of plum blossoms into Bu Shulin’s nose, finally bringing her back to her senses. She jumped up in fright: “He… he… he…”

After stammering for a while, Bu Shulin finally managed to straighten out her tongue and stumbled through her words: “You’re saying he has feelings for me, but he only knows me as a man, so he’s suffering because he’s fallen for another man, and that’s why he doesn’t want to see me?”

Shen Xihe nodded.

Bu Shulin paced anxiously, so flustered she didn’t know what to do with her hands: “How could he have feelings for me? How could he fall for a man? This… this… if he finds out later that I’m not a man, won’t he hate me even more?”

Shen Xihe: …

So Bu Shulin thought Cui Jinbai had discovered his attraction to men, and that she was the one who had triggered this attraction, which was why he was so distressed.

Although Shen Xihe didn’t rule out this possibility, based on her understanding of Cui Shaoqing, he wasn’t attracted to Bu Shulin because he liked men, but rather was suffering because he had fallen for Bu Shulin as a person.

“I understand now. I’ll never bother him again, I’ll keep my distance,” Bu Shulin suddenly brightened up and made her resolution.

Shen Xihe held her forehead.

She felt she might have done more harm than good. While Bu Shulin had figured something out, Cui Shaoqing would probably be furious.

Opening her mouth, Shen Xihe ultimately didn’t advise Bu Shulin to reveal her true gender to Cui Shaoqing. To Shen Xihe, any emotion ranked above what she considered the most unreliable thing – romantic love between men and women.

Bu Shulin’s secret could endanger her entire family if revealed – how could she let others know easily? Moreover, Bu Shulin didn’t seem to have any feelings for Cui Shaoqing. Otherwise, why would she react this way upon learning of his feelings?

“Yoyo, shall we go for a walk?” Bu Shulin suddenly suggested.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows: “It’s cold.”

When the weather was cold, Shen Xihe didn’t like going out. Unless necessary, she wouldn’t step foot outside the Princess’s manor.

“Come on, please! I’m feeling down and want to clear my head,” Bu Shulin tugged at Shen Xihe’s sleeve, shaking it.

Shen Xihe reversed her earlier conclusion – it wasn’t that Bu Shulin had no feelings for Cui Jinbai, she just hadn’t realized it herself. That’s why after deciding to avoid Cui Jinbai, her heart ached.

She didn’t point this out though. Whether these ambiguous feelings would bring fortune or misfortune to Bu Shulin, she couldn’t determine. So she couldn’t easily interfere – everything would follow its natural course, depending on whether fate brought them together.

Ultimately sympathizing with Bu Shulin’s unconscious love, she changed clothes and went out with her for a walk, planning to check on the Du Huo Tower as well.

Bu Shulin loved horses and visited the horse market daily, always ready to pay handsomely for good steeds.

Usually, she would remember Shen Xihe’s love of cleanliness and avoid such dirty, chaotic places as the horse market, but today she had forgotten everything and just wanted to spend money freely. Shen Xihe waited for her in a restaurant outside the horse market.

Half a cup of tea later, she heard arguing. Looking over, she saw two Tubo people in conflict with a merchant. Seeing that the patrol guards who should maintain order were nowhere in sight, she ordered Biyu: “Go fetch someone from the government office.”

Before Biyu could bow and withdraw, the arguing died down somewhat. Shen Xihe looked over and saw it was Shen Yingruo and an unfamiliar maid who had entered.

Shen Yingruo was undoubtedly talented – she understood the Tubo language, so after some explanation, both parties reconciled and completed their transaction.

“Princess, that seems to be the Tubo prince,” Zhenzhu bent down and said to Shen Xihe.

The one who came from Tubo this time wasn’t the prince, but the prince had disguised himself as an attendant to come along.



Chapter 307: You Have Feelings for Him Too
“Have you seen that maid beside her before?” Shen Xihe asked.

Zhenzhu shook her head, but Biyu, who had more opportunities to visit the palace, said: “Princess, she seems to be someone from the Third Princess’s household.”

“Indeed…” Shen Xihe let out a soft breath.

This was the horse market, an important trading place for foreign nations. While it might not be heavily guarded, security was strict, with interpreters present to facilitate trade. The sudden disappearance of everyone was highly unusual.

“Second Young Lady has fallen into Third Princess’s trap,” Biyu frowned instinctively.

Watching Shen Yingruo chatting and laughing with the Tubo prince, Shen Xihe smiled gently: “She also grew up in the palace. Don’t view her as weak and easily bullied.”

Withdrawing her gaze, the smile at Shen Xihe’s lips gradually took on a frosty edge: “However, these patrol guards being so easily removed deserves some punishment. Zhenzhu…”

Zhenzhu bent down, and Shen Xihe whispered some instructions in her ear. She immediately withdrew.

After Shen Yingruo helped resolve the Tubo prince’s trouble, her ability to speak the Tubo language left him amazed. He immediately asked: “Are you His Majesty’s princess?”

“I’m not His Majesty’s princess, I’m just a princess’s study companion,” Shen Yingruo bowed politely. “Our princess saw that the guests were having trouble and specifically sent me to help.”

When the Tubo prince heard Shen Yingruo was just a study companion – in Tubo, study companions were selected from servants – he felt somewhat disappointed. However, hearing her subsequent words, his eyes immediately brightened again.

Following Shen Yingruo’s gaze, he saw the Third Princess sitting in the distance. He had seen this Third Princess before and immediately felt favorably disposed. He couldn’t help asking Shen Yingruo: “Does the Third Princess also speak the Tubo language?”

“Of course, the Princess is highly learned and talented,” Shen Yingruo praised.

Unfortunately, the palace maid who came with Shen Yingruo didn’t understand the Tubo language. When the Tubo prince cast an inquiring look, Shen Yingruo casually deceived: “The prince asked if I was a princess, I told him I’m His Majesty’s niece.”

The palace maid immediately nodded.

Shen Yingruo then said to the Tubo prince: “Our princess greatly admires Tubo, yearning for the emerald grasslands, the free-floating flower fragrance, and the unrestrained songs.”

The Tubo prince was overjoyed: “The Princess’s wishes will surely come true.”

Shen Yingruo gave a slight bow and left with the princess’s maid. As soon as she turned away, her smile vanished.

Few people knew she could speak the Tubo language. Third Princess had pushed her forward to resolve this trouble in her capacity as a County Princess.

These days, the Third Princess had been persistently pursuing her, making her extremely annoyed. To completely dispel the Third Princess’s thoughts, she had to address the root cause.

Making the Tubo prince fall for her, leading him to actively seek marriage – letting the Third Princess taste what it feels like to be schemed against.

Shortly after Shen Yingruo left the horse market, a large-scale brawl broke out between horse merchants and foreign customers. Such incidents affecting foreign relations naturally reached the emperor’s ears. The patrol guards on duty that day were all caned, and several commanders received various punishments, with many being demoted.

Negligence in such places could easily lead to hostilities and warfare between nations. Without severe punishment as a warning, if something truly went wrong in the future, it could be a matter of life and death!

Because of this commotion, Bu Shulin couldn’t buy her horse. She continued dragging Shen Xihe to other places, and fate worked in mysterious ways – when Bu Shulin took Shen Xihe to eat something delicious, they ran into Cui Jinbai walking out of the restaurant.

Cui Jinbai was with officials from the Court of Judicial Review, clearly there on official business.

The moment Bu Shulin saw Cui Jinbai, her expression froze. She immediately avoided him like the plague, not even allowing him time to pay respects to Shen Xihe, pulling at Shen Xihe’s sleeve: “Quickly, Princess.”

Caught off guard, Shen Xihe was pulled forward. Looking back, she saw Cui Jinbai standing with his back to them for quite a while before finally moving on at his subordinate’s reminder.

Shen Xihe pulled free from Bu Shulin: “If you do this again, don’t blame me for being discourteous.”

Bu Shulin gave an awkward smile. To show her apology, she ordered many dishes, but she was the one eating heartily, alternating between happily eating and endlessly explaining the origins of each dish to Shen Xihe.

She was completely unaware of her unusual behavior.

“Alin,” Shen Xihe suddenly called.

Bu Shulin stopped eating and looked up at her.

“Alin, you care,” Shen Xihe revealed. “Your heart aches. You are about Cui Shaoqing. You have feelings for him too.”

Shen Xihe didn’t know if speaking thus was right or wrong, but seeing Bu Shulin forcing a smile while not understanding why she was forcing it, she inexplicably felt her heart soften.

“I have feelings for him?” Bu Shulin pointed at herself in disbelief. “Impossible!”

“You don’t need to deny it to me. Search your heart,” Shen Xihe said. “I’m someone who doesn’t concern myself with romantic matters, but if one day someone truly moves my heart, I would certainly dare to face it directly. Whether to part or stay, whether to fight for it or withdraw in time, I would make everything clear. Only then can one avoid letting oneself down.”

Bu Shulin’s lips moved, but she finally lowered her head wordlessly.

Did she have feelings for Cui Jinbai?

She had never thought of it this way, but she couldn’t refute Shen Xihe. Under her calm yet penetrating gaze, her subtle feelings that even she hadn’t noticed were exposed.

She stuffed a few more bites of food into her mouth, then suddenly stopped with her chopsticks suspended in mid-air. She stared blankly for a moment, and a crystalline tear dropped into her bowl. She put down her chopsticks, wiped her eyes, and when she looked at Shen Xihe again, she spoke frankly: “Yoyo, you’re right. Perhaps without realizing it, I developed some feelings for him.”

But there could never be anything between them. He was a talented young official who would undoubtedly become a high-ranking minister in the future, the leader of the Cui clan. She was the child of a foreign prince – she couldn’t abandon her responsibilities to him, leaving her old father to face everything alone.

She didn’t even dare reveal to him that she was a woman. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust his character, but some matters couldn’t allow for even the slightest error.

It was better that he didn’t know, sparing him some trouble. Let him continue to despise her, naturally creating distance between them.

If one day her identity was exposed, he could remain uninvolved.

“Yoyo, I am the Crown Prince of Shu South,” Bu Shulin’s gaze was determined, her voice cold and clear. “You’re right, there’s nothing I dare not face or acknowledge. Hesitation only brings more trouble. Since there can be no outcome, it’s better to cut it off completely. It’s better for both him and me.”

When Shen Xihe saw that tear, she knew Bu Shulin had made her decision to let go. Otherwise, how could someone as strong as her shed tears?

Love truly was the most tormenting poison in this world, capable of breaking one’s heart. Shen Xihe sighed inwardly.

This was Bu Shulin’s decision, and Shen Xihe said nothing more.



Chapter 308: I Am Proposing to You
When Shen Xihe returned to her manor, she found Shen Yingruo waiting there. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, she came forward and bowed.

“What brings you here?” Shen Xihe asked coolly.

Shen Yingruo hesitated. Under Shen Xihe’s steady gaze, she finally spoke: “Today at the horse market, I saw Elder Sister…”

Shen Xihe understood: “You’re here to ask if I was behind the incident at the horse market?”

Shen Yingruo bit her lip and nodded.

The horse market wasn’t new – locals who traded with foreigners all knew basic conversational phrases. How could problems suddenly arise? If the market was so prone to trouble, how would those guards dare abandon their posts even with heaven’s blessing?

After investigating, Shen Yingruo couldn’t find concrete evidence, but she suspected Shen Xihe.

“Yes, I was behind it,” Shen Xihe admitted, then looked at her. “When Prince Zhao plotted against me, why did you warn me?”

“I…” Shen Yingruo was at a loss for words.

“Are you worried about me? Do you like me? Care for me?” Shen Xihe asked three questions in succession and then answered for her. “None of these. It’s because we both bear the surname Shen. Today, I won’t stand idle for any member of the Shen family, just as you sent me that warning. You needn’t feel grateful. Just as I didn’t feel grateful when you sent that warning.”

Shen Yingruo’s face tensed at her words: “I know all this. I just want to know why you’re not concealing it?”

Surely others besides her had guessed by now. His Majesty had stripped so many of their positions over this – wasn’t she afraid of making too many enemies, ending up isolated and surrounded by hostility?

“Why should I conceal it?” Shen Xihe countered. “They plotted against a member of the Shen family first – they should be prepared for my retaliation. If they bear grudges over this, they would hate the Shen family regardless of how well I concealed it. Those who understand will know what’s pragmatic.”

She paused, then sneered: “I don’t fear their hatred. If dismissal from office isn’t enough, I don’t mind helping them depart early from this world that’s unsuitable for their survival.”

With that, Shen Xihe brushed past her and headed directly into the inner courtyard.

Shen Yingruo stood shocked in place. She turned to watch Shen Xihe’s straight back, seemingly supported by an invisible ruler. Her steps were light and graceful, showing no strain in her strength, yet perfectly displaying her unyielding character.

She had never seen a woman like Shen Xihe – so domineering yet righteous, making it all seem perfectly natural.

Back then, wasn’t Capital’s Peony Gu Qingchi equally untouchable? Yet she was still confined by the Gu family, restrained by propriety, rules, and her identity as a woman.

But her elder sister was different. She was so unrestrained – she dared question His Majesty, dared storm into the Duke’s manor, yet somehow always emerged unscathed.

Shen Yingruo left the Princess’s manor in a daze.

In the following days, His Majesty used the horse market incident as a pretext to thoroughly reorganize the capital’s security. Shen Xihe also enjoyed a rare two days of peace. Soon it was the Lantern Festival, which was even more lively in the capital than New Year’s Eve or New Year’s Day. Only on this day were doors left unlocked, people could stay out all night, freely admiring lanterns on the streets, and officials could walk through every district under the night sky and bright moon.

Shen Xihe arrived early at the East Tower, where one could see lanterns in every household and music from every building; thousands upon thousands of lanterns clustered like trees of fire.

Graceful ladies in silk and brocade, adorned with pearls and jade, wearing perfume and powder, danced beneath the lantern wheels.

The imperial tower hosted hundreds of performances and tug-of-war contests, with thousands competing amidst deafening cheers that left foreign guests amazed.

When Shen Xihe arrived, Xiao Huayong was already waiting. Today he wore a night-purple robe with turned collars, its silver threads tracing out elegant Pingzhong leaves and auspicious cloud patterns, appearing especially noble and elegant. Shen Xihe wore a hibiscus purple shawl also embroidered with silver Pingzhong leaves.

At first glance, their outfits appeared to match.

This made Shen Xihe eye Xiao Huayong suspiciously.

Xiao Huayong smiled: “I didn’t privately inquire about Yoyo’s plans. Even if I wanted to, the maids around Yoyo guard such information strictly.”

Just because he wanted to know didn’t mean Hong Yu and the others would reveal anything.

“Yoyo and I are simply of one mind,” Xiao Huayong added tenderly.

“Your Highness invited me to view lanterns, but which lanterns are we viewing?” Shen Xihe ignored Xiao Huayong’s romantic implications.

“No rush, let’s first have some snacks together,” Xiao Huayong said as people brought over refreshments.

There were rich porridge, face cocoons, silk cages, fire moths, jade beam cakes, and other traditional Lantern Festival snacks.

Shen Xihe had guessed Xiao Huayong would prepare food – after all, just sitting and watching lanterns would be boring. She hadn’t eaten dinner beforehand, and now smelling the fragrance of freshly made dishes, she felt quite hungry.

Under the brilliant lantern light, Xiao Huayong’s features appeared especially gentle. He watched Shen Xihe – though she enjoyed the food, she never showed it, eating the same amount of each dish. Somehow seeing her like this made his heart ache with tenderness.

He used the serving chopsticks to give Shen Xihe some of her favorites: “Seeing Yoyo eating with such enjoyment, I can’t help but serve you more.”

“Thank you, Your Highness.” Shen Xihe graciously accepted and ate.

“Yoyo, in the future when dining with me, you needn’t be so restrained. Whether you eat more or less, I can tell what you like,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

Shen Xihe put down her chopsticks: “I’m not deliberately doing this – it’s simply habit.”

When something becomes a habit, one no longer feels it’s tiring or troublesome.

“Why have you grown so accustomed to this?” Xiao Huayong asked, puzzled.

“I lost my mother early. My father and brother had no time to teach me, so they hired tutors. My etiquette instructor was a noble lady who had been exiled to the northwest for crimes,” Shen Xihe explained.

Xiao Huayong nodded in understanding, then smiled: “It’s alright. Someone taught you to be proper and follow rules meticulously, so let me spoil you into being willful and following your heart’s desires.”

Shen Xihe thought for a moment and replied seriously: “Your Highness, I don’t feel there’s anything wrong with how I am now.”

She had never envied being willful or unrestrained.

“You’re fine now too, but I want Yoyo to experience other kinds of happiness,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze sparkled like starlight. “Yoyo, I am proposing to you.”

He took out a long sandalwood box carved with Pingzhong leaves and presented it to Shen Xihe, opening the lid.

The flashing golden light was dazzling – a golden hairpin shaped like a peony assembled from hollow Pingzhong leaves, its center adorned with tiny gemstones, appearing even more enchantingly beautiful under the swaying lantern light.

Besides the traditional six marriage gifts, earnest young men would gift a golden hairpin to their intended before marriage.

A golden hairpin – the token for a proper wife.

Behind him were countless lanterns bright as day, and his voice rang especially clear amidst the musical instruments: “To have you by my side, I wish to grow old together; I seek not grand vows of love, only to spend the seasons with you.”



Chapter 309: Is There a Trace of Joy?
Not asking for eternal vows from you, only wishing to spend the seasons together.

Shen Xihe’s heart stirred slightly. She had to admit that Xiao Huayong truly understood how to touch one’s heart. He had evolved from his initial intense directness to the current gentle warmth, knowing she disliked and distrusted those eternal vows, so he adapted to match her preferences.

“Your Highness’s sincerity, I can feel it,” Shen Xihe didn’t avoid it. Her soft, pale hand picked up the golden hairpin, removed a flower pin from her hair and moved to insert the golden one into her bun.

Just as her wrist lifted, a broad palm cut through the candlelight and stopped her.

Shen Xihe paused, then withdrew her hand, giving the golden hairpin to Xiao Huayong. His lips curved up, his eyes filled with tender affection as he gently but firmly inserted the golden hairpin into her black cloud-like hair.

The candlelight flickered, casting their shadows on the wall – her seated figure and his standing behind her, their silhouettes merging in intimate closeness.

After securing the hairpin for Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong crouched beside her, holding her hand that rested lightly on her lap: “Youyou, thank you for agreeing to marry me.”

His heart, as far as he could remember in twenty years, had never surged like this, causing him to tighten his grip on her hand.

Shen Xihe instinctively tried to withdraw her hand, but neither pulled away completely nor continued struggling. She would have to adapt eventually: “Your Highness, I will be a good wife to you, a good Crown Princess, but I still harbor no romantic feelings for you.”

Xiao Huayong’s excitement and joy were clear in her eyes. She wasn’t trying to dampen his spirits, but some things needed to be said clearly. Otherwise, letting him misunderstand that she had feelings for him, only to later find in their daily interactions that she showed no such affection, might lead him to resent her, thinking she had been ambiguous and misled him.

Gu Qingzhi and Xiao Changqin were exactly like this. Gu Qingzhi had always thought that by maintaining a proper, cold, and distant demeanor, Xiao Changqin would understand she had no romantic feelings for him. But her presumption and unwillingness to speak had allowed Xiao Changqin to develop self-deceptive hopes.

As long as she hadn’t explicitly said it, he would assume she had feelings for him, thus becoming increasingly unclear and obsessed, sometimes unable to distinguish whether his wife truly had affection for him or not, which led him to become crazy and tormented in his suffering.

Although saying it clearly now would disappoint Xiao Huayong and spoil the pleasant atmosphere, not loving was simply not loving. She couldn’t just be ambiguous because the person before her was excellent and she didn’t want to hurt him, leading him to have misconceptions that would cause more pain later.

If Xiao Huayong said he wasn’t disappointed at all, that would be self-deception, but his disappointment vanished in an instant. He remained joyful, gripping her hand tighter: “Youyou, thank you for being so honest. In the future, you must also tell me clearly, including the day when you develop feelings for me – I hope you can tell me frankly then.”

Shen Xihe was silent for a moment before nodding: “I will.”

Perhaps in this lifetime, Shen Xihe would never forget Xiao Huayong’s joy at that moment – like a spring breeze causing flowers to bloom across the city, like fireworks bursting with brilliant light, like falling stars filling the sky with their radiance.

Such a heart-captivating smile infected even Shen Xihe, making her lips curl upward involuntarily.

Her smile was as gentle as her elegant personality, nearly making Xiao Huayong unable to resist pulling her into his embrace. His fingertips twitched, but he still used his powerful self-control to stop himself.

It wasn’t time yet, he couldn’t rush things. What should be his would come one day.

He took Shen Xihe’s hand and led her to the window. Looking out, they saw brilliant lanterns and clustered candlelight, a dazzling sight.

Shen Xihe tried to pull her hand away, but at that moment, exclamations erupted outside. Xiao Huayong pointed out the window: “Look quickly.”

A massive lantern tree rose, instantly illuminated. The lights spread, dimming the bright moon. The enormous lantern tree stood like a lighthouse, towering above all else when viewed from afar.

At the top of the lantern tree was a shadow lamp. Inside the lamp was a candle, and when lit, the lamp face would rotate. The lamp depicted a man and woman who seemed to come alive like shadow puppets as it turned – their meeting, the man falling for the woman, him giving her a golden hairpin, their marriage, their harmonious life together.

From young newlyweds to a happy family of three in middle age, then to support each other in their later years, to holding hands in their twilight years.

Though there were less than ten scenes, they conveyed a lifetime of devotion.

The Lantern Festival traditionally included customs of expressing affection, and this unique way of using shadow lamps to express the beauty of lifelong partnership attracted the attention of the entire city. Everyone discussed with great interest, wondering which young man had gone to such lengths for his lady.

Some sensitive young ladies watched with tears in their eyes, while world-weary middle-aged women looked on with both envy and melancholy.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Huayong.

“This is my plan and hope for our lifetime together. I let the city’s people be witnesses. After our wedding, I will release the news, letting them know this was what I did for you. As the Crown Prince, I am the people’s role model and must keep my promises.”

Xiao Huayong gripped Shen Xihe’s hand more firmly, his ink-black pupils gazing deeply at her: “I make my vow to you before all under heaven as witness, letting them see if their Crown Prince is a man who keeps his word and values his promises like gold.”

If they were already officially betrothed, he would want everyone to know this was done for her, making her the most envied woman in the world. He wanted to give her everything any woman in this world could imagine.

Unfortunately, they hadn’t yet received official imperial approval for their marriage, and such a display would affect her reputation.

He could only wait until after their wedding to release this news.

The patterns on the shadow lamp were drawn by his hand. Though just a few strokes, they captured their essence, but few people had seen them, and from a distance, only the outlines of a man and woman were visible.

Faced with such wholehearted devotion from Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe didn’t know how to respond.

Was she moved?

Of course.

She was flesh and blood, a living person – how could she not feel a moment of joy and emotion?

But this feeling passed like a shooting star, crossing the night sky, leaving behind brilliant memories, yet impossible to find again in the vast dusk.

“Youyou, no need for words. I only hope my actions don’t become a burden to you,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“If I say I don’t feel burdened, would that be too… heartless?” Shen Xihe said with a self-deprecating smile.

She truly didn’t feel burdened. She had spoken everything clearly, and if Xiao Huayong still wanted to continue as before, she had no right to interfere or stop him.

“This is the you I know well,” Xiao Huayong shook his head gently, and after a moment of silence, asked softly, “Is there… a trace of joy?”

Songs rose all around, noisy, the bright light illuminating his face to appear even more incomparably handsome.

Chapter 310: Chaotic Murder
Shen Xihe looked at him quietly for a moment before answering honestly: “Yes.”

Anyone treated with care by another person would be moved, as long as they weren’t enemies – even strangers would feel something.

That single word made satisfaction bloom in every feature of Xiao Huayong’s face.

The night was gentle, lantern light shimmered like rainbows, and their eyes met – his overflowing with tenderness, her expression friendly.

“The lanterns are falling! The lanterns are falling!” Just then, sharp cries rang out from outside.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong looked over suddenly to see a row of tall lantern trees collapsing. The dense crowd collided as people tried to dodge, some being pushed down. Screams and cries of pain rose to the sky, while the fire sparked by falling lanterns illuminated panic-stricken faces.

Shen Xihe keenly spotted someone deliberately creating chaos. She pointed at those who were purposely pushing people down to cause casualties and grabbing the lantern frames to topple them: “Your Highness, that person!”

Xiao Huayong looked where she pointed and saw someone quickly escaping the chaos: “Youyou, don’t leave this place.”

“Your Highness, please be careful,” Shen Xihe grabbed Xiao Huayong’s sleeve as he turned to leave, cautioning him with concern.

Xiao Huayong smiled at her joyfully, his eyes filling with warmth. He nodded and quickly departed.

Shen Xihe wasn’t worried about Xiao Huayong’s abilities, but rather concerned this might be a trap set for him. His high-profile visit to the East Tower was likely known to many, and the “accident” happening near the East Tower was too suspicious to ignore.

She nodded to Mo Yuan, signaling him to follow with his men.

The situation outside was chaotic now. Shen Xihe didn’t leave immediately, looking down at the crowded streets below. The nearby streets were also becoming chaotic due to the fire sparked by the collapsed lanterns.

With her sharp eyes, Shen Xihe spotted Bu Shulin in the distance. While everyone else was retreating, she saw people purposefully pushing through the retreating crowd toward Bu Shulin. Their hands were lowered – from this distance Shen Xihe couldn’t see if they held weapons, but their posture strongly suggested it.

“Mo Yu, Young Master Bu!” Shen Xihe pointed to Bu Shulin’s location.

Mo Yu immediately headed toward Bu Shulin. The Imperial Guards were already arriving to maintain order. Mo Yu couldn’t travel by rooftop as he would be assumed to be a criminal and could be shot down by archers. He could only descend the tower and push through the crowd toward Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin was rather dispirited today. On this Lantern Festival night when beauties wandered about, even her close friends had gone chasing after young ladies. She had wanted to accompany Shen Xihe, but Shen Xihe had an appointment with the Crown Prince, and she didn’t dare intrude.

On such a festive and lively day, she found herself alone, aimlessly wandering the streets. When she heard the sharp screams, she was initially relieved it wasn’t her misfortune, but soon the chaos spread to her area. People fled in disorder, causing collisions in the crowded streets, with people and stalls tumbling everywhere.

As a member of the Imperial Guard, she showed her badge, trying hard to calm people, but the crowd’s panic couldn’t be contained. Suddenly she felt a chill down her spine and instinctively turned – a hand holding a dagger thrust out, barely missed as she dodged, and she immediately grabbed the hand.

The attacker was trained, with tremendous strength. They twisted back and stabbed her face again.

She had to use the grip on their hand for leverage, her upper body leaning to the side as her feet slipped, her whole body floating away in a spin to face the assassin.

Before she could see the assassin’s face, she felt another chill from behind as someone else attacked. Bu Shulin’s expression turned cold as she grabbed the blades of both attackers front and back, forcefully pulling them while leaping upward herself.

The two nearly stabbed each other due to her strength, but their skills were good enough to avoid it.

Bu Shulin landed with a kick to the back of one attacker’s knee, bringing them down. Just as she prepared to strike decisively, the person behind attacked again, forcing her to drag the fallen attacker in a spin to block the blade.

The companion stopped their blade just before it entered their ally’s chest. Bu Shulin took the chance to raise and kick out, sending the person flying. The crowd was dense, and even though people were trying to clear space for the fight, some were still knocked down.

This gave the assassins an idea – one immediately raised their dagger to strike innocent civilians. Bu Shulin’s eyes turned cold, and she had to release the attacker she was holding to fly over. Before the dagger could pierce the civilian, she reached out with her long arm, her wrist blocking the assassin’s hand. She twisted her wrist forcefully, flipping the person up, who had to follow her momentum to avoid injury.

The assassin she had released attacked again, but neither could gain an advantage against Bu Shulin. Just then, a small child was pushed into the fight. As the child wailed, Bu Shulin grabbed one attacker, executed a clean scorpion tail kick at the other’s head, and pulled the child aside.

The person she held broke free and stabbed the child. Bu Shulin couldn’t let go in time and could only dodge while holding the child.

The child hampered her movements, but she couldn’t put them down, and the two attackers gave her no chance to do so. They repeatedly targeted the child, forcing Bu Shulin to dodge while protecting them. Each time she did, they would twist their wrists to stab at her instead.

Every strike missed her by a hair’s breadth. As the two coordinated more smoothly, Bu Shulin gradually lost ground. In the distance came a mother’s calls, and the child cried in response, body turning toward the sound.

Just then an assassin struck. Bu Shulin pulled the child close with one arm while blocking another assassin’s diagonal blade with her other hand. The first attacker, having missed the child, turned their blade to stab into Bu Shulin’s waist.

Bu Shulin felt the sharp pain, and the panicked child struggled in her arms as another blade came at them. Fortunately, a long sword appeared to block it, flicking up to force one assassin back while Bu Shulin seized the moment to kick away the one beside her.

Turning her head, she saw Cui Jinbai engaging the assassins. Her eyes filled with complex emotions, but there was no time to think. She put down the child and, despite her bleeding wound, leaped to pin down with her knee the assassin she had kicked who was trying to rise. She grabbed their hand, forcefully twisted it, and drew the blade across their throat. Blood sprayed as they fell silently.

“Murder!” The crowd panicked even more.

The heavy blood loss weakened Bu Shulin. As she watched more people fleeing in chaos, creating an even more uncontrollable situation, a flying dagger shot through the crushing crowd toward Young Master Cui who was still fighting the assassin.

Chapter 311: Catching a Secret Meeting
Bu Shulin found strength from somewhere unknown, her face pale as she pushed through the crowd toward Cui Jinbai. She managed to knock him down just before the flying dagger could pierce his back. Cui Jinbai fell while holding her, colliding with several people.

Someone hiding in the crowd pushed through the crushing mass, preparing to launch another hidden weapon. Fortunately, Mo Yu finally arrived, first knocking out one person from behind, then quickly pursuing other hidden assassins. Seeing this turn of events, and Bu Shulin lying bloody in Cui Jinbai’s arms, the killers swiftly retreated.

“You…” Cui Jinbai stared at Bu Shulin’s paper-white face, his eyes panicked, face filled with fear. His trembling hands lifted her, but the surging crowd made escape difficult. Mo Yu quickly reached them, forcefully clearing a path to lead them out at top speed. By then, Shen Xihe had sent Zhenzhu and Sui Axi to assist.

The two checked Bu Shulin’s pulse. Sui Axi applied acupuncture to stop the bleeding while Zhenzhu dressed the wound with medicine: “We can’t remove the dagger yet – it’s struck a blood vessel. Removing it will cause unstoppable bleeding. We need a quiet place.”

After explaining, they brought Bu Shulin to the East Tower. Shen Xihe had already had it prepared, with a bed arranged and screens set up. She’d sent Hong Yu to the kitchen to boil water and prepare necessary medicines.

“Young Master Cui, neither of us knows medicine. Stay outside and don’t hinder Axi and Zhenzhu’s treatment. My maids all know some medical arts and work well with Zhenzhu,” Shen Xihe said after Cui Jinbai laid Bu Shulin down.

Cui Jinbai was reluctant to leave. Zhenzhu knew Bu Shulin’s true gender – her greatest secret. Whether to tell Cui Jinbai had to be Bu Shulin’s decision. If they could help keep it hidden, they would, so he looked at Sui Axi.

“Young Master Cui, I need fewer people around while applying needles, or I’ll be distracted,” Sui Axi gently reminded me.

Cui Jinbai looked deeply at the now-unconscious Bu Shulin before wordlessly retreating behind the screen.

Shen Xihe followed him out, noting the blood on his clothes: “Young Master Cui, with such an incident, His Majesty will surely summon the Court of Justice. Perhaps you should return home to change, to avoid offending imperial dignity. Leave Young Master Bu to me – please be at ease.”

Cui Jinbai’s mind was blank. He didn’t know why, but when he saw her walking alone with a wine bottle, wandering, he unconsciously followed. When he saw her attacked, he rushed forward instinctively. Despite his training and duty, which should have led him to calm the citizens, he instead pushed innocent people aside to reach Bu Shulin to fight the assassins.

Seeing her fall after taking the weapon meant for him, he wondered if she might not have been so gravely wounded had he not rushed over.

Now Shen Xihe spoke of His Majesty’s summons and maintaining proper appearance.

He knew Shen Xihe was right, but couldn’t move his feet. She’d lost so much blood, and the weapon had struck a blood vessel. If…

He dared not think further. At this moment, duty and imperial commands were forgotten – he only wanted to know if she would be alright.

“Young Master Cui, if you don’t participate in the investigation, Young Master Bu’s injury will have been for nothing,” Shen Xihe tried a different approach.

Cui Jinbai’s eyes flickered. This was premeditated, and staying here wouldn’t help. He bowed to Shen Xihe: “Please, Princess, you must save her.”

“Rest assured, Young Master Cui. If my people can’t save her, few could,” Shen Xihe said confidently.

Sui Axi’s acupuncture skills combined with Zhenzhu’s learning from Bai Touweng, plus their recent discussions with Xie Yunhuai, greatly improved their medical expertise. They could now be called physicians.

“Thank you, Princess.” Cui Jinbai bowed solemnly before striding away.

Shen Xihe sat outside the screen, watching as Zhenzhu removed the dagger. Blood sprayed across the screen like blooming red plums. They quickly stopped Bu Shulin’s bleeding. The cleaned dagger was brought to Shen Xihe by Hong Yu.

Shen Xihe picked it up – the dagger bore no markings and was made of common iron. “Is it poisoned?”

“Fortunately not,” Hong Yu replied.

Otherwise, Bu Shulin would likely have suffered a poisoned heart.

“If they were determined to kill, why not use poison?” Shen Xihe wondered.

Hong Yu couldn’t figure it out either. Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes, setting down the dagger, recalling what she’d seen from the tower. The dagger-thrower had been hiding for a while but delayed acting, then aimed at Cui Jinbai…

So those attacking Bu Shulin and the dagger-thrower weren’t working together and had different targets. The dagger was meant for Cui Jinbai.

And whoever tried to kill Cui Jinbai likely acted on impulse. Though carrying weapons, perhaps just for self-defense, thus explaining the lack of poison.

As for those trying to kill Bu Shulin in close combat, their unpoisoned daggers made sense. They’d planned to create chaos for the assassination. Large weapons would be unwieldy in the crowded chaos, and poisoned daggers risked harming themselves or civilians – the former being suicidal, the latter risking early exposure.

This was why Bu Shulin survived.

It seemed someone had created this chaos, and others had taken advantage to commit evil acts.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t returned. He sent Tian Yuan to inform Shen Xihe that he’d returned to the Eastern Palace.

“Has something happened in the palace?” Shen Xihe couldn’t help asking.

“His Highness can handle palace matters. I’ll escort the Princess home,” Tian Yuan replied.

Shen Xihe nodded, assuming palace matters had arisen. Those daring to cause chaos during the Lantern Festival were no ordinary people, so Xiao Huayong couldn’t get away. She never suspected he was injured.

As she’d guessed, this was a trap for Xiao Huayong, meant to expose him before the Emperor. To cover it up, he had to take a moderate wound and return to the Eastern Palace.

As Shen Xihe left the East Tower, she encountered Princess Consort Dai Li Yanyan, who was surprisingly alone. Meeting Shen Xihe, she calmly nodded in greeting.

Shen Xihe returned the nod. As they passed, the strong night wind carried Li Yanyan’s scent – beyond her usual perfume was a distinctive agarwood that Shen Xihe had only encountered on one person.

The former Prince Ding, now Fourth Prince – Xiao Changtai.

But how could two people carry each other’s scents unless they’d been in intimate contact?

Fearing she’d mistaken it, Shen Xihe deliberately stumbled toward Li Yanyan. Zhenzhu and the others, seeing through her act, didn’t move to help.

Chapter 312: My Natural Sharp Sense of Smell
Li Yanyan reached out to steady Shen Xihe, making her perfume even more distinct. Indeed, there was the sandalwood scent that belonged to Xiao Changtai, and not just that, but also the scent of burning incense – Xiao Changtai must have been burning incense daily at the Imperial Mausoleum…

So Li Yanyan and Xiao Changtai had actually…

Shen Xihe, supported by Zhenzhu, got up and left with a grave expression.

Xiao Changtai had secretly returned during the Lantern Festival – it couldn’t have been just for a private meeting with Li Yanyan. What were they plotting? Was this chaos related to Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai?

Back at the Princess’s manor, Shen Xihe said to Tianyuan: “Inform His Highness that the Fourth Prince has secretly returned to the capital and met with the Dai Wang’s consort.”

Tianyuan was slightly surprised, not understanding how Shen Xihe could be so certain about the Dai Wang’s consort meeting with the Fourth Prince after just one encounter with her. Yet her tone was definitive, not mere speculation, so he respectfully acknowledged the order.

“Fourth Brother?” Xiao Huayong pondered with lowered brows. “It does seem like something he would do, though Fourth Brother doesn’t have such capabilities alone.”

Tianyuan looked at the wound on Xiao Huayong’s arm: “Could it be… His Majesty?”

“If His Majesty wanted to test me, he wouldn’t use the Lantern Festival to do so,” Xiao Huayong rejected this idea. “With foreign envoys present, the Lantern Festival is too important. His Majesty wouldn’t risk our nation’s dignity just to test me.”

His Majesty was particularly angered by this chaos. With so many visiting envoys watching, it was meant to be a display of our great nation’s grandeur. His Majesty had even set up lantern trees within the palace for universal celebration, to show the visiting dignitaries the unity and prosperity of the celestial empire.

Someone’s sabotage was like a slap to His Majesty’s face. Both generals of the Imperial Guards had been reprimanded.

“Who could it be?” Tianyuan couldn’t figure it out.

All the princes were under their surveillance. Though they occasionally managed to slip away from control, it wouldn’t be anything major. Creating such a huge disturbance during the Lantern Festival without any prior indication was simply impossible.

Even Prince Xin had been under increased surveillance from the Crown Prince’s people since the Imperial Mausoleum incident.

“Look at this matter from the opposite angle,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes flashed with a cool smile. “This person targeted me specifically. Their martial arts were exceptional – I had just caught up when the Imperial Guards arrived. If I hadn’t noticed beforehand, my martial abilities would have been exposed to the Imperial Guards.

This person’s goal was to expose me to His Majesty, which means they already knew my true nature, while Fourth Brother doesn’t.”

This point alone ruled out Xiao Changtai. Xiao Changtai was fully occupied with his schemes, seeing only Fifth Brother and Eighth Brother as strong opponents.

Only Xiao Changqin brothers and Xiao Changgeng knew his true nature. Xiao Changgeng’s influence wasn’t developed enough to accomplish today’s events.

Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying were indeed the most suspicious, but Xiao Changqin wished for him to live longer to help undermine His Majesty – he would never set such a trap for him.

“In that case, this wasn’t done by any of the princes,” Tianyuan was startled.

“There are only so many people in the capital who hold grudges against me,” Xiao Huayong said with a meaningful smile. “The one who hates me most would be Wang Zheng.”

If Wang Zheng hadn’t realized the Crown Prince’s intentional collision at the palace gates before, the near-drawing of swords by envoys at the grand court assembly was enough for him to figure it out. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have reached his current position.

Moreover, Mu Nuha’s words would have deepened Wang Zheng’s suspicions about Xiao Huayong. Wang Zheng would think the Crown Prince was playing dumb while targeting him to eliminate His Majesty’s confidants. Following this line of thought, he would attribute the deaths of Dong Biquan, Prince Kang, and even Prince Xun to Xiao Huayong, becoming increasingly convinced that Xiao Huayong was the most dangerous hidden threat.

“He must have spoken to His Majesty about this, but unfortunately, His Majesty knows better than anyone about the poison in my body,” Xiao Huayong smiled sarcastically.

Xiao Huayong’s poisoning was well known to Emperor Youning. The reason it was publicly announced as a sudden strange illness was that when he was poisoned in Mingzheng Hall, he had eaten cherry-filled cheese meant for His Majesty. It was during the crucial moment of dealing with the eunuchs, and to avoid shaking the court officials’ confidence, they had concealed the truth.

Over the years, His Majesty had seen fabricated case reports, but he knew they were fake. However, His Majesty also knew the poison remained unresolved. What His Majesty didn’t know was that he had met Ling Huzheng, who had helped control the poison in his body. Apart from being sensitive to cold in winter, he could normally practice both literature and martial arts.

His Majesty naturally wouldn’t fully believe Wang Zheng’s words, suspecting that Wang Zheng was slandering him out of resentment.

Wang Zheng was desperate. He deeply understood the threat Xiao Huayong posed to the emperor, and Xiao Huayong disliked him. Once Xiao Huayong won, he would be doomed, which was why he went to such lengths to try to expose Xiao Huayong.

“How dare Wang Zheng!” Tianyuan was so angry he wanted to immediately take his sword and cut down Wang Zheng, especially seeing Xiao Huayong’s arm still seeping blood.

“Without such daring, how could he have achieved his current position?” Xiao Huayong chuckled lightly. “Since he has made his move, how could I not repay him in kind?”

Tianyuan: “Please instruct me, Your Highness.”

“No rush. Since he knows I’m not to be trifled with, and this assassination attempt failed, he must think I’ve figured him out,” Xiao Huayong twirled a black chess piece between his fingers. “I’ll let him stew for a few days. When he lets his guard down, I’ll use His Majesty’s hand to… eliminate him.”

Knowing the Crown Prince already had a plan, Tianyuan remembered another matter: “Your Highness, why didn’t you let the Princess know you were injured?”

That way, the Princess would have shown concern and tenderness, and Your Highness could have used the injury to gain some advantages.

Xiao Huayong glanced at him: “That would be too obvious. She’ll come to visit me tomorrow anyway.”

Then wouldn’t she naturally discover his injury? Why deliberately inform her and appear calculating?

Shen Xihe naturally came to the palace to see Xiao Huayong, of course regarding the Lantern Festival incident.

“Your Highness is injured?” As soon as Shen Xihe approached Xiao Huayong, she smelled a faint scent of blood.

Xiao Huayong was slightly surprised. To avoid being obvious, he had specifically worn a cloak. The wound was on his arm, completely hidden by the cloak. He had planned to casually raise his hand to let Shen Xihe notice but hadn’t expected her to know he was injured as soon as she sat down.

“How did Yaoyao know I was injured?” Xiao Huayong was curious.

After being injured yesterday, he had secretly returned to the palace, with only His Majesty knowing about his wound. Even the Empress Dowager had been kept in the dark.

Her unusually keen sense of smell was something she had only revealed when exposing Bu Shulin. She had never mentioned it to anyone else. She lowered her long lashes and took a small sip of Pingzhong tea. Looking at the clear tea, she said: “I’ve had a keener sense of smell than others since childhood. I detected a trace of blood scent coming from Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze intensified, and Tianyuan was also astonished. Xiao Huayong’s wound had been there for a whole night. Though it hadn’t scabbed over, it was no longer bleeding. He was a martial artist, yet hadn’t smelled any blood, but the Princess had detected it.

Her sense of smell wasn’t just keener than others – it was truly heaven-sent!

Chapter 313: No One in the Royal Family is Simple
A sudden realization dawned on Xiao Huayong – he had never understood how Shen Xihe always managed to guess his identity, but now he knew!

It was the bathing fragrance!

Due to his poisoning, he was a walking medicine cabinet. If he weren’t truly taking medicine, he couldn’t have fooled His Majesty for so many years. The medicines were real, and he had to take them, which left a strong medicinal scent on his body.

Every time he disguised himself, he would bathe in fragrant water to wash away the medicinal smell. He hadn’t expected that while this fooled others, it failed to deceive her alone.

The fragrance after bathing wasn’t strong – at least neither Tianyuan nor he could smell it – but that didn’t mean Shen Xihe couldn’t detect it.

So was this heaven’s will?

Of all people, it had to be her, and only her!

To confirm his suspicion, Xiao Huayong asked softly: “You knew the Dai Wang’s consort met Fourth Brother also because of this…”

Shen Xihe nodded gently: “Everyone has a different scent to me. Even with the same incense and perfume ingredients, I can detect differences in proportions. Yesterday, the Dai Wang’s consort had… Fourth Prince’s usual sandalwood scent and the smell of burning incense.”

Shen Xihe was being honest about this based on their future long-term cooperation. She could deceive him now, but after marriage, living together day and night, someone as intelligent as Xiao Huayong would surely notice. Since it couldn’t be hidden forever, there was no point in being mysterious about it.

Xiao Huayong’s heart was caught between ice and fire. The cold part was knowing he was finished – with Shen Xihe’s sensitivity to scents, she hadn’t yet seen the agarwood bracelet from his coming-of-age ceremony. Such premium agarwood was rare, and he was currently using agarwood derived from the same sandalwood root, with identical scents.

As soon as she saw the bracelet, his identity would be exposed.

The burning part was that Shen Xihe would voluntarily reveal her gift to him, which meant his recent actions must have moved her somehow. Otherwise, given her personality, even knowing she couldn’t hide it forever, she wouldn’t have told him in advance.

For the first time in his life, he felt such panic. He wanted to tell her everything but couldn’t muster the courage. She had only just begun to warm up to him slightly – if he opened up about this now, wouldn’t everything return to square one?

The gentleness she had shown him was so scarce that having tasted just a little, he feared losing it again.

He knew he couldn’t hide it forever, knew that being honest now might be the best opportunity, knew that such concealment was wrong, but he was too attached to this slight kindness from her. He just wanted to enjoy it a moment longer, that was all.

“I…” His mouth opened with difficulty, but the words stuck at his lips. He despised himself and hated himself for this, but the inexplicable panic in his heart made him swallow the words he wanted to say.

“Your Highness, are you unwell somewhere?” Shen Xihe noticed Xiao Huayong’s sudden pallor, with fine sweat beading on his forehead. Very worried, she immediately stood up to support his arm.

“Axi, Zhenzhu…” Shen Xihe called out hurriedly.

“Yaoyao, I…” Xiao Huayong opened his mouth, only to cough up a mouthful of black blood.

“Not good, His Highness’s poison is acting up!” Tianyuan’s face drained of color as he shouted outside, “Quick, summon the Imperial Physician-in-Chief—”

Xiao Huayong clutched Shen Xihe tightly before suddenly fainting.

“Your Highness!” Shen Xihe’s face changed in fright.

Zhenzhu and Sui Axi disregarded proper etiquette and hurried forward. They both checked Xiao Huayong’s pulse simultaneously, exchanging confused glances. Sui Axi took out silver needles to diagnose Xiao Huayong while Zhenzhu ran to write a prescription, handing it to Tianyuan: “Quickly get these medicines, and tell the kitchen to boil several vats of water. His Highness’s cold poison is flaring up.”

Xiao Huayong’s internal poison was already most severe and difficult to control in winter, but sudden emotional turmoil had caused the poison to run wild. Fortunately, Sui Axi was present, otherwise the Crown Prince’s situation would have been dire.

“Why is His Highness’s body so cold?” When Xiao Huayong fainted, he fell into Shen Xihe’s arms, his hand still gripping her. Shen Xihe didn’t pull away. This was her first time experiencing his poison attack – he was as cold as winter snow, terrifyingly so.

“This happens when His Highness’s poison flares up,” Tianyuan said, managing to calm down somewhat as he watched Sui Axi apply needles.

By the time the Imperial Physician-in-Chief arrived from the Imperial Medical Office, sweating profusely, Sui Axi had already finished applying needles. He warmed his hands before checking Xiao Huayong’s pulse again, his eyes full of despair: “Why did His Highness suffer such emotional turmoil?”

Everyone looked at each other in confusion. Even Shen Xihe didn’t know why – he seemed to have thought of something that triggered the poison attack.

Tianyuan had some guesses but dared not speak.

Unable to determine the cause, the Imperial Physician-in-Chief couldn’t do much. He asked about Zhenzhu and Sui Axi’s treatment plan, finding their suggestions quite precise: “I had considered medicinal baths and acupuncture to open meridians, but opening the meridians is extremely risky…”

The acupoints that needed to be needled could be fatal if handled incorrectly. The Imperial Physician-in-Chief wasn’t worried about his own life, but rather that he didn’t have more than fifty percent confidence. Placing Xiao Huayong in a bath while maintaining a high water temperature would create steam, making needle placement rely mostly on touch – visual guidance might not be accurate enough.

Sui Axi glanced at Shen Xihe: “I have seventy percent confidence.”

“Try it then,” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong in her arms, who was ice-cold without any warmth of a living person.

Just as the medicinal bath was prepared, the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning arrived after hearing the news. After learning what had happened, both their expressions darkened.

“Only seventy percent confidence?” Emperor Youning was displeased.

“Reporting to Your Majesty, this humble servant only has seventy percent confidence,” Sui Axi maintained under the emperor’s angry gaze.

Emperor Youning turned to look at Shen Xihe, then asked the Imperial Physician-in-Chief: “Are there any other options?”

“His Highness’s poison flared up unusually violently this time. If not for the capable people by the Princess’s side applying needles in time, I’m afraid…” The Imperial Physician-in-Chief dared not speak the inauspicious words.

“Treat him, let them treat him!” The Empress Dowager made the final decision, and spoke sternly to Sui Axi, “Proceed with the treatment freely, neither His Majesty nor I will blame you.”

Then, the Empress Dowager turned to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, since Seventh Son is fond of Shaoning, and I’ve heard Shaoning has asked Your Majesty for marriage. Rather than choosing another day, why not grant their marriage now?”

Shen Xihe glanced at the Empress Dowager but said nothing.

Sui Axi and Zhenzhu were Shen Xihe’s people. The Empress Dowager openly relieved their pressure so they could focus on treatment. Yet by asking Emperor Youning to arrange the marriage at this moment, she was guarding against Shen Xihe secretly harming the Crown Prince.

Once they were betrothed, if anything happened to the Crown Prince during treatment by Shen Xihe’s people, even if she and Emperor Youning didn’t punish them for failing to save him, they could still make Shen Xihe remain faithful to Xiao Huayong for life!

In the royal family, no one was simple.

Chapter 314: Marriage Decree and Revelation
Shen Xihe stood by with lowered eyes and a compliant demeanor. Whatever the Empress Dowager’s intentions, the marriage arrangement was what she and Xiao Huayong wanted. Since it achieved its goal, Shen Xihe had no objections.

“Shaoning, about Seventh Son…” Emperor Youning still asked, “Do you still wish to marry into the Eastern Palace?”

“Your Majesty, Shaoning’s heart remains unchanged. Please grant us marriage,” Shen Xihe performed a deep bow.

Both the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning were startled by her decisiveness. Where in the world was there a woman who cared nothing about her husband being sickly and possibly dying at any moment?

Could she truly be so devoted?

Emperor Youning nodded: “Very well, I shall decree your marriage today.”

With Emperor Youning’s decree, Sui Axi and Zhenzhu dared not delay. After letting the Crown Prince soak in the medicinal bath for half an incense stick’s time, they entered to apply acupuncture.

After opening the meridians, they poured the medicine up to Xiao Huayong’s chin. To maintain the medicine’s heat, the bathtub was placed on a stove. The palace had specially built square stoves that usually held copper vats of water for fire emergencies. Now they removed the copper vat and placed Xiao Huayong’s tub there to keep it heated.

Sui Axi had to constantly monitor the medicine’s temperature to avoid scalding Xiao Huayong while ensuring it remained hot enough to be effective.

Xiao Huayong’s face was flushed crimson, with sweat pouring down his forehead like rain.

After soaking for half an hour, Xiao Huayong was carried back, still unconscious. The Imperial Physician-in-Chief checked his pulse, a trace of joy flashing in his eyes, though he maintained a serious demeanor before Emperor Youning: “Reporting to Your Majesty and Empress Dowager, the poison in His Highness has been controlled. Two days of bed rest and he’ll be fine.”

Both the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning showed relief. The Empress Dowager took Shen Xihe’s hand: “You’ve done well.”

“I merely did my duty, unworthy of Your Majesty’s praise,” Shen Xihe replied modestly.

Once Xiao Huayong’s condition stabilized, Emperor Youning sought the cause. Tianyuan had a quick thought: “Your Majesty, His Highness was attacked yesterday while pursuing the Lantern Festival troublemakers. When the Princess came to visit today and mentioned what she saw last night, the Crown Prince became emotionally agitated.”

Emperor Youning already knew about yesterday’s terrible events. Since Xiao Huayong had gone to chase the troublemakers early on, he must not have seen it all. The emperor had been furious when he first heard about it. Seeing no guilt in Shen Xihe’s manner, and knowing Xiao Huayong’s sudden attack wasn’t related to her, he believed Tianyuan’s words.

Moreover, Tianyuan was loyal only to Xiao Huayong – if Shen Xihe meant him harm, Tianyuan would never cover for her.

After the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning left the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe was still worried about Xiao Huayong. However, Sui Axi said letting him sleep for a day would help him absorb the medicine and control the poison, so Shen Xihe stayed for just another quarter-hour before leaving.

“Why did he react so strongly after learning about my keen sense of smell?” Shen Xihe couldn’t understand. He had been perfectly normal when they met, but after discussing her sense of smell, he thought of something that triggered his emotional turmoil.

She didn’t consider that Xiao Huayong might be struggling with fear of loss and guilt over his concealment, torn between confession and continued secrecy. She only wondered if her keen sense of smell had reminded him of some deeply affecting experience.

When Shen Xihe returned to the Princess’s manor, the imperial marriage decree arrived. She set up an incense altar and knelt to receive the decree personally delivered by the Chief Secretary.

“Heaven bestows virtue, uniting two people. Now the Crown Prince, of exemplary conduct and filial piety, has reached the proper age, with the Eastern Palace lacking a mistress. The eldest daughter of Northwestern Prince Shen Yueshan, Lady Shen, comes from a meritorious family and possesses all four virtues…”

As Shen Xihe accepted the decree, she felt a sense of settled peace. From today onward, she and Xiao Huayong were completely bound together. With an imperial marriage decree to the Eastern Palace, even if Xiao Huayong died before the wedding, she would still have to marry him.

What man in the world would dare marry a woman once betrothed to the Crown Prince?

“Congratulations to the Princess,” Chief Secretary Xue Heng offered his respects.

Shen Xihe smiled in thanks and asked: “Has Qiaoqiao returned?”

Xue Jinqiao had gone to her maternal grandparents’ home several days ago, and Shen Xihe hadn’t seen her for days.

“She’ll return tomorrow. When she does, we’ll have to trouble the Princess again,” Xue Heng smiled.

“Minister Xue is too polite. We’re family, how could it be trouble?” Shen Xihe exchanged pleasantries.

Xue Heng had to report back, so he didn’t stay long.

After enshrining the decree, Shen Xihe returned to her room and took out the golden hairpin Xiao Huayong had given her. She asked, turning her head: “Where is the hidden sword hairpin His Highness gave me?”

Hong Yu immediately found it and handed it to Shen Xihe. After Xiao Huayong mentioned it, she asked Hong Yu to select it and store it separately but hadn’t looked at it yet. She opened the wooden box to find a simple hairpin of black sandalwood, its end decorated with two Pingzhong leaves.

Shen Xihe gripped the top and gave it a gentle twist to loosen it, slowly drawing out the sword. The hairpin was slender, as was the blade within, but it gleamed brightly. Shen Xihe lightly touched the blade with her fingertip, wanting to test its sharpness.

She felt no pain and hadn’t applied pressure, but just touching it caused a line of blood to appear, dripping down.

“Princess!” Zhenzhu hurried forward to check Shen Xihe’s wound, relaxing only when she found it was just a thin cut. “Princess, there are weapons in this world sharp enough to split a hair or cut iron like mud.”

After Zhenzhu applied medicine and bandaged the wound, Shen Xihe continued examining the hidden sword hairpin. She closed it, turned to the mirror, and chose the perfect position to insert it in her hair, adjusting it to find the quickest and most stable way to draw the short sword.

Once she was comfortable with it, she studied her reflection. The sandalwood hairpin added a touch of depth to her hair, blending almost invisibly with her black tresses unless one looked closely. She nodded in satisfaction.

“Princess, would you like to review His Highness’s other gifts?” Hong Yu asked.

Things were different now that the Crown Prince and Princess were betrothed. Previously, the Princess had reviewed gift lists to keep track of everyone’s presents, but now shouldn’t she pay more attention to the Crown Prince’s gifts to avoid awkward conversations in the future?

Shen Xihe nodded: “Bring them all.”

Xiao Huayong had given many gifts, each one extremely thoughtful. As Shen Xihe reviewed them one by one, she paused at a pair of sandalwood bracelets inlaid with golden longevity characters. The rich agarwood scent wafted over – these bracelets were carved from agarwood.

Shen Xihe’s expression grew serious as she picked them up and sniffed them lightly. The more she smelled, the more impassive her expression became.

She stood at the table holding the two bracelets, staring expressionlessly at the Pingzhong leaf bonsai swaying in the early spring wind on the windowsill, her gaze cold.

Suddenly she smiled faintly and set the bracelets down.

Chapter 315: Confession
She understood everything now. She finally understood why Xiao Huayong had become so agitated – not because her keen sense of smell had triggered unbearable memories for him, but because before he knew about her sensitive nose, he had already handed over something that would reveal his identity to her.

This pair of bracelets carried the noble and pure agarwood fragrance that was nearly impossible to find elsewhere in the world. This pure, intense, and clean agarwood scent – she had only encountered it on one person before: the very person who had repeatedly appeared before her in different disguises, the one she had always been wary and suspicious of.

He was indeed Xiao Huayong. Although she had suspected it before, she hadn’t reached a definitive conclusion, not just because of insufficient evidence, but more because she had clung to a glimmer of hope – she hadn’t wanted this person to be Xiao Huayong.

Why hadn’t she wanted it?

Logically, wouldn’t it be better if such a person were Xiao Huayong, her future husband, rather than an enemy who might become a mortal foe? Wouldn’t they, to some extent, be on the same side?

No, that wasn’t it.

Originally, when she thought he wasn’t that person, she believed that even if they became adversaries in the future, they could still compete as equals. But now that he and that person were the same – who was that person?

Someone who could infiltrate the Imperial Investigators, who commanded the wealthy Hua Fuhai, who was the Prince of Jing’s study companion, who had the Princess Imperial’s eldest son’s loyalty, whose subordinate was the young official most favored by His Majesty – this person had become her husband. From the moment of their marriage, she could never let her guard down again.

One small mistake, and while she didn’t fear her destruction, it would drag the entire Shen family into eternal ruin.

Shen Xihe closed her eyes heavily. She hated herself for not examining these things earlier – if she had known, there wouldn’t have been an imperial marriage decree.

“Princess…” Zhenzhu noticed Shen Xihe’s dramatically changed expression and became anxious and worried.

Opening her eyes, Shen Xihe’s gaze was crystal clear. “Go fetch Axi.”

Zhenzhu hurriedly called for Sui Axi. As soon as he entered, Sui Axi noticed something different about Shen Xihe. If pressed to say what had changed, it was that the gentle light about the Princess, that touch of mundane warmth, had completely vanished.

“Can the Crown Prince’s poison be cured using the method you mentioned earlier?” Shen Xihe didn’t miss the flash of light in the Imperial Physician’s eyes.

“This method cannot eliminate the poison; it can only suppress the toxin to a greater degree. To cure it, we must find something that specifically counteracts this poison,” Sui Axi answered.

All things in nature have their mutual generation and mutual inhibition – some things can only counter each other, nothing else will work, and at most, they can only suppress.

Shen Xihe nodded without further comment and dismissed them. The next day, Xie Yunhuai came for her follow-up examination. The supplementary medicine Xie Yunhuai had prescribed for her had been finished, and this would be his final house call for her check-up.

“Congratulations, Princess, on your new lease on life,” Xie Yunhuai smiled elegantly, his joy reaching his eyes, genuinely delighted.

“Doctor Qi, the Crown Prince’s illness weighs heavily on my mind. I heard from Zhenzhu that you have found some leads?” Shen Xihe asked.

“I haven’t yet congratulated the Princess on finding a good match.” Xie Yunhuai thought of yesterday’s imperial marriage decree. Now the whole world knew of Shen Xihe’s betrothal to the Crown Prince – the Crown Prince’s marriage was something that had to be announced to all prefectures and counties. “Princess, please don’t worry. I have some theories and will personally travel to the Western Regions and other places, perhaps sailing overseas. Maybe other countries will have ways to interpret this.”

“Doctor Qi, I must trouble you with this matter. Consider it a favor I owe you, one I’ll remember and repay with my life if necessary,” Shen Xihe said solemnly. “I’ll send someone to accompany you. For such an arduous journey, I would be uneasy if you traveled alone.”

Xie Yunhuai assumed Shen Xihe’s seriousness was due to her upcoming marriage to Xiao Huayong and her special concern for him. He didn’t mention their close friendship or that such formality was unnecessary, as that would only make Shen Xihe uncomfortable. “Princess, rest assured. If I ever face difficulties in the future, I will certainly seek to repay today’s kindness.”

This was exactly why Shen Xihe wanted to associate with Xie Yunhuai – he was someone who made others feel particularly at ease.

She didn’t bother with pretense or concealment, asking directly: “When do you plan to depart?”

“When the ice melts in the third month when spring flowers bloom – it will be perfect for long-distance travel,” Xie Yunhuai had already made his plans.

“Good.” Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu bring over a cage containing a pigeon she had raised in the Princess’s manor. “If anything happens, have it deliver a message to me.”

Xie Yunhuai reached out to accept it. He didn’t stay long at the Princess’s manor, leaving early citing other patients.

Shen Xihe had received news of Xiao Huayong’s awakening early on, but she didn’t immediately go to the palace. Instead, she waited another day before dressing formally and going to the Eastern Palace. This was their first meeting since the imperial marriage decree.

His gaze remained gentle but now carried a hint of awkwardness. The moment he saw Shen Xihe, he became flustered.

She rarely disguised herself, treating people with extraordinary frankness. Her current appearance made Xiao Huayong’s heartache. Never had he been so afraid – afraid of her approach, afraid of her speaking, even involuntarily stepping back half a step when she walked in.

She knew. She knew…

“Youyou, let me explain…” Xiao Huayong grabbed her hand, extremely anxious.

Shen Xihe coldly lowered her gaze, slowly withdrawing her hand: “Your Highness, please speak. Zhaoning is listening respectfully.”

At the words “Zhaoning,” Xiao Huayong’s face turned pale involuntarily. His slightly parted lips trembled, his gaze holding a desperation he didn’t recognize and a last trace of forced strength: “When we first met, I didn’t know your identity. I only knew the Immortal’s Sash was useless and would be sent to Bai Touweng.

That’s why I followed Luoyang, and you had someone send me evidence of the rouge case. I was curious – in all these years, no one had ever taken notice of me, why did you particularly value me? It was only later that I learned what you were after… my status and my… short life expectancy.”

Shen Xihe listened with a calm gaze, showing no trace of emotion.

Xiao Huayong lowered his eyes, somewhat guiltily: “In Xinglin Garden, you took the Bone-Removing Pill from my hands. If not for… if not for you giving me the evidence beforehand, I wouldn’t have allowed you to get the Bone-Removing Pill.”

He was the Crown Prince, a Crown Prince who could influence the course of events. The Immortal’s Sash that he had obtained through countless hardships, nearly at the cost of his life – how could others think to obtain it without effort? That would be a fool’s dream.

But in Xinglin Garden, seeing how much effort she put into setting up even a simple chess game, hearing firsthand that she might not live past three to five years, so similar to himself – though different in that it didn’t matter to him whether he lived or not if there was a chance to live he would try, if not he would accept his fate.

Shen Xihe was different. She wanted to live. Her deep desire to survive moved him, so after learning from Bai Touweng that the Bone-Removing Pill might not even cure the poison, he still handed it over.

“That chess piece…” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on his fingertips.

“I took it with me when I left that day, it has been by my side every day since returning to the capital, becoming something I habitually fiddle with.” Xiao Huayong opened his palm, letting Shen Xihe see the chess piece.

Chapter 316: Wishing to Break the Engagement
Shen Xihe nodded, watching him calmly.

For the first time, Xiao Huayong couldn’t fathom someone’s thoughts. He could only continue: “After returning to the capital, I found it dull – everyone was under my control except you. I just wanted to watch you, understand you more, observe your solitude, your cleverness, your wisdom. Before I knew it, I was in too deep, and when I realized it, I found I was willing to risk my life for you…”

When did Xiao Huayong determine that Shen Xihe had become indispensable to him?

It was when picking snow lotuses at the mountain peak. Originally, he thought she was just somewhat different, that he just liked her a little. But when he had less than fifty percent confidence in making it back alive and still wouldn’t give up on the Tianshan snow lotus, he knew this woman had already silently become part of his flesh and blood.

If before picking the snow lotus he had been somewhat casual; after the snow lotus, he was all in.

Shen Xihe wasn’t a fool. The Tianshan snow lotus was delivered by Hua Fuhai’s people. The snow lotus… thinking of his departure from the capital during that time, officially it was about the autumn grain being robbed, but with his connections, he didn’t need to go personally for such matters.

“The Tianshan snow lotus – you learned I needed it from Doctor Qi, then feigned illness as if you needed it.” Previously, Shen Xihe hadn’t understood medicine, and though she had questioned Sui Axi and Zhenzhu about Xiao Huayong’s condition, she had never asked if he needed Tianshan snow lotus.

It was only yesterday that she specifically asked – his illness didn’t require Tianshan snow lotus at all. He had mobilized his palace forces to search for it for her sake.

“Even ordinary snow lotuses grow high in the mountains. This kind must surely only exist at the very peak of snow mountains.” Shen Xihe wasn’t an ignorant lady confined to the inner chambers. Though she had never been to a snow-capped peak, she had read travel accounts describing how ordinary people could barely climb such heights, struggling to breathe there.

Thinking of their first meeting, he had also been gathering the Immortal’s Sash in the high mountains. It seemed he dared to venture to such treacherous places himself.

She raised her head, her cold clear eyes meeting his: “Your eyes lost their ability to distinguish colors because of this.”

At this point, Xiao Huayong could only confess truthfully: “Youyou, ever since returning from gathering the snow lotus, I wanted to be honest with you. But I knew your concerns, so I never dared to explain. Last time when you discovered the chess piece, I hesitated, but cowardice made me conceal the truth.

The other day when I learned of your keen sense of smell, that you could distinguish even the same ingredients with different proportions, I knew that once you saw those bracelets, everything would be exposed. I wanted to be honest with you then, but remembering your gentleness toward me that day, I was afraid…”

He was the Crown Prince, a Crown Prince who bided his time and didn’t even fear the Emperor, yet he was so afraid of her that he couldn’t speak the truth. He feared that once she knew, she would never look at him again.

“You know all that followed,” Xiao Huayong closed his eyes, like a death row inmate awaiting his sentence.

Shen Xihe looked at him, a cold wind swirling between them, lifting their black hair to tangle in the air.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning thank you for your repeated assistance. Your Highness’s kindness, Zhaoning will exhaust all efforts to repay,” After a long while, Shen Xihe’s cold voice finally sounded. “Your Highness’s true feelings, Zhaoning can only fail to reciprocate. For the sake of the future, please cooperate with Zhaoning in breaking off the engagement.”

“What did you say?” Though Xiao Huayong had anticipated her reaction, hearing it still felt like thousands of arrows piercing his heart.

“Your Highness, if we become husband and wife, we will surely be of different minds despite sharing a bed. Zhaoning will be on guard against you at all times,” Shen Xihe said with a calmness bordering on indifference. “Zhaoning doesn’t want to be so exhausted.”

“On guard against me at all times?” Xiao Huayong let out a bitter laugh. “You still don’t trust me after all.”

“No, at this moment Zhaoning trusts you,” Shen Xihe said. “Zhaoning is not heartless. Your Highness’s true feelings, Zhaoning believes them.”

“If you trust me, why treat me this way?” Xiao Huayong demanded, the corners of his eyes reddening.

“Your Highness, is ‘Phoenix Seeking Its Mate’ moving?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Xiao Huayong startled slightly. Clever as he was, he immediately understood, his face paling again.

Shen Xihe folded her hands across her chest, gazing forward: “People only speak of how ‘Phoenix Seeking Its Mate’ has been passed down through the ages, and many young men even play it to win ladies’ hearts. Yet they forget that the beautiful ‘Phoenix Seeking Its Mate’ ended with ‘Song of White Hair.'”

Could the person who composed such a sincere and passionate piece as ‘Phoenix Seeking Its Mate’ not have been sincere? But if that sincerity never changed, how did it lead to ‘Song of White Hair’?

“I won’t…” Xiao Huayong tried to defend himself.

Shen Xihe shook her head gently: “Your Highness, it’s not that I don’t believe Your Highness’s heart won’t change, but that I cannot afford to believe. If I were just myself, with no family or relatives, with no Shen family behind me, I would surely plunge into this river of love with Your Highness. In life, one should seize joy when possible, not questioning cause and effect. I too wish to be carefree, but I don’t have that privilege.

I was raised with the love of my father and brothers, they support me wholeheartedly. Do you think they trust Your Highness to never change your heart no matter what happens in life?

No, Your Highness, it’s because I was willing to marry first that they trusted me out of love. But if one day Your Highness changes, I am willing to pay the price for my poor judgment, even if I die without an intact body, it would be my fault. But what about them?”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes stung with pain as he stared at the slender figure before him that he had longed for day and night. For all his extensive knowledge and eloquence, he could not find a single word to refute her.

“Your Highness, I was born in the Northwest. The common people there love and admire me because I am my father’s daughter. Knowing I am frail and cannot bear shock, during New Year’s my neighbors are willing to forgo firecrackers. Even when old men quarrel with their wives, they end disputes saying ‘Your voice is so loud, what if it disturbs the Princess?’

Can you understand how well they treat me? If one day because of my misplaced affections, they fall into dire straits and live lives of suffering, I could not rest in peace even after death.”

Shen Xihe had never laid bare her thoughts so completely to anyone – Xiao Huayong was the only one, just for his sincere heart.

“So, you’re not afraid to be my enemy?” Xiao Huayong asked with all his might, forcing himself to remain calm.

“Why I wish to break the engagement with Your Highness: first, I don’t want to deceive you; second, I appreciate Your Highness’s current sincerity; third, I know I am no match for Your Highness,” Shen Xihe said with a light, peaceful smile. “If I were your enemy and one day I lost, it would be after I had tried my best. I would not have failed their love and expectations of me, I would not have failed myself, I could face death peacefully.”

But if we become husband and wife, the meaning would be entirely different. Being on guard against you every day would waste all my time, and would also affect my father and brothers’ judgment. One day, because I am your wife, when you harm the Northwest, my father and brothers’ lifetime of wisdom will be destroyed in an instant.

Chapter 317: Marry – Why Not Marry?
Some things didn’t need to be spelled out by Shen Xihe for Xiao Huayong to understand.

His heart was so pained it had gone numb.

Looking at Xiao Huayong in this state, Shen Xihe showed no guilt or discomfort. Her clear eyes met his anguished gaze without wavering: “Your Highness, we come from similar backgrounds. Let me ask you this: if our positions were reversed, would you trust me? Would you be willing to stake everything, including your loved ones, on betting that a sincere heart would never change?”

“I…”

Xiao Huayong desperately wanted to shout: He would!

But facing her soul-penetrating eyes, he couldn’t bring himself to utter those words.

Between them lay imperial power, the relationship between ruler and subject, and the supreme nobility of the imperial throne.

If he were Shen Xihe, he probably… would do exactly as she did – when facing someone you believe you cannot handle, the best approach is to face them in an honorable battle. Even death would be glorious – this would be showing the greatest respect to one’s opponent.

She didn’t want to marry him because she didn’t want to maintain pretenses, didn’t want them to become people who distrusted each other most deeply and didn’t want to put on an act before him.

“So, you choose not to fail your homeland, not to fail your father and brothers, not to fail the people who respect you, but choose only to fail me alone.” Xiao Huayong forced a smile that looked worse than crying.

“Your Highness, this is my only choice.” Shen Xihe gave a proper curtsy.

“Shen Xihe, do you know how much I hate you right now?” Xiao Huayong staggered back two steps, steadying himself with one hand on the table. “I liked your composure and wisdom, your broad-mindedness. But now I hate your composure and wisdom, your broad-mindedness.

How I wish you were an ordinary lady, naive and youthful in your romance. Then perhaps you wouldn’t analyze every advantage and disadvantage so thoroughly, using what you believe to be your most sincere words as knives to slowly slice my heart?”

Shen Xihe faced his reproach and pain with composure.

“I hate myself even more. To survive, I struggled to make myself strong, strong enough that no one could easily harm me or control my fate. But I never imagined that one day, the person I came to love would reject me precisely because of this… heh heh heh… hahahahaha…”

Xiao Huayong burst into wild, grief-stricken laughter, his laughter filled with unbearable agony. As he laughed, tears began streaming down his face, stunning Shen Xihe.

This man before her, how powerful he was, capable of ruling the world, seemingly invincible – in her eyes, he should have been someone incapable of tears, yet here he was, crying.

“If you weren’t this kind of Shen Xihe, how could I have fallen for you? If I didn’t have my current capabilities, how could I have survived until now? Is this what they call fate’s cruel joke?” His emotions gradually subsided, his dark eyes returning to how they were when she first met him – gathering silvery light, concealing brilliance, deep as an abyss, vast as the sea.

“I want to marry you. You don’t believe in eternal, unchanging love? Then I’ll prove it to you.” His sharp edge showed through, powerful and determined. “It doesn’t matter if you’re on guard against me. Youyou, listen to me – I can endure you never being moved by me in this lifetime, can accept you hiding a dagger in your pillow, ready to take my life at any moment, but I will never allow you, while I live, to marry anyone else, not even without love.”

This was the true Xiao Huayong, the true Crown Prince, so domineering and forceful.

“Why does Your Highness torment yourself so?” Shen Xihe sighed deeply.

“I don’t fear torment, I fear pain. Bone-deep pain – if I see you intimate with anyone else, I will kill them.” Xiao Huayong smiled while speaking these vicious words, appearing particularly eerie and sinister.

“Your Highness, marrying me might bring you even more pain.” Just as Xiao Changqi marrying Gu Qingzhi had nearly driven him mad.

“You said if you were alone, you wouldn’t fear joining me in this river of love, that even if you lost and were destroyed, you would accept it as your own doing.” Xiao Huayong’s gaze concealed tenderness. “I happen to be alone. I don’t fear you killing me, seizing the world – if I lose, I too will accept it.”

“Your Highness, please think thrice. Before the Imperial Astronomer sets the wedding date, I hope Your Highness will consider carefully.” Shen Xihe still offered one word of advice.

“I will not change my mind. My desire to marry you, my heart for you – though sun and moon may diminish, this heart will not.” Xiao Huayong said word by word.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyes, about to curtsy farewell, but he moved first to grasp her hand. Despite her violent struggle, she couldn’t break free. Instead, he forcefully pulled her into his embrace, his face pressing against hers, whispering in her ear like a lover: “I know your nature. My unwillingness to break the engagement is my affair, and you will find ways around it. But I must warn Youyou – I can kill everyone for you.”

After speaking, his lips brushed across her face as he moved away, wearing a gentle yet wicked smile: “Youyou, no matter how many choices you think you have, in the end, it can only be me.”

Whoever you choose, I will make them disappear from this world.

Shen Xihe’s gaze turned sharp, while Xiao Huayong smiled maliciously, their eyes locked in an unyielding standoff.

“Zhaoning takes her leave.” Shen Xihe curtsied and turned to leave.

Waiting outside, Tianyuan and Zhenzhu saw Shen Xihe emerge with a cold expression. Tianyuan ran inside by the door while Shen Xihe left with Zhenzhu.

“Princess, what exactly happened?” Even now, Zhenzhu couldn’t understand what had occurred to make the previously harmonious Crown Prince and Princess suddenly seem on the verge of breaking apart.

“He is Hua Fuhai.” Shen Xihe said gravely.

Zhenzhu’s pupils contracted. They had worried about this – their worst fear had come true.

They all knew that the Princess had hoped the Crown Prince wasn’t Hua Fuhai, preferably that it was Prince Jing instead. That way, the Princess could have joined forces with the Crown Prince against Prince Jing.

The Princess already felt the Crown Prince’s wisdom was unmatched. Now that the Crown Prince’s power was so formidable, if they truly came into conflict one day, the Princess would likely have little chance of victory.

“I’ve provoked a deadly star.” Shen Xihe now regretted it. Her biggest regret in this life was giving the rouge case evidence to Xiao Huayong that day to disrupt the capital’s situation, thereby provoking him.

If she hadn’t provoked him, she probably wouldn’t have gotten the Bone-Removing Pill. Even dying would have been better – at least it wouldn’t have implicated her father and brothers. That life would have counted as one lived earnestly and diligently.

Now she owed him too much, already impossible to repay, and yet he had revealed his true nature. She believed his words – if she dared get close to any prince, that person would surely meet the same fate as Princess Changling.

“Princess, do you still want to marry into the Eastern Palace?” Zhenzhu asked uncertainly.

“Marry – why not marry? Isn’t he insisting on marriage? Then I’ll let him know what it means to desire something he can’t truly have!”

Since Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let go, and she didn’t want to drive him mad or waste time entangled in this, then she would marry him – just staying vigilant would be enough.

Chapter 318: In This Life, I’m Counting on You
Shen Xihe returned to her residence, and the first thing she did was write a letter to Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an, revealing Xiao Huayong’s true nature! She warned them not to misjudge this deeply calculating man who was so skilled at deception, all because of her.

Zhenzhu watched the energetic Shen Xihe, feeling something wasn’t quite right.

“Sister Zhenzhu, doesn’t it seem more like the Princess is having a lovers’ quarrel with His Highness the Crown Prince?” Biyu wasn’t entirely confident in her intuition and worried she might be overthinking. But the Princess and His Highness the Crown Prince did look like newlyweds who’d had a spat and immediately called for divorce.

Zhenzhu couldn’t help but laugh: “The Princess’s feelings toward His Highness the Crown Prince are indeed different.”

Perhaps the Princess herself hadn’t noticed, but due to the many ties of gratitude binding her to His Highness the Crown Prince, and being someone who values relationships deeply, she had already developed unique feelings for His Highness, different from others. While it might not be deep love, there was certainly some care in her heart.

Learning the truth this time and taking such actions, while partly due to considering the bigger picture and her personality, was likely also influenced by her concerns about His Highness’s deception.

“Then…” Biyu peered around to ensure no one else was present before asking in a low voice, “Sister Zhenzhu, do you think His Highness might change his heart in the future?”

Just imagining this possibility was difficult for them to accept, let alone for the Princess.

“Who can say for certain?” Zhenzhu shook her head. “Even His Highness, despite his earnest vows, cannot predict the future. I’m not worried about His Highness changing his heart – that would just make him like any other man in the world. I only hope that His Highness maintains his integrity, and if his heart does change one day, he won’t try to use the Princess, and especially won’t use her to harm the Northwest.”

If His Highness could manage this, even if his heart changed, the Princess might be sad but wouldn’t hate him.

If he no longer loved her, he should be forthright about it just as he was when he fell in love, and if there were conflicts of interest, they could face them openly and fairly.

“His Highness risked his life to get snow lotus for the Princess. If he could still change his heart after that, then there truly would be no such thing as true love in this world,” Hongyu sighed softly. She was the strongest supporter of His Highness the Crown Prince and the one who most wished for the Princess to find mutual love with him. Naturally, she was also the one most afraid of His Highness changing his heart – if he did, she would have to kill herself to atone.

Although they couldn’t sway the Princess, the approval of these maids, not to boast, did have some influence on her.

“The story of ‘housing one’s beloved in a golden house’ is quite famous, but what was Consort Ajiao’s final tragic fate?” Ziyu interjected. “I don’t want the Princess to experience the ‘Regret of the Long Gate.’ I’d rather the Princess never experience mortal love than suffer that.”

“Emperor Wu of Han didn’t love Consort Ajiao…” Hongyu weakly countered.

“If he didn’t love her, why did he promise to house her in gold?” Ziyu argued. “It shows that men can say anything for power and position, they can promise to house someone in gold even without love. Who knows if His Highness today…”

Ziyu swallowed the rest of her words upon seeing Shen Xihe. The maids quickly stood up and lowered their heads in silence.

“No need to avoid the topic around me,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “In my presence, you can speak freely about anything except politics. Ziyu speaks the truth.”

“Princess…” Ziyu called out but didn’t know what else to say.

Like the Prince and Young Master, she now feared their peerlessly beautiful Princess would be deceived in matters of the heart and have her feelings betrayed. She wished the Princess would love no one in this life and only take good care of herself.

But she also felt that if the Princess truly lived like that, how lonely it would be. Would she regret at the end of her life not finding a kindred spirit, not experiencing a passionate love affair regardless of the outcome?

“What are you worried about?” Shen Xihe poked Ziyu’s forehead. “Your Princess isn’t omnipotent, but neither is she mediocre. As things stand now, we’ll take it as it comes.”

Zhenzhu carefully observed Shen Xihe’s expression, and seeing she had returned to her usual easy manner of the past few days, felt somewhat relieved. “Princess, are we going out?”

She asked because Shen Xihe had changed into traveling clothes.

“Going to see Young Master Bu.” These past few days, Shen Xihe had been busy with her affairs, only sending Axi and Zhenzhu for daily medical checks, without visiting herself.

That day, Bu Shulin had been sent back to the Bu residence, as Shen Xihe couldn’t keep her at her residence to recover.

At the main gate of the Bu residence, they encountered Cui Jinbai, who had been denied entry. Seeing her, Cui Jinbai bowed: “Princess, may I enter with you?”

For the noble Young Lord Cui to make such a request to tag along with others was truly rare, but Shen Xihe couldn’t agree: “Young Lord Cui, Bu Shulin and I are close friends. If she doesn’t wish to see you, my bringing you in would be disrespecting her.”

Cui Jinbai bowed again: “I have overstepped. Please forgive me, Princess.”

Shen Xihe also politely returned the bow, just as Jinshan came personally to welcome her in.

Bu Shulin was lying on the couch, and as soon as she heard footsteps, she began to moan: “Oh my… I’m in such pain, pity me! Born without a mother, might as well not have a father! Make a friend, and they don’t even care about me, oh pity me…”

Jinshan, who had led Shen Xihe to the door, felt too ashamed to face her and lowered his head in embarrassment.

Shen Xihe was amused by her smooth little tune. As she stepped inside, she saw Bu Shulin secretly glancing her way while singing her self-composed song even louder and more plaintively.

Shen Xihe stood by the couch, quietly listening and watching.

After singing for quite a while, Bu Shulin finally lost the battle of endurance with Shen Xihe and pretended to just notice her: “Oh, you’re here! When did you arrive?”

“When you were singing about making a friend who doesn’t care about you,” Shen Xihe mercilessly exposed her.

Bu Shulin’s eyes darted around: “I was talking about Stone Cui. What a waste of friendship, he doesn’t even come to see me, even though I was injured saving him!”

“Young Master, the Princess met… Young Lord Cui whom you turned away at the door,” Jinshan had to remind her with difficulty.

Bu Shulin glared at him before putting on a smile: “Hehe… well… Xihe, I haven’t congratulated you yet. I heard His Majesty has arranged your marriage with His Highness the Crown Prince. You’ve got your wish.”

“I suppose so.” Shen Xihe didn’t want to say more about Xiao Huayong’s influence, which she wouldn’t reveal to Bu Shulin. “Why won’t you see Young Lord Cui?”

“What’s there to see? Two grown men should set clear boundaries early,” Bu Shulin said righteously.

Shen Xihe: …

Bu Shulin couldn’t help but explain: “In this life, my hopes of returning to my identity as a woman rest entirely with you.”

She was counting on the Crown Prince, after ascending to the throne, to spare her for Shen Xihe’s sake and let her reclaim her freedom.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow: “You’ve decided?”

This wasn’t just a casual remark from Bu Shulin, but a declaration of allegiance.

Chapter 319: What Right Do You Have to Compare Yourself with Him
This indicated her intention to pledge allegiance to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

“I don’t want to be your enemy, and you’re the only one who can help me emerge unscathed,” Bu Shulin wanted to trust only Shen Xihe. Even if others ascended to the throne, they could easily use this to threaten and manipulate her. “Since you’ve chosen him, I’ll stand with you.”

Shen Xihe, already bearing the weight of the Northwest and her father and brothers, now had Bu Shulin and the South of Shu added to her burden. She knew Bu Shulin wouldn’t say such things without Bu Tuohai’s permission, and she felt the burden on her shoulders grow heavier: “Alin, what if I’ve chosen wrong?”

Once, Shen Xihe had been fearless, so confident that even if she and Xiao Huayong eventually opposed each other, her chances of victory would be fifty-fifty. Now she no longer had that confidence.

“What happened?” Bu Shulin keenly noticed Shen Xihe’s changed attitude toward Xiao Huayong, no longer as composed as before. “What has His Highness the Crown Prince done to wrong you?”

Her intuition told her that Xiao Huayong must have wronged Shen Xihe to make her so serious.

“His Highness hasn’t done anything against me,” Shen Xihe said after careful consideration. “I just increasingly feel that His Highness the Crown Prince is unfathomable. If we end up in opposition in the future, my chances aren’t great.”

“Why must you oppose him?” Bu Shulin frowned. “Xihe, are you unaware of your beauty? Have you never thought of conquering him, making him madly in love with you for life?”

“You want me to serve him with my looks?” Shen Xihe’s expression darkened.

She hated using beauty to serve others the most. Why must women rely on selling their beauty to get what they want?

“You misunderstand… ow!” Bu Shulin hurried to explain, accidentally pulling at her wound, her face turning pale. “That’s not what I meant. Besides, for someone like His Highness the Crown Prince who commands heaven and earth, beauty holds no appeal. If His Highness likes you, it must be because there’s something about you that he’s captivated by. Just play to your strengths.”

“And then spend the rest of my life studying how to become a woman men can’t bear to leave?” Shen Xihe sneered. “Alin, you’ve started thinking like a man. I won’t change myself to please a man, nor will I live for one. I’d rather face him in an open battle of life and death than survive through such humiliation.”

“Xihe, that’s not what I meant either.” Bu Shulin was flustered, not knowing how to express her thoughts. “I just feel that since His Highness has feelings for you, you could respond in kind. Stand together as true divine lovers. Make him someone like your father and brothers, and let him view you as equally important. Then he’ll always put you first and won’t do anything to harm you.”

Shen Xihe’s expression softened slightly: “Alin, in my view, feelings should flow naturally, coming when the time is right. If they’re there, they’re there; if not, then not. One shouldn’t pretend to have deep feelings just to gain something. Whether it’s sincere or false, nobody’s a fool.”

Initially, she had wanted to attract Xiao Huayong to achieve her goal of marrying into the Eastern Palace. But this attraction didn’t include pretending to love him, only showing him her strengths and conveying her intentions, making him, like her, see that she was the most suitable choice.

“I’m not asking you to pretend…”

“But I have no feelings for him,” Shen Xihe cut off Bu Shulin’s words.

Bu Shulin was shocked: “No feelings? Then why marry him?”

“In this world, how many marry for love?” Shen Xihe countered.

Bu Shulin fell silent.

Indeed, marriages were arranged by parents and matchmakers. Understanding families might allow one look, generous ones might permit conversation before marriage, letting siblings arrange outings to see each other occasionally – that was the best one could hope for.

In strict families, one wouldn’t even know if their lifelong partner was beautiful or ugly, fat or thin until the wedding veil was lifted.

For noble ladies like them, love was especially forbidden in marriage. One moment of unclear thinking falling into love could lead to the destruction of an entire clan.

“Xihe, does His Highness the Crown Prince know about this?” Bu Shulin worried.

“He knows. I haven’t hidden anything from him,” Shen Xihe nodded.

Bu Shulin’s eyes widened: “He knows and still wants to marry you? What if he becomes resentful later? What if love turns to hate? What will you do then?”

“How is that my concern?” Shen Xihe was completely unconcerned. “Can I stop him? I originally wanted to maintain a respectful distance, but he wouldn’t have it. If he insists on pursuing what can’t be had, whether he accepts defeat gracefully or shows his ugly side will depend on his character.

I’m telling you this today so you can reconsider your choice, as it concerns the life and death of your Bu family.

If you still choose to stand with me, how to handle relations with His Highness the Crown Prince in the future will be up to your judgment.”

She had to make things clear, otherwise Bu Shulin might mistakenly think she and Xiao Huayong were deeply in love and let her guard down around him. If this led to harm coming to South Shu and the Bu family, she would feel guilty for life.

“You think…” After hearing Shen Xihe’s words, Bu Shulin grew more worried, “His Highness the Crown Prince’s purpose in marrying you isn’t pure, that he’s using you to bring the Northwest into his camp before seizing the throne, removing a major concern so he can focus on court affairs.”

“We can’t jump to that conclusion,” Shen Xihe felt this was unfair to Xiao Huayong. “When His Majesty was in trouble in the Northwest years ago, I believe he was truly grateful to my grandfather and father.”

Bu Shulin understood: “People’s hearts change easily. His Highness the Crown Prince might be sincere now, but who can predict the future? When he ascends the throne, no longer Crown Prince but Emperor, his thoughts might change with his position.”

This was common. When Emperor Youning was still a prince in trouble, he was grateful to the Shen family for helping him despite the risk of the previous emperor’s resentment. After becoming emperor, his considerations changed. One couldn’t say he was ungrateful – after all, he had bestowed glory upon the Shen family for twenty years after his ascension. In an emperor’s view, that probably settled the debt of gratitude.

He was no longer a prince in trouble – he wanted to be an emperor who unified the realm!

“Xihe, thank you for enlightening me.” Without Shen Xihe’s guidance, she might not have thought so deeply about it.

“Take care of your wounds,” Shen Xihe said, then added, “You and Young Lord Cui should speak clearly. This endless entanglement isn’t good for either of you.”

Shen Xihe had a decisive personality and disliked such avoidance and inability to make clean breaks. However, this was between Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai, so she just casually offered her opinion, respecting whatever Bu Shulin decided.

Bu Shulin was willing to take Shen Xihe’s advice: “Alright when he comes tomorrow, I’ll see him and make things clear.”

Seeing Shen Xihe stand to leave, she hastily added with hesitation: “Xihe, you’re showing favoritism – when His Highness was injured, you made him food.”

Shen Xihe looked her over a few times: “He will soon be the one sharing my pillow – what right do you have to compare yourself with him?”

Chapter 320: I Don’t Care If You’re a Man or a Woman
Bu Shulin clutched her chest and rolled her eyes, “Poor me, I’m such a pitiful soul…”

Shen Xihe turned away hiding her laughter. Bu Shulin felt even more wronged, spreading her arms and lying on the couch with a lifeless expression, moaning: “Jin Shan…”

No one answered.

“Yin Shan…”

Still no answer.

“Bao Shan…”

Not a single person responded. Bu Shulin turned her head to look – there wasn’t a single person in the room. She supported herself to get off the couch and walked to the door, but it was just as quiet there, without a single living soul in sight.

An early spring breeze blew past, carrying a fresh tender leaf that spiraled down in front of her face before being swept away by the wind. Bu Shulin felt a wave of desolation. She turned back angrily and lay down again. Due to her wound, she couldn’t turn much, so she could only stare blankly at the canopy above.

After some time, the rich aroma of medicinal food wafted past her nose. Bu Shulin turned her head to see Jin Shan entering with a food tray. She immediately sat up, but the sudden movement pulled at her wound, causing her face to contort momentarily before being completely distracted by the increasingly enticing fragrance.

“Hurry, hurry, hurry! You’re being so slow – if it gets cold, it won’t taste as good anymore,” Bu Shulin urged.

Jin Shan quickly set up the table for her and placed down the food tray.

Bu Shulin first took a deep breath of the aroma before picking up the soup spoon to eat. One taste told her this was the familiar flavor she craved. She mumbled contentedly, “Hmph, acting tough but soft-hearted.”

After a few bites, seeing that Shen Xihe hadn’t returned, Bu Shulin asked, “Where’s the Princess?”

“The Princess left, saying…” Jin Shan paused before continuing, “saying she didn’t want to be deceived by the Young Master using her injury.”

“Using my injury to deceive!” Bu Shulin suddenly felt the delicious food lose some of its taste, but her melancholy lasted only for a moment before she happily returned to eating.

Over the next few days, people continued to bring her food. The first two days it was personally made by Shen Xihe, then the taste changed though remained delicious. Bu Shulin assumed it was made by the Princess Manor’s cook.

She was very dissatisfied with Shen Xihe only sending food without visiting her. When she heard that Shen Xihe was spending all day with Xue Jinqiao, she fumed, “I knew it, she’s been ensnared by that little enchantress Qiao Qiao!”

She decided to wait at the door herself, planning to firmly refuse after the manor’s servants delivered the food. Once the servants returned with this message, Shen Xihe would reflect on her coldness.

Bu Shulin, hiding behind the main gate, was thunderstruck to see Cui Jinbai delivering a food box to the manor’s servants. She immediately jumped out: “You disloyal dogs! You dare to accept deliveries from just anyone – aren’t you afraid your master might be poisoned to death!”

It was infuriating, absolutely infuriating! Bu Shulin felt her healing wound might have split open. What kind of servants had she raised? They dared to accept food from outsiders behind her back. If it had been poisoned, wouldn’t she be a rotting corpse by now?

The servants trembled in fear. Guard Jin Shan had instructed them to accept deliveries if Young Master Cui brought them personally. It wasn’t as if the Young Master hadn’t become particular after being injured – she’d been so picky that the manor’s cook had nearly resigned in shame, feeling unable to prepare food to the Young Master’s taste and fearing that delaying her recovery would be better atoned for by death, suggesting the Young Master hire a new cook.

“Don’t blame them, I asked them to keep it from you,” Cui Jinbai explained gently. “You’re injured, if you don’t eat properly, your wounds won’t heal easily…”

“What concern is my recovery to you?” Bu Shulin irritably interrupted Cui Jinbai’s words. “Don’t think that because I saved you, you owe me gratitude. You helped me first, I saved you only because I didn’t want to be in your debt. We owe each other nothing now, we’ve severed our ties – why should there be any further contact between us?”

Cui Jinbai’s face paled slightly. His fingers gripped the food box so tightly they lost all color as he remembered his actions that day, filled with regret: “I…”

Bu Shulin couldn’t bear to see him like this. She remembered promising Shen Xihe she would speak clearly with him, but had delayed for several days. If Shen Xihe knew, she might think Bu Shulin was being perfunctory and not taking her words seriously.

It wasn’t entirely her fault – after Shen Xihe left, Cui Jinbai hadn’t requested to see her, and she naturally wouldn’t take the initiative to meet him. “Come in, let’s speak clearly.”

Cui Jinbai entered with a tense expression, carrying the food box. Bu Shulin led him to the guest room: “That day was my fault. I shouldn’t have dragged you into my scheme to avoid marrying the princess. However, with your abilities, you wouldn’t have gone along with my nonsense without some benefit. Consider it my presumption, and we’ll call it even.

I thank you for your help this time. My taking that flying dagger for you was the right thing to do, so we’re even again.

Now that the Fifth Princess is marrying into the Turks, I hear Tibet has petitioned to marry the Third Princess, and the Sixth Princess is already betrothed.

I won’t bother you anymore in the future. As time passes, no one will remember that absurd rumor between us.

You can marry a noble lady, and if they have any reservations, you can find me to explain…”

“Is this all you wanted to say to me?” Cui Jinbai suddenly grabbed her wrist, staring at her intensely.

“Isn’t this what you wanted?” Bu Shulin countered.

Cui Jinbai was extremely regretful: “That day… that day I was impulsive. I apologize to you, I…”

“Severing ties was just an impulse?” Bu Shulin laughed softly. “If you were just temporarily out of your mind that day, wouldn’t you have run me through with your sword? I dare not entangle with you anymore – you’re too unpredictable.”

Bu Shulin easily broke free from Cui Jinbai’s grip. She had mostly recovered. She turned to leave.

But Cui Jinbai embraced her from behind: “That day I couldn’t accept that I had fallen for you!”

Bu Shulin had mostly regained her strength, but her wounds were on her waist and chest. The newly scabbed injuries couldn’t handle too much force or they would split open. For a moment, she was restrained by Cui Jinbai.

“Since childhood, I’ve been steeped in literature. The Cui family teachings – that all Cui children must be disciplined, pure, humble, and hardworking; propriety, righteousness, integrity, and shame; the Three Bonds and Five Constants… these are carved into our bones. For me to fall in love with a man – how shocking and contrary to moral principles! I was tormented, self-loathing, agitated, and fearful. Yet you told me you would have done the same for anyone, that your words of affection were merely drunken talk. At that moment, I felt you were so cruel – my heart-wrenching anguish was dismissed by you so casually.

How ridiculous, laughable, and tragic. In a moment of anger, I impulsively severed our ties. I thought that by doing so, I could break free from this quagmire and return to being my former confident, unaffected self.

But I couldn’t do it. Since that day, you’re in my thoughts when I’m awake and in my dreams when I sleep. Everything I see is entangled with your image, impossible to dispel. It’s as if you’ve bewitched me – my heart, my eyes, my mind are all filled with you.

I don’t want to struggle anymore. I surrender, and I lay down my weapons.

Listen to me: I love you, I adore you, I want to join my life with yours. I don’t care if you’re a man or a woman.”

Chapter 321: The Madness of Young Master Cui
Bu Shulin’s body stiffened, her mind buzzing. She stared ahead in shock. She had learned from Shen Xihe that Cui Jinbai had developed feelings for her – and had fallen for her while believing her to be a man. It seemed incredible.

She had complete faith in Shen Xihe’s words and thus felt guilty for having affected such a fine young man to this extent. Moreover, being a woman in disguise, she could never reveal the truth to Cui Jinbai. She didn’t know if she would ever see a day of freedom in this life – how could she make promises so lightly, causing such a refined and talented man to waste his life waiting for an uncertain future?

So she had gone along with him, stayed away, avoided provoking him as if they had never crossed paths.

Yet fate was cruel. On the Lantern Festival, he had been the first to rush to her aid. In such a crowded situation, even Mo Yu, sent by Shen Xihe who had first noticed her predicament, couldn’t push through. This could only mean Cui Jinbai’s appearance wasn’t coincidental.

He must have been following her to be able to help so promptly.

These thoughts alone were enough to make Bu Shulin avoid deeper contemplation. She never imagined he would… would confess his feelings to someone he believed to be a man!

“Have you lost your mind?” Bu Shulin ignored her wound and used her inner force to break free from Cui Jinbai. A sharp pain shot through her chest, causing her face to pale as she frowned and clutched her chest.

“Your wound…” Cui Jinbai hurriedly stepped forward.

Bu Shulin quickly retreated, holding out her hand to keep her distance: “Don’t come closer.”

Cui Jinbai stood frozen helplessly, his eyes full of worry and guilt, wanting to approach but not daring to.

After a long while, when the pain had subsided somewhat, Bu Shulin spoke: “Have you considered society’s views? This isn’t like our previous playful pretense. By pursuing you, my unrestrained behavior – people were used to it, half-believing it was just entertainment. If we really… your official career would be ruined!”

“I don’t care.” Cui Jinbai took a small step forward, gazing at her intensely. “I know you can’t let go of Shu Nan right now. It’s alright, I can wait for you, wait until everything is settled. We can then retreat to the mountains, just you and me, away from worldly troubles and gossip. If you find the deep mountains boring, we can travel the jianghu together, never staying in one place too long, so no one will look at you strangely.”

Bu Shulin’s face grew paler than when she was in pain. This person… he must have been contemplating this all this time. He had thought everything through. Bu Shulin clenched her fists, letting her nails dig into her palms to force herself to stay calm: “Your Cui family has many branches and descendants. I am the only heir of the Bu family. I cannot… Please calm down. I apologize for using you before…”

“I don’t want your apology.” Cui Jinbai suddenly looked at Bu Shulin with a calm expression. “You said you took that flying weapon for me because you didn’t want to owe me. You’re lying. Don’t forget I’m the Deputy Chief of the Court of Judicature. I’ve seen countless criminals – I understand what people’s actions in moments of crisis mean. You have feelings for me too. I won’t force you to accept me now, but this isn’t one-sided love. You’ll never escape me in this lifetime.”

After speaking, Cui Jinbai placed the food box on the table, softening his previous forceful manner as he gently reminded her: “Eat while it’s hot. I have official duties to attend to, but I’ll come see you later.”

He opened the food box and began arranging its contents.

His demeanor of acting like the master of the house angered Bu Shulin so much that if she weren’t injured, she would have jumped in fury: “Get this straight – this is my manor. You’re a noble family’s young master – where are your manners?”

“Manners are for outsiders.” Cui Jinbai finished arranging everything and looked at her with an indulgent gaze. “You told Yin Shan that I’m the mistress of your household, you said you would marry me yourself.”

Bu Shulin was so shocked by Cui Jinbai openly speaking of being the mistress and being married that she couldn’t help backing up two steps: “Are… are you possessed by something unclean?”

This person was too abnormal, too strange – what man would be happy to be married off? Happy to be seen as a woman?

“I’m not possessed, just bewitched by you.” Cui Jinbai’s smile grew increasingly indulgent and gentle.

“Get out, get out right now!” Bu Shulin was so frightened she could only cling to a nearby pillar, watching Cui Jinbai warily.

But Cui Jinbai approached her wearing that harmless, extremely gentle smile: “Aren’t these words I’m saying now the same ones you once said to me? Since you said such things and made me dream of you constantly, I assume you were happy about it. So from now on, I’ll say such things to you often, until you pine for me just as deeply, hmm?”

Bu Shulin’s eyes nearly popped out of her head, but Cui Jinbai particularly enjoyed her innocent and helpless expression, like a lost deer in the forest.

His large hand patted her head as he softly repeated: “Remember to eat.”

He even gave her a slight smile before striding away cheerfully.

Long after Cui Jinbai had left, Bu Shulin remained in the same position, blankly pressed against the pillar.

Thoroughly frightened by Cui Jinbai, she didn’t dare eat what he had brought. She ran straight to the Princess’s manor. Shen Xihe had just returned with Xue Jinqiao from buying flowers and herbs, saying she would personally make rouge and powder for Xue Jinqiao.

“You you, you you, you must save me.” Bu Shulin rushed forward to grab Shen Xihe’s wrist, but Xue Jinqiao chopped down with her hand.

She couldn’t understand why Bu Shulin, this libertine, showed no propriety and was always touching her Sister, completely ignoring the proper distance between men and women.

Of course, Shen Xihe never resisted Bu Shulin’s familiarity, which Xue Jinqiao interpreted as Shen Xihe being too gentle and not quick enough to react, allowing Bu Shulin to take advantage. As for Shen Xihe’s servants, they were constrained by Bu Shulin’s position as World Son – at least, that was her interpretation.

“Little demon, I don’t want to fight with you today, don’t provoke me.” Bu Shulin was troubled. Usually, she would tease Xue Jinqiao, occasionally exchanging blows, which Shen Xihe never stopped. The scene was very familiar – it was just like when she was at home.

“You’re not allowed to touch Sister casually.” Xue Jinqiao stood in front of Shen Xihe.

Seeing the genuine worry in Bu Shulin’s expression, Shen Xihe patted Xue Jinqiao’s shoulder, and after she moved aside, asked: “What’s happened? Why are you so panicked?”

“I…” Bu Shulin was about to speak but stopped upon seeing Xue Jinqiao.

Shen Xihe had to turn to Xue Jinqiao and say: “Qiao Qiao, when I’ve finished making it, I’ll invite you to the manor to choose.”

Xue Jinqiao wasn’t upset about Shen Xihe sending her away. Everyone had secrets, just as Shen Xihe never told others about her illness. Bu Shulin might also have something she couldn’t tell others.

She nodded, then glared fiercely at Bu Shulin once more: “You better behave yourself, or I’ll let Dian Dian bite you!”

Chapter 322: Love Changes Everything
“Cui Jinbai, he… he’s gone mad!” Bu Shulin pulled Shen Xihe aside after Xue Jinqiao left.

Shen Xihe gave her a puzzled look. “Mad?”

“Yes, mad!” Bu Shulin was still shaken. “He came to my manor to confess his love, and even repeated… repeated those careless words I used to tease him with. He insisted I had feelings for him too, acting like the lady of the house, even saying I told the servants he was to be the mistress of the Bu manor!”

Shen Xihe looked horrified, even casting a doubtful glance at Bu Shulin, wondering if she was the one talking nonsense.

The refined and dignified Young Master Cui saying such things completely overturned Shen Xihe’s understanding and challenged her ability to accept it.

“Isn’t he, isn’t he mad?” Bu Shulin found nothing strange about Shen Xihe’s reaction, as it mirrored her own.

Confirming Bu Shulin wasn’t speaking nonsense, Shen Xihe nodded: “He does seem rather… unusual.”

“What should I do, You You?” Bu Shulin clutched Shen Xihe’s sleeve and asked softly.

Shen Xihe showed a helpless expression: “I don’t know either.”

For other matters, she might have many suggestions, but for this kind of situation, she had no solutions at all.

“Cui Jinbai is the Crown Prince’s man,” Shen Xihe revealed this much to Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin was shocked: “Then he… he…”

What difference did it make whether he knew she was a woman or not? The Crown Prince knew her true identity, and since Cui Jinbai was his man, what difference was there between concealing it and not?

“You You, are you suggesting I should reveal to him that I’m a woman?” Bu Shulin asked uncertainly.

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “This is your matter. The Crown Prince hasn’t told him and won’t tell him. Whether to tell him or not is your decision. How to handle him is up to you. Don’t ask me about this – I have no suggestions.”

“How do you handle His Highness the Crown Prince?” Bu Shulin felt lost and sought guidance.

“I don’t handle him. I’ve already said what needed to be said.” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Bu Shulin pouted and tilted her head dejectedly: “I’ve made such a mess.”

“Yes, you’ve brought this on yourself.” Shen Xihe twisted the knife.

An indignant Bu Shulin said: “You must help me – you’re the one who told me to pursue him that day!”

“I only told you to help him avoid trouble. If you couldn’t control yourself and truly caught his attention, that’s not my concern.” Shen Xihe gave her a cool glance. “If you insist on blaming me, I could tell him you’re a woman. Perhaps feeling deceived, he’ll cut off his feelings in his heartbreak, and you’ll be free?”

Bu Shulin stared at Shen Xihe lifelessly. Was this helping her? This was harming her. If Cui Jinbai could convince himself to accept her as a man, if he learned she was a woman, she’d probably never escape him in this lifetime!

Shen Xihe turned to look directly into Bu Shulin’s eyes: “Lin’er, search your heart – do you truly have no feelings for him at all?”

Bu Shulin’s lips moved, but she remained silent.

“If you have feelings, why not talk to him?” Shen Xihe said. “I know what you’re thinking. This path ahead of us – we don’t know how long it will be. You’re no longer teenagers. You fear the long journey ahead will waste his entire life.”

“That’s only part of it,” Bu Shulin said softly. “I don’t know when my identity might be exposed, nor when His Majesty will lose patience and move against the Bu family. I don’t want to involve him.”

The person who attacked her during the Lantern Festival still hadn’t been found. Bu Shulin was surrounded by danger, and she didn’t want to drag Cui Jinbai into these troubled waters.

“Whether he’s willing or not, tell him and let him make his own choice. Whether he regrets it later or not, that’s for him to bear.” Shen Xihe disagreed with Bu Shulin’s one-sided consideration for Cui Jinbai, making decisions on his behalf.

After a moment of silence, Bu Shulin said: “You You, I’m not as rational or controlled as you. You knew marrying the Crown Prince was a dangerous move, yet you didn’t back down. I know you’re confident you won’t be trapped by emotions or lose control because of them. But I’m different. I truly have feelings for him, and I’m afraid I might lose all caution for his sake in the future, forgetting my identity.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe didn’t know what to say. Every step Bu Shulin took was like walking on thin ice. Whether someone has feelings for another person shows in their expression and mannerisms – perceptive people can notice just by seeing two people together.

Over these years, Bu Shulin had completely ingrained the identity of a man into her bones. If she told Cui Jinbai and they truly became lovers, she would likely soon expose herself as a woman through unconscious gestures and instinctive reactions. These would be most fatal – she might not even notice she had exposed herself before others had already seen through everything.

Shen Xihe understood – this was about whether to give in to one’s heart. As long as Bu Shulin didn’t indulge her heart, and didn’t acknowledge her feelings, even if she cared for Cui Jinbai, she wouldn’t reveal any feminine mannerisms. But if she confessed and they became lovers, once she became a woman in love, her every move would become extremely dangerous.

Just like that day at the Tao mansion, when Bu Shulin was influenced by her and almost performed a woman’s courtesy to the Tao elders.

“Poor Young Master Cui, though you haven’t hurt him too badly,” Shen Xihe said somewhat teasingly.

Bu Shulin rolled her eyes at her: “How dare I hurt him? You didn’t see his strange behavior today – I felt like I was seeing a ghost. I can’t get away from him fast enough. These days you don’t need to send A Xi to check on me, I’ll come here myself daily.”

She stayed at the Princess’s manor until dark. Previously she had to be somewhat mindful, only visiting every few days, but now that Shen Xihe was betrothed, as long as the Crown Prince didn’t object, she could openly stay from morning till night.

She could also freeload meals at the Princess’s manor, she thought gleefully.

But her pleasant thoughts were short-lived. Cui Jinbai was never one to accept defeat passively. When he was willing to let her bully him, naturally she had the upper hand. When he wasn’t willing to be bullied, ten Bu Shulins wouldn’t be a match for one Cui Jinbai.

For two consecutive days, Cui Jinbai went to the Bu manor only to learn that Bu Shulin was at the Princess’s manor, staying until after dinner before returning. Cui Jinbai understood she was avoiding him. On the third day, as Bu Shulin was having breakfast with Shen Xihe, a runner from the Court of Judicature arrived with official documents.

“Princess, someone has filed a complaint against Young Master Bu at the court. This humble one has been ordered to request Young Master Bu’s presence at the Court of Judicature to assist with the investigation.”

Bu Shulin’s hand froze in mid-air as she was picking up a flatbread.

Shen Xihe suppressed her laughter: “You’d better go. Resisting arrest is a serious crime.”

Chapter 323: I Won’t Avoid Him
When the Court of Judicial Review issued the official document, it became a formal procedure that even imperial relatives had to cooperate with the investigation. They couldn’t refuse or ignore it – doing so would either constitute obstruction of justice or contempt of law. If anyone dared to flee, it would be the serious crime of resisting arrest!

Bu Shulin reluctantly stuffed the flatbread into her mouth, wearing a long face as she headed to the Court of Judicial Review.

Since the Court could issue official documents, it certainly wasn’t fabricated – someone had filed complaints against Bu Shulin. It was all about her past misdeeds: how she had seduced other families’ daughters, how she had colluded with a group of young nobles to dine and drink without paying, how she had randomly stolen others’ crickets and fighting roosters…

Every day someone filed complaints against her, Cui Jinbai summoned her to the Court, and every day Cui Jinbai would handle everyone else’s cases first, dragging them out until just before the court closed before dealing with her matters.

These were all his doing – who else could dig up so many of her old cases? Who else could instigate all these people to file complaints?

“What exactly do you want?” Bu Shulin asked, worn down and losing her temper.

“I just want to see you every day.” Cui Jinbai looked up, his gaze gentle.

Bu Shulin: …

This conversation felt so familiar, like back when she used to pester Cui Jinbai every day. When Cui Jinbai had been worn down by her and asked what exactly she wanted, she would bat her eyes at him and say she just wanted to see him every day.

This was karma! If her crimes were unforgivable, just strike her dead with lightning – don’t torture her like this, wuwuwu…

“Cui Zhihe, Cui Jinbai, Junior Minister Cui…” Bu Shulin said with a bitter face, “I know I was wrong. Please spare me, please let me go.”

“If I let you go, who will let me go?” Cui Jinbai still asked in a gentle voice. “Back then, I wasn’t annoyed or bothered by you, but now I’ve fallen for you too. It doesn’t matter if you’re annoyed and bothered by me now – after some time, you’ll surely end up like me.”

She used to always be frivolous, either driving people away with anger or disgust. Now she didn’t dare say anything inappropriate to Cui Jinbai. She felt that if she dared say something like wanting to sleep with him, Cui Jinbai would probably start undressing right in front of her.

Now she was the one afraid of Cui Jinbai!

“If you won’t let me go, I’ll go on a hunger strike!” Bu Shulin threatened.

“When you’re too hungry to resist, I’ll feed you myself,” Cui Jinbai replied calmly.

Bu Shulin: …

“If you keep summoning me to the Court every day, I’ll turn it upside down!” She tried a different threat.

“Go ahead and cause trouble if you want.” Cui Jinbai was extremely indulgent. “If it’s minor, I can suppress it. If it’s major, His Majesty is just looking for an excuse to punish you. If you’re sentenced to death, I’ll die for love with you – if we can’t share a bed in life, we’ll share a coffin in death. Although I still have my father, he has my younger brother to care for him in his old age. It’s just a pity for the Prince…”

“Cui Jinbai!” Bu Shulin was about to break down. “Are you trying to drive me crazy?”

Cui Jinbai stared at her intently: “Even if you go crazy, I won’t abandon you. Perhaps you’ll become more docile then.”

Bu Shulin: …

Never in her life had she regretted anything so much. If she had known this would happen, she should have married the Princess! At worst, she would have just angered the Princess into living separately from her – that would still be better than provoking this madman!

Thoroughly suppressed, Bu Shulin decided to control her emotions and resist Cui Jinbai with silence and ignorance. Cui Jinbai didn’t mind her coldness, still finding ways every day to bring her to the Court, where they would spend whole days in wordless confrontation, testing each other’s endurance.

While Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin were locked in a mutual standoff, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong’s situation was one-sided on Xiao Huayong’s part.

He sent food to the Princess’s mansion as usual, and Shen Xihe accepted everything without returning or reciprocating anything.

However, since that day, Shen Xihe had never gone to the Eastern Palace again. Even though spring had arrived, with occasional sunny days and beautiful spring weather with bright sunshine, Tianyuan felt the Eastern Palace growing increasingly cold.

The gyrfalcon had been dispatched for over two months and brought back a box of northern pearls. Xiao Huayong held the box in one hand while picking up a pearl with the other, lost in thought for a long while, with no one knowing what was on his mind.

Tianyuan didn’t dare make a sound, afraid of angering Xiao Huayong and ending up being the unfortunate one.

“Tianyuan, I miss her,” Xiao Huayong murmured as if still in a daze. He hadn’t seen her for several days.

“Your Highness, the Princess’s heart is like stone,” Tianyuan felt it wasn’t worth it for his master – His Highness treated the Princess so well.

Xiao Huayong suddenly snapped back to reality and rebuked him: “Nonsense, she’s not hard-hearted, she just carries too many burdens.”

He believed every word Shen Xihe had said that day came from her heart, without any pretense or deception. She had said if she were alone, she would seize the moment and plunge into love with him, not questioning the future or consequences.

This meant her heart had moved for him, even if just for a moment. If she didn’t carry such heavy burdens, perhaps she wouldn’t need to be constantly on guard.

Tianyuan: …

He honestly lowered his head, secretly slapping himself.

That’s what you get for being talkative, for being muddle-headed, for daring to disparage the Princess in front of His Highness.

After another moment lost in thought, Xiao Huayong asked, “How has Wang Zheng been these past few days?”

“As Your Highness predicted, Lord Wang was on guard for a few days. This servant deliberately investigated several other princes, misleading him to think Your Highness suspected other princes were behind the Lantern Festival incident.” Tianyuan replied seriously. “Now he has lowered his guard.”

“In a few days at the kickball match, we’ll give Lord Wang a grand gift,” Xiao Huayong said as he put the northern pearl back in the box, his hand resting on the closed lid, stroking the carved Pingzhong leaf pattern. “Then I’ll be able to see her.”

“Yes,” Tianyuan responded. The arrangements for how to proceed had already been instructed.

Every year when envoys came to the capital to pay respects, there would be a spring kickball tournament, divided into the envoys’ team and the imperial team. If the envoys were worried about the coordination among the imperial team members, they could also draw lots to mix the teams.

This was a farewell gathering – after the kickball match, the envoys would gradually leave the capital to return to their countries.

Shen Xihe looked up at the tree branches sprouting new buds: “The kickball tournament is about to begin. We can proceed with Princess Yangling’s matter.”

“This servant will send word to the palace right away,” Zhenzhu responded.

Just then, Qi Pei came to visit, requesting to withdraw one hundred gold pieces. He was leaving the capital, promising to earn one thousand gold pieces for Shen Xihe by this time next year.

Shen Xihe took him to see Xie Yunhuai for another examination. Xie Yunhuai said he had recovered well enough to travel far, so Shen Xihe didn’t stop him, though she still sent two guards to escort him back.

When she returned, Zhenzhu had also come back with the news: “The Empress Dowager is preparing a spring banquet and requests the Princess to enter the palace tomorrow, along with other noble ladies. It seems she wants the young ladies to brainstorm ideas to add entertainment to the spring banquet. Will the Princess go?”

The Empress Dowager had only invited her, not issued an imperial edict, so Shen Xihe could choose not to go.

“I’ll go. I won’t avoid him,” Shen Xihe agreed with a smile.

She would do what she should do and absolutely would not deliberately avoid Xiao Huayong.

Chapter 324: Shen Xihe, The Enigmatic Lady
Whether or not this was the Empress Dowager deliberately creating opportunities for her and Xiao Huayong, she would go.

There had already been rumors about the spring banquet. News coming from the palace was never false – without the tacit approval of those in power, who would dare spread palace gossip randomly? The news was released early to give families time to bring back their young ladies who were in other regions.

The spring banquet was for the Imperial Tutor to assess potential matches – this was a great opportunity for advancement, and naturally, everyone would put in their full effort.

The Empress Dowager hadn’t invited many people for suggestions, just daughters of meritorious officials or high-ranking officials of the third rank or above. These were probably the candidates the Empress Dowager favored for her granddaughters-in-law or great-nieces-in-law. Those who would come later to the spring banquet would unsurprisingly be a mere accompaniment.

What Shen Xihe hadn’t expected was that the Empress Dowager had also called Shen Yingruo. Seeing the Third Princess accompanying the Empress Dowager, Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes. Shen Yingruo sat below her, maintaining a gentle and graceful smile throughout.

“Zhaoning, would you like to organize the spring banquet?” the Empress Dowager suddenly asked.

As soon as the Empress Dowager’s words fell, everyone’s gaze turned toward Shen Xihe. Noble Consort Rong, sitting below the Empress Dowager, maintained her proper smile.

However, the looks that everyone cast between the two women varied greatly.

Only people within the palace had the right to manage palace banquets – one absolutely could not bypass the person in charge of the Six Palaces.

Years ago, Emperor Youning, to stabilize hearts and ensure that the meritorious officials and generals who had originally followed Prince Qian would feel secure and not feel betrayed just because their devoted leader hadn’t ascended the throne, had used his late wife who died saving him to establish the newborn Xiao Huayong as Crown Prince, vowing never to establish another empress.

Firstly, this showed the civil and military officials his loyalty and righteousness; secondly, it ensured the Eastern Palace’s position was unshakeable – without another empress, there would be no more legitimate sons.

Thus for twenty years in the rear palace, initially the Empress Dowager managed affairs. After Xiao Huayong left the palace at the age of eight with the Empress Dowager accompanying him, palace authority was transferred to Noble Consort Rong – a full cycle.

There was no logic in having a concubine manage the household. In ordinary families, if the principal wife passed away and the master didn’t remarry, either an elder would manage, or the eldest daughter-in-law, or the legitimate daughter.

But the imperial family was different. Though Noble Consort Rong wasn’t a legitimate wife, she was still an elder with two sons who were princes. There was no reason for her to live under the authority of juniors later, so whether Noble Consort Rong held palace authority or Shen Xihe held it, both were reasonable.

The Empress Dowager’s sudden question was clearly following ancestral customs of prioritizing the legitimate and eldest, using the spring banquet to prepare Noble Consort Rong mentally.

“The Empress Dowager thinks too highly of me. Zhaoning has never managed such a grand banquet and still needs to observe and learn more,” Shen Xihe tactfully refused.

What should be hers, she would never give up willingly; but at this moment, she and Xiao Huayong weren’t yet married, so this wasn’t something she should do. She had always been clear about doing what was appropriate for one’s position.

The Empress Dowager smiled kindly: “Indeed. Let’s still have Noble Consort handle the spring banquet. After Zhaoning and the Seventh Prince marry, the Noble Consort can spend more time keeping this old lady company and enjoying leisure.”

“Being able to accompany the Empress Dowager is what I desire most,” Noble Consort Rong replied respectfully to the Empress Dowager, then turned to Shen Xihe, “If the Princess has any questions in the future, feel free to come to me. I certainly won’t withhold anything.”

Shen Xihe stood up and gave Noble Consort Rong a proper bow.

Not seeing the expected war of words, some of the ladies present were somewhat disappointed.

The Empress Dowager looked up and saw Tianyuan peeking at the doorway, shaking her head with a helpless smile: “This person… this old lady can’t even keep you here a bit longer. Zhaoning, hurry along now. I don’t want Seventh Prince blaming me after you leave.”

With the Empress Dowager taking the lead in teasing, everyone couldn’t help but laugh. Some bold young ladies directly cast ambiguous glances at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe gracefully gave the Empress Dowager a bow and left the hall.

Rather than staying with these people, she’d rather go see Xiao Huayong.

When she arrived at the Eastern Palace, she saw Xiao Huayong wearing a heavy fox-trimmed cloak, standing at the entrance, eagerly waiting.

Same position, same person, but circumstances had changed. Those two red maples were still bright red, but they no longer had that fierce vitality like fire as when they first met in autumn, instead becoming much more subdued and silent.

“You came. I thought you wouldn’t come anymore…”

He said the same words to her as before. That day his tone held disappointment, worry that she might break their appointment.

Today his tone was joyful yet hiding a trace of uncertainty, a fear that she might not come.

“When Your Highness invites, Zhaoning will come,” Shen Xihe gave a graceful curtsy.

“These past few days, I’ve wanted to see you, but didn’t dare invite you. I feared you would refuse,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze lowered slightly, scattered with points of starlight.

As long as she didn’t mention leaving him, he was always gentle with her, accompanied by a hint of carefulness.

His bottom line was her leaving him.

“Your Highness, Zhaoning is not one to avoid things,” Shen Xihe told him. “Zhaoning is someone who adapts extremely well to any situation. Not everything can go as one wishes – when things cannot be changed, one can only go with the flow and find the greatest comfort possible.”

“So, since marrying me cannot be changed, how will Youyou find comfort?” Xiao Huayong asked with a smile.

“Zhaoning has told Your Highness before, that Zhaoning will be a qualified wife,” Shen Xihe replied with a smile.

“Lifting trays together? Treating each other with respect like guests?” Xiao Huayong let out a pleased laugh from his chest.

Shen Xihe’s reaction was much better than he had expected. The root of everything was simply that she still maintained her proper role, being the Crown Princess she wanted to be. That slight softening toward him had disappeared – this he didn’t fear. He could move her once, so there could be a second time, though this time her guard against him might be stronger.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe didn’t know why he was suddenly so joyful, but she didn’t want to ponder his thoughts.

“I’ve also told Youyou before, I’m not satisfied with just this,” Xiao Huayong’s whole person became warm and gentle.

Tianyuan secretly sighed in relief, cheering in his heart: The storm has passed, the storm has passed, Amitabha!

“Your Highness is not satisfied with this; Your Highness pursues what Your Highness pursues, Zhaoning does what Zhaoning should do,” Shen Xihe said solemnly.

Xiao Huayong strode forward, closing the distance with Shen Xihe. His eyes, gathering starlight like deep oceans, stared intensely at Shen Xihe: “Youyou, you truly are an enigmatic lady. It’s precisely because of this that I’m so fascinated.”

He thought she would make a fuss, complain, or despise him, but she always exceeded his expectations. She was always so calm and composed, never directing her frustration at being unable to change things into hatred for others’ forceful cruelty.

How could there be such a woman in this world – so lovable yet unaware of it, so captivating yet not self-absorbed?

“Thank you for Your Highness’s praise. Should I exchange polite compliments with Your Highness?” Shen Xihe asked in return.

“Hahahahaha…” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh heartily.



Chapter 325: A Princess Can Also Be Slapped
Xiao Huayong’s laughter spiraled above the Eastern Palace, carrying far as if wanting everyone in the palace to know how delighted he was at this moment.

Shen Xihe stood silently, watching his joy reach his eyebrows.

After having his fill of happiness, Xiao Huayong gazed deeply at Shen Xihe: “Youyou, you’ll never know how endearing your every move is to me.”

“Your Highness, such unrestrained and robust laughter is unsuitable for the Eastern Palace,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but remind him.

Xiao Huayong immediately subdued his laughter, bringing his loosely closed fist to his mouth to cough, turning to wink at Shen Xihe: “I’ll listen to everything you say.”

Shen Xihe remained unmoved.

Xiao Huayong didn’t mind, directly taking Shen Xihe’s hand, ignoring her resistance, and leading her into the Eastern Palace.

Like a young boy, he pulled her along at a small run, leaving the palace servants far behind: “I’ve cleared out this courtyard. After our wedding, we’ll live here.”

Taking her to see their future residence, he didn’t ask Shen Xihe how she wanted to arrange it. He knew even if he asked, she wouldn’t say. He had decorated according to his preferences and his understanding of her, leading her into the empty bedchamber: “Open this window, and you can see both Pingzhong leaf trees. Here we’ll place a long couch with a table, where you can eat and read in the future, looking up to see your favorite view…”

“This area will be partitioned into a small study, and beside it, there’s a small room left for your incense chamber, with wooden implements for you to blend fragrances and play the zither. The small room has a window overlooking the flower bed – in summer, when the flowers bloom, you can gather materials right here…”

“This is where our bedchambers connect. I’ve had them dig a bath pool, with a fireplace on the wall – warm in winter, cool in summer…”

He excitedly described the plans and arrangements, from major aspects like placement and color schemes to minor details like what materials to use for each piece of furniture and what patterns to carve. While speaking, his eyes clearly showed longing and anticipation.

Most of the day was spent with Xiao Huayong planning their future residence. Shen Xihe wasn’t one to shortchange herself – when Xiao Huayong asked, she offered appropriate suggestions, discussing things back and forth. Perhaps no other unwed couple in the world could achieve such a dynamic.

After the discussion, Shen Xihe sat briefly before leaving the Eastern Palace. Xiao Huayong saw her off as usual, gazing long in the direction where her figure disappeared.

Shen Xihe returned to Yong’an Hall, where the Empress Dowager resided. Hearing that the Empress Dowager had granted a feast and the ladies had departed on their own, Shen Xihe still paid her respects to the Empress Dowager before leaving Yong’an Hall. Along the way, she indeed saw many young ladies – it seemed they had just dispersed.

As they walked in small groups, Shen Xihe saw Shen Yingruo from afar, with two familiar ladies beside her – Yu Sangzi and Yu Sangning from the Pingyao Marquis’s household.

These sisters had been inseparable since their last dance performance, as close as twin flowers.

Shen Xihe had no intention of concerning herself with whom Shen Yingruo associated. She had merely glanced up and happened to see them. Just as she was about to look away, she saw Princess Anling storming angrily from the opposite direction, heading straight for Shen Yingruo.

Before anyone could react, she raised her hand and slapped Shen Yingruo across the face.

Shen Xihe stopped in her tracks, narrowing her eyes.

The other ladies were also frozen in shock.

“How dare you frame me!” Princess Anling’s gaze toward Shen Yingruo seemed poisonous.

She had been unable to discover Tubo’s intentions all this time, only learning today that the Tubo prince had already requested marriage from the Emperor, and the intended bride wasn’t Shen Yingruo, whom she had put forward, but herself!

She had specifically caught a Hanlin Academy scholar who understood the Tubo language to clarify the matter, only then learning of Shen Yingruo’s machinations.

Shen Yingruo had never been slapped like this in her life. Princess Anling was furious and used great force – her ears were ringing. But since the other party was a princess, her cousin, she could only endure: “Why is the Princess angry? How has Huaiyang offended the Princess?”

“Don’t you know what you’ve done?” Princess Anling said through gritted teeth.

“Huaiyang doesn’t know. Please enlighten me, Princess,” Shen Yingruo asked, holding her cheek.

“You framed me to marry into Tubo – your thoughts are truly poisonous!” Princess Anling accused harshly.

“The Fifth Princess is marrying into the Turks. If Tubo requests a marriage, His Majesty surely cannot treat them differently. The Sixth Princess is already betrothed, and the Third Princess is the obvious choice for marriage – why would Huaiyang need to frame the Princess?” Shen Yingruo countered with logic.

If one asked which noble lady was currently most popular in the capital, it would certainly be Princess Yanling, because thanks to her, they wouldn’t have to marry foreign rulers – their status wasn’t high enough. With Princess Yanling, a proper princess, set to marry the Turks, the one going to Tubo must also be the Emperor’s daughter; they couldn’t casually choose an official’s daughter to fool Tubo.

Therefore, Shen Yingruo’s words made perfect sense.

Some clever people’s looks toward Princess Anling changed.

Princess Anling was the inevitable choice for marriage. Even if Shen Yingruo hated her, she wouldn’t interfere with this fact at this time. If Shen Yingruo truly had interfered, it must have been because someone forced her hand, and her cleverness had backfired.

“You…”

Princess Anling was furious with embarrassment, raising her hand to slap Shen Yingruo again. She was a princess – what did it matter if she was unreasonable? She was going to be married off to Tubo anyway, so she didn’t care about her reputation anymore. She just wanted to vent her anger – she didn’t believe Shen Yingruo would dare resist.

Unfortunately, this slap didn’t land. Her wrist was caught, and Princess Anling turned to look at Shen Xihe, her expression growing colder: “Zhaoning, what do you want?”

Shen Xihe smiled lightly, her gaze turning cold, and returned the slap across Princess Anling’s face. She put her full strength into it, sending Princess Anling spinning and falling to the ground.

Princess Anling’s eunuch shouted in a shrill voice: “How dare you—”

Shen Xihe ignored him, grabbing Shen Yingruo’s wrist and dragging her away. Everyone thought Shen Xihe was trying to escape with Shen Yingruo, and Shen Yingruo thought so too. She resisted: “This matter started because of me. I’ll go ask for punishment myself.”

Shen Xihe raised her hand and gave her a slap too, though this one wasn’t very forceful: “Shut up.”

Though Shen Xihe hadn’t used much force, she had hit the same spot Princess Anling had struck, and somehow it felt even more painfully hot. Shen Yingruo was stunned by the slap, tears welling in her eyes as she let Shen Xihe drag her along. By the time she came to her senses, they had already arrived at Mingzheng Hall.

She pulled Shen Yingruo along without requesting the eunuchs to announce them, dropping to her knees with a thud at the entrance of Mingzheng Hall, frightening the eunuch so much that his legs went weak. He ran inside to notify Liu Sanzhi.

This ancestor was the most feared person among their eunuchs – here she comes again, and with such a grand entrance!



Chapter 326: No One Can Bully Members of the Shen Family
Kneeling beside Shen Xihe, Shen Yingruo felt her face burning more and more painfully. She carefully glanced at Shen Xihe, who maintained a straight spine, expressionless face, and dignified countenance.

“Oh my, Your Highness, the ground is cold. Please rise first. Whatever matter you have can be discussed with His Majesty inside. His Majesty summons you,” Liu Sangzhi came running over. He too was troubled by Shen Xihe.

However, Shen Xihe continued kneeling: “Please relay to Supervisor Liu that Zhaoning has brought her younger sister to request punishment. Zhaoning saw Princess Anling abuse and strike my younger sister, and in a moment of anger, I raised my hand against the Princess.”

Only then did Liu Sangzhi look at Shen Yingruo beside her. The sight made him draw in a sharp breath. Half of Shen Yingruo’s face was swollen, with clear purple-blue bruising in the shape of fingerprints. The force used must have been severe.

Her originally delicate and beautiful face now looked quite disturbing. Knowing this was no small matter, he had to report to Emperor Youning. Emperor Youning finally came out, and just as he emerged, Princess Anling rushed over as well. Upon seeing Emperor Youning, she threw herself down in tears: “Your Majesty, you must give justice to your daughter! Zhaoning committed the crime of attacking her superior. She dared to slap me! She has no respect for authority and acts without restraint!”

Emperor Youning looked at his tearful daughter, whose face bore a red mark. However, compared to Shen Yingruo’s injury, it was hardly worth mentioning. The slap on Shen Yingruo’s face was truly horrifying to behold.

Even as a princess, she shouldn’t strike a high official’s daughter so severely, especially since Shen Yingruo was her cousin.

Regardless of the relationship between Shen Xihe and Shen Yingruo, they shared the Shen surname. That slap was an insult to the entire Shen family’s face.

“Did you slap Huaiyang first, or did Zhaoning slap you first?” Emperor Youning asked Princess Anling sternly.

Princess Anling’s sobbing briefly faltered: “I had some disagreement with Huaiyang, and in my anger, I slapped her. I am a princess, and if I slap her once, she should accept it. Yet Zhaoning struck me for this – she doesn’t respect Your Majesty at all!”

Under normal circumstances, if Princess Anling had only given Shen Yingruo a light slap, it wouldn’t have been a major issue, like ordinary siblings quarreling and fighting. But with Shen Yingruo’s face in such a state, Emperor Youning couldn’t smooth things over by calling it sisterly conflict, nor could he accuse Shen Xihe of making a mountain out of a molehill.

“Look at Huaiyang’s face yourself!” Emperor Youning pointed at Shen Yingruo.

Princess Anling finally looked past Shen Xihe at Shen Yingruo and was startled herself: “Your Majesty, I didn’t do this. I only gave her a light slap…”

Then, as if suddenly realizing something, she pointed at Shen Xihe: “It was Zhaoning! Zhaoning is framing me!”

“How did she frame you?” There was only one clear handprint on Shen Yingruo’s face. No matter how capable Shen Xihe might be, how could she make multiple slaps land in the same spot?

It was naturally impossible. Shen Xihe had indeed slapped Shen Yingruo once, but it was no more than a pat on the face, to spread the fragrant powder on her hand onto Shen Yingruo’s face. This powder would irritate the skin, with injured areas being more vulnerable and reacting more strongly, thus making Princess Anling’s handprint appear more prominent.

Princess Anling was left speechless by the question. They had been chasing after Shen Xihe the whole time, and Shen Xihe’s slap to Shen Yingruo at the corner had been just a moment’s work. By the time they caught up, they only saw Shen Xihe dragging Shen Yingruo straight here.

Logically, Shen Xihe couldn’t have worsened Shen Yingruo’s injury, especially not with such a precise single handprint.

As Princess Anling stammered, Emperor Youning looked at Shen Xihe, who knelt perfectly straight, ostensibly requesting punishment but making a threat.

If he didn’t give justice, Shen Xihe would use the excuse of requesting punishment for striking a princess to keep kneeling here with Shen Yingruo. If court officials and envoys were to see this, it would bring shame to the royal family.

“As a princess and role model for noble ladies, you should hold yourself to higher standards. You have failed in virtue and appearance. To use such force against your sister over a minor dispute – I sentence you to copy the ‘Female Instructions’ one hundred times and apologize to Huaiyang. Do you accept?”

“Your Majesty, I…” Princess Anling’s tears fell. She felt she was the wronged one.

True, she had struck Shen Yingruo first, and Shen Xihe had returned the slap – a harsh one! Now she even had to apologize to Shen Yingruo!

“You don’t accept?” Emperor Youning asked.

“I accept the imperial decree,” Princess Anling choked out.

Emperor Youning spent quite some time consoling both Shen Yingruo and Shen Xihe before finally dismissing them.

“Your Majesty, the County Princess’s injury seems suspicious,” Liu Sangzhi said as he served tea after everyone had left.

Such a handprint could only have been made with a man’s strength; Princess Anling didn’t have such force.

“Suspicious? Could the Imperial Physician determine anything?” Emperor Youning asked. “Zhaoning dared to kneel before Mingzheng Hall because she had confidence.”

Indeed, Emperor Youning later summoned the Imperial Physician to ostensibly treat Shen Yingruo’s injury but examine it. No irregularities were found. As for the fragrant residue on her face, the physician didn’t think much of it – it was common for young ladies to wear powder. With so many fragrances available, he could only detect a scent but couldn’t identify the specific fragrance or its herbal composition.

He wanted to support his daughter, but could he?

Neither Anling nor Yanling were matches for Zhaoning. When facing Zhaoning, they would both suffer.

“Your Majesty, Princess Changling…” Liu Sangzhi reminded obliquely.

“Changling’s matter was not Zhaoning’s doing.” Emperor Youning was certain of this.

It was Shen Xihe’s first time at the hunting grounds, and with no one there, she couldn’t have managed it so flawlessly.

Before the incident, the Crown Prince had also suffered a poison attack and coughed blood. Unless he had known about this beforehand and faked the blood-coughing. But three Imperial Physicians had checked his pulse regarding the blood-coughing, and there was no deception. If the Crown Prince had truly anticipated this matter, he wouldn’t have merely faked coughing blood to wait to punish Changling – he would have had Zhaoning avoid this trouble early on.

With even the Crown Prince, who was most likely to act on Shen Xihe’s behalf, ruled out, Emperor Youning truly couldn’t think who else it could be.

Unless Changling had genuinely been provoked into such incomprehensible actions.

Changling’s death was too mysterious, and combined with the appearance of the giant snake at the hunting grounds, it made Emperor Youning somewhat wary of that place.

“Thank you, Elder Sister.” After leaving the palace, Shen Yingruo bowed to thank Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe gestured with her eyes to Zhenzhu, who retrieved a box of medicinal ointment from the carriage and handed it to Madam Tan. Shen Xihe said, “Take it back. Apply it for two days, and the swelling on your face will subside. It won’t affect your appearance.”

Then Shen Xihe got into the carriage: “You don’t need to thank me. It’s only because you bear the surname Shen.”

No one could repeatedly insult members of the Shen family in front of her. This humiliation wasn’t just toward Shen Yingruo alone, but against the face of her entire Shen family, and Shen Xihe would not tolerate it.

One slap from Princess Anling could be overlooked – she was a princess, and Shen Yingruo herself didn’t resist. But if she wanted to strike again, she’d have to ask if Shen Xihe agreed!



Chapter 327: What Do You Want to See? I’ll Show You
Shen Yingruo watched Shen Xihe’s carriage depart without pause, lost in thought.

As Madam Tan helped her into their carriage, she lowered her head sadly: “Nurse, how wonderful it would be if I were the legitimate mother’s daughter.”

Would she then have the love of her father and brothers, and the protection of such a formidable sister?

Madam Tan embraced Shen Yingruo, letting out a soft sigh.

She saw Shen Yingruo’s admiration for Shen Xihe. Such an unparalleled and invincible County Princess indeed easily commanded admiration and respect.

Unfortunately, not everyone could catch her eye. The County Princess’s help was truly only for the Shen family’s face, just as the Prince and County Princess had promised that day – they would never allow the County Princess to be bullied, even by a royal princess.

However, Shen Xihe didn’t know that her actions had been witnessed by many noble ladies who later vividly recounted the tale to their siblings at home. Those who had previously thought Shen Xihe domineering and showy now admired her, while envying Shen Yingruo.

Some with wandering thoughts recalled that Shen Yingruo was approaching her coming-of-age ceremony and marriageable age.

However, with Shen Yueshan and his son absent from the capital, and Shen Xihe being completely unapproachable, those wanting to indirectly inquire about Shen Yingruo’s marriage prospects found no way to do so.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to any of this. She had calculated the timing precisely. The day before the polo match, Princess Yanling went to mock Princess Anling, saying that when she had suffered at Shen Xihe’s hands, Princess Anling hadn’t helped her. Now Princess Anling had finally tasted what it was like to be tormented by Shen Xihe – how could she not be pleased?

The two sisters got into an argument, and Princess Anling accidentally pushed Princess Yanling, causing her to faint.

This alarmed the inner palace. Noble Consort Rong summoned the Imperial Physician to check Princess Yanling’s pulse, only to discover she was with child!

“Your Majesty, Yanling she…” Noble Consort Rong had to steel herself to seek Emperor Youning. Upon hearing his two daughters were fighting and pushing each other, he didn’t want to deal with their matters and left it to Noble Consort Rong to handle.

“I already said, you handle this matter,” Emperor Youning said impatiently.

“The Princess is with child. I dare not make the decision,” Noble Consort Rong said cautiously.

“With child?” Emperor Youning’s expression turned cold. He had been delaying the Tujue matter and hadn’t yet approved the marriage, yet Yanling was now pregnant!

“Yes, two months pregnant.” Noble Consort Rong’s last words were barely audible.

Emperor Youning stood up abruptly, hardly believing his ears: “How long did you say?”

Noble Consort Rong lowered her head: “Two months.”

“Bang!” Emperor Youning angrily swept his sleeve, knocking over a nearby vase.

The sound of the shattering vase made everyone, including Noble Consort Rong, kneel, not daring to breathe.

The matter between Princess Yanling and Munuha was only a month ago, yet she was two months pregnant!

Emperor Youning paced back and forth, asking Noble Consort Rong: “The Imperial Physician confirmed this?”

“Three Imperial Physicians confirmed a two-month pregnancy.” If not for this, she wouldn’t have dared report it to His Majesty.

This was a major issue. If the Tujue prince learned that Princess Yanling was two months pregnant, they would be in the wrong.

“Have the Imperial Medical Office prepare the medicine.” Emperor Youning ordered coldly. “Keep this news contained within the palace.”

“Yes,” Noble Consort Rong responded and withdrew to handle the matter.

Shen Xihe waited for news at the County Princess’s mansion. For once, with Cui Jinbai sent out of the city on business, Bu Shulin had a moment of freedom and immediately came to see Shen Xihe.

“County Princess, Princess Yanling has miscarried,” Zhenzhu came to report.

“Miscarried?” Bu Shulin, who had been lounging casually on a beauty pillow, sat up straight. “How could she miscarry?”

Princess Yanling wasn’t even pregnant – how could she miscarry after drinking the medicine?

“Two months ago, she was given medicine that affected her monthly cycle. The miscarriage medicine will cause her intense pain and bring on her cycle,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Bu Shulin suddenly shrank back against a pillar, hugging it tightly: “Oh my, you…”

You’re truly frightening!

But she dared not say these words aloud.

“I’m what?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows and asked with a smile.

“You… you’re truly wise and unmatched, graceful and elegant, learned and courteous, with countless refined manners, pure and transcendent…” Bu Shulin scraped together every bit of literary knowledge she had, then blinked at Shen Xihe with utterly sincere eyes.

Zhenzhu and the others were all amused by Bu Shulin.

Seeing Shen Xihe put away her dangerous smile, Bu Shulin finally relaxed: “But, now that Princess Yanling has miscarried, how will this lead Munuha to kill her?”

“It’s enough that His Majesty knows about this,” Shen Xihe had predicted that His Majesty would immediately cover up Yanling’s miscarriage, which also covered up the evidence. The medicine would lose effect in two days, but the miscarriage was done.

Even if the Imperial Medical Office later noticed that Princess Yanling’s pulse was unusual and unlike post-miscarriage symptoms, they wouldn’t dare speak up. To say they had been misdiagnosed would be placing their heads on His Majesty’s execution block.

This was destined to be a case of letting the mistake stand. When Munuha learned of this and “killed” Princess Yanling in a fit of rage, they would be even less likely to speak up. Speaking up then wouldn’t just cost their heads, but their entire families would pay with their lives.

She had calculated every step for Princess Yanling.

Once His Majesty was convinced that Princess Yanling had been carrying another man’s child, there would be ample reason for Munuha to kill the princess. Moreover, it wasn’t just the miscarriage – Munuha would also learn that Princess Yanling had made him no different from a eunuch, giving him even more reason to harbor murderous intent.

“Now it’s time to let Munuha know about his impotence,” Shen Xihe smiled at Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin immediately stood straight: “Leave it to me.”

What could be simpler than finding some friends to invite Munuha to a brothel?

It was normal for men to be romantic, and Munuha had recently been angry about His Majesty’s delay in approving his marriage to Princess Yanling.

Although this dynasty didn’t view chastity as more important than life, a woman’s virtue was still very important. Munuha and Princess Yanling had been caught by so many people – if she didn’t marry Munuha, who would want to marry Princess Yanling? This was different from marrying a widow.

So when people repeatedly invited Munuha to visit the brothel, he couldn’t refuse.

However, he never imagined that he would be impotent!

“I’m quite curious to see what a man who can’t get it up looks like,” Bu Shulin said to Jin Shan in another room while holding up her wine. “Do you think I, the Young Master, should wear a helmet?”

But then she saw Cui Jinbai behind Jin Shan, and immediately spat out her mouthful of wine, choking and coughing continuously.

Cui Jinbai’s eyes were deep and dark as he stepped forward to gently pat her back. Feeling his warm palm, Bu Shulin couldn’t help but shiver.

Sure enough, she heard Cui Jinbai ask in a gentle tone: “What do you want to see? I’ll show you?”



Chapter 328: Remarkably, You’ve Lived Until Now
“Kah kah kah kah…” Cui Jinbai’s words made Bu Shulin choke even worse. She waved her hands repeatedly and took a while to recover. The coughing made her chest wound hurt, and clutching her chest, she said, “No need, no need. I have what I need, I can look at myself.”

Cui Jinbai remained silent, just staring at her with his pitch-black eyes.

This gave Bu Shulin a spine-chilling fear, and she stammered: “Why have you come here?”

“Looking for you,” Cui Jinbai answered simply.

Ever since this man had gone mad, Bu Shulin felt that every conversation with him was like talking past each other. She sighed and directly ignored him, walking out of the brothel with her hands behind her back. After all, her goal had been achieved.

Cui Jinbai kept following her. She went to the County Princess’s mansion to report to Shen Xihe, and to prevent him from finding others to pressure her again, she quickly left the County Princess’s mansion and returned to her own residence, with Cui Jinbai still following.

The two sat in wordless silence, with Cui Jinbai staring at her unblinkingly. Bu Shulin helplessly let him look while she went about her own business.

The next day was the polo match, a grand event. Not only did His Majesty and the Empress Dowager attend, but nobles and aristocrats all came as well. Polo was the dynasty’s most beloved activity, enjoyed by both men and women. Being held in the palace and competing with envoys, naturally, everyone came to watch the excitement.

Shen Xihe also came. Fortunately, her status was high enough to sit in a private box, otherwise the mixed smells would have been unbearable for her.

Taking her seat, Shen Xihe looked around but didn’t see Xiao Huayong, though all the other princes were present, some in the stands and some changed into game attire on the field.

Shen Xihe looked toward the field again. Munuha, who equally loved horseback activities, naturally wouldn’t miss the polo match, but he was particularly distracted on the field. Seeing this, Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

With many diverse people at the Honglu Guesthouse, although it was heavily guarded and creating chaos wasn’t easy, gathering information was extremely simple. Yesterday, Munuha had secretly summoned many physicians, and reportedly had a major outburst that disturbed the Khitan envoys, nearly causing conflict between the two parties.

Today at the polo match, with most palace residents coming to the field, Princess Yanling was recuperating in the palace – this was when the palace was most vulnerable.

“You plan to act today?” Bu Shulin secretly ran to Shen Xihe’s small pavilion. With the thunderous cheering all around, they could talk freely.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe nodded.

“How will you do it? If there’s anything I can help with, just say the word.” Bu Shulin’s gaze was fixed on the field; others would think she was discussing the polo match with Shen Xihe.

“In this matter, you’ve already served your purpose completely,” Shen Xihe said bluntly.

Bu Shulin glanced at Shen Xihe with a long face, muttering: “Criticizing me again!”

A trace of a smile appeared at the corner of Shen Xihe’s lips, but she didn’t respond.

Bu Shulin watched the match for a while. The game was excellent, and if she hadn’t been unexpectedly injured, she would certainly have had a chance to play – she loved polo so much.

Unable to help touch her wound regretfully, Bu Shulin couldn’t hide her melancholy.

Shen Xihe glanced at her: “With snakes mixing among people, you should participate less in such festivities in the future.”

They still didn’t know who wanted her life. The Lantern Festival incident wasn’t Emperor Youning’s doing – firstly, His Majesty wouldn’t risk the Lantern Festival just to eliminate Bu Shulin, and secondly if His Majesty acted, it wouldn’t be such a minor attempt.

“I’ll suffocate to death that way.” She was naturally active; asking her to be like Shen Xihe would drive her mad in a day.

“Remarkably, you’ve lived until now,” Shen Xihe shook her head slightly.

Completely unlike Bu Shulin, Shen Xihe was risk-averse. She calculated the risks of everything in advance, avoiding high risks when possible or abandoning them entirely.

“Hey hey hey, look at that Khitan prince, he’s brave and skilled, plays excellent polo.” Bu Shulin pointed at a tall figure on the field. She purely appreciated ability – whoever played well earned her praise, regardless of who they were.

The locals were the same, their hearts open and broad. Even though their dynasty’s strength was being suppressed on the field, the atmosphere wasn’t low. Because it had been said before the match that this was purely a game to express mutual friendship.

The Khitan people excelled at polo, and at one point were dominating. Emperor Youning maintained a composed expression. Seeing this situation, the envoys’ side, led by the Khitan prince, followed his command and suddenly became very fierce. The small ball seemed to come alive in their hands.

Even Emperor Youning cheered for excellent goals, and everyone set aside their reservations, fully immersed in the game.

On our side, several horses collided while fighting for the ball, and two people rolled off their horses. As substitutes were needed, Xiao Changying suddenly volunteered: “Your Majesty, I too am eager to play. Please allow me to join Fifth Brother on the field.”

Xiao Changqing, dressed in plain white formal wear with a silver crown binding his hair, was suddenly dragged in by his brother. He gave him a light glance but didn’t object.

Emperor Youning swept his gaze over the two brothers: “Go ahead, enjoyment comes first.”

He never thought the win or loss of a polo match meant anything. Whether his empire was prosperous and strong didn’t need to be demonstrated this way. More than winning or losing, he preferred to see an exciting, thoroughly enjoyable match.

“Prince Xin and Prince Lie have entered the field.” Bu Shulin’s eyes brightened. She had played polo with both of them. These brothers had extraordinary polo skills and worked exceptionally well together.

Shen Xihe continued watching the match with interest – the graceful valor, clever ball control, coordinated passes, racing figures…

It made one’s blood boil and emotions surge, with unexpected goals making people unable to resist clapping in celebration.

“Munuha has left the field. What do you plan to do?” Bu Shulin suddenly asked.

Munuha was distracted today, hampering his teammates several times until he finally angered everyone and was driven from the field.

“Lure him into the palace?” Bu Shulin asked further.

Shen Xihe gave her another look as if she were an idiot: “Even if the palace is empty and convenient for Munuha to act, him going to the palace to kill someone would be the biggest suspicious point, wouldn’t it?”

Even if provoked by his impotence, Munuha wouldn’t be foolish enough to openly go to the palace to kill someone. Who would believe that?

“What does it matter if they believe it or not?” Bu Shulin didn’t care. “As long as it’s done cleanly, he won’t be able to escape blame.”

“Yes, His Majesty will stand on our side. The princess’s death must be Munuha’s doing, it can only be Munuha’s doing,” Shen Xihe turned back to watch the game. “But if His Majesty harbors doubts, he will certainly investigate deeply afterward. He will also be wary of someone using this to provoke relations between the two sides, surely keeping some leverage while waiting for war between the nations. He won’t easily break with the Tujue and fulfill the schemer’s intentions.”

His Majesty excelled at patience – in this aspect, Xiao Huayong truly resembled Emperor Youning greatly.

Chapter 329: Youyou Wasn’t Entranced
After lying low for eight years to eliminate the eunuchs, enduring nineteen years to dismantle the noble families, pacifying the Tujue, and destroying the Tubo – what was another ten years of waiting for him?

What he desired most wasn’t territorial expansion, but rather the concentration of military power. Only when all armies in the realm were under his sole command would he begin his conquests.

“So that’s it,” Bu Shulin suddenly realized. “If you can’t lure him into the palace, you’ll have to draw the Princess out. But how can the Princess leave while she’s in confinement?”

“With both His Majesty and Noble Consort outside the palace, who could stop her from leaving?” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly. “She knows better than anyone whether she’s truly two months pregnant. Right now, she must be suffering in silence. If someone were to let her know there’s a medicine that can cause false pregnancy symptoms, don’t you think she’d rush out of the palace to find it? To prove her innocence?”

Only Princess Yangling herself knew how wronged and resentful she felt right now. Yet all the Imperial Physicians had diagnosed her as two months pregnant. She must be both anxious and furious, especially after being forced to terminate the pregnancy.

If she learned that she had been misdiagnosed by the Imperial Physicians and was being framed, she would certainly seek evidence to prove her innocence. Otherwise, she couldn’t wash away the stain of being labeled as loose and shameless, which would inevitably incur His Majesty’s disgust.

“I am in awe,” Bu Shulin cupped her hands respectfully.

Shen Xihe ignored her and turned to give Mo Yuan, who was standing guard outside the arena, a meaningful look.

At that moment, unprecedented cheers erupted from the field. Shen Xihe’s attention was drawn to see that the Prince’s team had scored a goal.

The previously invincible diplomatic team was now being completely suppressed by the seamless coordination between Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying.

The two brothers truly lived up to their blood ties – a single glance was enough for them to understand each other’s intentions.

Xiao Huayong had arrived at some point, though Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed. However, Xiao Huayong had no interest in watching the game. He sat slightly sideways, his eyes fixed on Shen Xihe, with a faint smile playing at his lips as if he could never tire of looking at her.

After watching for a while, he noticed that Shen Xihe seemed absorbed in the game. Following her line of sight to the field, after several observations, he confirmed that her gaze was following the brother Xiao Changqin, and his expression immediately darkened.

His lips moved in displeasure as he turned to look at Tianyuan, who was also watching with great interest. Xiao Huayong asked coldly, “Is the polo match that entertaining?”

“Yes, it’s…” Tianyuan responded instinctively before realizing something was amiss. He turned his head and indeed met Xiao Huayong’s chillingly smiling face. His mind raced, and he inadvertently glimpsed Shen Xihe watching the game with interest nearby.

Suddenly understanding, he hurriedly explained: “Your servant hasn’t seen such a match in a long time, hence watching with such enthusiasm. It’s quite ordinary. I imagine the Princess hasn’t seen such a lively polo match in the Northwest, which is why she’s watching intently like your servant.”

Thinking his explanation was perfect and should smooth over his master’s ruffled feathers, Tianyuan heard Xiao Huayong rebuke lightly: “Youyou prefer tranquility. How could she be as uncultured as you? When was she ever watching intently?”

Tianyuan: …

“Your servant was wrong to presume about the Princess.” Tianyuan lowered his head in the admission of guilt.

In his heart, however, he was praying: Princess, please stop watching! Look at our Prince instead, or I won’t know how to appease him.

Naturally, Shen Xihe couldn’t hear Tianyuan’s prayers. Her gaze was simply following the ball, but since the ball was so tightly controlled by the Xiao Changqin brothers, rarely leaving their possession, Xiao Huayong was just needlessly jealous.

When another goal was scored, even Bu Shulin couldn’t help but cheer loudly, yet Shen Xihe remained composed. As she raised her teacup, she seemed to sense something and looked toward Xiao Huayong’s position, meeting his somewhat resentful gaze.

Shen Xihe frowned slightly – when had she provoked him this time?

Unable to figure it out, Shen Xihe didn’t dwell on it. She gave a slight nod in acknowledgment before turning back to watch the field.

Xiao Huayong’s expression grew even more difficult: “I want to join the game too.”

What’s so special about polo? If he went on the field, these people would all be showing off before an expert!

“Your Highness, please don’t…” Tianyuan was nearly in tears.

How could the Crown Prince possibly join the game? Of course not. If people noticed his skills, wouldn’t everything be exposed?

Even if he made an excuse to leave his seat and disguised himself as someone else, if he dominated the field and drew His Majesty’s attention, being called forward for questioning… Tianyuan felt the sky would fall just thinking about such a scenario.

Before Xiao Huayong could speak again, Tianyuan hurriedly said, hoping to discourage him: “The Princess is taking action today, shouldn’t Your Highness be helping her?”

Xiao Huayong’s impulse was finally suppressed. He cast a wistful look at Shen Xihe: “She doesn’t need my help.”

Tianyuan sensed an opportunity and quickly added: “That the Princess doesn’t need help speaks to her capability, but Your Highness’s willingness to help shows your sincerity.”

Xiao Huayong finally seemed to take Tianyuan’s words to heart and fell silent.

Tianyuan let out a long sigh of relief.

After sitting for a while, Xiao Huayong grew bored again. Spotting the fruit platter before him, he picked up a tangerine and peeled it, arranging the segments neatly on a clean plate before handing it to Tianyuan with a raised eyebrow.

Tianyuan immediately understood and brought it to Shen Xihe. She had been watching the game intently when Tianyuan suddenly presented her with a plate of tangerine segments. She turned to look at Xiao Huayong, who gave her a warm smile.

Shen Xihe maintained a faint smile, nodded in acknowledgment again, and kept the tangerine.

“I… I should leave first,” Bu Shulin said, seeing this situation. She felt she might be offending the Crown Prince by sitting here, and for the sake of her life, she’d better make a swift exit.

Shen Xihe didn’t stop her. She was thinking of eating one or two segments of the tangerine Xiao Huayong had sent.

After sending the tangerine, Xiao Huayong continued sending pastries, tea, and various snacks bought from outside – he never stopped for a moment.

Xiao Huayong’s attentive behavior caught everyone’s attention. All could see how the Crown Prince treasured Princess Shaoning, treating her like a precious pearl in his palm. Some noble ladies couldn’t help but feel envious as they looked at the incomparably handsome, though pale-faced, Xiao Huayong.

Their families all said the Crown Prince wouldn’t live long and forbade them from having designs on the Eastern Palace. But with such a gentleman, even if they could only spend three or four years being gazed at so attentively and treated so considerately by him, it would be enough to reminisce about for a lifetime.

Xiao Huayong’s influence extended beyond these romantic young ladies to those on the field, including Xiao Changying, who even lost control of the ball after catching a glimpse of Xiao Huayong smiling tenderly at Shen Xihe, causing a wave of disappointed sounds.

Xiao Huayong turned to see this and coldly snorted: “Still harboring improper thoughts.”

Since he had gotten leverage over the brothers through Xiao Changqin, they had become much more behaved. Xiao Changying had stopped trying to get close to Shen Xihe, saving him the trouble of sending Xiao Changying away.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to him: “Tianyuan, do you think any of my brothers are hoping for my death so they can set their sights on Youyou?”

Chapter 330: The Crown Prince Faints Again
Tiangyuan trembled in fear. It was an open secret throughout the court that the Crown Prince wasn’t destined for longevity. All these nobles had been waiting for His Highness’s death to fight over the Eastern Palace and the realm, and now there was also the matter of the Princess.

“Just thinking about those who harbor such intentions…” Xiao Huayong’s deeply concealed pupils suddenly grew dark. “Makes me want… to kill them all.”

Tiangyuan’s back went cold. He knew well that His Highness wasn’t joking. He hurriedly said, “Your Highness, you must trust the Princess. She’s not that kind of person.”

In fact, not only was the Princess not that type of person, she didn’t even want to marry in the first place. If possible, she would probably prefer to grow old alongside the Prince of the Northwest and the Heir Apparent. If such a Princess were to become a widow, it would likely be a lifelong commitment.

Xiao Huayong’s expression softened slightly, but he remained silent. No one knew what he was thinking.

The competition field was bustling with activity. By now, Princess Yangling had emerged from the palace. Her face was dark, her mind filled with the words she had heard earlier. She hadn’t done anything inappropriate, and her affair with Munuha had been Shen Xihe’s scheme.

She had inexplicably become pregnant, and the Emperor had forced her to abort. She hadn’t had her monthly cycle for a month, and after taking the medicine, she indeed bled. She had been wondering what went wrong all this time, and only now did she realize that she might have been manipulated by Shen Xihe again.

Shen Xihe’s goal was to keep her under control. If Munuha learned of this matter, he would surely claim that she had schemed against him that day, and he might not marry her. Everyone who needed to know about her affair with Munuha already knew – if she couldn’t marry Munuha, who could she marry?

Those from lesser families couldn’t protect her – Shen Xihe had even killed Noble Lady Liang!

She had to find evidence of how Shen Xihe had harmed her and expose Shen Xihe before the Emperor. This was her only way to survive!

She had cornered the Imperial Physician who had misdiagnosed her and extracted information about where such medicine could be bought. She wanted to send someone but feared her people had been bought by Shen Xihe, especially after what happened last time with Munuha – that had been because Shen Xihe had bought off one of her palace maids.

However, that palace maid had already committed suicide, and she could do nothing. When she sent people to investigate the maid’s hometown, she discovered the maid’s family had been in trouble. Shen Xihe had given her a choice: one life for another.

With this precedent, she didn’t dare send anyone. As for whether the Imperial Physician was lying to her, she didn’t think he would dare – she had evidence of his misdiagnosis! If the Imperial Physician dared deceive her, she would present the evidence to the Emperor. When it came to matters of life and death, the Imperial Physician wouldn’t dare mislead her.

But Princess Yangling never imagined that this trip outside the palace would be her last.

She had barely entered the medical clinic arranged by Shen Xihe when, not long after, Munuha also came in.

Munuha had been forced to leave the field, and his mood was extremely poor. Those around him wouldn’t stop chattering, but he couldn’t let them know his condition – otherwise, they would no longer follow him. A prince who couldn’t have heirs didn’t even qualify to compete for the throne.

After ordering everyone not to follow him, Munuha wandered alone through the streets. He was trying hard to remember when he had been attacked, and who had used such an underhanded method against him when he overheard street doctors whispering with someone.

They were selling virility medicine. He was about to walk away when he heard the buyer secretively asking if there was a medicine that could help impotent men regain their potency.

The street doctor made a few teasing remarks and then demanded a large sum of money before mysteriously leading the person in a certain direction. Munuha inexplicably followed them and watched them enter a medical clinic.

After hesitating for a moment, he also entered the clinic. Faced with the doctor’s questions, he couldn’t bring himself to speak. The doctor thought he didn’t understand the Han language and said he would find a translator, asking him to wait, but Munuha stopped him – he didn’t want this matter to become known.

They were at an impasse when the person who had come with the street doctor earlier walked out with a delighted expression, carrying medicine. Munuha immediately pointed and said, “I want the same medicine as him.”

The doctor finally showed a look of understanding, his gaze sweeping down to Munuha’s lower body. Before Munuha could get angry, the doctor invited him inside: “Please come in for an examination. Medicine can’t be prescribed carelessly – even the same symptoms might not be caused by the same illness.”

Munuha followed him in, and the doctor asked him to wait a moment while he fetched a specialist.

Sitting in the room, Munuha noticed an incense burner releasing spirals of smoke. His thoughts were all on the hope of curing his condition, and he even found the fragrance particularly sweet and pleasant. He couldn’t help but take a deep breath.

Soon he felt his whole body growing weak. Realizing he had been tricked again, he immediately stood up and reached for the whistle on his person. But his hand holding the whistle dropped powerlessly before he could bring it to his lips, and he collapsed.

Before losing consciousness, he realized that both times he had been attacked involved incense…

“The Princess said this incense’s effect won’t last long, we must give him some sleeping draught,” Mo Yuan ordered, and the doctor administered the prepared draught to Munuha.

“General, rest assured. The dose is slightly higher than normal – he should wake up in about half an hour,” the doctor said after administering it.

“Proceed according to the Princess’s instructions,” Mo Yuan nodded, then hoisted Munuha up. Carrying him, he waited for the signal from the back door guard, confirmed no one was around, and quickly left through the back, followed by someone carrying Princess Yangling.

As the polo match was nearing its end, someone with a pale face hurriedly came to whisper something in Liu Sanzhi’s ear. Liu Sanzhi’s expression became grave as he carefully went to find Emperor Youning. Upon hearing the news, Emperor Youning’s face darkened, and he abruptly stood up.

At this moment, Wang Erlang on the field had been pushed to a position directly opposite Xiao Huayong. Emperor Youning’s standing had drawn everyone’s attention, and his dark expression had caused the game to stop.

It seemed someone hadn’t noticed and was still passing the ball, sending it directly to Wang Erlang. Faced with the incoming ball, Wang Erlang instinctively swung his mallet, sending the ball flying toward Xiao Huayong. The crowd immediately burst into shocked cries.

Emperor Youning, who had been about to leave, turned back to look, his gaze turning cold. Shen Xihe also involuntarily stood up.

As the ball approached Xiao Huayong’s face, Tiangyuan chopped it apart with one palm. Before people could sigh in relief, the shattered ball released some white powder that sprayed onto Xiao Huayong’s face, causing him to immediately faint.

“He’s fainted again…” Shen Xihe said expressionlessly.

She suddenly realized that Xiao Huayong’s fainting was similar to whenever she used incense – it never meant anything good and was surely part of some scheme against others.

Her gaze followed the ball’s trajectory to the person who had fallen from his horse with a thud.

Finding him somewhat unfamiliar, she asked Zhenzhu, “Who is that?”

Chapter 331: My Heart Has Already Fallen for You
She didn’t need to remember unimportant people – she had people for that. Zhenzhu and Biyu were responsible for these matters, one for remembering the noble sons of the capital, and the other for remembering the noble ladies.

“Wang Erlang, the eldest grandson of Vice Minister Wang from the Chancellery,” Zhenzhu replied.

“I understand.” Xiao Huayong was going to deal a deadly blow to Wang Zheng now. Earlier, Xiao Huayong hadn’t planned to move against Wang Zheng completely. Wang Zheng already had the stain of incompetence and couldn’t replace Xue Heng, so Xiao Huayong wouldn’t target Wang Zheng without reason.

After all, Wang Zheng was Emperor Youning’s confidant. Moving against him too early would arouse the Emperor’s suspicion.

Xiao Huayong wasn’t someone who would act so carelessly. If he was moving against Wang Zheng early, he must have a way to ensure that even if Wang Zheng was eliminated, Emperor Youning wouldn’t suspect him.

Unless…

“Wang Zheng moved against him first!” This was the only possibility. Wang Zheng had previous offenses, and Xiao Huayong was confident he could make Wang Zheng suffer in silence, unable to speak out, making Emperor Youning believe this wasn’t his scheme.

Emperor Youning, who had been about to leave, strode back, shouting, “Imperial Physicians! Summon the Imperial Physicians!”

What followed was chaos. Two major incidents occurred simultaneously: someone had witnessed the Turkic Prince committing murder, and when the Capital Prefecture Chief arrived with his men, they discovered the victim wasn’t an ordinary person – it was a current Imperial Princess.

The other incident was the Crown Prince being publicly attacked at the polo match, with poison powder hidden in the ball!

“How is the Crown Prince?” Emperor Youning waited anxiously for the results.

The Chief Imperial Physician exchanged glances with two Deputy Imperial Physicians. The Chief stepped forward and said, “Your Majesty, fortunately, His Highness didn’t inhale or ingest it, otherwise… it would have been fatal.”

Emperor Youning’s face turned frighteningly dark upon hearing this.

“Although His Highness didn’t inhale it, the poison powder got into his eyes, and I’m afraid…” the Deputy Imperial Physician silently cursed the Chief’s cunning for leaving the most important and anger-inducing news to him, “His Highness may go blind.”

A murderous glint flashed in Emperor Youning’s eyes: “Liu Sanzhi, imprison them and torture them severely. I want to know who masterminded this!”

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Liu Sanzhi immediately withdrew to carry out the order.

Emperor Youning anxiously waited for a while, but Xiao Huayong didn’t wake. He could only leave people to guard him while he went to handle the other matter.

The princes and Shen Xihe were all outside. They saw His Majesty’s dark expression and unconcealed anger as he strode out, not even sparing them a glance before leaving.

Seeing His Majesty leave, Shen Xihe went in to check on Xiao Huayong – it was the right thing to do.

The other princes, seeing His Majesty leave, didn’t dare approach the precious Crown Prince. Looking at those who had tried to get close to the Crown Prince before, besides Shen Xihe, who had come to a good end?

The princes left successively, with Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying remaining last. Xiao Changqing said to Xiao Changying, “Wang Zheng… is finished.”

“Brother, the Crown Prince… he moved against Wang Zheng directly!” Xiao Changying had previously only been wary and acknowledged Xiao Huayong, but now he was truly shocked.

That was His Majesty’s confidant! He dared to deal with him so openly, not even trying to avoid suspicion, involving himself directly – was he that confident His Majesty wouldn’t suspect him?

“That’s why he’s the Crown Prince,” Xiao Changqing smiled meaningfully and walked away.

He was thinking about how naive he had been, believing that with His Majesty’s nurturing, the throne would naturally be his.

Now he understood that the throne wouldn’t necessarily go to whoever His Majesty wanted to give it to.

When Shen Xihe entered, Emperor Youning had taken away two Deputy Imperial Physicians. The Chief Imperial Physician remained on guard. Seeing Shen Xihe, Tiangyuan, and the Chief Imperial Physician consciously withdrew. Zhenzhu accompanied Shen Xihe inside, and the unconscious Xiao Huayong suddenly opened his eyes, silver light gathering in his pupils, looking spirited.

“Your Highness is getting more skilled at fainting,” Shen Xihe said lightly.

“Now that Youyou is here, I’d wake up even if I were truly unconscious,” Xiao Huayong put his hands behind his head, still lying on the couch looking at Shen Xihe.

“What play is Your Highness acting out now?” Shen Xihe asked.

“I don’t believe Youyou doesn’t know,” Xiao Huayong said with a smile.

“Doing this, isn’t Your Highness worried about arousing His Majesty’s suspicion?” Shen Xihe found a place to sit, sitting sideways facing Xiao Huayong.

“His Majesty won’t suspect me,” Xiao Huayong said with certainty. “Because he’ll soon know that the poison powder has damaged my eyes, and I can’t distinguish colors.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze focused slightly.

How could the Crown Prince be disabled? Xiao Huayong being unable to distinguish colors was reason enough for dethronement.

How would His Majesty believe that Xiao Huayong would pay such a price to deal with Wang Zheng? If it couldn’t be cured for life, wouldn’t that mean losing the throne? Moreover, this weakness would be in Emperor Youning’s hands, allowing him to depose Xiao Huayong at any time.

“Your Highness’s methods are brilliant,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but applaud.

In the current situation, His Majesty didn’t want to depose the Crown Prince and have court officials eyeing the Eastern Palace position early, causing division as they schemed. He still needed to deal with Southern Shu and the Northwest, so as long as Xiao Huayong was only color-blind and not blind, he wouldn’t depose him.

Just like when the Crown Prince was established years ago, His Majesty needed Xiao Huayong to be the Crown Prince now.

Secondly, this was Wang Zheng’s doing, and Emperor Youning wouldn’t follow the ministers’ wishes and let them climb over his head to make decisions.

Thirdly, by putting this weakness in Emperor Youning’s hands, any slight suspicion His Majesty had developed toward him would be completely dispelled.

Fourthly, His Majesty wouldn’t believe that Xiao Huayong would pay with his life or his eyesight just to frame Wang Zheng. He would deeply believe this was Wang Zheng’s doing, and once His Majesty confirmed that Xiao Huayong truly couldn’t see colors, he would no longer harbor any suspicion and wouldn’t believe this was self-orchestrated to frame Wang Zheng.

Fifthly…

“Your Highness must not be far from the day of recovery,” Shen Xihe observed Xiao Huayong.

Since discovering Xiao Huayong’s identity, Shen Xihe hadn’t asked about his condition through A Xi.

“When Your Highness recovers, if you later fall out with His Majesty and he tries to use this to depose the Crown Prince, he would be slapping his face and revealing an intolerant heart. It would make the court officials feel that His Majesty is losing his grip and declining, thus raising doubts and becoming suspicious of the Crown Prince’s strength.”

Shen Xihe’s smile widened: “Sowing discord between ruler and ministers, making them either waver, unsure whether to follow Your Highness or His Majesty or remain neutral, offending neither side.”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes were full of deep affection: “Only you, Youyou, could guess all my intentions.”

Even Xiao Changqing and others might not have thought of the fifth point, as it was too far-reaching.

“Your Highness overpraises me,” Shen Xihe’s expression remained calm. “If I didn’t think things through thoroughly, how would I dare to accompany Your Highness?”

A man with such deep thoughts was the most dangerous man in the world.

Because with just a flick of his finger, he could take anyone’s life.

“Youyou don’t need to be like this. My heart… has already fallen for you.”

Chapter 332: In the End, You’re Different From Others
Upon hearing this, Shen Xihe smiled slightly, neither contradicting nor repeating warnings about changing hearts. She stood up: “Since Your Highness is well, Zhaoning shall take her leave.”

At this moment, she neither trusted nor distrusted Xiao Huayong, neither rejecting nor accepting him.

“Youyou…” Xiao Huayong didn’t want her to leave. “Would you stay and sit with me for a while?”

After pondering for a moment, Shen Xihe sat back down but remained silent. If he wanted her company, she would give it.

Since she didn’t speak, Xiao Huayong took the initiative: “Youyou say my thoughts run deep, but you’re no less so. Your scheme with Yangling and Munuha was exquisitely planned, each step connecting perfectly. I truly admire it immensely.”

Shen Xihe’s methods differed from his.

He preferred to kill multiple birds with one stone, maximizing and extending benefits to their fullest.

Shen Xihe sought stability, avoiding complications and drawn-out affairs, but when she struck, her prey had no chance of escape.

Xiao Huayong had to admit, he was fortunate that Shen Xihe had chosen him. Otherwise, facing such an opponent, he would need to be extremely cautious. If Shen Xihe truly moved against him, he might not be able to escape.

“I can’t compare to Your Highness’s far-reaching vision,” Shen Xihe said, not out of modesty.

“Youyou and I are a match made in heaven,” Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened. “Youyou are meticulous and thorough, I plan far ahead. Together, we would be invincible.”

“I naturally hope to walk hand in hand with Your Highness for life,” Shen Xihe said sincerely.

As long as Xiao Huayong didn’t harm the Northwest, even if he became cold and distant toward her alone in the future, they could still be companions for life.

Xiao Huayong understood Shen Xihe’s meaning, but he smiled brilliantly: “I only heard Youyou’s admiration for me.”

“If that pleases Your Highness, then let it be admiration,” Shen Xihe didn’t mind how he interpreted it.

“Since we’re to be lifelong companions, and I’m lying here injured, shouldn’t Youyou comfort me?” Xiao Huayong immediately put on a weak, pitiful expression needing care.

Shen Xihe: …

“Your Highness, stop pretending.” They both knew whether he was truly injured. Was he the type to harm himself just to frame others?

If his eyes hadn’t been injured beforehand, he wouldn’t have risked his eyes like this. But his eye injury…

Shen Xihe understood – the Crown Prince wanted to remind her that his eyes were injured because of her snow lotus. However, she had already used the lotus and couldn’t return it.

Resigned, she asked: “What does Your Highness want?”

Having achieved his goal, regardless of whether he was leveraging her gratitude, Xiao Huayong’s eyes lit up strangely: “Can I have anything?”

“Let’s hear what Your Highness has in mind,” Shen Xihe guessed he wasn’t thinking of anything proper.

“Youyou… would you hold me and let me sleep in your embrace?” Xiao Huayong asked shamelessly.

Shen Xihe gave him an indescribable look. How could he say such improper things with such a serious tone?

“After our wedding, when Your Highness makes such requests, I will certainly comply,” Shen Xihe declined with a slight smile.

Her principle was: to act according to one’s position.

Until she became the Crown Princess, she couldn’t be so intimate with Xiao Huayong without restraint.

Just as while she remained Shen Xihe, she had to consider her father, brothers, and the Northwest.

“After our wedding, I won’t be satisfied with just that,” Xiao Huayong’s ambiguous gaze swept Shen Xihe from top to bottom.

Since being exposed by Shen Xihe, he has completely revealed his true nature. The elegant, dignified Crown Prince was just a mask he wore for others.

Before Shen Xihe, his identity was never Crown Prince, but her man!

“Xiao Beichen!” Shen Xihe called out his name in warning.

“Youyou, do you know how it feels to fall from snowy mountain peaks? Do you understand the torment of seeing only black, white, and gray in the world?” Xiao Huayong cast aside his dignity, trying every way to soften her heart. “Ah… even if Youyou think I went of my own accord, not at your request, I accept it. Who asked me to be unable to bear seeing you hurt even slightly…”

Shen Xihe felt she should stand up and leave immediately without looking back. She stood up suddenly with a cold face, making Xiao Huayong’s expression freeze, his eyes showing a moment of panic as he quickly hid his playful demeanor.

Seeing this reaction, even with her iron heart, Shen Xihe couldn’t step away.

After a moment of hesitation and struggle: “Zhenzhu, you may withdraw.”

Zhenzhu acknowledged and retreated with a bow.

Under Xiao Huayong’s somewhat cautious gaze, Shen Xihe approached and sat on the edge of the bed.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes immediately softened, and without Shen Xihe saying anything, he moved to rest his head on her lap. Looking up, his gaze exploded like starlight and fireworks, brilliantly beautiful. He didn’t dare say more, obediently closing his eyes.

His upturned lips revealed his joy. He had deliberately spoken that way and intentionally shown that expression at that moment, wanting to test her bottom line regarding him.

The results were pleasing – her tolerance for him was deeper than he had imagined.

His beloved never knew what a deeply sentimental person she was. He clearly understood that her current feelings for him weren’t romantic love, but rather stemmed from two reasons.

First was her gratitude, and second was her determination to marry him.

Both were essential – with her character, the first was impossible without; with her upbringing, the second couldn’t be without.

She had a peculiar fragrance, cool but not cold, refreshing yet comfortable. Xiao Huayong had thought he wouldn’t be able to sleep, but resting on her lap made him feel so secure that he let down all his defenses.

All these years, no matter how strong he became, his initial habits of vigilance followed him like a shadow. No one had ever allowed him to relax so completely, to fall into sweet dreams so quickly.

Shen Xihe had also expected Xiao Huayong to pester her or say more inappropriate things to tease her. She was prepared to push him away if he pushed his luck, but unexpectedly, within a few blinks, he had fallen sound asleep.

His long, defenseless, peaceful breathing made Shen Xihe pause slightly.

They were both people born into such complex environments, treading on thin ice ingrained in their bones. People as cautious as them couldn’t trust anyone so completely, not even their closest confidants.

Yet Xiao Huayong trusted her with his life. She knew that if she triggered the mechanism on her wrist now, she could easily end Xiao Huayong’s life.

Shen Xihe, who had originally planned to gently move him aside and leave, looked down at him for a moment before lowering her hand: “In the end, you’re different from others.”

Chapter 333: Wishing to Become One with You
Xiao Huayong had assumed that when he woke up, Shen Xihe would already be gone, or that he would wake up when she moved him. Instead, when he opened his eyes, he saw Shen Xihe quietly reading a book while leaning against the edge of the couch.

The evening lamps had just been lit, and the candlelight in the room cast a warm glow upon her, making her appear both elegant and gentle. From his angle, he could see her naturally blinking eyes past her book-holding hands. Her half-lowered eyelids partially covered her bright eyes, and those obsidian-like pupils had lost their usual detachment and haziness, replaced only by serenity and tranquility that made one yearn to linger.

He managed to see in someone’s eyes the peaceful passage of time and the tranquility of a prosperous era.

As Shen Xihe was about to turn a page while reading intently, she caught sight of a pair of dark eyes. She put down the book and said, “Your Highness, please get up.”

Xiao Huayong truly wanted to stay a while longer, but the lit candles in the room indicated that it was already dark, and Shen Xihe surely hadn’t had her evening meal yet. Just as he was about to get up, he suddenly thought of something and pretended to be too weak to rise, putting on a frail appearance: “I’m too soft from sleeping, I can’t get up.”

Shen Xihe gazed at him quietly.

Xiao Huayong brazenly stretched out his hand: “Perhaps Youyou could pull me up…”

“Bang!” Before he could finish speaking, Shen Xihe pushed him with both hands, and the unprepared Xiao Huayong rolled off, landing on the carpet below the couch.

Fortunately, the couch was only about twenty inches high, and Xiao Huayong lay face-down on the carpet, still somewhat dazed.

Shen Xihe slowly stood up, her legs slightly numb. After standing for a moment to adjust, she said, “If you’re too soft from sleeping, a roll will naturally restore your strength.”

Hearing her words, Xiao Huayong turned over to face up, lying on the carpet with one hand supporting his head, smiling as brilliantly as melting snow: “My heart is joyful.”

Shen Xihe ignored him completely, and feeling that her legs were no longer numb, she stepped forward to leave without even glancing at him.

She had barely walked around him when Xiao Huayong sprang up from behind her, embracing her from behind, his iron-like arms pinning down both her arms. Ignoring her struggles, he held her tightly and whispered tenderly in her ear: “Youyou, my heart is joyful, joyful like never before.”

“Xiao Beichen, let go,” Shen Xihe commanded in a low voice, unable to break free.

“I won’t. I just want to hold you. Let me hold you for a moment, Youyou…” Xiao Huayong’s low voice was both pleading and shameless.

For someone like Shen Xihe, who had propriety and etiquette ingrained in her bones, how could she tolerate such intimacy? Today’s moment of softness had already made her somewhat regretful, yet Xiao Huayong still wouldn’t show restraint. In her anger, she raised her foot and stomped hard on Xiao Huayong’s instep.

The pain made Xiao Huayong grimace, and his hands loosened slightly. Shen Xihe finally broke free and pushed him away forcefully: “Xiao Beichen, if there’s a next time, I’ll use poison needles!”

Her exasperation and angry embarrassment only made Xiao Huayong find her more enchanting. Even while wincing in pain, he couldn’t help but smile tenderly, appearing somewhat comical, though he didn’t mind: “What am I to do? I’ll surely cling to you constantly in the future, wishing to become one with you…”

His words were ambiguous, his tone frivolous. Shen Xihe saw a sword hanging nearby and reached out to draw it.

“Youyou, calm down, calm down. I was too forward, it was my fault. Don’t be angry, don’t be angry.” Xiao Huayong knew that his habit of disregarding minor proprieties picked up from his years wandering the martial world, had thoroughly angered the proper and refined Shen Xihe, and he hurriedly apologized.

He carefully approached Shen Xihe, took the sword from her hands, and returned it to its scabbard.

After giving Shen Xihe an ingratiating smile, he called out: “Tianyuan, prepare some food…”

“No need.” Shen Xihe coldly dropped these two words and strode away.

Watching her leave, Xiao Huayong touched his nose and didn’t try to stop her. After her figure completely disappeared from his sight, he turned and leaped onto the couch, closed his eyes, and with her cool fragrance seemingly still lingering in his nostrils, he couldn’t help but roll over while hugging the blanket.

When he rolled back, he came face to face with Tianyuan who had just entered. Tianyuan quickly lowered his head, pretending he hadn’t seen anything.

Xiao Huayong’s smile instantly vanished as he resumed his dignified and elegant demeanor, sitting up to ask: “What is it?”

“Mu Nuha has disappeared,” Tianyuan replied.

“Disappeared?” Xiao Huayong frowned.

“Yes. Today someone witnessed Mu Nuha killing Princess Yangling and was arrested by the Capital Prefecture. He was already imprisoned in the Capital Prefecture jail, but when His Majesty sent someone to interrogate him, Prefect Zhang discovered the person was gone. Strangely, no one in the Capital Prefecture knows how the person disappeared.” Tianyuan’s expression was grave.

Upon hearing this, Xiao Huayong stood up and was about to rush out, but Tianyuan firmly grabbed his leg: “Your Highness, you cannot go out, otherwise today’s situation will become self-defeating!”

“Get out of the way,” Xiao Huayong commanded sternly.

But Tianyuan refused to let go, so Xiao Huayong raised his other foot and kicked Tianyuan’s shoulder, pushing him away before rushing out. At the main door, he encountered Shen Xihe, who had returned.

Seeing her, Xiao Huayong finally relaxed the fear and worry in his eyes dissipating.

His expression was all captured in Shen Xihe’s eyes, and her previous anger towards Xiao Huayong completely vanished. His worry for her was genuine, though his frivolity was equally real.

Shen Xihe spoke softly: “Zhaoning already knows about Mu Nuha’s escape. With his wisdom, even if no one points out that Zhaoning set the trap, he can probably guess it. Your Highness need not worry, Zhaoning has his people. If he dares to come, he’ll surely be walking into a trap.”

She and Tianyuan had just passed each other, and Tianyuan had only just received the news. When she reached the door, she had also heard Zhenzhu mention this matter.

Her first reaction was that if Xiao Huayong heard this news, he would surely rush recklessly to find her, fearing that Mu Nuha might harm her.

Unknowingly, she had been influenced by Xiao Huayong to the point where she believed he would act impulsively for her sake.

At this moment, his eyes were supposedly “injured,” and running out like this, how would he explain it to His Majesty? Even if they could somehow explain it away, Emperor Youning’s suspicions of him would likely increase rather than decrease, and all their previous planning would be wasted.

After hesitating for a moment, she still turned back to comfort him personally.

Looking at Tianyuan, who had stood up with his shoulder uncomfortable, Shen Xihe instructed: “Zhenzhu, have Axi take a look at Tianyuan’s injury.”

Reminded by Shen Xihe’s words, Xiao Huayong also felt somewhat guilty. His excessive worry for Shen Xihe had momentarily made him lose his reason. He apologetically said to Tianyuan: “Just now, I…”

“Your Highness, please don’t humble yourself before your servant.” Tianyuan quickly tried to kneel but was stopped by Xiao Huayong. Tianyuan truly didn’t mind and sincerely said, “Your Highness was just worried about the Princess. Over these years, Your Highness has treated us servants like family. I only feel grateful to Your Highness.”

Chapter 334: Youyou’s Heart Is Like Mine
Tianyuan truly didn’t blame the Crown Prince. If not for His Highness, he and his brother would have perished with their parents at the rocky ravine long ago, and they wouldn’t have had the chance to learn martial arts and literature as they do today. Having followed the Crown Prince for over a decade, their relationship was more like family than master and servant.

At this moment, he naturally wanted to speak up for the Crown Prince, to let the Princess know how important she was to His Highness.

“Go quickly to have your injury looked at,” Shen Xihe said as if she hadn’t understood Tianyuan’s hint.

Tianyuan had no choice but to follow Zhenzhu to find Axi, leaving only Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe in the room. Shen Xihe said, “His Highness’s feelings for Zhaoning, Zhaoning understands. But please don’t underestimate Zhaoning in your concern.”

After a moment of silence, Xiao Huayong replied, “I was too hasty.”

He knew that Shen Xihe’s immediate return upon hearing the news was an acknowledgment of his feelings, not meant to reproach him. She simply disliked his earlier impulsiveness that had disrupted their plans and injured a loyal servant.

She was rational and thus disliked those who weren’t. She hoped he wouldn’t become unrecognizable, driven mad by love.

Shen Xihe indeed had some reservations about Xiao Huayong’s earlier behavior. With Zhenzhu and the others who served her, aside from their material comforts being no worse than those of officials’ daughters, she never punished them carelessly. As long as they didn’t make mistakes, she indulged their playful nature.

She disliked those who would easily punish servants or readily harm their confidants.

But thinking of Tianyuan’s words, that it was all for her sake, Shen Xihe softened her attitude: “Would Your Highness like to dine together?”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes brightened. Earlier when he had invited her to dine together, she had refused: “Yes, yes, yes, I’m feeling quite hungry indeed.”

Xiao Huayong had been injured at the competition grounds, and for prompt treatment, it naturally wasn’t possible to carry him back to the palace. They were now in a rest pavilion beside the competition grounds. Because of Princess Yangling’s incident, everyone’s attention had been drawn to Princess Yangling and Mu Nuha.

Only Wang Zheng anxiously sent people to watch Xiao Huayong, but with both Shen Xihe’s and Xiao Huayong’s people outside, his people couldn’t get close. Shen Xihe instructed Moyu to fetch food from the Princess’s residence.

“Does Your Highness know who helped Mu Nuha escape?” While waiting, Shen Xihe sat with Xiao Huayong at the table and asked.

“Tianyuan will thoroughly investigate.” Since Tianyuan hadn’t reported it earlier, it meant they didn’t know who it was yet.

“I rather suspect Wang Gong strongly,” Shen Xihe voiced her suspicion. “What the Wang family needs most right now is to divert His Majesty’s attention, to make him focus entirely on Princess Yangling and Mu Nuha’s matter, so they can have more time to break Your Highness’s position.”

After a pause, Shen Xihe continued: “I am betrothed to Your Highness. Releasing Mu Nuha – if he learns that his current situation was caused by me, he will surely seek revenge against me. Your Highness certainly wouldn’t stand idle, and if managed well, they could turn this against Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong fell silent for a moment after hearing this: “Youyou’s words make sense, and Wang Zheng is certainly capable of this. However, how could Wang Zheng be so certain that Princess Yangling and Mu Nuha were framed, and that it was you who framed them?”

Wang Zheng surely had no useful contacts in the palace. Even knowing of the few friction points between Shen Xihe and Princess Yangling, he wouldn’t think that far ahead. He didn’t know what Princess Yangling had done to Shen Xihe, nor did he know Shen Xihe’s nature. In his mind, Shen Xihe had no motive to eliminate Yangling.

Moreover, if he truly thought Shen Xihe was narrow-minded, or that she would kill Yangling just to oppose His Majesty, she still wouldn’t have used Mu Nuha. The matter of Mu Nuha ambushing Shen Yueshan was known only to him and Shen Xihe in the entire capital.

The Turks were beyond the northwest. How could Shen Xihe’s actions not bring great war to her father and brother? It made no sense emotionally or logically.

“There’s no need to know I set the trap,” Shen Xihe said. “As long as his target is Your Highness, he can make Mu Nuha suspicious of me.”

“That’s certainly possible,” Xiao Huayong agreed, though still with reservations. “But I’m more worried that it’s the person behind Yangling who rescued Mu Nuha, with you as their target. Mu Nuha isn’t easily deceived, and even if Wang Zheng saved him, he couldn’t provide sufficient evidence.

If Wang Zheng rescued him, he would more likely directly accuse me of plotting against Mu Nuha.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe smiled: “That’s because men in this world underestimate women.”

Even knowing that pinning it on Xiao Huayong would make it difficult for Mu Nuha to reach the Crown Prince living in the Eastern Palace; putting it on her would more likely make Xiao Huayong anxious. But Wang Zheng wouldn’t do this – not because he was noble, but entirely because in Wang Zheng’s eyes, Shen Xihe couldn’t achieve this. He wouldn’t believe it, so how could he convince Mu Nuha that she would go this far to deal with Xiao Huayong?

“Underestimating women is their shortsightedness,” Xiao Huayong commented mildly.

He had been to many places, met many people, and encountered many situations. He had long realized a truth: those women who seemed to follow rules strictly, devoted to their husbands and children, appearing to accept their fate and always putting their husbands first – once they started plotting, men often ended up with nowhere to be buried.

Shen Xihe had never doubted Xiao Huayong’s recognition and respect for women, but she hadn’t expected him to place women and men on equal footing. Few men in this world would think this way.

“Therefore, there are now two suspicious parties: one is Wang Zheng, and one is the person behind Yangling,” Shen Xihe concluded.

If the Capital Prefecture couldn’t find any clues, they would have to work backward from these two leads. However, while Wang Zheng was easy to investigate, the person behind Yangling was truly mysterious. She still couldn’t understand why Yangling, who valued her life so much, wouldn’t speak even knowing how dangerous Shen Xihe was.

How terrifying must this person be, that Yangling’s fear of them exceeded her fear of the one who had killed Consort Liang?

Xiao Huayong suddenly laughed softly.

His low laughter made Shen Xihe look up at him involuntarily, unable to understand what had made him so delighted, his eyes twinkling as if all the stars in the sky had fallen into them.

Meeting Shen Xihe’s puzzled gaze, Xiao Huayong finally contained some of his mirth and spoke: “I worry it’s the person behind Yangling because I’m concerned for Youyou; Youyou worries it’s Wang Zheng – does this mean Youyou’s heart is like mine, with me as her primary concern?”

This realization was like drinking a jar of honey for Xiao Huayong, sweet from his mouth to his heart.

Shen Xihe just looked at him calmly, neither refuting nor elaborating. Her serene expression convincingly conveyed her attitude.

“I think it is,” Xiao Huayong didn’t care, he just believed it was.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly, with an indifferent manner suggesting ‘if you say so,’ too lazy to waste words arguing with him.

Just then, Moyu arrived with the food box, and Shen Xihe stayed in the room to dine with Xiao Huayong.

Chapter 335: Another Cup of Green Tea
“I’ll escort you back to your residence,” Xiao Huayong said after they finished eating and drinking.

“Your Highness…”

“Just let Tianyuan say that I’ve regained consciousness but my eyes are extremely uncomfortable. I need to return to the palace, and I’ll escort you home on the way,” Xiao Huayong decided. “It’s not that I underestimate Youyou’s abilities, but I won’t be at ease unless I see Youyou return safely.”

Since he had arranged everything, Shen Xihe didn’t argue with him. Xiao Huayong took the massive entourage left by the Emperor back to the palace, bypassing Shen Xihe’s Princess Manor, and personally escorted her to her doorstep. Only after seeing Butler Shen Qing and Mo Yuan receive her into the manor did he continue his journey.

“Be careful these days,” Shen Xihe cautioned upon returning to the manor.

Whether her suspicions were correct or what Xiao Huayong thought, the possibilities of danger to her were extremely high.

“Princess, this servant will sleep with the Princess at night,” Moyu said.

Shen Xihe didn’t refuse proudly. She nodded, not only allowing Moyu to place a sleeping couch in front of her bed but also bringing Duanming to the room. Duanming was even more alert at night than Moyu and Mo Yuan.

“Have all the people from the medical shop been withdrawn?” Shen Xihe asked.

The medical shop used to deceive Princess Yangling and Mu Nuha was purchased a month ago. The original owner wasn’t skilled in medicine, leading to the shop having no talented physicians and only being able to sell some medicinal materials at a loss, making it easy to purchase from him.

However, he had been holding onto the family business all these years without actively putting it up for sale, which resulted in no inquiries.

“The Crown Prince’s matter gave them sufficient time. Everyone has already left the city, and official investigations won’t be able to trace them,” Zhenzhu reported.

The sale of a medicine shop required a transfer of ownership and contracts, necessitating household registration and travel permits. The holder of these documents was also their person. He had indeed come to buy the medical shop a month ago but never opened for business. He had returned to his hometown early, where people could testify that he hadn’t been in the capital during this period.

Furthermore, the medical shop had been closed for over half a month. During this half month, it never opened, and on that day of the polo match, any free civilians were watching the game, while those who weren’t free were unlikely to pass by the remote medical shop.

Mo Yuan and others were extremely careful. No one should have seen the medical shop open. Even if Mu Nuha were caught, mentioning the medical shop wouldn’t match up, only proving he was lying and further confirming that he killed Princess Yangling.

“The Turkic envoys at the Court of State Ceremonial are all under guard by people the Emperor dispatched,” Zhenzhu added.

Although Mu Nuha was currently suspected of fleeing, since the investigation hadn’t reached its conclusion, Emperor Youning still showed respect to the envoys, only placing them under house arrest at the Court of State Ceremonial rather than directly imprisoning them.

“Princess, why did Mu Nuha need to escape?” Biyu couldn’t understand. “Doesn’t his escape confirm that he murdered and fled?”

“With his alertness, when he fainted from my incense, he must have realized this trap wasn’t one he could escape just because he wanted to,” Shen Xihe explained while slowly walking toward her courtyard. “Upon waking, he was witnessed killing Princess Yangling, leaving him no way to defend himself. Staying would only mean waiting for death. With someone’s help, he needed to escape, and his escape makes this an unsolved case.

If the Turkic side insists that Mu Nuha was killed by Emperor Youning, explaining his disappearance, this matter can’t be concluded. This way, it’s highly likely to avoid war between the two countries, with both sides tacitly accepting life for a life.”

“How could His Majesty accept such a life for a life?” His daughter was dead, and the Turkic prince suspect had fled, yet people would think he had already taken revenge – wasn’t this a great loss?

“What else can be done?” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “The person was captured without resistance at the time of the incident, then disappeared from the Prefecture. With no trace in the capital, even if it’s confirmed that Mu Nuha is the true murderer if he was killed, his body should be returned to the Turks.”

This unexpected turn not only allowed Mu Nuha to successfully escape but also put the Emperor in the wrong.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe wasn’t worried that Mu Nuha would seek her out now. His appearance would mean he fled on his own. If he was clever, he should swallow this anger and do everything possible to leave the city and the capital.

However, from now on, he must be a dead man. Even if he escaped back to the Turks, he would have to live in the shadows. Otherwise, once Emperor Youning discovered his whereabouts, he would have the right to demand his surrender from the Turks.

It depended on whether Mu Nuha could accept this. Thinking of this, Shen Xihe ordered: “Keep a close watch on the city gates.”

If Mu Nuha chose to endure, he would want to leave the city as quickly as possible.

Shen Xihe wasn’t the only one who thought of this; Xiao Huayong, after calming down, also realized this point. After returning to the palace, his eyes were covered, and the Imperial Physician said he couldn’t look at anything. Whether he could recover would have to wait until the toxins were cleared in the coming days.

“Seventh Son, don’t worry, I will see justice done for you,” Emperor Youning came to visit Xiao Huayong immediately.

“Your Majesty, I heard that Fifth Sister she…” Xiao Huayong’s tone was somewhat sorrowful. “My matter can wait. We cannot let Fifth Sister die in vain…”

Emperor Youning was also extremely troubled. Recently, one unfortunate event had followed another – his son might be permanently blinded by poison, his daughter died unjustly outside the palace, and the culprit was still missing.

“Regarding Yangling’s matter, I have already sent the Imperial Investigator to handle it,” Emperor Youning said. “You need not worry, just take care of yourself carefully. The Imperial Physician says your eyes can still be saved, don’t lose heart.”

Xiao Huayong, with his eyes covered, showed a faint smile on his pale face: “I am fine. Even if I truly become blind, I’ll just need to leave the residence less often in the future.”

He said to leave the residence rather than leave the Eastern Palace. Although he was very peaceful, seemingly accepting everything without complaint, his calm and composed manner made people feel heartache. Emperor Youning could only say again: “Take care carefully, it will certainly be fine.”

“Your Majesty, why did Mu Nuha want to kill Yangling?” Xiao Huayong asked as if changing the subject. “Could there be some misunderstanding?”

“Some medicine was found in Yangling’s palace. She had drugged Mu Nuha…” Emperor Youning didn’t specify what medicine it was.

Some clues could be investigated if Emperor Youning wanted to investigate. Although Mu Nuha had raised his suspicions about Xiao Huayong, in this matter, Emperor Youning didn’t believe it was Xiao Huayong’s doing to silence Mu Nuha.

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t take such a roundabout approach, sacrificing Princess Yangling’s life to trap Mu Nuha. If he wanted to move against Mu Nuha, he would have confronted him directly. Although all great men use poison, this method was too lacking in blood and masculinity.

It didn’t seem like his prince’s way of doing things – Emperor Youning never doubted this intuition.

“Why did Yangling leave the palace?” Xiao Huayong asked again.

“Mu Nuha arranged to meet her. He must have discovered that Yangling had drugged him, so he lured her out of the palace,” Emperor Youning frowned slightly.

The last time Mu Nuha sent a letter to arrange a meeting with Princess Yangling, he had exposed his handwriting and usual paper to Shen Xihe. Shen Xihe had made a copy, and after Princess Yangling left the palace, it was placed in her palace along with that bottle of medicine.

Chapter 336: I Am Someone With Official Status!
The sequence of events was that Princess Yangling was two months pregnant and, for unknown reasons, wanted to find a father for the child. Originally, she had planned to find any suitable nobleman at Princess Consort Dai’s birthday banquet, but by coincidence, it turned out to be Mu Nuha.

One wanted to marry a princess to avoid responsibility, while the other went along with the marriage. However, Princess Yangling might have worried about not maintaining her status in Turkic lands and thought she could deceive everyone about her child; or perhaps something unpleasant happened between them later. In any case, Princess Yangling gave Mu Nuha medicine that caused impotence.

The last letter clearly showed that Mu Nuha had discovered Princess Yangling’s secret, which was why she risked going out in her early pregnancy, evading palace guards to meet Mu Nuha secretly.

It seems Mu Nuha learned about Princess Yangling drugging him, they argued, and he accidentally killed her in a moment of rage.

As for whether such impulsive action disregarding her royal status was unreasonable – as a man, any man would understand this impulse. Put in the same situation, facing a woman who had essentially turned one into a fake eunuch, anyone would likely lose all rationality.

“Forgive my directness, but this matter still seems strange…” Xiao Huayong said softly, coughing twice before continuing, “If Mu Nuha truly killed Yangling by accident, I think he would… try every possible way to escape the city, to protect the other envoys…”

“I have already ordered people to watch the city gates and imposed martial law,” Emperor Youning patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry about them, just focus on recovering.”

“Your Majesty…” Xiao Huayong called out suddenly as he sensed Emperor Youning standing to leave.

Emperor Youning turned to look at Xiao Huayong, who suddenly lowered his head, his ears reddening as he said: “Your Majesty, I wish to see Zhaoning. Might Grandmother summon Zhaoning to the palace for companionship these days?”

Though the palace people’s hearts might not all be under his control, their every move was under his watch. As long as Mu Nuha wasn’t captured, Xiao Huayong worried about Shen Xihe and wanted to bring her into the palace where she would be safer.

Emperor Youning smiled rarely: “You need only ask your grandmother.”

How could the Empress Dowager refuse if Xiao Huayong asked?

“I wish to ask Your Majesty,” Xiao Huayong showed his respect for the Emperor.

This made Emperor Youning’s expression soften: “I will send someone with an imperial edict to summon Zhaoning to the palace tomorrow to accompany the Empress Dowager for a few days.”

“Son thanks, Your Majesty…”

Before Xiao Huayong could bow, Emperor Youning supported him: “Rest well, I will come to see you another day.”

Shen Xihe slept well through the night. Early the next morning, just after finishing breakfast, a palace servant came with the imperial edict. Seeing Tianyuan accompanying the servant, Shen Xihe felt somewhat helpless.

Who would dare defy His Majesty’s edict?

Shen Xihe had to pack some things and enter the palace with Zhenzhu, Hongyu, and Moyu. Before leaving, she couldn’t help but caution Biyu and the others: “You must be careful. Although I suspect Mu Nuha won’t dare show himself easily, he’s also someone who likes taking risks. If he truly suspects I’m responsible but can’t harm me, he might target you to vent his anger and warn me.”

Biyu and the others were moved: “Princess, don’t worry. We won’t leave the residence for these few days.”

Shen Xihe also instructed Mo Yuan further, then added after some thought: “Second Young Lady’s place might also be watched.”

She didn’t want Shen Yingruo to be implicated because of her, causing her to owe Shen Yingruo.

“Understood,” Mo Yuan agreed.

With the Princess entering the palace, he could assign half his people to the Shen residence. As long as Shen Yingruo didn’t go out unnecessarily, there would be no danger.

Shen Xihe thought of this too and wrote a brief letter with just one line, cautioning her not to leave the residence unless necessary these days.

Upon entering the palace, she naturally headed straight for Empress Dowager’s Yong’an Palace. There she saw Xiao Huayong already sitting and waiting for her, though his eyes were bound with a white cloth containing some herbs, making it look puffy with a strong medicinal smell.

“This old woman won’t get in your way, go rest for a while,” the Empress Dowager said a few words to Shen Xihe before leaving, trying to matchmake between Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness, your eyes…”

“Some herbs beneficial for the eyes. Would Youyou like to try them another day?” Xiao Huayong said softly.

These were eye compresses prepared by Linghu Zheng, good for brightening eyes, relieving fatigue, and nourishing vision – suitable for ordinary people.

“Thank you for your kindness, Your Highness,” Shen Xihe declined politely. Her aromatherapy method was equally beneficial for the eyes, and she felt she couldn’t tolerate such a strong medicinal smell pressed against her eyes.

Xiao Huayong smiled, then asked quietly: “Are you… are you angry with me?”

After a moment’s silence, Shen Xihe realized Xiao Huayong was asking if she was angry about his unilateral decision to have her summoned to the palace.

“If Your Highness can let me have peace in the palace, then I won’t be angry with you.” As long as she could have peace without disturbance, a change of location didn’t matter.

As for Xiao Huayong not consulting her before bringing her to the palace, Shen Xihe had no particular thoughts.

Her Princess Manor wasn’t like the Shen residence. She hadn’t put much thought into the Shen residence, which was why Xiao Changying could sneak in, but he couldn’t possibly infiltrate the Princess Manor. Unless Mu Nuha’s martial arts surpassed Xiao Huayong’s and he also understood formation arrays, he couldn’t silently enter her chambers.

“Then… you should be angry with me,” Xiao Huayong decisively gave up.

Though he had schemed to bring her to the palace partly to protect her, it was more because he wanted to be near her. With her so close by, asking him to restrain himself – he wouldn’t do it.

Shen Xihe: …

“If so, why did Your Highness even ask?” Shen Xihe was utterly speechless.

“I just… didn’t want to deceive you,” Xiao Huayong defended himself. “But asking me not to see you – I can’t do that.”

Shen Xihe, who hadn’t been angry before, now felt somewhat angry. How could this person speak so righteously about doing something deliberately annoying?

“Your Highness, are you relying on our betrothal and the fact that I haven’t chosen another to be so fearless?”

Before his true nature was exposed, he at least pretended to be proper. Now he wasn’t even maintaining appearances! Shen Xihe wondered if exposing him had been a mistake.

“Of course,” Xiao Huayong declared righteously. “With this betrothal, I am your fiancé, someone with official status. Having status, shouldn’t I enjoy the rights that come with it? Just as when couples marry, wives can enjoy their husbands’ love, and husbands can receive their wives’ gentleness – isn’t this all-natural? Having status, why shouldn’t I be fearless?

I want you to accommodate me. Since you won’t let me indulge you, that’s your refusal. I want you to treat me well and regard me as your fiancé – this is what I deserve, so why shouldn’t I demand it? I’m not a fool.”

Shen Xihe: …



Chapter 337: Your Highness Is Too Calculating!
Shen Xihe felt stifled hearing his words, yet somehow felt he made sense, leaving her momentarily unable to react and standing helplessly on the spot.

Though Xiao Huayong couldn’t see, he could sense the stagnant atmosphere around Shen Xihe. He quickly softened his tone: “I… I just want you to treat me better…”

Looking at the dejected Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe reflected on how this person always managed to make her appear like a heartless, unfaithful lover.

Yet he still had a bunch of twisted logic: “I’ve suffered such serious injuries, yet Youyou remains so cold to me. In the past, Youyou frequently visited the Eastern Palace. If someone said Youyou was heartless toward me, others wouldn’t believe it. Why is it that now when I’m so gravely injured, Youyou remain unmoved? Others will surely doubt whether my injuries are real.”

Shen Xihe: …

Fine, she supposed this was a case of lifting a rock only to drop it on her foot. Her previous courtesy and visits to the Eastern Palace had now become his reason to demand favors. If it hadn’t been her own choice, Shen Xihe would have suspected he had been plotting since then!

“What does Your Highness want?” Shen Xihe asked with an implicit warning.

Hearing Shen Xihe’s cold tone, Xiao Huayong didn’t dare push too far, only testing the boundaries of her tolerance: “I want to eat Youyou’s wontons.”

Just cooking a meal, that was within her acceptable range. Shen Xihe had just turned and taken a step when she heard him say from behind: “Youyou, the kitchen in Yong’an Palace is full of mixed company. Whether Youyou put in effort or not, everyone will see.”

Shen Xihe: …

Was he afraid she would carelessly make him some simple noodles to brush him off?

He probably didn’t know how meticulous her standards for food were. When outside, she might compromise due to limitations. Otherwise, even a bowl of simple noodles made by her had to be perfect in appearance, aroma, and taste.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t lied to Shen Xihe – Yong’an Palace’s kitchen was indeed crowded. This was because the Empress Dowager hadn’t been in the palace for several years. However, as she was the Empress Dowager, the Emperor’s birth mother, no one would plot against her. The Empress Dowager also couldn’t be bothered to strictly manage them, preferring to let them keep each other in check while she enjoyed her peace, avoiding giving the impression of disliking anyone and causing trouble.

The kitchen in Yong’an Palace was well-stocked with ingredients. After arriving, Shen Xihe selected ingredients and had servants clean them, instructed the noodle specialist to knead the dough, while she prepared the fillings herself.

She also wanted to eat wontons, so she made Twenty-Four Seasonal wontons – twenty-four different fillings, and twenty-four different folding patterns.

While making the wontons, her irritation gradually dissipated. Thinking about how much effort he had put in just to get a bowl of food, and how he was, after all, the Crown Prince – it wasn’t easy for him either. So she became increasingly focused on her cooking and made a portion for the Empress Dowager too.

The palace chefs were skilled too, but seeing Shen Xihe’s familiar technique and how each wonton she made was perfectly round and appealing, they couldn’t help but marvel.

Due to the many people and loose tongues in Yong’an Palace, before the wontons could even be cooked and served to Xiao Huayong, news that Princess Zhaoning had thoughtfully made Twenty-Four Seasonal wontons for the Crown Prince had grown wings and flown to every corner of the palace.

Emperor Youning had just finished handling state affairs and was inquiring about the progress of Princess Yangling’s case and Xiao Huayong’s poisoning when he heard this news. He decided to temporarily set aside the cases with no leads and came to Yong’an Palace with Liu Sanzhi.

When Shen Xihe brought the wontons, she saw the Emperor was there too.

“The Emperor and I are fortunate today to benefit from Seventh Son’s luck and taste Zhaoning’s cooking,” the Empress Dowager teased.

Shen Xihe had made four portions, anticipating unexpected situations, and sure enough, here was the unexpected situation.

The wontons, each with different shapes and different fillings, created anticipation as people ate them, eager to taste what filling was in each one. The Empress Dowager and Emperor ate with continuous praise.

Things weren’t going so smoothly on the Crown Prince’s side. He couldn’t see, and the servants attending him seemed to lack coordination, often missing his mouth or holding things too close, frequently causing him to accidentally knock things over. Emperor Youning watched with furrowed brows.

Shen Xihe wasn’t sure if Xiao Huayong was deliberately acting blind for the Emperor, so she silently ate a few more.

After Xiao Huayong knocked another wonton into his bowl, Emperor Youning finally said sternly: “How are you serving? If you can’t even properly attend to your master, what use are you?”

In the Emperor’s anger, guards, servants, and palace maids all dropped to their knees simultaneously, not daring to breathe.

“Your Majesty, please calm down,” Xiao Huayong spoke weakly. “It’s because I suddenly lost my sight and they haven’t adjusted yet. It’s all my fault, Your Majesty shouldn’t blame them.”

Since Xiao Huayong spoke up, Emperor Youning had to wave his hand to dismiss them. He turned as if to select someone to serve Xiao Huayong.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe stood up: “Let me.”

She had a small appetite and was already full after eating a few wontons, having finished her small bowl.

The corners of Xiao Huayong’s lips immediately turned up imperceptibly despite his covered eyes. Seeing this, Shen Xihe deeply felt he had done it deliberately!

With Shen Xihe feeding him, Xiao Huayong suddenly became very cooperative, eating perfectly every time.

Seeing this, the Empress Dowager smiled: “Zhaoning knows how to take care of people. I’ll entrust Seventh Son to Zhaoning these days.”

Shen Xihe: …

So, did this mean she would have to go to the Eastern Palace every day to take care of Xiao Huayong? They couldn’t expect a blind person to come here, could they?

“The Empress Dowager’s trust, Zhaoning dares not fail to live up to,” Shen Xihe could only agree.

Turning her head, she saw Xiao Huayong’s smile grow deeper. She gave him a stern look but still finished feeding him the bowl of wontons.

Afterward, with the Empress Dowager’s entrustment, when Xiao Huayong needed to return to the Eastern Palace, he shamelessly asked for her accompaniment.

On the way, being supported by Tianyuan and the servants wouldn’t do – he either twisted his ankle or missed steps, making everyone anxious. After another stumble, Xiao Huayong said: “Youyou, could you support me? They aren’t careful enough…”

Tianyuan: …

I’m very attentive, Your Highness is just too calculating!

His deliberate actions were so obvious that even Hongyu and Zhenzhu could see through them, both holding back their laughter.

Shen Xihe stepped forward to support him, and he grabbed her hand, his rosy lips showing a triumphant smile.

As soon as they entered the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe pushed him away and reached up to pull off the cloth covering his eyes: “Even the best medicine will harm the eyes if applied too long.”

Suddenly exposed to light again, Xiao Huayong smiled: “Don’t be angry, Youyou. I was just putting on a show for others. Shouldn’t we let them truly believe I’ve just gone blind? It will be better in a few days.”

Then he shamelessly asked: “How was my acting just now?”

“When it comes to acting, who in this world could compare to Your Highness?” Shen Xihe said with a cold smile. “That’s why I dare not trust Your Highness’s sincerity.”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong still smiled: “Youyou is speaking in anger again. Acting is seen with the eyes, and true feelings are felt with the heart. Youyou… won’t you try feeling with your heart?”

Chapter 338: Deliberately Provoking Her
Shen Xihe left the Eastern Palace because she was angered by Xiao Huayong. She feared if she stayed any longer, she would lose her composure and become physical with this man.

“Hahaha…” Xiao Huayong laughed with delight as he watched Shen Xihe storm away in anger.

Tianyuan cast a complex look at the Crown Prince: “Your Highness, the Princess is upset.”

“I know.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t contain the smile at the corners of his lips. “This was intentional.”

Indeed, he had deliberately provoked Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness, you…?” Tianyuan was shocked.

He knew His Highness was skilled at reading people’s emotions. The Princess’s displeasure and anger were written on her face, yet His Highness seemed to ignore them completely. He had thought His Highness was simply carried away with excitement.

He hadn’t expected it to be deliberate. But His Highness treasured the Princess, so why would he intentionally anger her?

Though Tianyuan’s face was full of questions, he dared not ask. However, Xiao Huayong was in a good mood and explained as he walked forward with leisurely steps: “Youyou has a calm and steady temperament. She was born into nobility, and since childhood, she has been surrounded by people who pampered and indulged her. Simply doting on her and pleasing her won’t move her heart.

She has already experienced the most indulgent love this world has to offer – even Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an would fight over a meatball for her in the Northwest.

No matter how much I pampered and indulged her, at most, I could only match her father and brothers. It wouldn’t be enough to stir ripples in her heart.

Moreover, she’s capable in every way and lacks nothing. Whatever she needs or wants, she could obtain it herself even without me.”

Such a Shen Xihe had been raised in the utmost privilege since birth. How could she be easily moved by others?

With her qualities and appearance, surely there was no shortage of people pursuing her in the Northwest, and undoubtedly some who would even give their lives for her.

Therefore, it wasn’t that she was cold or purely concerned with the bigger picture, but rather that she had already experienced people doing anything for her, making it difficult to touch her heart.

Facing Shen Xihe, heaven’s favored daughter, no man in this world had any advantage.

Tianyuan suddenly understood: “So, Your Highness is taking an unconventional approach.”

Xiao Huayong, his eyes hiding amusement, gave Tianyuan an approving glance: “In the past when her health was poor and she couldn’t handle strong emotions, I wouldn’t have dared to do this. Now that she’s healthy, I want her to experience the joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness of a living person – with these naturally come the seven emotions and six desires.”

He was deliberately provoking Shen Xihe with trivial matters that she couldn’t properly rebuke him for, yet couldn’t ignore his shamelessness either, leaving her helpless and stirring her emotions because of him.

In important matters, he would naturally accommodate and protect her, but in small things, he would tease her, adding spice to their days together.

He couldn’t always bind her with gratitude – too much gratitude becomes a burden and would instead push them apart. He had gotten snow lotus for her; she had obtained jade flowers for him, and now she would surely exhaust all methods to interpret them.

With this give and take, neither feeling indebted to the other, only gratitude and emotion remaining, their hearts could gradually grow closer.

Though Tianyuan didn’t fully understand, he noticed that since being honest with the Princess, apart from those few anxious and restless days, His Highness had become enlightened after seeing the Princess again. These days, the joy in his eyes couldn’t be concealed even if he tried.

As long as His Highness was happy, they were happy too.

Unlike the joyful master and servant, Zhenzhu followed Shen Xihe and watched her displeased expression with worry in her eyes.

The Crown Prince could affect the Princess’s emotions too easily. The Princess had always been of a calm disposition, only showing playfulness in front of the Prince and Young Master in the Northwest, occasionally becoming melancholic when away from them, sensitive in thought, but mostly as still as water.

Never had anyone like the Crown Prince been able to provoke her anger with just a few words.

What worried her most was that although the Princess was angry, she hadn’t thought to warn His Highness or say anything hurtful to him.

This silent indulgence – the Princess herself probably hadn’t noticed it.

Zhenzhu’s thoughts stirred: “Princess if you don’t show some displeasure at the Crown Prince’s increasing boldness, I fear His Highness will only become more aggressive.”

Shen Xihe paused her steps and turned to look at Zhenzhu: “Why am I angry? It’s because I feel he’s being unreasonable like a child. Should I quibble over such small matters? Wouldn’t that make me just as childish as him?”

He was just being difficult – should she fuss over it? Wouldn’t that be too idle?

Hearing this, Zhenzhu couldn’t help but look at Hongyu.

Hongyu said: “Princess, you treat Young Master Bu and the Crown Prince quite differently.”

Bu Shulin also played around, didn’t he? When had he not been difficult? Although Shen Xihe also went along with it, she would discipline him when needed and never showed mercy in verbal sparring.

“I’m close with Alin, so naturally there’s less formality and more casualness.” Shen Xihe felt there was nothing wrong with this.

“Princess…” Zhenzhu hesitated, but meeting Shen Xihe’s inquiring gaze, she gathered her courage and said, “Princess, your treatment of His Highness… isn’t formal or polite, but rather accommodating…”

“What’s wrong with being accommodating?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand. “We are betrothed, sincerely intending to join our families. If he acts inappropriately and I make a fuss over every little thing, how are we supposed to live together in the future?”

Shouldn’t she be more accommodating and understanding?

She had so many important matters to plan for – how could she waste her thoughts and time arguing and quarreling with him?

So this was Shen Xihe’s thinking. Zhenzhu and Hongyu were both skeptical. They had thought the Princess might have some true feelings for the Crown Prince, which was why his antics could anger her.

While Shen Xihe’s explanation was reasonable, they both felt something was off but couldn’t quite put their finger on it.

Zhenzhu was fine with it – she always followed Shen Xihe’s lead.

Hongyu let out an almost inaudible sigh. She had thought their hopes would come true.

So Shen Xihe’s attitude toward the Crown Prince was that of an elder’s affection for a junior?

The magnanimity of not arguing with a child even when annoyed by them?

Thinking this, Zhenzhu couldn’t help but laugh, drawing Shen Xihe’s suspicious glance. She quickly suppressed her laughter and lowered her head.

If the Crown Prince were to know this, Zhenzhu wondered what expression he would wear – it would surely be quite spectacular.

Shen Xihe stayed at Yong’an Palace. The Empress Dowager was an easy-going person and didn’t constrain her to stay by her side for company. It was clear that the Crown Prince was very important in the Empress Dowager’s heart – she would tell Shen Xihe about various amusing incidents from the Crown Prince’s childhood, mostly filled with praise and pride.

Besides this, the Empress Dowager mostly urged Shen Xihe to visit Xiao Huayong at the Eastern Palace.

Unable to refuse, Shen Xihe had to go to the Eastern Palace. This time, the palace servants directly made way for Shen Xihe and said: “His Highness has ordered that henceforth when the Princess visits the Eastern Palace, there’s no need to announce her arrival. Princess may come and go freely as she pleases.”

Chapter 339: Wanting to Build a Home with You
In all these years at the Eastern Palace, no one had ever been allowed to enter without being announced. Even when His Majesty and the Empress Dowager came, though they couldn’t be stopped, someone would inform His Highness before they crossed the Eastern Palace threshold.

Shen Xihe was the exception – this was Xiao Huayong’s complete openness with her.

Upon entering, after asking where Xiao Huayong was, Shen Xihe walked directly over and heard him say: “Execute him.”

His tone was casual, but without her presence, his every movement and word conveyed the gravitas of one who controlled life and death.

Since he showed no guard around her, Shen Xihe also made no effort to avoid him. She gestured to Zhenzhu to remain outside, while she entered the room with steady steps, her silk shawl draped around her arms.

When Xiao Huayong looked up and saw her, his solemn expression instantly vanished. He stood and strode toward her: “Youyou, I’ve been waiting for you. Come quickly, let’s have breakfast together.”

“Zhaoning has already eaten,” Shen Xihe still properly performed a courtesy to Xiao Huayong.

Though she had seen they were quite far apart, she had barely bent her knees when he was already before her, grasping her hand and refusing to let go.

Shen Xihe struggled: “Your Highness, please let go.”

“I won’t,” Xiao Huayong said firmly. “This is punishment for being so formal with me. If you bow to me again in the future, I’ll hold your hand like this and not let go.”

“Your Highness, do you know what propriety means?” Shen Xihe asked angrily.

Xiao Huayong answered with a smile: “Propriety means respect, importance, and order.”

“Since Your Highness knows this, you should observe and understand propriety. Your Highness is the Crown Prince, your every word and action sets an example for all people.” Shen Xihe said gravely. “Therefore, Your Highness should especially value protocol and observe etiquette.”

“Does Youyou also maintain perfect decorum and complete propriety when meeting the Prince of the Northwest and the Young Master?” Xiao Huayong countered.

Shen Xihe: “Between father and daughter, brother and sister, one must also observe and understand propriety.”

“How boring that would be?” Xiao Huayong led Shen Xihe to the dining table. “As you say, being Crown Prince, my every word and deed sets an example. Therefore, I must maintain propriety before officials and commoners, not allowing the slightest misstep. But etiquette and rules are most tiring. I want to have someone with whom I can act freely, someone with whom I can be unrestrained. Sharing a husband’s worries is a wife’s duty.

I know Youyou strictly adheres to propriety, with etiquette ingrained in your bones, feeling it’s no burden. To have Youyou change for me won’t happen overnight, which is why I want you to adapt early.”

Shen Xihe looked at him in disbelief – he was saying he not only wouldn’t change but wanted her to change for him in the future.

“Youyou, I hope we can have a home together in the future,” Xiao Huayong didn’t let Shen Xihe speak, pulling her to sit down. He released her hand and sat beside her. “What is a home? It’s where love trumps reason, where emotion prevails over the law, where one can be natural and carefree, and where joy permeates.

Whether in glory or hardship, we rely on each other, never parting day or night.

Sparing me from loneliness, from worry, from exhaustion, from pretense.

A refuge, a place where having you brings peace to my heart.”

His voice was gentle and tender, sincere and earnest. Listening to him, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but let her imagination wander. Warm, yearning thoughts flooded her mind, weaving into scenes that inspired longing and anticipation.

“Youyou must have eaten at Yong’an Palace, so just have a few bites casually, if only to make me happy.” Xiao Huayong handed her a pair of chopsticks.

Shen Xihe, perhaps moved by his earlier words, saw him sitting with a tilted posture, somewhat lazily without proper posture, and couldn’t be bothered to admonish him. She took the chopsticks and indeed ate a few casual bites.

“When I entered earlier, I heard Your Highness order an execution,” Shen Xihe wasn’t probing or curious, just telling Xiao Huayong what she had heard.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly: “I ordered the execution of the Wang family’s second son.”

“You killed him…” Shen Xihe thought briefly and understood.

Second Young Master Wang’s ball strike toward Xiao Huayong had been unintentional, and why poison was hidden in the ball remained a mystery. Some things, when investigated deeply, revealed no clues because everything had been orchestrated by Xiao Huayong.

He could only let Second Young Master Wang die in prison. If it could be made to look like suicide from guilt, with the coroner unable to determine it was murder, the Wang family’s hopes of clearing their name would be nothing but a fool’s dream.

“The Wang family has only this one legitimate son, in whom Wang Zheng placed great hopes,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “His death will thoroughly intensify the internal conflicts of the Wang family. Wang Zheng will also be enraged – he will surely seek another opportunity to move against me for revenge.”

If it were other princes, Wang Zheng might not dare be so aggressive, but Xiao Huayong was pressing forward step by step. Wang Zheng already had an urgent sense that if Xiao Huayong didn’t fall, the entire Wang family couldn’t live in peace. He would exhaust every method to expose Xiao Huayong before His Majesty.

The next time he made a move, Wang Zheng would be digging his own grave.

Regarding Xiao Huayong’s actions and methods of dealing with enemies, Shen Xihe neither commented nor involved herself. She looked into Xiao Huayong’s eyes, dark and profound, with gathered silver light: “His Majesty visits Your Highness daily. Your Highness should still be careful.”

Knowing she cared for him, Xiao Huayong smiled with light dancing in his eyes: “Before His Majesty enters the Eastern Palace, I already know whether he will come or not.”

Since he was so confident, Shen Xihe said no more.

However, Xiao Huayong took out three paper scrolls, placed them on a tray, and pushed them before Shen Xihe, speaking somewhat expectantly yet shyly: “These are the dates chosen by the Imperial Astronomers. Youyou might want to pick one.”

The bright red paper scrolls – Shen Xihe didn’t need to guess to know these must be wedding dates calculated by the Imperial Astronomers using her and Xiao Huayong’s birth data. Once the wedding date was set, the corresponding processes of presenting gifts, auspicious items, and betrothal gifts could be arranged one after another.

Shen Xihe didn’t hesitate. Since Xiao Huayong had brought them to ask her opinion, she carefully considered them.

Inwardly, she again marveled at Xiao Huayong’s influence – he could obtain dates calculated by the Imperial Astronomers before His Majesty, and since he brought them for her to choose, he must be certain that whichever date she chose would be approved by His Majesty.

Of the three dates, the earliest was half a year later, then the year-end, and the last was March of next year.

“Half a year might be too rushed, and year-end has many events. Moreover, Your Highness fears the cold. Why not wait for spring next year?” Shen Xihe wasn’t deliberately choosing the furthest date. Since she had decided to marry, she didn’t mind a few months’ difference but was practical.

The Crown Prince’s wedding absolutely couldn’t be properly arranged in just half a year.

“I think half a year is completely sufficient,” Xiao Huayong argued for himself. “I promise it will be grand, with nothing lacking that should be present.”

“July and August are the busiest times in the Northwest. I don’t want my father and brother to leave the Northwest than to escort me for my wedding,” Shen Xihe explained her reasons.

Seeing this was Shen Xihe’s genuine concern, Xiao Huayong had to concede: “I wish I could bring Youyou into the Eastern Palace tomorrow…”

Chapter 340: Inviting Youyou to Paint Together
While speaking, he cast a deeply meaningful glance toward her.

Shen Xihe remained unmoved, quietly waiting for him to continue.

“Alas, I still have to endure for another year…” Xiao Huayong sighed heavily, “The long nights are endless, my pillow lonely, the blanket cold with heavy dew…”

Here he goes again, starting with his three-part lamentations, acting just like a melancholic maiden in her chamber.

“Your Highness, are you trying to negotiate terms?” Shen Xihe suddenly said flatly, “If I don’t give Your Highness what you want, will you make the wedding date unfavorable to me?”

“How could that be? How dare I threaten Youyou.” Xiao Huayong smiled faintly, “I merely want Youyou to understand my desire to marry you. Of course… if Youyou understand the yearning and torment in my heart and feel sympathy for me, I would be overjoyed. If Youyou is unwilling, I’ll accept it sweetly – next year it shall be.”

This strategic retreat instead made Shen Xihe feel as though she were being unreasonable. Not wanting to let him take advantage, she pretended not to understand.

“Youyou must come to the palace often to see me, to ease my lovesickness,” Xiao Huayong winked at Shen Xihe with eyes full of mirth.

“Your Highness, you were never such a frivolous person before. Why do you insist on making yourself appear so unbecoming?” Shen Xihe was puzzled.

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly: “Youyou, you’re mistaken. The me you think you know is the proper and refined me that everyone sees. But the me before you now is the real me. Every word I say to you comes from the depths of my heart, with complete sincerity.”

Shen Xihe quietly looked at him for a long while before nodding: “Zhaoning understands now.”

This meant she needed to learn to remain calm in the face of his true nature.

Xiao Huayong curved his lips in a smile. He understood what Shen Xihe was thinking. He stood up and said: “I hear Youyou is skilled at painting. Right now the apricot blossoms are budding and the green willows are sprouting – it’s wonderful spring weather. Would you like to paint together?”

“Zhaoning is not skilled at painting,” Shen Xihe corrected but didn’t refuse, “It would be good to learn from Your Highness.”

It was better than staying here listening to his constant deliberate teasing.

The Eastern Palace was a place of rare flowers and exotic plants, with abundant flora. Setting aside everything else, she quite liked the arrangement and ingenuity of the Eastern Palace. The servants had already set out the painting implements.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but feel that Xiao Huayong was so certain she would agree, that he had probably deliberately used those words to provoke her: “Your Highness, are you so certain His Majesty won’t come to visit today?”

If Emperor Youning knew he was painting, he wouldn’t be able to maintain this pretense of blindness.

“His Majesty has no time today.” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously.

Indeed, Emperor Youning had no time today. Just as he finished reviewing the memorials and was preparing to visit Xiao Huayong at the Eastern Palace, he received news that Wang Erlang had committed suicide by throwing himself against the prison wall.

“Suicide? How does the Court of Judicial Review watch their prisoners!” Emperor Youning shouted in anger.

Xue Cheng, the Minister of the Court of Judicial Review, knelt on the ground not daring to make a sound. He had indeed ordered strict surveillance, even assigning someone to guard him specifically. The prisoner had been bound securely with cloth tied around his mouth, precisely to prevent an unexplained death.

“Did he confess?” the Emperor asked.

“In reply to Your Majesty, we used every permitted torture, but he insisted he knew nothing,” Xue Cheng had dealt with thousands of prisoners – those like Wang Erlang were either extremely deep and able to endure suffering silently, or truly wrongly accused.

Wang Erlang had never received special training, being the eldest grandson of the Wang family, delicate and privileged – how could he have endured such torment? Xue Cheng leaned toward believing Wang Erlang was wrongly accused.

Now the man was dead, his body covered in torture wounds. Returning the corpse to the Wang family would be difficult to explain. It was a case of being unable to endure severe torture and choosing death to preserve dignity.

Just then, Wang Zheng seemed to have heard the news and came seeking an audience. Emperor Youning was not one to avoid confrontation. He called him in and dismissed Xue Cheng. Wang Zheng entered and knelt before Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, Erlang had no intention of harming His Highness. This humble servant has questioned everyone who was at the competition grounds that day, both our country’s young men and the envoys all say that if there were poison powder hidden inside the hollow ball, it would have been noticeable when striking it.

This humble servant also specifically sought out some powder – whether just hiding powder alone, or wrapping it in oiled paper or cloth, all would be different from a normal ball. Therefore, this humble servant boldly deduces there must have been no powder in the ball.”

As he spoke, Wang Zheng had people present the polo balls he had specially made.

Emperor Youning picked one up and looked at it briefly before saying: “According to what you’re saying, if the poison wasn’t hidden in the ball, then why was the Crown Prince’s face covered in it?”

Wang Zheng was silent for a moment before saying: “It could only have been that after the ball left Erlang’s hands, someone who touched it tampered with it.”

Emperor Youning laughed after hearing this: “The ball left Wang Erlang’s hands, flew directly at the Crown Prince, and was shattered by the Crown Prince’s guard. Are you suggesting that the Crown Prince’s guard took the opportunity while breaking the ball to scatter poison all over the Crown Prince’s face?”

This was exactly what Wang Zheng meant, but he didn’t dare say it, could only kneel in silence.

Emperor Youning was provoked by his attitude and snapped: “Cao Tianyuan is the leader of the Eastern Palace Guard. If he wished to harm the Crown Prince, why would he need to use such methods? He has no grudge or enmity with your Wang family or your Wang Erlang. Therefore it wasn’t his intention, and if he had been bought by others, there are countless ways to kill the Crown Prince – he definitely wouldn’t use this method.

That only leaves acting on the Crown Prince’s orders. During the grand court assembly that day when the envoys from both countries nearly drew their swords, you implied to me it was the Crown Prince’s doing, and I believed you somewhat then. Today you want to tell me that the Crown Prince sees you as such a thorn in his side that he would risk his life and possibly lose both eyes. Wang Zheng, aren’t you thinking too highly of yourself?”

This was also what Wang Zheng couldn’t understand. The Crown Prince’s desire to eliminate him was already very obvious, from the charging horse incident to the conflict with envoys at court to the Yuan Lantern Festival where he had set up a trap trying to force the Crown Prince to reveal his true nature – perhaps the Crown Prince already knew.

But even if the Crown Prince wanted to eliminate him, he wouldn’t need to pay such a price. Now everyone knew the Crown Prince might go blind in both eyes, and the Fourth Prince and Second Prince Zhao far away at the Imperial Tombs had already started stirring.

“Your Majesty, this humble servant dares not overestimate himself, but this humble servant’s loyalty to Your Majesty will always be an obstacle to some people.” Wang Zheng carefully said, “Your Majesty, please consider – both this humble servant and the Turkic prince suspected His Highness the Crown Prince of hiding his true nature, and neither this humble servant nor the Turkic prince came to a good end…”

“You think the death of Princess Yangling was the Crown Prince’s doing, intending to frame Munuha?” Emperor Youning sneered, “This happened simultaneously with your Wang family’s affair. Tell me, if the Crown Prince already has such far-reaching power, would he still need to eliminate you in secret?”

Wang Zheng was momentarily speechless. Although he wanted to push everything onto the Crown Prince, Princess Yangling’s matter indeed seemed unlikely to be the Crown Prince’s doing. He could only say: “Your Majesty, since the Crown Prince’s return to the capital, the Xuanping Marquis’s household, Prince Kang’s household, Prince Xun, Minister of Revenue Dong Biquan…”

These were all His Majesty’s people. How prominent these people had been before, yet all died within less than a year of Xiao Huayong’s return – didn’t this deserve deep consideration?



Chapter 341: The Intimacy of Intertwined Fish
After listening, Emperor Youning’s expression darkened: “Wang Zheng, you think the Crown Prince is behind all of this? Would I still be standing before you now?”

This was another point Wang Zheng couldn’t explain. Perhaps one or two of these incidents were the Crown Prince’s doing, but they couldn’t all be – otherwise, the Crown Prince would already have enough power to secretly assassinate His Majesty and legitimately ascend the throne.

“Your Majesty, this polo ball poisoning incident was not my grandson’s doing.” Wang Zheng could only try to clear his grandson’s name first.

“Wang Erlang threw himself against the wall in prison,” Emperor Youning said flatly. “Your Wang family is a noble household that values reputation above all. Before this matter was even concluded, he committed suicide. What should I make of this?”

What was there to make of it? Other than dying to seal his lips, what else could it be?

His death this way meant there would be no testimony, and this matter could no longer be thoroughly investigated.

“Your Majesty, Erlang would never commit suicide!” Wang Zheng didn’t believe it.

“I allow you to seek the best coroners and physicians, to bring forth evidence telling me Wang Erlang did not commit suicide.” Emperor Youning simply handed this matter over to Wang Zheng, then had Liu Sanzhi bring a letter to give to Wang Zheng, “Wang Zheng, look at this carefully.”

After Wang Zheng received and opened it, his expression changed dramatically. This was a logical analysis of the chaos created during the Lantern Festival, pointing directly at him. Wang Zheng steadied himself and said: “Your Majesty, this servant doesn’t know why there are such absurd theories!”

This was just speculation, not concrete evidence.

“Whether it’s true or not, I won’t pursue it – investigating further may not yield evidence anyway,” Emperor Youning’s tone revealed neither pleasure nor anger. “Others implying you are absurd theory, but you implying the Crown Prince expects me to believe your words without proof. Wang Zheng, you are not Gu Zhao.”

Gu Zhao – a taboo name for the emperor, someone he had executed and then posthumously pardoned, someone the emperor must both love and hate.

They had known each other in youth when His Majesty was sent to the northwest, Gu Zhao had accompanied him for thousands of li.

Later, when the previous emperor grew increasingly erratic, the Gu family had internal strife. Some advocated overthrowing the Xiao family and establishing a new ruler, but Gu Zhao advocated bringing back His Majesty and Prince Qian, deeply believing the Xiao imperial family’s destiny was not yet exhausted.

The Gu family’s decline could be said to have started under these circumstances. Though Gu Zhao ultimately prevailed, taking control of the Gu family at a young age, the outcome proved his judgment accurate. Although it wasn’t Prince Qian who ascended the throne, the result wasn’t too far outside expectations.

During the years when the eunuchs were tyrannical, His Majesty and Gu Zhao were of one mind as ruler and minister. Their discord began after the court factions were purged, when His Majesty wanted to strongly promote commoners, repeatedly holding special imperial examinations for two years, with waves of common-born scholars being heavily employed.

Talented and capable noble sons were suppressed as His Majesty’s desire to control the noble families grew stronger daily. Gu Zhao, as the leader of the noble families who had united them in strongly supporting His Majesty back then, now had to explain to the noble families about His Majesty’s ingratitude.

This led to various conflicts afterward. Gu Zhao bared his sharp fangs, at his most unyielding directly ordering the Three Departments to prevent His Majesty’s edicts from being sealed.

At that time, Wang Zheng was just the second son of the Wang family, not particularly valued. He would never forget Emperor Youning’s expression that day.

An emperor, forced by his chief minister to do as commanded!

In this game between ruler and minister, there was no right or wrong, only conflicts of interest.

His Majesty had experienced many upheavals since childhood. When he first ascended the throne, he was surrounded by hostility, so naturally, he needed to strongly support his trusted followers, cultivating his people to make his throne more secure.

But Gu Zhao, as the leader of the noble families, had the responsibility to protect their interests and prevent their power from being divided and eroded.

Emperor Youning’s willingness to posthumously pardon Gu Zhao was partly due to Princess Xin’s scheme, but also due to his recognition of Gu Zhao in his heart.

But Emperor Youning undoubtedly deeply feared Gu Zhao. From the sixth to the seventeenth year of his reign, for eleven full years, Gu Zhao solely wielded power in court. Emperor Youning avoided his sharp edge for eleven years before finally destroying the Gu family in one strike.

“Your Majesty, please forgive this humble servant’s presumption.” Wang Zheng kowtowed deeply.

“Withdraw,” Emperor Youning said gravely.

Wang Zheng dared not say more, and could only obediently withdraw.

“Your Majesty, please calm your anger.” Liu Sanzhi immediately offered a cup of hot tea to Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning trusted no one more than Liu Sanzhi. After taking the tea, he asked: “Tell me, was this the Crown Prince’s doing?”

How could Liu Sanzhi dare to speak carelessly: “Your Majesty, whether this was the Crown Prince’s doing depends on whether His Highness’s eyes are truly injured or not.”

Emperor Youning held the teacup thoughtfully: “Go invite Master Xuqing to the palace. Tell him I am worried about the Crown Prince’s eyes and request him to take a look.”

Xuqing was a monk, and monks do not speak falsehoods. Moreover, Xuqing was quite knowledgeable in medicine.

The Crown Prince had grown up in a Taoist temple. Buddhism and Taoism were two separate faiths that often competed – Xuqing would never help the Crown Prince deceive anyone.

“Your Majesty, Master Xuqing is recasting Buddha statues, and the incense is being prepared by Princess Zhaoning,” Liu Sanzhi had to remind him.

“It doesn’t matter. Xuqing is highly virtuous and won’t deceive me because of this.” Emperor Youning had made Xuqing the master of Xiangguo Temple precisely because he valued his noble character and dedication to cultivation.

Liu Sanzhi went personally to extend the invitation.

In the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong finished his final brush stroke and set down his brush, inviting Shen Xihe over to look: “Youyou, I gift this painting to you.”

Shen Xihe came over to look and couldn’t help being slightly startled.

Apricot blossoms in misty rain, an elegant young woman under an oil-paper umbrella, her hand slightly extended as silk-fine raindrops fell with flower petals onto her fingertips.

The face was gentle, the gaze containing joy – the person in the painting loved watching the rain.

“Your Highness…” How did he know she loved watching the rain?

Shen Xihe loved rainy days, standing by the window watching the drizzling rainfall, and also loved sleeping to the sound of rain, always feeling that even breathing carried traces of sweetness on rainy days.

“Everything about you, I know,” Xiao Huayong turned his gaze, looking at her tenderly. “Even what I don’t know now, I will know in the future.”

“Thank you for the painting, Your Highness. Zhaoning will also gift today’s painting to Your Highness.” Shen Xihe brought over her painting.

Her painting was simple, finished earlier, the ink now dry.

She had painted two koi fish, one black and one red, forming a yin-yang symbol. It was meant to nurture the heart in the Taoist way – since Xiao Huayong grew up in a Taoist temple, such a painting would be fine even if he demanded it.

“These fish…” Xiao Huayong’s smile was extremely subtle.

Shen Xihe instinctively felt his unfinished words weren’t anything good, and waited for him to speak.

However, Xiao Huayong first rolled up the painting and put it away, then smiled ambiguously at Shen Xihe: “Rather suggestive of necks intimately intertwined…”

“Xiao Beichen!”

As soon as he finished speaking, Xiao Huayong immediately grabbed the scroll and ran.

He feared staying even a moment longer would result in being hit, but more importantly, he feared Shen Xihe might take back the painting and not gift it to him.

Shen Xihe chased after him for a few steps, but how could she match Xiao Huayong’s speed?

Besides, continuing to chase would look like lovers’ playful banter.

Xiao Huayong always managed to infuriate her!

Chapter 342: Youyou Drew Another Man!
Shen Xihe was so angry she didn’t even want the apricot blossom rain painting Xiao Huayong had given her and strode away from the Eastern Palace.

However, by dusk, Tianyuan brought the painting, pleading miserably: “Princess, if I fail this task, His Highness will punish me for digging earth on the east side. Please have mercy.”

Shen Xihe didn’t like her matters affecting others – if she truly didn’t want the painting, she would have returned it herself.

Seeing Shen Xihe accept it, Tianyuan gave profuse thanks, then added: “Princess, His Highness says the Eastern Palace will be lively tomorrow. Since the Princess enjoys quiet, perhaps you could tour elsewhere in the palace.”

Whether Xiao Huayong felt guilty and didn’t dare invite her to the Eastern Palace, or there truly were matters tomorrow, Shen Xihe indeed didn’t want to go. Xiao Huayong truly made her lose her composure and want to commit violence at any moment.

“Any news from outside?” At night, after washing up, Shen Xihe asked Zhenzhu while letting down her hair before the mirror, preparing to rest.

Zhenzhu was laying out the bedding: “Mo Yuan is watching everything – there’s nothing, neither at the Princess’s residence nor the Shen mansion.”

Shen Xihe had sent Mo Yuan to watch the Shen mansion, partly worried about implicating Shen Yingruo, and partly because if Munuha tried to target Shen Yingruo, they could capture him.

Before Shen Xihe could ask further, Zhenzhu added: “The city gates are under strict guard; he likely hasn’t left the city. However, the envoys have been causing trouble lately – they’ve reached their scheduled departure date.”

It wasn’t that they didn’t understand His Majesty, but they needed a definite date to look forward to. They couldn’t just be trapped here indefinitely. With Munuha missing, the Turkic envoys also found the matter suspicious.

They insisted that if Munuha meant to escape, he would have fled before the Capital Prefecture officials arrived.

It was a fact that he had been captured and taken to Yingtian Prefecture. As foreigners, they couldn’t possibly have escaped from the Capital Prefecture prison. Munuha hadn’t fled out of fear of punishment. If they hadn’t seen Munuha’s body with Princess Yangling’s corpse themselves, they likely would have turned the accusations around.

“Where could he be hiding?” Shen Xihe didn’t want Munuha to escape the city – he would be a huge future threat.

But she had posted people at every location she could think of. Three days had passed, and Munuha seemed to have vanished into thin air.

“Munuha wasn’t injured. He just needs a place with sufficient food and water to hide,” Zhenzhu felt it was natural they couldn’t find him. After all, the capital was so vast – since they could rescue Munuha from the Capital Prefecture, hiding him would be even simpler.

“I feel he may have already left the city,” Shen Xihe had an ominous intuition.

His Majesty had been delayed somewhat by Xiao Huayong’s matter. Between His Majesty investigating the cause and going to interrogate Munuha, there was about half to one hour. During this time, Prefect Zhang sent Munuha to the Capital Prefecture. Since it involved the Princess’s murder, he had no authority to question it and could only gather evidence to present during His Majesty’s interrogation.

If she had rescued Munuha, she would certainly have guessed His Majesty would order strict control of the city gates. Only after they discovered Munuha had been rescued could they successfully send him away.

Zhenzhu’s expression grew serious – she also felt the person who freed Munuha was targeting the Princess.

“His blue eyes couldn’t possibly hide in…” As Shen Xihe spoke, Xiao Huayong’s cloth-covered eyes suddenly appeared in her mind.

If Munuha fled back to the Turks in such a pathetic state, given his condition, he could never be trusted with important duties again, and might even be punished for this incident. His status would plummet dramatically. Moreover, if his return to the Turks was discovered and reported to the capital, Emperor Youning would have to send troops, but Emperor Youning had his plans – he wanted to attack Tibet first.

Munuha spoke Chinese – he could completely pretend to be blind and hide somewhere outside the capital, gathering intelligence about the Great Dynasty. This way, he could still earn the Turkic Khan’s trust.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe stood up, put on a robe, and went to the small study connected to her bedchamber, having Zhenzhu grind ink for her.

She drew Munuha’s likeness, then added a blindfold, instructing Hong Yu to deliver it to Xiao Huayong first thing in the morning.

Xiao Huayong had Hua Fuhai, whose spy network spread across the four seas through his merchant business – he could surely make it impossible for Munuha to hide.

After Xiao Huayong finished his morning meal, he heard Hong Yu had brought a painting. He thought Shen Xihe was returning the painting he had given her yesterday, worried that he had crossed a line and thoroughly angered her.

However, as soon as he held it, he could tell it wasn’t yesterday’s scroll. When he opened it to see Munuha’s vivid likeness on the paper, Xiao Huayong’s expression darkened. He immediately threw the painting to Tianyuan: “Pass this to Hua Fuhai, have people search and watch for him everywhere.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t included any message, but Xiao Huayong could understand the painting’s meaning – telling him Munuha had likely already left the city, perhaps even disguising himself as a blind man to hide and become a spy.

Xiao Huayong was very unhappy because Shen Xihe had drawn another man!

Thus, when Master Xuqing arrived, he sensed the difficult-to-dispel gloom around Xiao Huayong. He carefully checked Xiao Huayong’s pulse and examined his eyes, confirming they were damaged, and not just for a day or two, but seemed to have undergone special treatment.

“Master Xuqing, how is Qilang?” Emperor Youning asked after Xuqing finished his examination.

“His Highness’s eyes are indeed damaged from poisoning,” Xuqing answered Emperor Youning directly. “He can still see objects, but cannot distinguish colors.”

When Xuqing examined Xiao Huayong, Emperor Youning watched the whole process – they couldn’t possibly have coordinated their stories. Moreover, Xuqing had been away from the capital and only returned two days ago, unaware of what had happened in the capital.

Xuqing didn’t inquire about the situation – as a monk, he simply answered what His Majesty asked.

After hearing this, Emperor Youning asked: “Can Qilang’s eyes be treated?”

“There are treatment methods, but whether they’ll be effective is uncertain,” Xuqing couldn’t be sure.

“Thank you for your efforts, Master Xuqing,” Emperor Youning instructed.

“Amitabha, this humble monk will do his best.”

Emperor Youning didn’t linger long in the Eastern Palace, but his departure didn’t dispel all his doubts.

Liu Sanzhi, who best understood the emperor’s thoughts, bowed and asked: “Is Your Majesty worried Master Xuqing’s words weren’t true?”

“Xuqing is upright and would never speak falsely,” Emperor Youning didn’t doubt Xuqing. “However… if the Crown Prince could arrange such a scheme, he might have skilled physicians nearby – pretending to be poisoned wouldn’t be impossible.”

Emperor Youning’s suspicions about Xiao Huayong weren’t heavy, but since it involved his trusted Wang Zheng, he had to get to the bottom of it.

“Go to the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau and find someone. Go personally, don’t let a third person know,” Emperor Youning suddenly said.

Though Liu Sanzhi didn’t know why, he respectfully accepted the command.

On Shen Xihe’s side, Hong Yu returned saying: “His Highness saw the painting and his expression turned terrifyingly dark.”



Chapter 344: She Plans to Play the Thief Crying “Catch the Thief!”
Shen Xihe gazed at him quietly for a while before saying, “How about I paint a portrait for Your Highness another day?”

Having achieved his goal so easily, even the intelligent Xiao Huayong was stunned, unsure if he was hearing things: “Youyou, are you saying… you’ll paint for me?”

“Because I have a request,” Shen Xihe told Xiao Huayong directly. This wasn’t coaxing him, but a transaction.

His heart, which hadn’t had time to soar, immediately fell back to earth. Xiao Huayong’s smile stiffened briefly before returning to normal. This was more like Shen Xihe’s character. He was caught between laughing and crying: “Whatever Youyou need, just say it. I’ll help Youyou with her troubles, not seeking anything in return.”

“Not seeking anything?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “Isn’t everything Your Highness does aimed at gaining something from Zhaoning?”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong laughed softly: “Yes, Youyou speak truly. I seek Youyou’s person and heart – that too is a scheme.”

Now he dared not say he sought nothing in return, and could only accept Shen Xihe’s offer to paint: “What matter requires my help?”

Given Shen Xihe’s abilities, Xiao Huayong was quite curious about what would make her seek his assistance.

“I’ve thought of a good way to possibly draw out the person behind Yanling,” Shen Xihe explained her plan. “Just now, I encountered Princess Anling in the garden and had some verbal conflict. The person who could use Princess Yanling must harbor deep hatred toward me and won’t give up until achieving their goal. Perhaps seeing my discord with Princess Anling, they might try to use her as well.”

“Anling?” Xiao Huayong’s first reaction matched Shen Xihe’s. “Anling isn’t clever.”

Yanling had some cunning and could navigate well among ordinary people, but compared to Shen Xihe, the difference was like that between clouds and mud. Yet in this world, those who could match Shen Xihe in wit and skill were as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns.

“I thought so at first too,” Shen Xihe smiled. “But then I realized that Princess Changling had conflicts with me before her death, Princess Yanling had disagreements with me before her passing, and earlier I had some discord with Princess Anling.”

“If I find another opportunity to create a scene with Princess Anling, one that everyone knows about, do you think this person might kill Princess Anling to frame me?”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze focused as he thought it through carefully. The possibility was very high.

Princess Anling wasn’t as controllable as Yanling had been. She thought herself clever and believed Shen Xihe wouldn’t dare kill her, so she kept refusing to reveal the culprit. If Princess Anling fell into Shen Xihe’s hands, she would surely expose the mastermind.

Therefore, this person wouldn’t risk using Princess Anling against Shen Xihe, but with the precedent of both Princess Yanling and Princess Changling dying after conflicts with Shen Xihe, if Shen Xihe openly created another scene with Princess Anling…

If they then killed Princess Anling, leaving irrefutable evidence against Shen Xihe would be ideal. Even without evidence, Shen Xihe would face criticism. Killing three princesses would make it reasonable for His Majesty to take action against her.

Even if insufficient evidence prevented Shen Xihe’s execution, to appease public sentiment, her command of the border troops would have to be revoked.

This would clip Shen Xihe’s wings. Mo Yuan and others couldn’t openly protect her anymore and would have to retreat to the northwest. It would become much easier to move against her, and even the Princess’s mansion would no longer be safe.

“What an excellent way to draw out the snake,” Xiao Huayong praised.

In this world, only Shen Xihe could give him such brilliant surprises, making him fall deeper the more he understood her.

“No, this isn’t drawing out the snake – this is the thief crying ‘Catch the thief!'” Shen Xihe’s smile deepened. “Later, Zhaoning will go to His Majesty and tell him about today’s events, letting him know there’s such a person who killed Princess Changling and Princess Yanling to frame Zhaoning.”

This would completely clear both her and Xiao Huayong of suspicion.

Xiao Huayong was stunned, then couldn’t help but burst into a pleasant, clear laugh: “For those who offend Youyou, I must recite ‘Amitabha.'”

Tianyuan’s mouth twitched – wasn’t that his catchphrase?

But the Princess’s methods were truly hair-raising. Fortunately, he wasn’t His Highness’s enemy, otherwise, he felt that even as the first confidant, his life might have ended at the Princess’s hands.

“Since Princess Anling is in the palace, this person must act within the palace. I hope Your Highness will help then,” said Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes filled with deep amusement: “To help Youyou is my fortune. Youyou has already approached His Majesty, you don’t need me.”

“Someone who can manipulate princesses must be of high status, likely having an extraordinary relationship with His Majesty,” Shen Xihe said tactfully.

She worried that Emperor Youning might, for the sake of royal face or other considerations, downplay the matter. More importantly, since Princess Changling died at Xiao Huayong’s hand and Princess Yanling by hers, to frame the other party for these crimes, they needed Xiao Huayong’s involvement.

“Since Youyou trust me so, I cannot disappoint you.” He was even more eager than Shen Xihe to discover who was secretly harming her.

After settling matters with Xiao Huayong, he made one request – that Shen Xihe paint him while looking at him, not from memory. Shen Xihe agreed before leaving the Eastern Palace.

Leaving the Eastern Palace, she went straight to Mingzheng Hall to seek an audience with Emperor Youning. The Emperor found Shen Xihe’s requests for audiences somewhat headache-inducing.

He had realized that besides regular palace visits to pay respects, Shen Xihe rarely sought him out, and when she did, it was never for small matters.

Yet he couldn’t refuse to see her without reason. He had Liu Sangzhi lead her in, and after the formal greetings, Emperor Youning said: “Has Zhaoning come to seek Us because you’ve suffered an injustice? Do you want Us to give you justice?”

The first few times weren’t just about seeking justice, the Emperor deliberately asked this way.

“Today I came because Zhaoning finds something extremely suspicious, and requests Your Majesty to dismiss the attendants,” Shen Xihe said solemnly.

Emperor Youning was somewhat surprised. He looked at Liu Sangzhi, who understood and waved his hand, dismissing all palace maids and eunuchs from the hall, leaving only Shen Xihe, Emperor Youning, and Liu Sangzhi.

Shen Xihe hadn’t asked Liu Sangzhi to leave as well. Liu Sangzhi was loyal to His Majesty, and since this matter didn’t involve His Majesty, it naturally didn’t involve Liu Sangzhi, who was also someone no one could bribe.

“Your Majesty, today Zhaoning encountered Princess Anling in the garden. Princess Anling, perhaps still resentful over previous matters, remembered Princess Yanling’s earlier slander against Zhaoning, and thus questioned whether Princess Yanling was harmed by Zhaoning,” Shen Xihe briefly explained. “She also said she would find evidence that Zhaoning secretly harmed Princess Yanling.”

Hearing this, Emperor Youning’s gaze became subtle: “Is this all Zhaoning came to tell Us?”

Just to report Princess Anling’s actions, was it necessary to dismiss all attendants?

Chapter 343: The Increasingly Childish Crown Prince
When she heard this, Shen Xihe was puzzled. Even if Munuha had truly escaped the city, it shouldn’t have made Crown Prince Xiao Huayong this angry.

After careful thought, Zhenzhu said, “Princess, His Highness is probably jealous.”

“Jealous?” Shen Xihe was even more confused. What was there to be jealous about?

“Princess… because you painted for another man?” Zhenzhu said with some awkwardness. She felt the Crown Prince’s jealousy was inexplicable, but her intuition told her this was the reason.

Shen Xihe rarely showed such a startled expression. Looking at Zhenzhu and Hongyu, both seemed to find this reason sufficient. She didn’t know what expression to make as she processed this information.

Was she painting for another man?

If he was jealous over this, wouldn’t he die of sourness later?

She had painted so many people that when she used to work with her brother, she couldn’t even count how many men she had painted.

“His Highness just… cares too much about the Princess…” Hongyu dryly defended the Crown Prince.

“Heh.” Shen Xihe let out a cold laugh and turned to go to the garden.

The palace garden was a sea of spring green, occasionally dotted with early spring flowers, adding another kind of vitality. As she was starting to calm down while looking at the scenery, she encountered someone she didn’t want to see.

Since being slapped by Shen Xihe last time, Princess Anling had harbored hatred for her but didn’t dare to oppose her directly after experiencing her formidability. She was about to turn and leave, but then thought – she was a princess, while Shen Xihe was merely an outside-family princess, why should she yield?

She angrily walked toward Shen Xihe. Though the path was quite wide, Shen Xihe saw her and performed a slight curtsy according to protocol.

Afterward, she stood up and continued admiring the scenery, completely ignoring the princess’s existence.

Princess Anling, who had already walked some distance away, turned back unsatisfied. She stared at Shen Xihe as she approached and said in a voice only they could hear: “Yanling was harmed by you!”

Shen Xihe slowly lifted her eyelids, looking at her indifferently: “Princess Anling, if one slap wasn’t enough, I can reward you with another.”

“You— you’re insolent!” Princess Anling’s face flushed red with anger.

“Princess Anling, if you utter one more nonsensical word, I’ll take you to His Majesty right now to let him judge who’s right and wrong, and whether Princess Yanling was truly harmed by me.” Shen Xihe remained composed and calm.

Princess Anling remembered how last time Shen Xihe had dragged Shen Yingruo before His Majesty to make accusations first. Now she had no evidence, and if Shen Xihe went to His Majesty, he wouldn’t believe her, and it would only make him more annoyed with her.

“Yanling said more than once before her death that if she were ever killed, it would be by your hand. You knew she was instigating Changling against you!” Princess Anling refused to give up. “Shen Xihe, just you wait, I’ll find evidence eventually…”

“Slap—” Before Princess Anling could finish, Shen Xihe raised her hand and struck her face.

In all her life, Princess Anling had only been slapped twice, both times by Shen Xihe. Her resentment reached its peak: “I’ll fight you to the death—”

Princess Anling was tripped by Zhenzhu and fell to the ground. Her two palace maids were subdued by Hongyu before they could cry out, knocked unconscious by Hongyu’s hand strikes.

Shen Xihe had deliberately chosen a quiet, secluded spot, not expecting to encounter Princess Anling.

Princess Anling’s mouth was covered, her face pale with fear. Shen Xihe slowly crouched in front of her: “You want to make a scene. Today I slapped you first, so you’d have reason to turn the tables.”

Facing Princess Anling’s glaring eyes, Shen Xihe smiled softly: “But do you know that even if you make a scene, you won’t get justice?”

Princess Anling didn’t believe this. Shen Xihe gave Zhenzhu a look, and Zhenzhu released her.

Though she had the chance to cry out, somehow Princess Anling couldn’t make a sound.

Shen Xihe looked at her leisurely for a moment before saying: “If you just shout that Princess Yanling was harmed by me, the Turkic envoys would latch onto it. You’re a princess – how could you speak nonsense without evidence? Your words must be true.”

“The Turkic delegation would believe it and pressure His Majesty, thinking he’s protecting me and deliberately harming their prince. Then it wouldn’t be His Majesty demanding an explanation from the Turks, but the Turks demanding an explanation from His Majesty. What do you think His Majesty would do?”

Anling completely calmed down, her face showing fear.

“Would he investigate whether I’m the true culprit, turning the victim into an accomplice? And face having to compensate the Turks for a prince? Or would he view you as having lost your mind, speaking recklessly out of hatred for me?”

Princess Anling shuddered, finally suppressing her resentment and arrogance.

At this moment, Shen Xihe’s hand touched Princess Anling’s face, making her so frightened it was as if a poisonous snake was crawling on her face, but she dared not lean back.

Enjoying Princess Anling’s fear, Shen Xihe revealed a cold smile: “Your Highness, if one is foolish, one must learn to hide it. Those who are foolish without knowing it usually don’t live long. For example… Princess Changling.”

After thoroughly frightening Princess Anling, Shen Xihe finally released her and left with Zhenzhu and Hongyu.

“Princess, Princess Anling…”

Shen Xihe raised her hand to interrupt Zhenzhu: “I deliberately scared her to see if the person who used Princess Yanling would try to use her again…”

After a pause, Shen Xihe felt the possibility was low: “She’s not as clever as Princess Yanling.”

Such a person, that person probably wouldn’t be interested in.

It didn’t matter if they weren’t interested. Too many people had died in the palace, it was time for a break. Of His Majesty’s four daughters, two had died tragically after conflicts with her. Princess Yanling hadn’t suspected her only because of Munuha.

If she had just had a conflict with Princess Anling and Princess Anling died, she would undoubtedly be the prime suspect…

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe’s eyes narrowed: “Perhaps Princess Anling can be used differently.”

With this thought, Shen Xihe lifted her skirts and changed course to the Eastern Palace.

When she arrived, Master Xuqing had just left. Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s eyes were covered with black cloth. Though he knew Shen Xihe had come, he sat beside her with a stern face, without his usual eagerness and joy, wearing his sullen mood openly, waiting to be coaxed.

In all her life, Shen Xihe had never coaxed anyone – how would she coax Xiao Huayong?

“Is Your Highness’s sour face because you think I painted for another man?” she asked directly. “If so, I might as well tell Your Highness that I started learning to paint at six and could paint portraits by twelve. I’ve painted so many men I can’t even remember them all.”

Xiao Huayong suddenly turned his head toward Shen Xihe. Though his eyes were covered by the black cloth and she couldn’t see them, she could imagine the angry eyes beneath.

Getting more childish…

Realizing that the romantically insensitive Shen Xihe wouldn’t coax him, Xiao Huayong had to find his way out: “Youyou have painted so many men, yet never painted me!”



Chapter 345: Working Together to Catch the Person Behind It All
“Zhaoning came because Princess Anling inspired a realization,” Shen Xihe said solemnly. “Since Master Bian, someone in the palace has been secretly harming Zhaoning. Princess Changling’s death was extremely suspicious, as was Princess Yanling’s. Zhaoning suspects both princesses’ deaths are connected to this person and come to inform Your Majesty out of deep concern. Zhaoning fears that seeing my conflict with Princess Anling, they might use her again.”

“Your Majesty has already lost two princesses. If all this was because of Zhaoning, I would be truly conscience-stricken.”

Emperor Youning’s eyes grew cold as he listened. He found Shen Xihe’s reasoning logical. Princess Changling’s death was shrouded in mystery, and while Princess Yanling’s death seemed reasonable, he always felt there was a manipulating hand behind it.

However, his suspect had been Shen Xihe. Just before her arrival, he had been discussing this with Liu Sangzhi. Both Princess Yanling and Princess Changling had conflicts with Shen Xihe before their deaths. He couldn’t believe she had absolutely nothing to do with it.

Yet now she brought this news – someone using the princesses against her, then silencing them when plans failed.

This made him think of Consort Liang. Consort Liang privately enjoyed watching dance performances, often inviting Bian Xianyi for entertainment, sometimes discussing dance for entire days. Since the Prince of Dai’s wife had been childless for years, Consort Liang had considered Bian Xianyi to provide heirs for the Prince’s household.

If Bian Xianyi had truly tried to harm Shen Xihe that day, could it have been on Consort Liang’s orders? And like Princess Changling, was Consort Liang silenced when the plot was exposed?

Harming two princesses and a consort – who in his palace would dare be so audacious?

“Zhaoning, do you want Us to have people watch Anling to catch this mastermind you speak of?” Emperor Youning asked.

Shen Xihe hesitated briefly: “Your Majesty, Zhaoning hopes Your Majesty will protect Princess Anling.”

“Protect Anling?” Emperor Youning scrutinized Shen Xihe.

“Before their deaths, both Princess Changling and Princess Yanling had conflicts with Zhaoning. If Princess Yanling’s case hadn’t involved a Turkic prince, many would likely suspect Zhaoning,” Shen Xihe said softly, unable to hide her helplessness. “If Princess Anling meets with foul play after our recent conflict, Zhaoning would surely be unable to defend against the accusations.”

Yes, if anything happened to Princess Anling, Shen Xihe couldn’t clear herself, even without evidence. If she couldn’t prove her innocence, Emperor Youning would have to take action against her – this was why Shen Xihe wouldn’t move against Princess Anling.

While others might be misled by Munuha, Emperor Youning wouldn’t easily believe it. His words to Xiao Huayong were merely stating the investigated facts, not his true conviction. Upon arriving today, Shen Xihe had noticed His Majesty’s subtle suspicions of her.

Now there was a way to resolve everything at once – use Princess Anling to draw out the person behind it all, letting His Majesty and Princess Anling see that Princess Changling and Princess Yanling’s deaths had nothing to do with her. This would prevent Princess Anling from foolishly getting involved and forcing her hand.

But would this person act?

Shen Xihe was confident they would!

Because they wanted her life. The reason they hadn’t succeeded until now, always having to use others, was because her guards were elite warriors from the northwest, skilled and alert, protecting her completely.

If these guards were removed, they wouldn’t need to use others and worry about cleaning up afterward – they could act themselves.

How could they pass up such a rare opportunity?

As long as their murderous intent toward her remained, they would certainly act!

“You worry for Anling. We understand and have it in mind,” Emperor Youning nodded. “We will have the Imperial Guards secretly protect Anling.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe’s expression relaxed and she bowed to Emperor Youning: “Zhaoning thanks, Your Majesty.”

Having finished the important matter, Shen Xihe didn’t stay in Mingzheng Hall to waste Emperor Youning’s time. The Emperor was busy and allowed her to leave.

After she left, he turned to ask Liu Sangzhi: “Tell me, isn’t this interesting?”

The person he suspected had openly come to him, putting her position as the most suspicious person in the open, while directly stating someone was secretly plotting against her and expressing concern for Anling’s safety.

“Your Majesty, the Princess couldn’t possibly be orchestrating this herself, finding a culprit to walk into the trap just to clear her suspicions,” Liu Sangzhi said.

If Shen Xihe could guess His Majesty suspected her, then her scheming depths would be terrifyingly immeasurable. She wouldn’t take such a risky move just to dispel His Majesty’s suspicions – that would be underestimating His Majesty.

If Shen Xihe couldn’t guess His Majesty suspected her, there would be no need for this extra move.

At this point, Liu Sangzhi believed Shen Xihe’s words – there was such a person behind it all.

“We believe it too,” Emperor Youning said. “We believe such a person exists, but whether Princess Changling and Princess Yanling’s deaths were their doing cannot be concluded yet.”

Let’s see what surprises this person brings when drawn out.

“Your Majesty…” Liu Sangzhi suddenly said, “The Princess is very clever.”

That Shen Xihe would come to Emperor Youning meant she trusted that the person secretly trying to kill her wasn’t His Majesty. After all, His Majesty was also someone who might want her life.

“We haven’t lost Our humanity to the point of sacrificing two daughters just to kill someone.”

As emperor, even if he was wary of Shen Yueshan if he wanted to kill Shen Xihe, he had many ways to do so that would leave Shen Yueshan angry but unable to speak out. Why would he use his daughters against Shen Xihe?

That Shen Xihe didn’t suspect him only showed she wasn’t foolish.

“Princess, will this plan work?” Zhenzhu accompanied Shen Xihe back to Yong’an Hall, somewhat worried since the matter involved His Majesty.

Emperor Youning wasn’t easy to control, and how many variables would arise once he caught someone was hard to predict.

“Why do you think I sought the Crown Prince’s help?” Wasn’t it because she worried about too many variables with Emperor Youning?

She walked slowly along the wide corridor in the evening sunlight, the cool spring breeze stirring her hair and dress: “This is a game between king and heir apparent. I also want to see how much the Crown Prince can accomplish right under His Majesty’s nose.”

Regarding Princess Changling and Princess Yanling’s deaths, Emperor Youning most suspected her and Xiao Huayong, who was determined to marry her – and this was indeed the truth.

If this matter was handled well, His Majesty’s suspicions of them would be dispelled, and he would no longer watch them closely in the future. They could also flush out the enemy she couldn’t see.

To thank Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe went early the next day. She didn’t like owing people, but when she offered to paint, Xiao Huayong kept making excuses. This went on for three days until news came from Yangdi about spotting the fleeing Munuha. Shen Xihe then said: “Your Highness, I must leave the palace tomorrow.”

Chapter 346: His Highness Makes His Candy
She came to the palace because Xiao Huayong was worried, fearing that Munuha would seek revenge against her. Not wanting to be stubborn and cause Xiao Huayong concern or expose himself, she complied with his wishes to enter the palace. Now that she confirmed Munuha had fled the imperial city, there was no need for her to remain in the palace anymore – five or six days had been long enough.

“Youyou, paint me today,” Xiao Huayong finally relented.

He chose an apricot tree, sat beneath it, and took out his flute to play. As Shen Xihe listened to the melodious flute music, her mood for painting improved considerably. With a faint smile on her face, her brush strokes became inspired.

His flute music never ceased, and Shen Xihe’s brush never stopped. Without realizing it, an hour silently passed. Only when she put down her brush did Shen Xihe suddenly realize it was already nearly time for the evening meal?

“Your Highness, please see if you’re satisfied?” Shen Xihe called Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong held his jade flute behind his back. His first glance wasn’t at himself in the painting, but at the blank space beside him – exactly as he had envisioned. He nodded with satisfaction: “Youyou has painted me quite handsomely.”

Shen Xihe smiled without responding. This man just wanted her to follow his lead and praise his natural good looks.

After being led into conversation by him several times, Shen Xihe had learned to respond with just a smile. Xiao Huayong didn’t mind – he had plenty of other methods. If this approach didn’t work, he would try a different one next time.

Shen Xihe did indeed leave the palace the next day, the reason being that Xiao Huayong had recovered. This recovery meant he could see, but couldn’t see colors – though only Emperor Youning and Xu Qing knew this. Emperor Youning kept it hidden because he didn’t want to depose the crown prince at this time.

Whether he wanted to deal with Shunan, the Northwest, or with Tibet and the Turks, he needed all his officials and sons to work together wholeheartedly, focusing on how to accumulate achievements rather than scheming how to monopolize credit or frame others in the competition for heir apparent.

As soon as Shen Xihe left the palace, Xiao Huayong began handling crown prince duties again. Fortunately, everyone knew of his weak constitution and hadn’t expected much from him. Even after being absent for several days, no work had piled up.

The Emperor had also allowed the diplomatic mission to proceed, and Princess Yangling’s matter temporarily concluded with the nationwide hunt for Munuha.

“His Majesty is quite lenient toward the Turks,” Bu Shulin remarked while eating a pear at Shen Xihe’s place.

Seeing her unrefined manner, Shen Xihe showed some disgust: “His Majesty simply doesn’t want to wage war against the Turks.”

Originally, she had arranged everything. Once Munuha was interrogated, she could have taken the final step, forcing His Majesty and the Turks into inevitable warfare. Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunan had made thorough preparations, ready to catch the Turks off guard.

If they could defeat the Turks, Shen Yueshan and Shen Yunan would have fewer concerns and could focus on guarding against His Majesty.

Unfortunately, someone had interfered, preventing things from proceeding smoothly. Moreover, His Majesty didn’t want to destroy the Turks at this time. If this incident had involved a Tibetan prince instead, His Majesty would likely have been overjoyed.

“Still, many thanks to Youyou,” Bu Shulin awkwardly cupped her hands in greeting while holding half-eaten pears, “If not for this matter, His Majesty would surely have broken ties with Tibet.”

His Majesty had been prepared to break ties with Tibet and launch an attack, but because of the recent friction with the Turks, attacking Tibet now would make the Turks suspect Emperor Youning of seeking world domination. The Princess Yangling incident might become their excuse for future military action, and they would certainly cause trouble when the court attacked Tibet.

Therefore, His Majesty had to temporarily abandon thoughts of attacking Tibet. However, Emperor Youning also rejected Tibet’s request for a marriage alliance, citing that Princess Yangling’s death remained unsolved. With everyone innocent yet suspicious, he wouldn’t easily send a princess for a marriage alliance. Tibet argued strongly but ultimately yielded to Emperor Youning’s firm stance.

Many at court now understood Emperor Youning’s attitude – His Majesty seemed intent on completely closing the path of marriage alliances. This was just the beginning.

“Father sent word that the King of Shunan delivered a batch of dragon bones to the Northwest. I thank you for your vigorous assistance as well,” Shen Xihe said.

“What do you need so many dragon bones for?” Dragon bones were difficult to find because they required many years to form – too short and they weren’t proper dragon bones, too long and they’d crumble to dust at a touch.

“To make a miraculous blood-stopping medicine for wounds,” Shen Xihe didn’t keep it secret.

Bu Shulin nearly fell from her lounging chair. She grabbed the railing to steady herself and asked excitedly: “So miraculous?”

“Indeed so miraculous,” Shen Xihe nodded with a smile.

Bu Shulin rubbed her hands together, putting on an ingratiating smile: “Youyou, considering how close we are… for such a precious thing…”

Meeting Bu Shulin’s heavily suggestive gaze, Shen Xihe said: “We are indeed close, yet I haven’t seen you freely gift me any fine armor.”

“It’s not that I’m being stingy. The fine armor requires a special iron that only Shunan has, and it’s extremely rare,” she truly wished she could be generous.

“Are dragon bones not as rare as this iron?” Shen Xihe countered.

Bu Shulin: …

“How about letting the King and my father negotiate directly?” She felt she wouldn’t get anywhere with Shen Xihe.

“Fine, you can tell my father about the wound medicine,” Shen Xihe had been thinking the same.

The Northwest lacked not only fine armor but also weapons and cotton – things Shunan had in abundance. She had long wanted to trade with Shunan.

Of course, Xiao Huayong had Hua Fuhai behind him, so she could also trade with Xiao Huayong. But Xiao Huayong wanted to win her over, and Shen Xihe didn’t wish to take advantage of him. Such a precious thing as wound medicine should indeed be shared with Shunan.

Only with give and take between both sides could they unite their strength toward a common goal.

Shen Xihe could never have imagined that the Xiao Huayong she was thinking of was at that moment in the Eastern Palace, adding the final strokes to the painting she had given him.

This painting was no longer just Xiao Huayong sitting alone beneath the apricot tree playing his flute. In the painting, Xiao Huayong had one leg straight and one bent, and lying on his straightened thigh was a young woman facing outward, eyes closed with a content smile, seemingly entranced by the flute music or perhaps sweetly dreaming.

This young woman was extraordinarily beautiful and refined – anyone who had seen Shen Xihe would recognize her as the subject.

“She painted me, and I painted her. Together we’ve painted each other – isn’t this something to be envied?” Xiao Huayong hung up the painting and admired it carefully, the smile playing in his eyes adding infinite charm to the beauty mark at the corner of his eye.

Tian Yuan thought beside him: If this weren’t done behind the Princess’s back, it would truly be enviable like a match made in heaven, but Your Highness is doing this secretly…

Xiao Huayong ignored Tian Yuan’s thoughts and eagerly took the painting to his prepared bridal chamber, hanging it in the perfect spot.

Chapter 347: The Emperor’s Test
While Xiao Huayong was appreciating the painting, someone came from Mingzheng Hall saying His Majesty requested Xiao Huayong’s presence.

When Xiao Huayong arrived at Mingzheng Hall, he found Emperor Youning wasn’t there. The palace servant said His Majesty was on his way with some officials.

Xiao Huayong had barely sat down and hadn’t even touched his tea when a dog burst in. The large dog seemed to be being chased and charged straight at Xiao Huayong. It would have been easy for him to dodge, but if he did, he would expose his martial arts abilities.

While Tian Yuan and others waited outside, the palace servants inside saw this and rushed forward, but they were a step too late. Xiao Huayong reacted slowly like an ordinary person. Fortunately, the dog leaped past his side, knocking over the teacup and spilling tea all over him.

At this moment, Tian Yuan rushed in with others toward Xiao Huayong. Liu Sanzhi also entered with three-year-old Xiao Honghong. Xiao Honghong walked to the dog, tugged its ears, and stood before Xiao Huayong with his head hanging low: “Royal Brother…”

This dog belonged to Xiao Honghong, who was born after Emperor Youning had been childless for ten years. As Emperor Youning’s late-born son, he was particularly favored and often summoned to share meals with his father.

“It’s fine,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently at Xiao Honghong.

“Your Highness, His Majesty, and the officials will arrive soon. Perhaps you should follow me inside to change clothes. His Majesty recently had the Imperial Wardrobe make two sets for Your Highness and was considering when to send them to you,” Liu Sanzhi said.

Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement and told Tian Yuan and others to wait outside. The inner chamber was His Majesty’s resting place, where ordinary people couldn’t enter casually.

Liu Sanzhi brought out a round-collared robe and personally helped Xiao Huayong dress. Xiao Huayong held his arms out the entire time. At this moment, he could only see everything in black, white, and gray, occasionally catching glimpses of color that vanished instantly.

Just as Liu Sanzhi finished arranging Xiao Huayong’s hem, they heard Emperor Youning arriving with the officials.

When Xiao Huayong walked out, several officials’ expressions changed drastically upon seeing his imperial yellow robe.

“Your Highness, how dare you show such disrespect to your sovereign!” the Minister of Rites immediately accused.

Xiao Huayong frowned. Their reactions told him something must be wrong with his attire. The patterns couldn’t be the issue, so it must be the color he couldn’t see – he guessed it must be imperial yellow, the color reserved exclusively for the emperor.

When the dog charged at him, Xiao Huayong initially thought it was testing his martial arts skills, which he had resisted showing. Later, when the dog knocked over the teacup and Xiao Honghong appeared, he hadn’t been overly suspicious or assumed it was all planned – perhaps Xiao Honghong had simply failed to restrain his dog.

When Liu Sanzhi invited him to change clothes in the inner chamber, he knew something was amiss. However, His Majesty could have been testing many things, and he couldn’t determine exactly what, so he played along. Now he realized His Majesty doubted whether he truly couldn’t distinguish colors.

If he had been pretending, he would never have dared to wear imperial yellow so casually and walk out before the officials.

If Emperor Youning wasn’t on his side, this outfit alone could condemn him for harboring treasonous thoughts.

However, Xiao Huayong knew Emperor Youning would protect him – though if they ever turned against each other in the future, this could become one more charge against him.

“How have I shown disrespect to my sovereign?” Xiao Huayong asked in confusion.

“Your Highness, you have overstepped by wearing imperial yellow robes – these are reserved for the Son of Heaven,” the Minister of Rites who had condemned him explained.

Xiao Huayong lifted his robe and knelt before Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, please forgive my breach of protocol.”

Emperor Youning bent down to help Xiao Huayong up personally: “This was specially made for the Crown Prince by my order.”

The officials’ expressions shifted slightly. The Minister of Rites spoke again: “Your Majesty, heaven’s laws and earth’s protocols cannot be transgressed. Disorder in ceremonial rules could brew great disaster.”

“Seven Brother is the heir apparent, and an heir is also a ruler – why can’t he wear imperial yellow?” Emperor Youning declared, “What I say is possible becomes possible!”

The matter was thus concluded – faced with such an assertive emperor, the officials dared not advise further. On a small scale, this was merely a sign of imperial favor. An emperor showing preference for his crown prince, a father doting on his son – what right did they as subordinates have to comment?

However, one robe wasn’t enough for Emperor Youning to conclusively determine whether Xiao Huayong truly couldn’t distinguish colors. Next, Emperor Youning led several officials in a sand table exercise, recreating a past battle with the Turks, with the two sides marked by red and blue flags on the sand table.

As they discussed, all flags appeared black to Xiao Huayong’s eyes. Emperor Youning subtly observed Xiao Huayong’s reactions.

During the officials’ heated discussion, as they shared their views, several small flags were knocked over, landing right in front of Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong picked them up, and Emperor Youning suddenly said: “Seven Brother, hand me the two red flags.”

Among the flags in Xiao Huayong’s hand, he couldn’t tell which were red. He handed them all to Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning took two red ones and placed them back in their original positions.

At this point, Emperor Youning was convinced that Xiao Huayong truly couldn’t distinguish colors. After the officials had left, Xiao Huayong suddenly knelt: “Your Majesty, your son can no longer distinguish colors and is thus disabled. I am unworthy to be heir apparent. I beg Your Majesty to remove me from this position.”

“Seven Brother, are you upset that your father tested you?” Emperor Youning personally helped Xiao Huayong up.

“I wouldn’t dare…” Xiao Huayong coughed for a moment before continuing, “Thanks to Mother’s blessings, I unworthily serve as heir apparent, but I was weak since childhood and cannot live long. I burden Your Majesty… and now being unable to distinguish colors makes me even more unfit to be heir apparent.”

“I know you feel wronged. If not for you back then, it would be I whose life would be short now,” Emperor Youning said with emotion. “Regarding the polo incident, Wang Zheng insisted you framed him. I had to make him sincerely convinced, which led to today’s test.”

“You cannot distinguish colors – only you and I know this. Master Xu Qing won’t tell others, and it doesn’t affect your ability to recognize people or review memorials.”

“Since coming of age, you’ve worked tirelessly to assist me. The Three Departments and Six Ministries praise you endlessly. You are the most qualified heir apparent in my heart.”

“I am ashamed… *cough cough cough*… I dare not accept such praise from Your Majesty…” Xiao Huayong bowed his head, “I… don’t have many years left. I wish to marry early and spend my remaining days with my wife… I hope Your Majesty will grant this.”

He spoke with genuine feeling. Emperor Youning patted his shoulder: “Seven Brother, you’ve done nothing wrong. How could I depose you? Moreover, deposing a crown prince concerns the foundation of the state and cannot be done casually. Don’t be angry with your father. The Eastern Palace belongs to you forever, and can only belong to you.”

After Xiao Huayong’s plea to be removed as crown prince was rejected by Emperor Youning and he left Mingzheng Hall, Wang Zheng, who had been waiting respectfully, was summoned inside.

“Was Wang Family’s Second Son’s death suicide or murder?” Emperor Youning asked as soon as he saw Wang Zheng.

Chapter 348: A Woman’s Heart is Most Poisonous
Over these past few days, Wang Zheng had consulted several coroners, all confirming that Wang Second Son had indeed died by running into the wall without any external force or coercion. This explained both his wounds and the blood spatter pattern on the wall of the Justice Ministry’s prison cell.

Wang Zheng knelt in the hall, head bowed in silence.

“I heard you agreed to an autopsy. Was any poison found in Wang Second Son’s body?” Emperor Youning asked again.

Wang Zheng could only kowtow and answer: “None was found.”

“So this means Wang Second Son truly did commit suicide?” Emperor Youning said.

Wang Zheng fell silent again. Though the investigation showed this result, he still couldn’t believe his eldest legitimate grandson would take his own life.

Wang Zheng’s attitude made Emperor Youning laugh in anger: “Do you think he killed himself because he couldn’t endure torture, or to protect you?”

“Your Majesty…” Wang Zheng’s face showed grief. He opened his mouth wanting to say he hadn’t intended to harm the Crown Prince, but he couldn’t explain away the Lantern Festival incident that Emperor Youning had shown him evidence of. He had a record of attempting to harm the Crown Prince, even if his original intention was only to force the Crown Prince to expose himself, not to harbor thoughts of killing the heir apparent.

However, any explanation now would be too feeble.

“Wang Zheng, I raised you from a second legitimate son to head of the family, passing over your elder legitimate brother,” Emperor Youning looked at Wang Zheng expressionlessly. “I elevated you from a ninth-rank minor official to one of the Three Chancellors today. I can say I have treated you well.”

Wang Zheng’s eyes reddened as he kowtowed again: “Your Majesty’s grace in recognizing me, this guilty subject feels it deeply in his heart, and can only repay a fraction with absolute loyalty. These years, this guilty subject has served diligently, never daring to harbor the slightest defiance against Your Majesty. Only during the Lantern Festival did this subject act rashly in great disrespect to the Crown Prince. I request Your Majesty’s punishment.”

He only admitted to the Lantern Festival incident. The rest was not his doing. He never imagined he would one day fall into such a large trap, and that the person who dug this trap was barely twenty years old.

The Crown Prince, whom everyone had overlooked, was the most fearsome person.

He was ruthless enough to risk using deadly poison to destroy his own eyes just to deal with Wang Zheng.

Even now, neither Wang Zheng nor Emperor Youning had considered that Xiao Huayong’s eyes had been injured previously.

This was because Xiao Huayong had been unharmed when he returned to the capital, and in their understanding, his eyes had never been damaged after his return.

“Jizou needs a governor. You will go there,” Emperor Youning said wearily after a long while.

Wang Zheng closed his eyes in despair before kowtowing in thanks: “Your Majesty, the Crown Prince is not to be underestimated. Your Majesty…”

“The Crown Prince is my legitimate son. I cultivate Fifth Brother and Eighth Brother because his life will be short,” Emperor Youning interrupted Wang Zheng. “If he could live long and was capable of great responsibility, why would I need to nurture others?”

“The Crown Prince’s heart is not aligned with Your Majesty’s…” Wang Zheng argued urgently.

Hearing this, Emperor Youning showed an indecipherable smile: “I was once a prince too. Tell me, which of my sons’ hearts is truly aligned with mine?”

Wang Zheng was speechless.

Any prince who wanted to become emperor could not possibly be of one mind with the current emperor – this was something Emperor Youning never deceived himself about.

“The Crown Prince marrying the Shen family, Your Majesty…”

Emperor Youning waved his hand: “You may withdraw. Depart early.”

Wang Second Son’s suicide in prison and Wang Zheng’s demotion to the governor of Jizou – a poor region, dropping several ranks – was an explanation given to the Crown Prince. The Minister of War was promoted to Vice Director of the Chancellery, and General Pei Zhan of the Imperial Guard took over as Minister of War.

“His Majesty places much trust in the Pei family,” Shen Xihe had to take note of the Pei family upon hearing this.

The Pei family was the maternal clan of Eighth Prince King Jing Xiao Changyan. They were once a great clan with both civil officials and military generals, though now their numbers had dwindled. Pei Zhan was nearly fifty, with all three sons dead in battle, leaving only one grandson, Pei Ce, who served beside King Jing.

It was said that Pei Ce was Xiao Changyan’s military advisor, capable in both strategy and combat, with quite a reputation in Annan.

“There have long been rumors in the capital that King Xin and King Jing are His Majesty’s favored replacements for the Eastern Palace,” Bu Shulin said.

One emphasized civil matters, one military, but in truth, both excelled in both civil and military affairs.

“How much do you know about King Jing?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin raised her eyebrows: “What? Are you planning to keep someone in reserve?”

In case something happened to the Crown Prince, for a second spring?

Shen Xihe sometimes really wanted to crack open Bu Shulin’s skull to see inside: “Shall I relay these words to the Crown Prince?”

“No, no, no… need,” Bu Shulin shook her head like a rattle drum. “I was just joking…”

After an ingratiating smile, Bu Shulin thought seriously: “King Jing was a spirited young man before going to war – brave, decisive, mature beyond his years, open-minded, with many friends.”

After he went to war, she didn’t know anymore. After four or five years away and experiencing bloody battles, who knew what kind of person he had become?

Seeing Shen Xihe lost in thought, Bu Shulin said: “Don’t you have the Crown Prince? This should be his concern.”

Shen Xihe smiled without comment.

“Don’t think about these things. Let’s go outside and look around. The spring examinations are in a few days, and it’s quite lively out there now,” Bu Shulin rubbed her hands together, eyes full of anticipation.

“No,” It was precisely because it was lively that Shen Xihe rejected it. When there were many people, the mixed qi made her uncomfortable. “Haven’t you forgotten? Now that Wang Second Son’s case is closed, Assistant Minister Cui will have free time…”

These days Bu Shulin had been as happy as a free bird every day, because the Court of Judicial Review had been busy investigating the polo incident due to Wang Second Son’s suicide and His Majesty’s rebuke, leaving no time to watch Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin’s smile instantly froze on her face. After a moment she said quietly: “Youyou, do you have any way to temporarily transfer Cui Stone Head away from the capital, let him clear his head somewhere else?”

Bu Shulin was being driven crazy by Cui Jinbai. He took every opportunity to throw back at her all those words she had once said to him.

She had found it satisfying when she annoyed others before, but now being annoyed by Cui Jinbai made her realize how wrong she had been.

“Truly a woman’s heart is most poisonous – you’re thinking of getting him demoted,” Shen Xihe clicked her tongue.

Bu Shulin was stunned.

What did she just hear? Shen Xihe called her poisonous?

Anyone else in the world could call her poisonous, but Shen Xihe had no right. She had never seen anyone more poisonous than Shen Xihe.

Daring to kill a princess, plot against a prince, even scheme against the emperor!

But faced with Shen Xihe’s ambiguous smile, she dared not argue.

Just then, Hong Yu came in, suppressing a smile as she glanced at Bu Shulin and said to Shen Xihe: “Princess, there are constables from the Court of Judicial Review outside, saying they’ve come to…”

“Arrest me to assist with their investigation,” Bu Shulin finished for Hong Yu, eyes blank and lifeless.

Hong Yu, Zhenzhu, and the others all lowered their heads, holding back laughter.

Even Short Life, lying on the table, suddenly raised a paw to cover its mouth as if stifling a laugh.

“Go quickly. No need to visit me these next two days. We’ll meet again at the Spring Banquet in four days,” Shen Xihe urged mercilessly.

Chapter 349: In His Eyes, There Was Only Her
In mid-February, as the year’s plans unfold in spring, following winter’s slumber and nature’s revival, the capital city came alive once more. The first event to restore vitality to the capital was naturally the Lantern Festival, followed by none other than the spring imperial examinations.

The spring examinations in February, result announcements in March, and palace examinations in April – during these two months, scholars from all corners of the realm gathered in the capital. Each hoped to seize this opportunity to make a name for themselves and elevate their status.

As the spring examinations concluded, on the first day of March, the Empress Dowager hosted a spring banquet in the lotus-filled Furong Garden. Not only were noble families and distinguished clans present, with men and women gathering together, but also talented scholars from humble backgrounds who had received recommendations or maintained connections with imperial clan members, obtaining invitations from the palace. Compared to last year’s chrysanthemum banquet, this gathering was incomparably more lively.

Shen Xihe ordinarily wouldn’t need to attend such events – she was already betrothed, and she disliked such crowded occasions. However, today she had a particular matter to attend to, so she had no choice but to come.

Nevertheless, this visit proved quite fruitful for Shen Xihe, as she spotted several of the Crown Prince’s alter egos: Xiao Fuxing, Guo Daoyi, and that… Lady Qin.

Qin Zijie stood out from the crowd, her height surpassing that of ordinary young men. Because of this, anyone passing by couldn’t help but give her a second glance, yet she sat composed and seemingly oblivious to these stares.

Only when she saw Shen Xihe did she approach her maid.

“Princess Zhaoning,” Qin Zijie took the initiative to greet and bow to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe returned the greeting as an equal: “Lady Qin.”

“Princess, might I have a word in private?” Qin Zijie asked directly.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly, guessing she wanted to explain the previous incident. She nodded in agreement and followed her to a quiet spot. Qin Zijie instructed her maid to stand guard, while Shen Xihe gave a meaningful look to Zhenzhu and Ziyu.

Only Qin Zijie and Shen Xihe entered through the moon gate into a courtyard smaller than Shen Xihe’s bedroom, everything visible at a glance.

“Princess, I am not acquainted with the Crown Prince,” Qin Zijie spoke with a frank expression and honest gaze. “On the day of Fourth Prince Consort’s birthday celebration, I wasn’t at the residence. I had planned to send generous gifts as congratulations. It was the Crown Prince who went to the Grand Tutor’s residence and obtained my father’s permission.”

Qin Zijie had been thunderstruck upon learning this later – she had never imagined that the Crown Prince would impersonate her to get closer to Princess Zhaoning at the Fourth Prince Consort’s birthday celebration! She blamed her solitary nature and detachment from worldly affairs for only learning of this now.

True to her upbringing as the Grand Tutor’s daughter, she conducted herself with the same precise propriety as her father who taught and nurtured others.

“You’ve been troubled by this, Lady Qin,” Shen Xihe said with a gentle laugh.

Qin Zijie’s brow was filled with barely contained anger, likely still furious about Xiao Huayong’s previous impersonation of her. Yet bound by the relationship between ruler and subject, when Xiao Huayong gave orders, she had no choice but to comply, hence her stiff expression.

It must be said that although Xiao Huayong wasn’t familiar with Qin Zijie, he had managed to impersonate her with eighty percent accuracy.

Qin Zijie hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to respond this way. Having heard that Shen Xihe was aloof and difficult to approach, she had prepared herself for cold, condescending treatment. Now she felt that Shen Xihe was quite approachable, proving that rumors couldn’t be fully trusted.

However, as she preferred to keep to herself, she simply nodded, bowed, and took her leave.

Shen Xihe watched her departure, a smile playing on her lips.

Following not far behind Qin Zijie, they returned to the bustling crowd. Suddenly, several young men began chasing each other for some unknown reason, crashing headlong into Guo Daoyi and his companions who had just stepped onto the bridge.

Walking behind them, Guo Daoyi steadied his companion but couldn’t stop his backward momentum. Qin Zijie, who happened to be passing by, reached out to grab his clothes. There was a sound of tearing fabric – while she failed to catch the person, she did tear off a piece of his garment.

In his panic, Guo Daoyi grabbed Qin Zijie’s hand, and they both fell into the water with a tremendous splash.

Those on shore cried out in alarm. Some palace servants who were strong swimmers immediately jumped in from a distance and swam toward the pair. Qin Zijie surfaced quickly – she knew how to swim. In contrast, Guo Daoyi was completely helpless in the water, splashing about and crying, “Help… help…”

His head bobbed up and down, unable to form complete sentences. While Qin Zijie’s maid was already reaching out to her, seeing that the palace servants were still some distance away and no one on the bridge was jumping in to help, she considered for a moment before swimming toward Guo Daoyi.

She had barely grabbed hold of him when Guo Daoyi clung to her, wrapping both arms around her neck. Though Qin Zijie was quite strong, she managed to swim a distance carrying a tall man until the guards and palace servants arrived to take him.

She climbed ashore without any assistance. Her maid wrapped her in a prepared cloak, and she departed wordlessly with her servants.

Guo Daoyi, meanwhile, looked as if he’d had a brush with death, lying spread-eagled with a deathly pale face.

“Take Scholar Guo to Wenlang Hall to change his clothes,” Xiao Huayong commanded the palace servants as he approached several princes.

With Xiao Huayong in the lead and the princes lined up behind him, each handsome and dignified, they drew the attention of the gathered young ladies, who watched them with shy, admiring glances.

“Greetings to Crown Prince…” the crowd bowed to Xiao Huayong and the others.

Xiao Huayong raised his hand slightly: “The spring scenery is lovely, please disperse and enjoy it. Don’t let this incident spoil your appreciation.”

With these casual words, he dismissed everyone without ceremony. He then strode forward to Shen Xihe’s side, his previous authority instantly softening, his expression gentle and his gaze tender: “Shall I accompany you for a walk?”

Seeing that they were surrounded by people, and not wanting to be entangled with them, Shen Xihe nodded and turned to leave first.

Her complete disregard for the Crown Prince’s status left everyone astounded.

Yet far from being displeased, Xiao Huayong’s lips curved into a delighted smile, his eyes filled with her image as he followed after her.

This was the result of his considerable effort to make her more casual around him, and the time she spent in the palace hadn’t been wasted – the effects were obvious.

“A gentleman of refinement, with profound elegance,” Yu Sangzi’s gaze couldn’t help but follow Xiao Huayong.

Standing beside her, Yu Sangning said, “Sister, the Crown Prince… is not destined for longevity.”

The last six words were only audible to Yu Sangzi.

Yu Sangzi withdrew her gaze dejectedly: “Who has their lifespan written on their face? If that were so, how would there be widows in this world?”

It was common knowledge that Xiao Huayong suffered from a serious ailment and wouldn’t live long, but did those who didn’t know of such conditions necessarily live longer?

Seeing Yu Sangzi so entranced, Yu Sangning said, “Sister, you are the legitimate daughter of a marquis’s household. There’s no reason for you to enter the Eastern Palace as a concubine.”

Chapter 350: I Am Your Shield
Shen Xihe had already been chosen as the Crown Princess – how could Yu Sangning, though a legitimate daughter of a marquis’s household, become a concubine in the Eastern Palace?

Her status was sufficient to match that of Crown Princess, though slightly inferior to Shen Xihe’s, but still too high to be a concubine. In this dynasty, concubines could never be elevated to primary wives – this applied not only to court officials and common people but even more so to the imperial family, who were expected to set an example.

Unless one day the Crown Prince ascended the throne and expanded his harem, then the positions in the back palace would be different. But Yu Sangzi couldn’t wait for that day. She lowered her head dejectedly: “I don’t harbor particularly deep feelings for His Highness, I merely envy the way he looks at Princess Zhaoning. As if she were the only person in the world, dimming the heavens and earth, making all else wither and fade… If someone were to look at me that way one day, I’d gladly trade years of my life for it.”

Yu Sangning lowered her eyes, sneering at such romantic sentiments. Wasn’t her mother just such a foolish woman? Otherwise, how could she have endured such a miserable first half of her life?

In her view, Yu Sangzi had grown up in luxury and privilege, constantly attended to, never knowing hardship – that’s why she believed in such useless things.

“Let’s go,” a soft sigh drifted over from the other side.

Looking up, they saw Prince Li, Xiao Changying, gazing in the direction where Shen Xihe had departed. Those words had been spoken by Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin, to Xiao Changying. He patted his brother’s shoulder before gracefully departing first.

Prince Xin’s primary wife had passed away, and his next marriage would be to a secondary wife. Yu Sangning considered her status – though slightly low, it wasn’t entirely impossible.

Provided that… she looked at Yu Sangzi. Yu Sangzi couldn’t marry into the imperial family – the Yu family couldn’t produce two princesses.

While these undercurrents swirled, Shen Xihe remained unaware. She and Xiao Huayong had reached a less crowded area, though people still watched from afar. Those with any sense knew the Crown Prince didn’t want to be disturbed during his time alone with his beauty.

“Zhao Embroiderer serves by His Majesty’s side, Xiao Fuxing attends Prince Jing, I just saw how Prince Zhao greatly appreciates Scholar Guo, and Official Cui maintains his position at court – Your Highness truly has excellent methods,” Shen Xihe said, reaching out to touch a low-hanging peach branch before her.

“I am by your side,” Xiao Huayong leaned close to her. “They are all blades in my hand, clearing the path ahead; while I become a shield, protecting you completely for life.”

Shen Xihe truly didn’t know how to respond to this person – he was constantly trying to stir her heart: “If Your Highness continues like this, I fear we’ll again be left staring at each other in silence.”

“Alright, alright, we won’t speak of such things,” Xiao Huayong smiled ingratiatingly and turned to look toward where the noble ladies had gathered. “Well? Which of these ladies do you find agreeable?”

Hearing his question, Shen Xihe asked, “How many does Your Highness plan to bring into the Eastern Palace?”

Xiao Huayong’s smile froze. He turned to look at Shen Xihe, and after a long moment, sighed softly: “I promised you our marriage would be like Pan and Yang’s – I will never break that word. Today’s spring banquet was arranged for my brothers. In the future, you’ll all be sisters-in-law, and with you in the Eastern Palace as Crown Princess, you shouldn’t have to accommodate them. But I don’t want any of them to marry someone thoughtless who might trouble you.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that he wanted her to help match wives for the other princes!

“Just tell me your thoughts, and leave the rest to me,” Xiao Huayong showed no shame in his unreasonableness, completely disregarding whether his brothers would end up with suitable wives, whether their marriages would be harmonious, or whether they already had someone they loved – as long as his Crown Princess was happy, that was all that mattered.

He was the Crown Prince, the noble heir apparent, educated by great scholars in the Eastern Palace, but Shen Xihe had never before felt such unreasonable tyranny from him. Today was the first time she experienced his forceful nature, extending even to his siblings’ marriages – this was the privilege of an emperor.

But he never spoke empty words. If he said it, he could certainly achieve it.

“Others’ affairs are no concern of mine,” Shen Xihe didn’t know these noble ladies well, and just as she disliked others arranging her marriage, she wouldn’t carelessly arrange others’.

If she truly couldn’t get along with someone in the future, she would keep her distance. And if anyone insisted on approaching her, she had ways to make a person disappear without a trace, even if that person was a prince’s wife!

Understanding her thoughts, Xiao Huayong could only say regretfully: “Youyou always make me feel useless.”

“How dare I? Your Highness’s abilities reach heaven and earth – I have many things to ask of Your Highness,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

“The Northwest and Southern Shu have been exchanging weapons, enough to be considered rebellion. Such a major matter, yet Youyou keep it from me. I truly don’t know when Youyou will come seeking my help,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly.

Shen Xihe glanced at him: “Your Highness’s intelligence network is impressive – the news travels fast.”

How long had it been since she and Bu Shulin had discussed this? Probably just after the Southern Shu King had exchanged two letters with her father, yet Xiao Huayong already knew. “I didn’t make this decision – it’s up to Father and the Southern Shu King. If they think it’s worth the risk, then they’ll take that risk.”

She had only revealed her father’s thoughts to Bu Shulin, who then contacted the Southern Shu King.

“I guessed,” Xiao Huayong said with a soft laugh.

He only knew that the Southern Shu King and the Northwest King had made contact and that large quantities of dragon bones were being transported from Southern Shu to the Northwest. He learned from Xie Yunhuai that dragon bones were used for wound medicine. If the Northwest King was willing to share such valuable items with Southern Shu, he must be seeking great benefits in return.

Wasn’t the Northwest most lacking in weapons and cotton? He made a bold guess, but he didn’t believe Shen Xihe wouldn’t know he might lack evidence. She could have easily deflected or equivocated, but she chose to admit it, which filled his heart with sweetness.

“Your Highness rarely jumps to conclusions, but once you do, even your guesses are seventy to eighty percent accurate. Before a wise person, why try to conceal and deceive?” Shen Xihe saw his loving smile and knew he was reading too much into it again.

“I don’t care, Youyou is treating me as her own,” Xiao Huayong said smugly.

“If it pleases Your Highness,” Shen Xihe maintained her smile.

Xiao Huayong continued smiling: “Youyou, why not let me handle the escort? Using merchant caravans would be most appropriate.”

“I’ve said I’m not in charge of this matter, nor am I making decisions. If Your Highness wishes to participate, why not speak directly with my father?” Shen Xihe distanced herself.

Currently, she neither fully trusted Xiao Huayong nor harbored groundless suspicions. Whatever Xiao Huayong wanted to do, let him do it.

As for her father, he understood people better than she did. If at his age he misjudged someone’s character, there would be nothing to be done about it.

Whether to use Xiao Huayong’s help or not was entirely up to her father.

“Youyou are so good, finding ways to give me chances to please my future father-in-law…”

“Xiao Beichen!” Shen Xihe warned through gritted teeth.

They weren’t even married yet, and he was already calling him father-in-law!

“Shh…” Xiao Huayong put a finger to his lips, “Don’t be angry, Youyou. There are many people here. If they mistake us for openly flirting, I don’t mind…”

Chapter 351: When It Comes to Her, There Is No Room for Reason
Before he could finish speaking, Shen Xihe walked away, leaving Xiao Huayong standing there with his fist pressed to his lips, smiling. From a distance, others might have thought the Crown Prince was having another bout of his old illness.

Since the spring banquet was held for the imperial family to observe potential matches, there naturally had to be a segment for displaying talents. The Empress Dowager and several imperial consorts offered some rare hairpins as prizes, setting up competitions in painting, dancing, and poetry.

Shen Xihe watched from the side, keeping a close eye on Princess Anling’s every move. Princess Anling was unusually quiet today, even appearing distracted at times. When Princess Pingling tried to engage her in conversation, she responded half-heartedly, eventually causing Princess Pingling to stop trying.

Half a month had passed since she’d warned His Majesty about potential threats to Princess Anling, yet the perpetrator still hadn’t acted. This person was remarkably patient, perhaps guessing that such a move would be too risky, or perhaps waiting for better timing.

Shen Xihe planned to add fuel to the fire today. She’d come to the spring banquet specifically for Princess Anling.

Lacking a reasonable justification for anyone to move against Princess Anling, she would provide one. She didn’t believe the perpetrator would let such an opportunity pass.

As the banquet was drawing to a close, Shen Xihe suddenly fainted, drawing everyone’s attention. They were all shocked to see her pale complexion and purple lips.

Xiao Huayong’s face changed in alarm. Forgetting to maintain his facade, he rushed straight to Shen Xihe. Love breeds worry – he thought Shen Xihe had truly been poisoned. Zhenzhu checked her pulse: “The Princess has been poisoned. Quickly summon Axi!”

Ziyu immediately went to find Axi. By then, the imperial physicians had arrived and examined Shen Xihe’s pulse. The symptoms indeed resembled poisoning, though there was something strange about it. Before they could identify what was odd, outside, following Shen Xihe’s earlier hint, Xue Jinqiao pushed through the crowd, causing Princess Anling to fall.

Princess Anling’s maid cushioned her fall to protect her, and a medicine bottle rolled from her person.

“Is the Princess hurt?” Xue Jinqiao hurried forward, seemingly not noticing the medicine bottle, kicking it as she rushed to help Princess Anling up.

Princess Anling, unaware that her fall was Xue Jinqiao’s doing, smiled gratefully at her. However, remembering that she was the Northwest Prince’s heir’s fiancée, she inevitably thought of Shen Xihe, and her smile quickly faded.

“Princess, this item fell from your palace maid,” Yu Sangning picked up the bottle that Xue Jinqiao had kicked away and brought it to Princess Anling.

The princess’s maid immediately said, “My lady is mistaken, this isn’t mine.”

Indeed, it wasn’t her possession, nor had she seen it fall from her person.

Upon hearing this, the Empress Dowager glanced at Shen Xihe, who was being carried away to the hall by Xiao Huayong. “Bring me that bottle.”

The Empress Dowager’s female historian retrieved the bottle for the imperial physician to examine. The results made his forehead break out in sweat: “Your Grace, this is poison, and its symptoms match those of the Princess.”

The physician had been trying to determine what poison Shen Xihe had taken, but with this evidence, everything suddenly became clear.

“Your Grace, Anling would never poison Zhaoning!” Princess Anling immediately knelt before the Empress Dowager.

“Whether you did or didn’t, let His Majesty decide,” the Empress Dowager had her chronicler take the bottle and Princess Anling to see Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning was in the palace at the time. He didn’t need to attend social occasions like the spring banquet. The spring examinations had just concluded, and he paid great attention to them. His ability to divide the aristocratic families in recent years and achieve today’s results was inseparable from his strong support of scholars from humble backgrounds.

Of course, these scholars from humble origins had proven their worth, growing stronger despite pressure from established families. Many had fallen along the way, and those who reached their current positions were all highly capable.

The number of successful candidates in the spring examinations had expanded from thirty or forty during the previous emperor’s time to over a hundred now. This move further stimulated the scholarly ambitions of those from humble backgrounds. He placed even more emphasis on education throughout the realm, establishing several times more academies than during his predecessor’s reign.

Just as he was meeting with the Vice Minister of Rites to inquire about this year’s examination candidates, Princess Anling was brought in by the Empress Dowager’s chronicler, who informed him of the situation. Emperor Youning looked at his helpless and panicked daughter. Among his four princesses, if it had been any other one accused of poisoning Shen Xihe in public, he might have harbored some suspicion.

But with Anling, his instinct told him she didn’t have such courage.

After brief consideration, Emperor Youning said, “This must be a misunderstanding. I will go see Zhaoning myself.”

As he passed by Anling, he added, “Come with me.”

Meanwhile, in the side hall where Shen Xihe was resting, the imperial physicians weren’t allowed in. Only Axi and Zhenzhu attended her. After a few needles from Axi, Shen Xihe’s complexion returned to its snow-like luster, and Xiao Huayong’s rigid posture finally relaxed.

“Youyou, what was this about?” Xiao Huayong’s heart had nearly stopped at the sight of her earlier. That unprecedented panic still left him shaken.

“Framing Princess Anling,” Shen Xihe lay there looking at Xiao Huayong with open eyes. “That person hasn’t acted because they must think suddenly pinning Anling’s death on me wouldn’t be convincing. Today, I’m letting everyone know that Anling has tried to poison me. If anything happens to the Princess, who wouldn’t suspect me?”

After all, who would dare harm a perfectly fine princess without reason? Moreover, Princess Anling lived in the deep palace, and besides Shen Xihe as an enemy, she seemed to have no deep grudges against anyone.

Upon reflection, both Princess Changling and Princess Yangling had been at odds with Shen Xihe before their deaths.

“Did you take poison?” Xiao Huayong examined her face carefully, holding her hand, which no longer felt ice-cold.

“I just had Axi apply acupuncture to make it appear like poisoning.” Was Princess Anling worth her harming herself?

These needles created the appearance of poisoning while also benefiting her meridians.

Xiao Huayong finally relaxed completely: “In the future, if you plan such actions, you must inform me first.”

He had nearly lost his soul to fright earlier. If not for Shen Xihe’s condition being urgent, he would have confronted Anling directly.

“I thought we understood each other,” Shen Xihe said. “Neither of us is one to take losses.”

Just as Xiao Huayong wouldn’t sacrifice his eye when dealing with Wang Zheng, how could Shen Xihe take poison, even if she could counter it?

“I was… worried beyond reason,” Xiao Huayong gazed at her deeply.

He knew her intelligence, knew how unlikely it was for anyone to easily harm her. Especially with such a clumsy scheme, and given her keen intuition and cautious nature, no one could easily poison her.

Knowing all this, he still panicked, because when it came to matters concerning her, he had no room for reason.

Chapter 352: Crown Prince’s Theft
“Your Highness…”

Just as Shen Xihe was about to speak, a light cough sounded from outside, signaling someone’s approach. She immediately closed her eyes.

Xiao Huayong understood and rose, leaving with Sui Axi. As soon as they exited the inner hall, they encountered Emperor Youning, and naturally performed the proper greetings.

“How is Zhaoning?” Emperor Youning asked.

Xiao Huayong glanced at Sui Axi, who promptly bowed and replied, “In response to Your Majesty, the Princess is unharmed. The poison has been neutralized, and she will fully recover after a few days of rest.”

Emperor Youning nodded, taking the medicine bottle from Liu Sanzhi’s hands. “Is this the poison Zhaoning was given?”

Sui Axi, maintaining his respectful demeanor with lowered eyes, responded, “Reporting to Your Majesty, the poison the Princess ingested was strychnine. This humble one does not know what poison is in the bottle.”

Emperor Youning handed the bottle to Sui Axi. Before entering, he had already met with the Imperial Physician who had treated Shen Xihe, who had also indicated it was strychnine, while the bottle indeed contained strychnine poison.

Sui Axi accepted the bottle respectfully with both hands and carefully examined its contents: “The bottle indeed contains strychnine.”

“Did this medicine fall from the Anling Palace maid?” Emperor Youning asked.

“Your son… did not witness it…” Xiao Huayong answered truthfully, as he had been rushing to Shen Xihe’s side at the time, with many people gathering around.

“Your Majesty, my daughter witnessed it,” Xue Jinqiao stepped forward and bowed, saying, “My daughter saw the Princess fall, and when the palace maid supported her, the medicine bottle fell from her person. The scratch mark on it came from that fall. Not only did my daughter see this, but the Second Young Lady of the Pingyao Marquis household also witnessed it.”

Yu Sangning had seen the medicine bottle being handed to Princess Anling’s maid. Yu Sangning was skilled in social grace, and since gaining Yu Sangzi’s favor, she had been brought along everywhere. Yu Sangning had integrated well with the noble ladies of the capital, but the highest-ranking ladies she could associate with were only those from marquis and duke households – princesses and imperial princesses with titles were beyond her reach to befriend.

When such a rare opportunity arose, she hadn’t realized the bottle contained poison, assuming it was some sort of perfume or cooling medicine that palace maids typically carried. So she took the initiative to hand it over.

When His Majesty summoned her for questioning, she could only respond: “Reporting to Your Majesty, this humble woman only saw the medicine bottle roll over from Princess Anling’s maid’s direction, and mistakenly assumed it belonged to the Princess’s maid. I did not personally witness it fall from the Princess’s maid.”

This explanation both justified why she directly handed over the bottle and avoided offending Princess Anling.

Shen Xihe had never intended to deal with Princess Anling, so whatever they said and however His Majesty judged didn’t matter. The more His Majesty protected Anling, the better it served as evidence that she wouldn’t dare attempt to kill the Princess.

Sure enough, after questioning everyone, Emperor Youning dismissed the matter citing insufficient evidence to determine the source of the item, making it impossible to rashly conclude Princess Anling’s involvement. Everyone expected Shen Xihe, known for her assertiveness, to make a scene – she had been quite forceful when dealing with Princess Changling and Princess Yangling before, and had even slapped Princess Anling previously.

Princess Anling, emboldened by His Majesty’s protection, lifted her chin proudly.

However, Xiao Huayong stepped forward and said, “Your Majesty, might this matter… be investigated by your son… The Princess was indeed poisoned… we cannot dismiss it merely due to insufficient evidence.”

Hearing this, Anling looked at Xiao Huayong with great wariness, fearing she would be framed again.

After pondering for a moment, Emperor Youning declared: “This matter shall be thoroughly investigated by the Crown Prince.”

Anling wanted to speak but held back, and was ultimately led away by Emperor Youning. With the poisoning incident, the Spring Banquet naturally couldn’t continue, though fortunately it had already reached its end and all necessary proceedings had been completed. Everyone departed with great anticipation.

Xiao Huayong personally escorted Shen Xihe back to the Princess’s manor, then used the pretext of looking after her to linger there.

“Until when does Your Highness plan to stay?” Shen Xihe watched as Xiao Huayong, who had made himself completely at home in her residence, lounged comfortably on her banana-leaf chair, his entire demeanor radiating laziness.

“Youyou has been poisoned, and everyone knows how deeply I care for Youyou. How else would I show my profound feelings if I don’t stay until sunset?” Xiao Huayong wore a smile that made Shen Xihe want to use force against him.

“Didn’t Your Highness take on the task of investigating who poisoned me?” Shen Xihe was practically issuing a dismissal order. “Your Highness should at least make a show of effort.”

“I will certainly make a show of it, but there’s no rush,” Xiao Huayong spoke leisurely. “Youyou should at least offer me a meal as proper host etiquette.”

Shen Xihe retorted, “You consider yourself a guest?”

“Of course… not,” Xiao Huayong’s smile grew more impudent, his gaze turning suggestive. “I want to be the master.”

“Then stay hungry,” Shen Xihe tossed these words behind her as she turned and returned to her chambers.

Xiao Huayong followed shortly after. When Shen Xihe ignored him, he lingered for a while longer. Just as Shen Xihe expected him to become persistently clingy as usual, he suddenly changed his attitude: “Ah, since Youyou doesn’t welcome me, I shall take my leave.”

Shen Xihe looked at him suspiciously. He had said he would stay until sunset, and she didn’t think he was joking. This sudden change of mind inevitably made her suspicious.

Xiao Huayong wore a dejected expression: “I’ll come to visit Youyou another day.”

Watching Xiao Huayong leave, and after waiting a moment with no sign of his return, Shen Xihe went to the door and asked Zhenzhu who stood guard: “Did he leave?”

Zhenzhu immediately went to inquire at the front courtyard, confirming that Xiao Huayong had indeed passed through the main gates of the Princess’s manor: “He left.”

Shen Xihe felt something was amiss: “How did he become so… normal today?”

The Princess’s choice of words made Zhenzhu lower her head to suppress a smile -, in the Princess’s eyes, the Crown Prince was usually abnormal.

Shen Xihe pondered for a while, feeling that such unusual behavior must hide some scheme. Xiao Huayong must be plotting something.

She waited for a long time, until dinner, but Xiao Huayong didn’t return. Moreover, news came from the palace that Xiao Huayong had truly returned to the Eastern Palace.

“Could I have been too suspicious of his noble character?” Shen Xihe began to doubt herself.

This doubt persisted until she finished her evening washing and prepared for bed when she glanced at her sewing basket. It was thoroughly shattered.

She strode over and searched through it, discovering that a handkerchief was missing – the one embroidered with the immortal’s sash had disappeared!

It had been something she casually made to pass the time with Zhenzhu and the others. After embroidering it, Shen Xihe had starched, dried, and perfumed it before leaving it there. She hadn’t intended to use it, just left it there casually. She had seen it every day until now when it suddenly vanished!

Though she had already begun to guess, she was still reluctant to think of the dignified Crown Prince as a petty thief.

“Hongyu, when did you last see the handkerchief embroidered with the immortal’s sash in my room?” Since Hongyu was responsible for Shen Xihe’s chambers, she called her directly to inquire.

“Before the Princess left for Furong Garden today, this servant still saw it,” Hongyu’s memory was clear because she saw it daily. “Has it gone missing? No one would dare enter the Princess’s chambers. Could Short Life have taken it?”

Chapter 353: Determined to Slander
“Meow?” Short Life responded.

It was no wonder Hongyu thought this way. Until now, only Xiao Huayong had successfully managed to enter Shen Xihe’s private chambers in the Princess’s manor – how could ordinary people evade the hidden guards?

The manor’s staff were all brought from the Northwest and were completely trustworthy. They would never steal the Princess’s handkerchief, and besides, the handkerchief had no signature – even if stolen and given to a man, it couldn’t damage Shen Xihe’s reputation.

Xiao Huayong had visited Shen Xihe’s room today, they all knew that, but he was the Crown Prince, known for his illustrious conduct and comprehensive virtues – how could he possibly commit theft!

Shen Xihe didn’t believe it either, but the fact was that Xiao Huayong’s docile departure from the Princess’s manor today was because he had discovered this handkerchief in her room and casually pocketed it, leaving early for fear of being caught!

“Alright, you may all retire and rest early,” Shen Xihe dismissed them and lay down on her bed.

At first, she lay there so angry she couldn’t describe the frustration in her heart. But as she kept thinking about it, somehow her anger turned to laughter. Wasn’t he afraid that when he became emperor in the future if others learned of this, how would it be recorded in history? Wasn’t he afraid of the embarrassment?

As the moon leaned against the western tower, Shen Xihe shook her head, shaking away these thoughts before finally falling into a peaceful sleep.

In the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong couldn’t sleep. He carefully caressed the finely textured handkerchief: “Tianyuan, I discovered one of Youyou’s secrets today.”

Tianyuan, somewhat yawning, struggled not to show it. Since returning from the Princess’s manor, the Crown Prince had been unusually excited, his eyes sparkling as bright as Venus, making them all unable to look directly at him.

“It must be something good,” Tianyuan could only agree.

His Highness didn’t need a subordinate with many questions, only one who knew how to listen.

“Look,” Xiao Huayong showed the handkerchief to Tianyuan, but only for a glance before quickly putting it away, as if afraid Tianyuan might look too long and wear holes in it with his gaze.

Tianyuan: …

He vaguely saw a familiar pattern, this pattern…

In a flash of insight, Tianyuan’s drowsiness vanished: “It’s the Immortal’s Sash!”

Tianyuan had accompanied Xiao Huayong to Xinglin Garden, disguised at the time, and had seen the Immortal’s Sash there.

“Yes, it’s the Immortal’s Sash,” Xiao Huayong’s smile was tender and sweet. “Youyou embroidered it on a handkerchief – what do you think this means?”

What did it mean?

For ordinary young ladies, it would certainly indicate special affection or deeper meaning – only matters concerning a lover would be embroidered on a handkerchief.

The Princess wasn’t an ordinary lady and couldn’t be judged by ordinary standards, but the Crown Prince’s love-struck expression showed he wanted to think of her as one.

Tianyuan could only humor his master: “Your Highness, the Immortal’s Sash must hold special significance for the Princess.”

“The Immortal’s Sash was my gift to her,” Xiao Huayong was satisfied, his smile growing more content and sweet.

Tianyuan could only grumble internally: Perhaps when this handkerchief was embroidered, the Princess didn’t know you were Hua Fuhai.

If so, the Princess had no idea who Hua Fuhai was, and didn’t care who he was – perhaps she embroidered this handkerchief on a whim, just passing time?

If he said these words aloud, the Crown Prince would likely kick him out of the palace that very night, throwing him old clothes and sending him to trade with locals.

Although His Highness was increasingly peculiar in the palace, it was limited to matters concerning the Princess when he showed signs of being muddle-headed. Most of the time he was his usual self. Palace life offered good food, drink, and lodging without exposure to wind and sun – Tianyuan didn’t want to go outside to trade with locals.

“Youyou must have had feelings for me early on, but is angry about my deception, so she’s unwilling to express them,” the Crown Prince reached this conclusion.

Tianyuan tilted his head slightly to look at the ceiling, not the sky. Using his somewhat intelligent little mind, he couldn’t figure out how the Crown Prince had deduced that the Princess had early feelings for him.

So he boldly asked: “Your Highness, did the Princess give you the handkerchief?”

If the Princess had specifically gifted it, then perhaps such a conclusion could barely be drawn.

Xiao Huayong’s smile faltered: “Tianyuan, it’s getting late, you may retire.”

Tianyuan felt greatly relieved, as he was truly tired: “Your Highness should rest early as well.”

After bowing, Tianyuan happily left. Walking out of the great hall and closing the door, a night breeze blew past, and Tianyuan awakened from his joy at being able to rest.

He seemed to have asked a question earlier, only to be dismissed by the Crown Prince. Given His Highness’s nature, if it had been a gift from the Princess, he would certainly have been proudly delighted, not avoiding the topic.

Therefore, that handkerchief…

Their wise and mighty, virtuous and accomplished, noble and upright Crown Prince…

Had stolen it!

Reaching this conclusion, Tianyuan felt completely unsettled. He showed an expression uglier than crying as he stiffly returned to his room and lay on his bed like a corpse.

“The Crown Prince is no longer the jade-holding Crown Prince of before…”

Xiao Huayong was unaware of how distressed Tianyuan was over his moral decline. Hugging his stolen handkerchief and resting on his favorite pillow, he drifted sweetly into dreamland.

The next day, Shen Xihe had already forgotten about the handkerchief. She was contemplating how those who wanted to harm her would target Princess Anling.

“Palace security is strict, making it difficult to escape unscathed, and framing me within the palace would seem implausible.” After some thought, Shen Xihe summoned Mo Yuan and ordered, “Go watch Meng Chang.”

Meng Chang was an examination candidate waiting for results after the spring imperial examinations, and the man Princess Anling had fallen for at first sight. The two had been in contact, and since planning to use Princess Anling to draw someone out, Shen Xihe had thoroughly investigated Meng Chang.

Putting herself in their position, thinking of someone who wanted to kill Princess Anling and frame her, Shen Xihe felt using Meng Chang was the best method. Not only could they avoid exposure, but they could easily lure Princess Anling outside the palace. How similar to Princess Yangling’s death?

This way, it would further prove that Princess Yanling and Princess Anling died at the same person’s hands – and wasn’t Shen Xihe their common enemy before death?

Xiao Huayong had thought of this too, and almost simultaneously with Shen Xihe, he sent people to secretly monitor Meng Chang.

Two days later, Princess Anling indeed left the palace to meet Meng Chang, but during these two days, Meng Chang didn’t contact any suspicious persons.

Mo Yuan, waiting outside, counted the time and realized Princess Anling had been inside for a quarter-hour. Given the humble dwelling, the conversation shouldn’t be audible outside, but martial artists like them should at least hear some sound.

Sensing something wrong, regardless of possible exposure, he burst in to find Meng Chang strangling Princess Anling from behind. They were back-to-back, Princess Anling unable to make a sound or kick anything.

Mo Yuan rushed forward, grabbed and twisted Meng Chang’s hand, forcing him to release his grip, then kicked him away, freeing the breathless Princess Anling.

At this moment, the fallen Meng Chang coughed up blood: “Princess… it was… Princess Zhaoning… who ordered me to harm you…”

Chapter 354: What To Do, What Not To Do
Princess Anling’s throat burned with pain as she watched the handsome young man’s face contort, spitting black blood as he fell before her. Even in death, he insisted Shen Xihe was behind this, but Meng Chang didn’t know Mo Yuan – she had seen Mo Yuan before and knew he was Shen Xihe’s head guard.

If Shen Xihe had ordered Meng Chang to kill her, why would Mo Yuan come to save her? Was it to earn her gratitude? Though Princess Anling wouldn’t admit it, she knew in her heart that Shen Xihe neither needed her gratitude nor feared her suspicion.

By now, Zhao Zhenghao had begun searching outside. He had noticed something wrong along with Mo Yuan, but when Mo Yuan rushed in, he immediately surveyed the surroundings to check for anyone hiding, finding no one.

Mo Yuan handed Princess Anling over to Zhao Zhenghao. Although Princess Anling didn’t seem to believe Meng Chang’s words, Mo Yuan thought she would trust Zhao Zhenghao more, as he was sent by His Majesty. He went to the Court of Judicature to find Cui Jinbai to investigate the scene.

“Still one step too late,” Shen Xihe sighed upon receiving the news. She had thought they could catch the person this time, but while the opponent had acted according to her expectations, they hadn’t exposed themselves as she had hoped.

Their extreme caution earned even her admiration.

“All that effort wasted,” Bu Shulin said with some regret.

“Not entirely wasted,” Shen Xihe remained optimistic. “While my main purpose was to draw out the snake, there were other reasons. It will stop His Majesty from suspecting me in the deaths of Princess Changling and Princess Yangling, proving that someone is using the princesses to harm me. After this incident, Princess Anling will be more vigilant and won’t be used against me again in the future. And then there’s Princess Pingling, who hasn’t been targeted yet.”

“They probably wouldn’t dare target Princess Pingling,” Bu Shulin said.

Princess Pingling had a mother who managed the inner palace and two accomplished brothers skilled in both civil and military arts. Among all the princesses, she was undoubtedly the most fortunate, truly living like a real princess.

“Are you going to let this matter rest?” Bu Shulin asked again.

Shen Xihe was trimming her Pingzhong leaf bonsai that had sprouted new buds: “My people, the Crown Prince’s people, and His Majesty’s people are all investigating Meng Chang. I believe that since they chose Meng Chang, they were prepared to escape cleanly. Following Meng Chang’s trail will lead nowhere.”

Bu Shulin clicked her tongue in wonder: “How did you manage to offend such a formidable opponent?”

She stroked her chin thoughtfully: “Few people could accomplish this. It must be one of the princes – even the ladies in the inner palace wouldn’t necessarily have such capability. Who do you think it might be?”

Shen Xihe also suspected it might be one of the princes: “What about Prince Zhao?”

“Why would he want to harm you?” Bu Shulin felt that none of the princes were suspicious.

Only Prince Lie and the Crown Prince had shown interest in Shen Xihe, and Xiao Changying didn’t seem the type to resort to such despicable methods out of love. Moreover, the attacks on Shen Xihe had begun before the betrothal, suggesting it was unlikely to be Xiao Changying.

“He wants to marry the second daughter of the Shen family,” Shen Xihe went through the possibilities and felt only Prince Zhao, Xiao Changmin, had such a motive.

“That is a reasonable explanation,” Bu Shulin nodded.

“This time I had people watching Prince Zhao’s every move, but it doesn’t seem like him,” Shen Xihe had been baiting the enemy while closely monitoring her suspect. The enemy had indeed acted, but not as she had expected. She wasn’t sure if she had overlooked something, if Prince Zhao was exceptionally skilled at hiding his actions, or if she had simply suspected the wrong person.

“Whether it’s him or not, you’re ultimately opponents, why not just…” Bu Shulin’s eyes flashed with murderous intent.

Shen Xihe gave her a disapproving look: “That’s a separate matter. I can’t kill someone without evidence.”

“If it is him, and you don’t kill him now, next time he strikes, it might be fatal,” Bu Shulin was deeply concerned for Shen Xihe’s safety. This person was skilled at hiding, making prevention nearly impossible.

Once they seized an opportunity, they would surely try to kill Shen Xihe.

“But what if it isn’t him?” Shen Xihe countered.

Bu Shulin felt it didn’t matter: “Prince Zhao’s ambition, though he thinks he hides it well, is obvious to everyone. Sooner or later, he’ll die at you and your husband’s hands anyway.”

“No, Alin, one cannot act this way in life,” Shen Xihe said solemnly. “If I’m not certain it’s his doing, I cannot harbor thoughts of killing. While killing the right person might be gratifying, killing the wrong person would indulge my evil. Some evil acts, if never taken that first step, will always retain a sense of reverence and vigilance. Once that step is taken, when facing similar situations again, one becomes increasingly unrestrained until completely numb.

I won’t allow myself to become someone who rewards compliance and destroys opposition.”

Seeing Bu Shulin about to speak, she continued: “If I start down the path of tyranny, one day I’ll become unrecognizable, perhaps even disregarding my closest friends and family. In this world, if a living person has no softness or kindness in their heart, they will surely become a scourge upon the world.

As for what you said about our future confrontation with him on the path to power when that time comes, we’ll each rely on our abilities, whether through schemes or confrontation.”

Until she was certain of someone’s guilt, Shen Xihe wouldn’t act. There was another point she hadn’t told Bu Shulin.

Currently uncertain whether it was Prince Zhao, her restraint in not acting against him maintained her vigilance against potential hidden enemies. If she killed Prince Zhao believing him to be the true culprit, that vigilance would vanish.

If the real culprit was someone else, even a small oversight on her part might prove truly fatal.

“If it is him, and you let him go today, what if next time you fall into his trap and lose your life…” Bu Shulin felt compelled to remind Shen Xihe of this possibility.

“If I’m outmatched, I’ll face the consequences of my actions,” Shen Xihe replied.

“Ah,” Bu Shulin sighed deeply. “Youyou, you’re not suited to be a ruler this way.”

“Must a ruler be suspicious? See someone who might harm them and kill without discretion?” Shen Xihe shook her head with a light laugh. “While this might demonstrate authority, it’s not commendable. A few wrongful deaths might at most leave one isolated, with no one daring to speak the truth. Too many killings and wrongful deaths will lead to universal rebellion, ending in death from one’s suspicions.”

Bu Shulin thought for a moment and felt Shen Xihe had a point: “You always think extremely long-term, and I’ve noticed you think long-term in terms of self-discipline while being quite tolerant of others.”

“‘Without distant planning, there will be near worries’ – this is my favorite saying,” Shen Xihe smiled. “You’re wrong though, I’m not tolerant of others, rather their affairs don’t concern me. If they don’t harm me, why should I judge or criticize?”

She was never tolerant of strangers – she simply didn’t care about them. Their good or bad behavior was their own business.

Chapter 355: The Imperial Examination Fraud Case
“Youyou, if I had met you earlier, perhaps…”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t have lived until now,” Shen Xihe cut off her words.

Bu Shulin: …

If not for Gu Qingzhi’s lifetime of memories, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have such a broad-minded attitude. When Bu Shulin kidnaps Lingling that day, the purpose is to make Prince Kang’s household wary of her and take action against her, so Bu Shulin can stay out of it and observe Shen Xihe’s capabilities.

Then decides how to deal with Shen Xihe, who knows one of her deadly secrets.

That Shen Xihe could think of this point – without having experienced major trials, she wouldn’t have thought so far ahead. She and Bu Shulin might have become enemies from their first meeting. Bu Shulin might not have been her match; her way of dealing with people was even more ruthless than Gu Qingzhi.

Only she wouldn’t have had today’s sophistication and decisiveness and might have caused discord between her father and the Prince of Shunan.

“My father sent word saying His Highness the Crown Prince wants to be involved in the matter between Shunan and the Northwest,” Bu Shulin sought confirmation from Shen Xihe. “What do you think?”

“My father also sent word. He has no objections to His Highness the Crown Prince’s involvement.”

After all, from the moment Shen Xihe was betrothed to Xiao Huayong, the Shen family was tied to the Eastern Palace. They needed to fully assist Xiao Huayong in ascending to the throne. Once Xiao Huayong became emperor, having this matter openly known to him would be better, saving them from his future suspicions about collusion between Shunan and the Northwest.

Xiao Huayong knew about Bu Shulin’s female identity. Even without Shen Xihe as a connection, if Bu Shulin wanted to survive, she could only temporarily trust Xiao Huayong. However, without Shen Xihe, the Bu family would guard themselves more carefully to prevent Xiao Huayong from betraying them after achieving his goals.

With Shen Xihe, although they still couldn’t rely completely on him, at least they could have more hope in their hearts.

“Oh right, Youyou, Cui Shitou says he wants to stay at the Bu residence!” Bu Shulin thought of a troublesome matter and looked pleadingly at Shen Xihe. “Help me think of a way – how can I let him stay at my residence?”

“Ka ka ka…” Shen Xihe had just taken a sip of tea when she heard Bu Shulin’s words and almost spat it out. Fortunately, her good breeding made her swallow it forcefully, causing her to choke. Zhenzhu immediately stepped forward to help her catch her breath.

After coughing until her throat hurt, she took some pear paste for her throat that Zhenzhu brought. Once she felt better, she looked up at the worried and guilty-looking Bu Shulin: “Stay at your residence? Why does he need to stay there?”

The Cui family was wealthy and powerful – how could they not have a residence for Cui Jinbai, the most promising young member of the Cui clan?

“It seems his young brother keeps crying and being difficult. His stepmother consulted a master who said that this year, Cui Shitou and her young son’s fortunes clash, so she needs to take her children back to her maiden home to temporarily avoid Cui Jinbai.” Bu Shulin had inquired about the reason and was quite angry.

What temporary avoidance – it was a threat: with them there, there would be no place for Cui Jinbai.

“What do Lord Cui and the clan members say?” How could such a major matter be left to a woman’s whims?

“Cui Shitou’s father did tell the mother and son to return to her maiden home, and clan members are divided in their support.” Bu Shulin knew the details. “But Cui Shitou himself wants family harmony above all, saying that for the sake of household peace, he’ll move out for a year…”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe smiled. Cui Jinbai was a young prodigy who had become Junior Minister of Justice in his early twenties. Looking across the entire court, there wasn’t a single young man more accomplished than him.

How could his wisdom and tactics be compared to ordinary people? If not for Bu Shulin, whom he desperately wanted to stay with, he had countless ways to make the Cui family side with him. The reason he chose to “compromise” and show his magnanimity this time was simply because this situation played right into his hands.

Shen Xihe even suspected that the master’s consultation and the fortune clash might all have been orchestrated by him.

Cui Jinbai was convinced that Bu Shulin was a man, and he had fallen in love with this man. Yet Bu Shulin was only using him for protection and didn’t seem to truly care for him as a man. He was trying everything possible to make Bu Shulin accept him, unwilling to suffer alone.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s amusement, Bu Shulin became more depressed: “Youyou, Cui Shitou has gone mad. When I told him I’m the only child of the Bu family, he suggested I find a lady to bear a son, give it to my father to fulfill my filial duty, and then I would belong completely to him!”

When she heard those words at the time, Bu Shulin was stunned. She truly felt Cui Jinbai’s madness.

“To be willing to compromise to such an extent, his feelings for you are truly rare to find.” Shen Xihe sighed.

“Youyou, stop talking about these meaningless things, quickly help me think of a solution.” Bu Shulin had a headache.

“I suspect his wanting to stay at your residence is firstly to be close to you, and secondly to prove to you he’s not afraid of rumors.” Shen Xihe said seriously. “Junior Minister Cui is fixated on you. Even if I think of a solution, he’ll find other ways. You can’t expect me to always fight with Junior Minister Cui for you. You must think of your solution – this is between you two, I don’t want to get involved.”

“Youyou…” Bu Shulin was desperate.

Hong Yu came to say Xue Jinqiao had arrived. Shen Xihe forcefully sent Bu Shulin away and gave Xue Jinqiao the gifts her brother had instructed to be given to him. Xue Jinqiao was very happy and always opened them in front of Shen Xihe, asking her about anything he didn’t understand.

As Shen Xihe had predicted, Meng Chang’s side couldn’t investigate further – there wasn’t a shred of evidence.

On the fifth day of the third month, Xie Yunhuai came to bid farewell, saying he wanted to make a trip to the Western Regions.

Shen Xihe personally saw him off at the city gate. Three days after Xie Yunhuai left, news spread that Xie Ji wanted to take a concubine.

However, this matter didn’t attract much attention. Xie Ji had no children, and Xie Yunhuai was not on good terms with him. Taking a concubine to continue the family line was a common affair.

On the twelfth day of the third month, the spring examination results were posted. The streets and alleys of the capital were filled with sounds of result announcements, celebrations, gongs, and drums interweaving into a tapestry of joy. However, this joy didn’t last two days before an examinee went to the Capital Prefecture to report that someone had obtained the examination questions in advance – there was fraud in the examination hall.

The new successful candidate was someone of shallow learning, and this revelation caused huge waves.

The imperial examination system had only recently flourished in this dynasty, and there had never been reports of fraud. “All pursuits are low, only studying is high” – people naturally respected scholars and ordinary folk didn’t dare to tarnish it.

“Is the person who reported this Guo Daoyi?” Shen Xihe asked Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu nodded: “That’s right.”

Shen Xihe thought of how Xiao Huayong had previously said he wanted to pave the way for Tao Zhuanxian to compete for the position of Minister of the Secretariat that Xue Heng would vacate, saying he had other plans for the Minister of Rites position. The person who set the questions for this metropolitan examination was the Minister of Rites, and the examiner was the Vice Minister of Rites.

If the spring examination fraud was proven true, the Minister of Rites would lose his position at best, and at worst, would lose his head.

Chapter 356: Her Admiration For Him
Originally thinking this was just a scheme targeting the Minister of Rites, but by the next day, the situation had spiraled out of control. Not only was the spring examination’s first-ranked candidate lacking in talent and learning, but even his provincial examination qualification had been bought with money…

These shocking rumors spread with seemingly credible details, making them impossible to disbelieve.

“Who ranked first in the metropolitan examination?” Shen Xihe hadn’t paid much attention yesterday.

“Surname He, from Wuzhou, said to be a distant relative of the Director of the Imperial Academy…” Zhenzhu informed Shen Xihe of the person’s basic information.

“To the Eastern Palace,” Shen Xihe’s expression turned grave after hearing this.

This wasn’t just a temporary move in Xiao Huayong’s game – this should be a long-planned grand strategy, involving officials from the capital to the provinces. One wrong step could lead to replacing half the court’s officials.

“Youyou came to seek me out – why didn’t you let me know earlier? I could have prepared more of what Youyou likes.” Xiao Huayong handed over a plate of cherries.

The first spring fruit, cherries were the most sought-after fruit in the capital. New examination graduates would hold “cherry banquets,” and the fruit was so precious and rare that each person would receive at most one small plate.

In a colorful crystal dish lay cherries that were tender and juicy, crystal clear, with a glossy red sheen, looking extremely delicious and tempting.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe was startled.

If she remembered correctly, Xiao Huayong had suffered twelve years of lingering poison because of a bowl of preserved cherries. Shen Xihe had thought he would hate or even avoid cherries, yet he offered them to her so openly.

Xiao Huayong saw through her thoughts at a glance: “Youyou think I avoid them?”

Xiao Huayong wiped his hands, picked up a cherry, carefully removed the stem, and very skillfully, without spilling a drop of juice, split it open, removed the pit, and placed it in another crystal dish which he pushed toward Shen Xihe.

“Before meeting you, I wouldn’t allow myself any weaknesses.” He had indeed once despised cherries deeply. When he decided to stand up, the first thing he did was eat cherries, eating them until he no longer had any aversion to them, which was how he developed such skillful handling.

Nothing and no one could make him fear or hesitate until he met Shen Xihe.

He thought everyone in the world should have one soft spot, and Shen Xihe was his long-lost, irresistible softness.

“Try them, these are cherries grown in the Eastern Palace’s rear garden,” Xiao Huayong had planted many fruit trees in the Eastern Palace, always two of each kind. Initially, he thought one tree wouldn’t look aesthetically pleasing, but now he felt that pairs of trees carried meaning, “In a while, there will be loquats as well.”

Shen Xihe felt admiration for how Xiao Huayong faced cherries so openly. She didn’t refuse, but picked up her chopsticks and tasted the cherries: “Sweet and mellow, soft and lingering.”

These were the finest of cherries. Shen Xihe had eaten them before in Linchuan, but the Northwest didn’t have them. Linchuan’s cherries weren’t as juicy and delicious as these which made one want to eat more.

“These two cherry trees have been planted in the Eastern Palace for seven years. At first, the fruit was sour and astringent. I sought advice from many elderly farmers who knew about growing cherries, and it took three or four years of effort to get them to bear sweet fruit.” Seeing Shen Xihe’s enjoyment, Xiao Huayong continued removing stems and pits for her, “Starting tomorrow, I’ll have Tianyuan send you a plate every day.”

Cherries were freshest when still on the tree, and one shouldn’t eat too many. Sending Shen Xihe one plate daily would be perfect.

“These are precious items, the Empress Dowager and His Majesty…”

“These are mine. Showing filial piety to Grandmother and His Majesty is enough – Grandmother can’t eat many, they cause bloating,” Xiao Huayong interrupted Shen Xihe, “I also know several dishes made with cherries as ingredients. Another day I’ll invite Youyou to share them.”

“I’ll certainly accept the invitation.” Shen Xihe thought about bringing some other foods then, and found it especially admirable that he had sought advice from elderly farmers. “Has Your Highness visited many rural areas?”

“Yes,” Xiao Huayong said, “Back then I asked my Imperial Tutor how to become a ruler. The Imperial Tutor said if I could understand the common people, understand merchants, understand the relationship between people and officials, understand poverty and wealth, then I could become a ruler.”

At that time, he had only wanted to become someone who commanded life and death. The Imperial Tutor saw the fear and resentment in his eyes, so he had him observe these things. Seeing more naturally opened his mind, and knowing more naturally made him someone who didn’t blame heaven or resent others.

“In this world, there is no one I cannot understand,” Xiao Huayong lowered his eyes, his hands not stopping their work. “I know Youyou came today about the examination fraud case. This is something I started planning three years ago.”

“Is Your Highness’s goal merely to replace a batch of court officials and cultivate your power base?” Shen Xihe had come to the Eastern Palace to ask him directly because she couldn’t understand the full meaning of his actions.

“That’s just a side benefit,” Xiao Huayong held nothing back from Shen Xihe. “Did you know I once took the imperial examinations under an assumed name? His Majesty, to suppress the aristocratic families, tasted the sweetness of supporting scholars from humble backgrounds. This move indeed greatly benefited the court and the nation, but haste makes waste.”

After purging the eunuchs that year, His Majesty held special examinations for two consecutive years, quickly cultivating a batch of scholars from humble backgrounds. Thereafter, he accepted large numbers of talented individuals each year, thus breaking down the power of the great families. However he didn’t realize that his emphasis on scholars from humble backgrounds led many such scholars to take desperate risks for a chance at success.

There were merchants’ sons paying others to take the exam for them, wealthy families bribing examination officials, and people bribing searchers to smuggle materials into the examination hall. But these weren’t the worst – the worst thing was what Xiao Huayong personally experienced: his examination paper was switched inside the examination hall.

“Switched!” Shen Xihe was shocked.

“Yes, switched – and it happened in Wuzhou.” That’s why he started his purge there. “The examination official brazenly replaced my paper with someone else’s name. When I went to the authorities for justice, I was thrown in jail as a troublemaker disrupting public order.”

At the time, Xiao Huayong held back his anger because he knew that while he could clean up practices here, he couldn’t intimidate other places.

To make these people understand how intolerable their actions were and never dare harbor such thoughts again, he needed to conduct a bloody purge. Only if people spoke of it with fear for at least ten years would truly talented individuals be able to emerge.

“I see.” Shen Xihe’s admiration for Xiao Huayong grew. Perhaps because of their different positions and experiences, Xiao Huayong was more clear-headed and thorough than His Majesty. What the Imperial Tutor had taught him reached heights that other princes could never achieve in their lifetime.

When he became ruler in the future, likely no one would be able to deceive him about anything.

As they talked, without realizing it, Xiao Huayong had finished preparing a plate of cherries and Shen Xihe had finished eating them. Xiao Huayong looked up to meet Shen Xihe’s admiring and praising gaze, and suddenly his smile took on an enigmatic quality: “If Youyou keeps looking at me like this, I might not be able to control myself…”

Chapter 357: Once in a Lifetime
Shen Xihe truly felt both angry and uncertain about how to face this person. One moment, his strategic planning could be serious and commanding respect, and the next instant, he would transform into someone frivolous who made her so uncomfortable she wanted to rough him up!

“Youyou, when I’m with you, I feel at ease and comfortable. Everything I say and do is my true nature,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong said with a flickering smile on his lips. “I want you to know this before our marriage, so you won’t think I’ve changed after our grand wedding.”

“…Should I thank Your Highness?” Shen Xihe asked speechlessly.

“What need is there for thanks between us? Besides, I’m merely being honest with Youyou,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong shook his head with a smile. “Regarding the examination fraud case, Youyou can just watch it unfold. Why don’t you instead help select our wedding attire…”

As he spoke, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong picked up a catalog sent by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau, containing complete sets of wedding attire.

As she was to be Crown Princess, she didn’t need to make her wedding clothes unlike other ladies getting married. Even those unskilled in needlework would typically make at least a symbolic few stitches, but her and Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s wedding attire would be prepared by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau. All grand wedding ceremonies were handled by the Six Departments and Twenty-Four Divisions led by the Department of Palace Affairs and the Court of Imperial Sacrifices leading the Ministry of Rites. She didn’t even need to prepare her dowry, as the royal family had a standard dowry prepared for the Crown Princess.

The grand wedding attire naturally didn’t need her preparation either. The current dynasty favored bright colors, typically using crimson red and cyan green for wedding clothes, with green for the bride and red for the groom. The Crown Prince’s wedding attire had intricate patterns, and as Shen Xihe flipped through several sets, they all seemed similar.

She preferred subtle colors, with purple being the brightest color she had ever worn. She had never worn cyan green or red.

Just as her interest was waning and she was about to randomly point to a set, she came across wedding attire in a light cloud color, with golden thread trim embroidered in exquisite patterns. Shen Xihe fell in love with it at first sight, but she had reservations: “Would light cloud color not be appropriate?”

“What’s inappropriate about it? This is our wedding, not someone else’s. If you’re happy with it, that’s what matters,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong said deliberately. His Youyou was too bound by propriety and etiquette – he wanted to gradually break down these ritualistic constraints on her.

She could be a lady of graceful bearing, a Crown Princess who knew literature and propriety, but with him, she must be a wife who followed her heart.

Only by breaking through this barrier could they truly face each other without reservations.

“The court officials, Ministry of Rites, Confucian scholars…” Shen Xihe got a headache just thinking about their verbal and written attacks.

She didn’t think it was worth enduring their lengthy criticisms just for a moment’s pleasure.

“There’s no law stating that wedding attire must be red and green,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong smiled gently. “White was revered by our ancestors, and considered beautiful during the Wei and Jin periods. Our dynasty doesn’t taboo white either. What’s wrong with white wedding attire for our ceremony?”

Shen Xihe watched Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s earnest expression. She was worried that this was his arrangement just for her preferences, that to fulfill her wishes, he would again have to carefully plan how to silence those critics.

“This is our only wedding in this lifetime. Being able to marry you as my wife is my life’s greatest fortune – my joy lies in you,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong said with sincere feeling. “You’re different from me – marrying me may not bring you unexpected happiness. I only wish for you to have more things that please you in our marriage, and to see joy and delight in your eyes on our wedding day.”

So a set of wedding attire, whether it brought her joy or merely acceptance, held such deep meaning for him.

Once in a lifetime – these words moved Shen Xihe, and she chose to follow her heart: “Then let’s choose this set.”

Crown Prince Xiao Huayong revealed a pleased smile. This wedding attire, paired with the crown he had made from northern pearls collected by his gyrfalcon, would surely make her beauty astound everyone on their wedding day.

Shen Xihe stayed at the Eastern Palace until after the evening meal before returning home. From that day forward, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong truly sent a plate of cherries every day, each one plump and lustrous, as if carefully selected.

Tianyuan naturally wanted to claim credit for his master: “His Highness personally picked each cherry, selected them himself, and washed them.”

The less attractive ones, those not evenly red, were all picked out by His Highness and given to his subordinates.

“Tell His Highness to send me the screened cherries as well. I’ll make some food for him,” Shen Xihe wanted to reciprocate his kindness.

She wondered how many cherries he had gone through to select such uniformly beautiful ones for a single plate. Cherries were precious – it wouldn’t be good to waste them.

Tianyuan hurriedly agreed. One plate of cherries was selected by the Crown Prince from an entire basket – he had eaten so many cherries during the selection that he almost wanted to run away at the mere smell.

The next day, Shen Xihe received many cherries that weren’t as attractive – they were only less beautiful compared to the ones Crown Prince Xiao Huayong had selected. She made cherry soup – perfect for quenching thirst during the warm spring afternoons when flowers were blooming.

She made cherry blossom cakes as tea snacks for Crown Prince Xiao Huayong and prepared extra cherries to try to make cherry wine.

While she was busy making treats in her residence, the court was in turmoil. The top scorer of the provincial examination was personally retested by the Director of the Palace Library on the Emperor’s orders. Given a new topic to solve alone, his handwriting remained excellent, but his composition was nonsensical, infuriating Emperor Youning so much that he threw a paperweight at the Minister of Rites’ head.

This time, the Minister of Rites had leaked the examination questions because of his grandson’s troubles – actually, a scheme orchestrated by Crown Prince Xiao Huayong.

Two years ago, at a literary gathering, the Minister’s grandson had happened to present a poem he claimed to have “found,” receiving unprecedented praise. His vanity inflated, in the heat of the moment, he claimed it as his own work.

Afterward, he received various invitations. Not wanting people to know he had falsely claimed another’s literary talent, by coincidence he found the true author. Learning of that person’s poverty, he used money and power to threaten them into becoming his ghostwriter. Since then, his poems, paintings, and essays flourished everywhere, earning much admiration. Even the lady he admired began to favor him, causing him to sink deeper into this deception.

Just before the metropolitan examination, this candidate discovered his unsavory dealings and threatened to expose him, which would ruin his reputation. He used this to blackmail him into obtaining the examination questions. This year’s examination questions were set by his grandfather since he wouldn’t be participating.

Knowing his grandfather best, he managed to get the questions after getting his grandfather drunk, then told the candidate.

This candidate couldn’t solve the questions himself and didn’t dare spread them widely for fear of exposure. After a “well-meaning person’s” subtle hint, he remembered his distant relation to the Director of the Imperial Academy’s He family and gained their favor under the pretense of seeking knowledge.

The He family’s eldest son was highly talented in literature, but because his grandfather had passed away this year and the mourning period of one year wasn’t complete, he couldn’t participate in the examinations. So the candidate took the questions to the He family’s eldest son for solutions, memorized them completely, and sure enough, the examination questions matched exactly.

He had plagiarized the He family’s eldest son’s work to become the top scorer.

Chapter 358: I Want to Think More for Her
The matter extended far beyond this. This successful candidate’s licentiate title had been obtained by stealing someone else’s essay.

Indeed, he was the one who had stolen Xiao Huayong’s essay to become the Provincial Graduate three years ago. Xiao Huayong had used some tactics to prevent him from successfully participating in that year’s spring examination, all for today.

From the former Prefect of Wuzhou who was now Governor, to that year’s chief examiner – none could escape. Emperor Youning sent imperial commissioners to thoroughly investigate. In the capital, the Minister of Rites was stripped of his position for leaking examination questions, and his grandson was executed. The Vice Minister of Rites had only been negligent in supervision, but after discovering the candidate was incompetent, he chose to cover it up and was also dismissed.

The Director of the Imperial Academy’s family had originally been used, but after the results were posted, the questions were made public, and the top essay was displayed for all to read. The He family knew their distant relative had stolen the questions but remained silent because they knew how far the implications reached.

The Director of the Imperial Academy was also dismissed, and his son was stripped of his scholarly honors and banned from ever holding office.

This was merely what pertained to this candidate surnamed He. Emperor Youning, seeing the larger picture from this small detail, didn’t believe this was an isolated case. He dispatched Imperial Censors to various regions, determined to investigate this matter thoroughly. As for how many people would be punished, it depended on how far the matter reached.

During the rouge case, Xiao Huayong had cleverly manipulated the situation, giving the involved parties time to flee while having his people watch them. When His Majesty investigated, he had his people capture these individuals and claim great merit. These people all received important positions in local government.

After taking their positions, they began preparing for the spring examination matter. Therefore, when the Imperial Censors arrived, they quickly submitted suspicious cases from previous years. Their cooperative attitude and efficient work, compared to others, again won Emperor Youning’s high praise.

“The capital’s sky is about to change,” Xiao Changqin stood under a pavilion, looking at the sky near Qingming Festival, often covered by dark clouds.

“Second Brother and Fourth Brother are scrambling about, using this to place who knows how many people. Why is Big Brother unmoved?” Xiao Changying stood beside him, the brothers of equal height.

Even if they had no desire to compete for the throne, they couldn’t be controlled by others. These two brothers, one gloomy and one mad, were not good people. Once powerful, they would surely move against their brothers.

“This trap was set by His Highness the Crown Prince. However many people they place, they’re all just covering for His Highness,” Xiao Changqin’s lips curved in a barely perceptible mockery. “The more they move now, the more their people are exposed.”

The Crown Prince’s scheme aimed to replace the corrupt officials at court, disrupt the current situation, and see clearly whose people were whose. Second Brother and Fourth Brother’s hasty actions had almost completely exposed their forces to the Crown Prince’s eyes.

“How does Big Brother know this is the Crown Prince’s scheme?” Xiao Changying wasn’t naive enough to think such an uncontrollable examination fraud case had no one pushing it along. He had vaguely guessed it might be the Crown Prince’s doing but had no evidence.

“I saw that essay that won He the Provincial Graduate title three years ago,” said Xiao Changqin.

At that time, he still had ambitions to become the ruler of the world, wanting his wife to become the most noble person in heaven. He even deceived himself thinking that if the Gu family and the imperial family continued their balance of power, when he ascended the throne, he could spare the Gu family.

Therefore, he paid attention to talented people from various regions. Scholars from humble backgrounds were easiest to win over – they had no foundation and no complex marriage alliances.

“At the time, I felt it was refined yet unconventional; showing depth of thought and strategic brilliance.” Xiao Changqin couldn’t help but smile absently as he spoke. “I noticed the writing showed restraint, and thought this person’s restraint was especially admirable. Only today do I realize that this restraint was merely what his false identity required.”

Who wrote Candidate He’s essay had become a mystery because the investigation revealed the student who took the examination had died before the autumn examination three years ago – he couldn’t possibly have taken the exam or written that essay.

“Wuzhou is very far from Luoyang…” Xiao Changying felt it unreasonable for Xiao Huayong to go to Wuzhou to take the examination under a false name.

“Has His Highness the Crown Prince been in Luoyang all these years?” Xiao Changqin asked with a smile.

He wouldn’t have been. These years, Xiao Huayong had deceived everyone’s eyes, using his short life expectancy as cover, making every prince forget about him. His Majesty was busy with state affairs and knew the Empress Dowager was by his side, only sending people to convey greetings and precious items during festivals.

Without anyone’s knowledge, he had grown into an unfathomable Crown Prince.

“Just from this, you can determine it was the Crown Prince’s doing?”

Xiao Changqin said: “His writing and his current way of handling matters are extremely similar…”

A person’s writing easily reveals their character and inner desires. Combined with the earth-shattering nature of this examination fraud case, Xiao Changqin felt nobody but the Crown Prince could have accomplished this.

At this moment, he must surely be restraining himself, not moved by this piece of fat meat before his eyes. Once his people moved, they would all be exposed to Xiao Huayong.

“Your Highness, only Prince Xin and Prince Lie have shown no movement,” Tianyuan reported to Xiao Huayong in the Eastern Palace.

“His Majesty’s judgment of people is beyond doubt. Fifth Brother has the talent of a ruler,” Xiao Huayong acknowledged Xiao Changqin. “Note down all Second Brother and Fourth Brother’s people. In the future, when something happens, we can push them forward to take the blame. With them paving the way, our people can slowly climb up.”

All these years he had never rushed to arrange people in court. Shen Xihe thought he had many people, but only Zhao Zhenghao and Cui Jinbai – the rest, including Xiao Fuxing, were only brought under his wing after the rouge case.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to or didn’t dare, but that the time wasn’t ripe. His Majesty was in his prime – arranging too early would only become His Majesty’s suspicion and sacrifice in the competition between various forces. Now was the best time to make arrangements.

He had indeed placed many people in court positions, but they were all obscure minor officials, eighth and ninth rank with only one of the seventh rank.

Only people who climbed up step by step like this would be trusted as loyal subjects when His Majesty became elderly.

“Your Highness, your original plan wasn’t like this…” Tianyuan hesitated to continue.

The spring examination move had been planned for three years, meant to bring down many people, and from the beginning, His Highness wasn’t supposed to arrange people in the most inconspicuous places but should have forcefully seized important positions.

“Originally it was just a casual game,” Xiao Huayong raised his eyes to look at the painting on the wall, which had both him and her.

At that time he hadn’t thought about living long and was just playing with them to pass his remaining boring days while he was alive.

“Now I need to think more for her.”

In ten years, these people’s wings would be fully grown. If something happened to him, then as she wished, she would have sufficient power to become the most noble person in this imperial city.

He wasn’t sure if he could pass the great hurdle four years later. Such a person as himself shouldn’t have pursued her, shouldn’t have forcefully married her – he should have found someone more suitable who could accompany her longer.

But he was so selfish, he simply couldn’t bring himself to smile and give her up to another.

For this shameful selfish desire of his, he could only try his best to compensate her. She cared about the Northwest, she wanted to control her destiny. If he couldn’t forge this path for her himself, then he would do his utmost to pave every step for her.

Whether as Empress Dowager or Female Emperor, this was the most he could give her with everything he had.

Even if he wasn’t by her side in the future, she could live as she wished.

Chapter 359: The Son-in-law of the Gu Family
The first fraud case since the implementation of the imperial examinations implicated not just this batch of candidates, but also officials from previous batches. As the investigation continued, it would inevitably cause upheaval in the court, making everyone fear for themselves.

Some took advantage of the situation, stirring up trouble to escape punishment or gain benefits, making the waters increasingly muddy. Emperor Youning had no choice but to halt the open investigation. This major case resulted in three Governors being dismissed, five Prefects, over ten local officials, over ten capital officials, and hundreds of degree holders being implicated!

When the news broke, it shocked the empire.

During this court session, Emperor Youning was so angry he couldn’t sit still, pacing back and forth on the imperial steps, berating his officials who prostrated themselves without daring to rise. After a good long outburst, Emperor Youning called them to rise and returned to his dragon throne, gripping the armrest with one hand, his expression cold and dark.

First the tomb robbery case, now the examination fraud – both within half a year, undoubtedly questioning his ability to rule clearly.

Just as everyone remained silent, Minister of Personnel Xue Gui stepped forward: “Your Majesty, the examination fraud case traces back three years. Your humble servant reviewed the files last night and discovered most of these people were Lord Gu’s disciples.”

Xue Gui’s words were very subtle, but everyone present understood his intention – to throw dirt on a dead man.

The Gu family had fallen less than a year ago. Before that, everyone knew how immensely powerful the Gu clan was. At the Gu family’s peak, the Three Departments directly bypassed imperial power, and indeed many of those implicated had dealings with the Gu family. Using Gu Zhao as a scapegoat was most fitting.

As soon as Xue Gui finished speaking, Xiao Changqin, who had appeared indifferent as if lost in thought, suddenly looked over, his deep black pupils seemingly flashing with penetrating sharpness.

Minister of State Cui Zheng did not comment on this, while Minister of the Secretariat Xue Heng was utterly disappointed in his nephew. He wanted to follow Wang Zheng’s path to gain His Majesty’s trust but thought His Majesty only wanted flatterers. Wang Zheng’s flattery was subtle and he was highly capable, while Xue Gui never looked in the mirror at his ugly behavior, nor did he measure his abilities.

Everyone knew why the imperial examinations had been promoted – it was His Majesty’s way of dealing with Gu Zhao. Otherwise, how could His Majesty’s word now carry such absolute weight?

Now that there were problems with the examinations, pushing blame onto the person whose family was destroyed by the examination system’s rise was too unseemly.

Those who knew the truth naturally found it unsightly, while those who didn’t could find ways to muddle through. At this point, someone stood up to echo Xue Gui: “Your Majesty, Xue Gui’s words remind this humble servant that Lord Gu repeatedly opposed implementing the examination system and later made things difficult for scholars from humble backgrounds who passed the examinations. Lord Gu was never in favor of the examination system. Now that deep investigation reveals corrupt practices going back six years or even longer, and half the fraudulent participants had close dealings with Lord Gu, perhaps Lord Gu had planned this long ago to sabotage and suppress the examination system.”

One could imagine that if Gu Zhao were still alive today when such a major case broke out, he would likely have forcefully stopped the examinations, once again letting the great families control the court.

Officials who were straightforward in temperament, from humble backgrounds, loyal to His Majesty, and often at odds with sons of great families immediately agreed.

Following Xue Gui’s hint, the chatter concluded that this was perhaps a long-planned conspiracy before Gu Zhao’s death. If His Majesty hadn’t been wise enough to subdue the Gu family early, the court would be in danger today.

No one stood up to speak for Gu Zhao, not because they didn’t understand in their hearts, nor because none had received his favors, but because someone had to bear the greatest responsibility – either Gu Zhao or His Majesty.

His Majesty was their sovereign; His Majesty losing face was the fault of his court officials. Additionally, they didn’t know His Majesty’s attitude. If they rashly spoke up and angered him, their entire families would suffer.

“Your Majesty.” Just as the situation was becoming one-sided, Prince Xin Xiao Changqin, who hadn’t voluntarily spoken in court for a long time, stepped forward. “The lords speak with such certainty, as if they participated, truly alarming your son.

The examination system selects officials to serve the court, creates an atmosphere of learning, and truly benefits both the country and the people. Your son’s talent and learning are shallow, incomparable to the lords’ decade of study and vast knowledge, but even I know that officials should cultivate virtue. How can they not know ‘respect the dead’?

All accusations and blame must be based on evidence. Today, these ministers make baseless accusations, wantonly insulting the deceased. Your son is ashamed to be among such people.”

After making the court officials hang their heads in shame, everyone suddenly remembered that Prince Xin, who had been quiet for almost a year, was the one who had defeated the great scholars of the Imperial Academy in a debate at age fifteen.

Glancing at those who had just slandered Gu Zhao, Xiao Changqin turned to bow to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty, the Gu family was originally wrongly killed by someone’s scheme, yet still bears false accusations. Must we repeat this mistake? Though the Gu family has no one left, I am still their son-in-law. When someone insults the deceased, I beg Your Majesty to do justice for the Gu family, to give your son justice.”

The phrase “son-in-law of the Gu family” made everyone draw in a sharp breath. The muddy account between His Majesty and Gu Zhao couldn’t be calculated or clarified.

Without Gu Zhao, His Majesty might not have become emperor; without Gu Zhao, His Majesty also wouldn’t have been a puppet ruler for over ten years.

No one could figure out His Majesty’s true feelings toward Gu Zhao – this was a royal taboo. Whether the Gu family died unjustly or was framed could only be understood implicitly, not explicitly stated. Everyone knew clearly in their hearts – to say it was unjust wasn’t quite right, and to say it wasn’t unjust wasn’t quite right either.

Could His Majesty truly clear the Gu family’s name? Was it just compromise due to circumstances, or was it the remembrance of old feelings? No one could judge. But Xiao Changqin openly mentioned that the Gu family was previously harmed undoubtedly trampled on His Majesty’s face.

Some things were just the emperor showing a bit of benevolence in compromise. Bringing them up was tantamount to erasing kindness and pushing too far.

Emperor Youning’s face was expressionless, his gaze unreadable as he looked at Xiao Changqin bowing in the great hall.

Everyone remained silent. Xiao Changying wanted to step forward to speak but was stopped by a look from Xiao Changqin.

After a long silence, Emperor Youning finally spoke: “We have always strongly promoted the examination system, intending to provide the country with capable people and enable the people to learn culture and propriety. This fraud case occurred due to Our negligence and poor judgment in appointing people. The examination system was established in the previous dynasty and implemented in ours; deficiencies can only be discovered after implementation.

The Three Departments and Six Ministries are ordered to discuss how to make examinations stricter and prevent fraud, draft regulations, and submit them to Us. If there are no other matters to report today, the court is dismissed.”

The officials exchanged glances and immediately respectfully saw His Majesty off.

After the court dispersed, news of what happened reached Shen Xihe’s ears. She was angry about Xue Gui leading the attempt to throw the examination fraud case’s dirt onto the deceased Gu Zhao.

That day when she fell into the river, if not for the supernatural chance of Gu Qingzhi, she would have already perished.

Chapter 360: Xihe’s Protection
For Gu Qingchi, she held gratitude in her heart. Perhaps due to her life experiences, she had always shown a slight bias towards everything related to her.

She turned her head to look at Xue Jinqiao, who was playing with Duanming, her eyes dark and seemingly lost in thought.

“Sister, what’s wrong?” Xue Jinqiao was sensitive and immediately noticed something off about Shen Xihe’s expression.

“Qiaoqiao, you and your father…”

“I don’t have a father.” Before Shen Xihe could finish, Xue Jinqiao cut her off coldly, then added somewhat awkwardly, “Now… now I don’t have a father.”

She disliked Xue Kui. Xue Kui had used her thoroughly, and she had already repaid the debt of life she owed him over these years.

She liked Shen Xihe’s father. Since her betrothal to Shen Yunan, the Prince of the Northwest would always bring gifts for her whenever he brought presents for Shen Xihe, never forgetting her. No one had ever remembered her so constantly. After being raised by her grand-uncle and grand-aunt, she had never been separated from them for long.

Therefore, the Prince of the Northwest and Shen Yunan were the first people who would bring her gifts on every holiday and think of her when they obtained precious new items. This feeling of being constantly remembered in someone’s heart was wonderful, and she grew to like her sister and her sister’s family more and more.

She couldn’t wait to come of age tomorrow, so she could become part of the Shen family sooner.

Thinking about becoming part of the Shen family, Xue Jinqiao asked, “Sister, after I marry your brother, can I stay in the capital to keep you company?”

“Weren’t you going to the Northwest to take care of him for me?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand why Xue Jinqiao suddenly wanted to stay in the capital.

“I want to be with Sister… and also want to receive gifts often.” Xue Jinqiao said the latter part very quietly.

Shen Xihe still heard it clearly and smiled gently. “I’m getting married next year, and after that, I’ll be living in the Eastern Palace. I won’t be able to leave the palace easily, and it wouldn’t be proper to summon you into the palace every day. You’d be too lonely staying at the Princess’s mansion, and I would worry about you.

When you go to the Northwest, I’ll still often send you gifts, and you can send gifts back to me too.”

Xue Jinqiao thought about it and felt this seemed even better, so she nodded with a smile, unable to resist propping her chin in her hands: “I wish we could get married sooner.”

Her face full of longing and anticipation made Shen Xihe laugh.

“Qiaoqiao, Sister might have to deal with your… Minister Xue.” Shen Xihe changed her words, not wanting to hurt her relationship with Xue Jinqiao, and giving her advance notice to avoid putting her in a difficult position.

“Really?” Xue Jinqiao’s eyes sparkled like stars. “Sister, how are you going to deal with him? Will you make him lose his position or have him beheaded?”

Shen Xihe: …

This eager, excited expression, ready to participate with anticipation, left Shen Xihe both amused and helpless.

“Let’s have him lose his position,” Shen Xihe said helplessly. “If he’s beheaded, you’ll have to observe mourning and won’t be able to marry my brother sooner.”

Xue Jinqiao had been adopted, but the fact that Xue Kui had given birth to and raised her couldn’t be erased. If Xue Kui died, even if Xue Jinqiao didn’t observe three years of mourning, she would still need to observe at least one year to fulfill her filial duties.

“Then we can’t let him die,” Xue Jinqiao hurriedly said. She didn’t want to observe mourning for Xue Kui.

After she gets married, if Xue Kui dies then, she won’t have to observe mourning!

She hated Xue Kui, hated him so much she wanted to kill him herself.

Back then, when she was treated that way, he didn’t stand up for her and instead used the incident to gain favors from the clan. After getting what he wanted, he wouldn’t allow her to hold grudges about it, fearing others would call him greedy and untrustworthy.

To prevent her from going mad over that incident, he controlled her, scolded her, and even starved her!

Just thinking about these things made her want to die together with him. If she hadn’t met her grand-aunt, she would have killed her father and then herself.

“Qiaoqiao.” Xue Jinqiao’s mood suddenly changed, her eyes deep and dark, her whole body emanating intense hostility.

Shen Xihe pulled her into her embrace. “It’s alright, it’s alright, Sister is here. I’ll get revenge for how he bullied you.”

Under Shen Xihe’s gentle consolation, Xue Jinqiao finally calmed down, holding onto Shen Xihe vulnerably and pitifully, leaning in her embrace, staring fixedly at one spot like a frightened rabbit, with Shen Xihe’s embrace being her safe harbor.

Shen Xihe felt somewhat regretful. It seemed there were many grievances between Xue Kui and Xue Jinqiao that her investigations couldn’t uncover. She couldn’t ask about them either, as that would be reopening Xue Jinqiao’s wounds. She could only be more careful in the future and avoid mentioning this person in front of her.

Xue Jinqiao’s reaction gave her more confidence – there was no need to show any mercy to Xue Kui.

Xue Kui had held the position of Minister of Personnel for five years. During these five years, he had taken plenty of bribes and appointed many incompetent people.

He thought he had done everything perfectly, but that was only because he had the Xue family’s backing, and since there were no major mistakes, naturally no one opposed him.

Shen Xihe quickly found a corrupt official in the local government who had bribed Xue Kui. This official had received excellent evaluations year after year because of the bribes, and in just six years had become a prefecture governor, even if only of a lower-ranked prefecture.

As she arranged things, there was no way to escape the watchful eyes of Xiao Huayong, who was constantly paying attention to her. When Xiao Huayong noticed she was moving against Xue Kui, he was quite puzzled – Xue Kui was Xue Jinqiao’s birth father after all.

Not knowing the reason, Xiao Huayong simply invited someone to the Eastern Palace and asked directly: “Why is Youyou setting up Xue Kui?”

Shen Xihe lowered her eyes and remained silent for a while before saying, “The late Princess Xin and I were close friends. I am where I am today largely thanks to her guidance.”

Early on when she entered the capital, she knew that when it came to matters related to the Gu family, she couldn’t simply ignore them. She needed a reasonable justification to take action.

“You’re doing this because of Princess Xin?” Xiao Huayong was still confused and hadn’t figured it out. “Because Xue Kui was disrespectful to Lord Gu, you want to move against him out of gratitude to Princess Xin?”

The Shen Xihe he knew was an extremely decisive and cold person. Even in matters concerning Bu Shulin, unless Bu Shulin came asking for help, she might not actively intervene. Of course, this might have been because she felt Bu Shulin could handle things, but it was also due to her cold personality.

Princess Xin was deceased, and she felt no one was standing up for Gu Zhao. Even though Xue Kui ultimately didn’t succeed in making Gu Zhao take the blame, she still couldn’t swallow this anger.

How important must Princess Gu have been to her, that someone of her personality would stand up for the Gu family like this?

“Your Highness, the late Princess Xin was someone who gave me a second chance at life,” Shen Xihe could only say this much.

Seeing this, Xiao Huayong didn’t probe further: “What do Youyou plan to do with Xue Kui?”

“He is Qiaoqiao’s birth father. I don’t want to take his life, just let him lose his position and live out his days in mediocrity.”

This might be even more severe than taking Xue Kui’s life because Xue Kui was someone who cared extremely about his official career and had an especially strong desire for fame and recognition.

“Youyou probably don’t know, but Prince Xin has also made his move. He wants Xue Kui’s life,” Xiao Huayong said.

Chapter 361: The Crown Prince Changes His Tactics
She had forgotten about Xiao Changqin’s existence. Xiao Changqin had already defended Gu Zhao in court, and being someone who never let a slight go unpunished, he certainly wouldn’t let Xue Kui off.

“How does Prince Xin plan to deal with Xue Kui?” Shen Xihe had forgotten that Xiao Changqin would take action against Xue Kui. She had been busy preparing her trap for Xue Kui these days, so she had no idea how Xiao Changqin would respond.

“Four years ago, during the Annan War, someone falsely reported military intelligence, which led to the Pei family’s heavy losses. Xue Kui had interfered in this matter,” Xiao Huayong told Shen Xihe. “Fifth Brother doesn’t even need to act personally. He just needs to pass the evidence in his hands to Minister of War Pei Zhan, and Xue Kui’s death will be certain.”

Upon hearing this, Shen Xihe suddenly asked, “Your Highness, if you had possessed such evidence back then, would you have kept it for future use, or would you have brought such a person to justice immediately?”

“Delayed military intelligence cost how many loyal soldiers their lives? If the evidence had been in my hands, Xue Kui would have paid the price four years ago,” Xiao Huayong said solemnly.

He wasn’t saying this to please Shen Xihe, knowing she was from a military family and valued soldiers’ lives. Nor was he particularly righteous – he kept some people’s weaknesses in hand without rushing to use them, like how Xiao Changqin had bombed the imperial tombs. If Xiao Changying hadn’t saved Shen Xihe’s life, that evidence would have been saved for when it was needed.

But for major crimes like this that endangered national security and people’s lives, there was no reason to hold back.

“I am the Crown Prince, my perspective is different. I don’t know if I would do the same were I a prince,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t trying to belittle Xiao Changqin’s actions – different positions led to different considerations.

“Your Highness, though my hands are also stained with blood, I still hope you will always know what to do and what not to do in the future,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Youyou has decided not to save Xue Kui’s life then.” Shen Xihe’s response wasn’t disagreeing with Xiao Changqin’s actions, but rather subtly telling him that given Xue Kui’s unforgivable crimes, she didn’t approve of Xiao Changqin letting him go free for so long out of personal interests, and naturally wouldn’t save Xue Kui for personal reasons either.

Upon learning that Xue Kui had protected someone who falsified military intelligence, in Shen Xihe’s eyes, Xue Kui was already a dead man.

Shen Xihe smiled without speaking, and Xiao Huayong understood her meaning.

“It’s good for Xue Kui to fall now.” Originally, considering Xue Heng and Shen Xihe’s relationship, Xiao Huayong hadn’t planned to move against Xue Kui, but since Xue Kui was rushing to his death, he could only face the consequences of his actions.

“Although Xue Kui deserves his punishment, Xue Heng has rendered great service. In His Majesty’s eyes, with him about to retire and if the Xue family withdraws from the court, the Cui family will become too powerful. His Majesty doesn’t want another Lord Gu to emerge.” So His Majesty needed balance, and Shen Xihe said, “Chief Minister of Justice Xue Cheng would be the best choice to replace Xue Kui.”

Xue Cheng was from a branch of the Xue family and wasn’t particularly close to the main line, but with Xue Kui and Xue Heng gone, the main line would have no choice but to rely on Xue Cheng. This way, Xue Cheng could use the Xue family to balance against the Cui family, but their alliance wouldn’t be as unbreakable as before.

His Majesty would break up another noble family. The Xue family would ultimately share the same fate – after the fall of the Gu family, they too would inevitably decline.

“If Xue Cheng becomes Minister of War, does Your Highness plan to let Deputy Minister Cui take the position of Chief Minister of Justice?”

“If Zhihe becomes Chief Minister of Justice now, His Majesty will become wary of him within a few years. If he achieves more merit, he’ll have to be moved to the Six Ministries or Three Departments. Besides, he’s only been Deputy Minister of Justice for two years – his experience is still insufficient.” Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly.

Then his eyes crinkled with a smile: “Your younger uncle did great merit in the tomb robbery case in Linchuan Prefecture…”

They could completely recall Tao Cheng taking over the Ministry of Justice.

“No,” Shen Xihe refused. “Your Highness thinks of everything for my benefit, and I’m very grateful, but my younger uncle doesn’t like official positions in the capital.”

Tao Cheng was an unrestrained and free-spirited person who would be happier in local government. The capital’s complex situation would be constraining for him – he had said as much when she was in Linchuan Prefecture.

“Is that so?” Xiao Huayong hadn’t expected Tao Cheng to be someone with no ambitions for the capital. “If he doesn’t return to the capital when your cousins marry in the future, won’t you have to travel again?”

Xiao Huayong felt uncomfortable at the mere thought of being separated from Shen Xihe again.

Shen Xihe: …

“We’re getting married next year, and I’ll be the Eastern Palace Consort. How could I leave the capital as freely as I do now?” Shen Xihe questioned irritably.

Xiao Huayong said softly: “That’s still a year away – who knows if any of his sons will marry this year?”

Shen Xihe was both amused and annoyed by Xiao Huayong: “I attended Third Cousin’s wedding because I had already agreed before receiving news to come to the capital. I haven’t promised to attend any other cousins’ weddings. Besides, I wasn’t just fulfilling a promise – I was also looking for jade orchids along the way.”

Xiao Huayong’s face immediately lit up with joy: “Youyou, so you left the capital last time for my sake.”

Shen Xihe: …

How had this intelligent and wise prince chosen to ignore the words “along the way”?

In an instant, Shen Xihe realized – he had changed his tactics! He had deliberately led her to mention the jade orchids!

Heavens, what sin had she committed in her previous life to be tormented by someone with so many schemes in this one?

“The cherry cake Youyou made for me was soft and delicious, sweet but not cloying. I’d like to have some today too,” Xiao Huayong said, beaming with delight.

Looking at his expression, she strangely found it reminiscent of how Duanming would try to curry favor with her.

This bizarre association startled Shen Xihe. She stood up: “I’ll go make it for you.”

Xiao Huayong propped his smooth chin in his hand, watching Shen Xihe’s retreating figure with an even deeper smile.

When he turned to look at Tian Yuan, who stood submissively to the side, his smile instantly vanished. The speed at which his expression changed left Tian Yuan trembling in fear.

The Eastern Palace was filled with gentle breezes and fragrant flowers, a scene of perfect harmony.

At Prince Xin’s mansion, Xiao Changqin had just handed over his evidence to Minister of War Pei Zhan. Although Pei Zhan knew Xiao Changqin was using him to deal with Xue Kui, to avoid His Majesty’s suspicion about his strong desire for revenge, he couldn’t refuse – his father and brothers had died tragically!

If Prince Jing hadn’t stood up for them, the Pei family might have been destroyed in bitter resentment long ago.

Satisfied with Pei Zhan’s inability to refuse, Xiao Changqin returned to his mansion only to hear the news: “Princess Zhaoning sent people to Huayin Prefecture?”

“Yes, Your Highness,” the subordinate bowed his head and replied. “Princess Zhaoning is moving against the Prefect of Huayin. The Prefect has no previous connection with the Shen family; he became prefect through Xue Kui’s corrupt evaluations.”

“You mean Princess Zhaoning is reaching out to the Huayin Prefect to deal with Xue Kui.” Xiao Changqin rarely found himself so confused. “Why is she suddenly moving against Xue Kui?”

Xue Kui was Xue Jinqiao’s birth father, and Xue Jinqiao was betrothed to the Crown Prince of the Northwest – they were to be in-laws.

Chapter 362: Just Standing Up for My Shen Family Member
Regardless of any internal conflicts, they were aligned in the bigger picture. By actively harming her future in-laws’ interests without reasonable cause, wasn’t Shen Xihe afraid of making her followers wary?

Moreover, she was about to marry into the Eastern Palace – she would represent them in the future. By acting this way, wasn’t she afraid of being suspected or causing the Eastern Palace to be distanced from others?

Although he hadn’t interacted much with Shen Xihe, Xiao Changqin could tell she was steady and intelligent, definitely not someone who would act rashly. She kept to herself and didn’t like deep relationships – such a person would neither like being entangled with others nor entangling others.

This move would affect the Eastern Palace’s authority. It shouldn’t be something Shen Xihe would do – what reason made her put all these concerns aside?

This was a particularly sensitive time. She hadn’t acted earlier or later but chose this moment. How had Xue Kui suddenly offended her?

Shen Xihe was someone who never harmed others without cause. If Xue Kui hadn’t violated some major taboo of hers, why would she suddenly disregard the relationship between their families and move against him?

So what taboo had Xue Kui violated?

Instinct told him it might be related to the Gu family, but reason told him this intuition was absurd.

Shen Xihe was such a cold person. She had no relation to the Gu family – to say she was upholding justice… He wasn’t belittling her; on the contrary, he admired and praised her. A woman with vision no less than men’s, who wanted to help the Crown Prince rule the world, wouldn’t have such an impulsive and ridiculous sense of justice.

People of their extraordinary status were cold-hearted. Except for those they acknowledged, others’ life, death, or grievances had nothing to do with them. If it wasn’t the Gu family, if it were different victims, he would have turned a blind eye too.

With suspicions in mind, Xiao Changqin left his mansion, rode out of the city to a temple, and went through its back door up the mountain. There was a hidden estate on the mountain, with an elegant and quiet courtyard blooming with clusters of hydrangeas.

He pushed open the courtyard gate. A slender, graceful figure stood silently before the hydrangea tree. The sound of the door startled her. When she turned and saw him, she smiled radiantly, wearing a jade-colored dress with a cyan silk shawl, beautiful yet charming.

Her black hair was piled in a cloud-like bun, with wisps framing her face; a red dot adorned her brow, and her smiling dimples tinted her cheeks pink.

“Brother-in-law,” the young woman walked up to Xiao Changqin and called out softly.

This person was none other than the only surviving blood relative of the Gu family, Gu Qingchi’s half-sister – Gu Qingshu.

Having lost her mother early, she was raised under Lady Gu’s care until age seven, growing up alongside Gu Qingchi, and was the only relative Gu Qingchi treated differently.

Back then, when he noticed His Majesty’s intentions, he had already begun arranging the switch. He took charge of the execution to facilitate matters. He could have switched out Gu Zhao, but Gu Zhao refused to cooperate, missing the best opportunity, so he only managed to save Gu Qingshu.

The Gu family was exonerated, but his unauthorized substitution of prisoners during the execution was a serious crime. Gu Qingshu couldn’t appear before the world either. Xiao Changqin hadn’t planned for her to hide like this forever. He had originally planned to select one or two reliable candidates from this spring’s imperial examinations, arrange a good marriage for Gu Qingshu, and have her marry far away from the capital where no one would recognize her – then she would be free from worry.

The spring examinations had gone awry, leaving the matter unresolved, and Gu Qingshu was already sixteen. He couldn’t delay any longer.

“Walk with me,” Xiao Changqin led Gu Qingshu away from the estate, just strolling along the mountain path. “Did your sister have any connection with Princess Zhaoning?”

Gu Qingshu lowered her eyes, her hand tightening on her fragrant fan: “Shu’er knows little about Sister, and has told Brother-in-law everything already.”

He came to her because of her sister. He had only visited her three times since saving her – first when she just woke up, second to ask about her sister’s past, and now again to ask about her sister.

Sister had never loved him, yet he remained devoted, blind to anyone else.

Xiao Changqin stopped walking upon hearing this. He gazed somewhat dejectedly at the lush woods ahead: “It’s I who didn’t know her well enough.”

He had given their relationship too little time, he had been too hasty with her, they had all been too young.

If he were to meet her now, would he be more patient?

The mountain forest was quiet, the breeze gentle. No one answered him.

“I came today to tell you that I’ve arranged for people to take you to Jiangnan. You’ll have a new identity there…”

“Brother-in-law!” Gu Qingshu suddenly called out loudly, then realizing her impropriety lowered her head and said, “Shu’er doesn’t want to leave the capital.”

“If you don’t leave the capital, you’ll have to hide here forever, and even here isn’t safe. Young men and women out for spring outings might come here,” Xiao Changqin explained patiently.

“Brother-in-law, couldn’t you take me to live in the back quarters of your mansion? Shu’er just wants to stay by your side,” Gu Qingshu said urgently.

Xiao Changqin suddenly stepped back, widening the distance between them. His face showed no trace of warmth: “Prince Xin’s mansion will not take in any new people.”

Gu Qingshu’s eyes widened: “Brother-in-law, you…”

He intended to remain faithful to her sister for life!

“Go back,” Xiao Changqin said coldly, escorting her back to the estate. “Pack your things. I’ll send someone to take you away the day after tomorrow.”

After walking a few steps, Xiao Changqin stopped: “I treat you well only because of your sister. If you behave, I’ll treat you like family. If you harbor other thoughts, I’m not afraid to disappoint your sister one more time.”

Xiao Changqin was in an extremely bad mood. He had come to ask about some matters but instead discovered Gu Qingshu’s feelings for him. He rode back with a cold face. As he was approaching the imperial city, he happened to see Shen Xihe leaving the palace in her carriage. The wind lifted the curtain, and in that fleeting glimpse, his heart inexplicably tightened.

He was somehow compelled to stop Shen Xihe’s carriage. When Shen Xihe lifted the curtain again, it was a completely unfamiliar face, without even a trace of resemblance in bearing.

“Prince Xin, is there something you need?” Shen Xihe asked.

Coming to his senses, Xiao Changqin felt an indescribable sense of loss: “Princess, might I invite you to a teahouse for a discussion? I have some confusion I’d like the Princess to help resolve.”

“About what matter and whom?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Xue Kui,” Xiao Changqin was direct.

Shen Xihe understood. Since Xiao Changqin had moved against Xue Kui, he must be thoroughly investigating him, looking for crimes even more serious than protecting those who falsified military intelligence. So his people must have also gone to Huayin Prefecture and learned of her move.

He couldn’t understand why she had suddenly moved against Xue Kui, coincidentally at the time when Xue Kui had offended the Gu family.

Regarding her correspondence with the Gu family’s daughter, Shen Xihe didn’t plan to mislead Xiao Changqin – not out of fear he would discover it was a lie, but because there was no need.

“Zhaoning is merely standing up for a member of the Shen family,” Shen Xihe said calmly.

A member of the Shen family – naturally not the Prince of the Northwest, his heir, herself, or Shen Xihe. It could only be Xue Jinqiao.

Chapter 363: Horse Urine
Xiao Changqin knew little about Xue Jinqiao’s situation. In grand families, discord between children and their parents or siblings was commonplace – unless one specifically investigated, such details typically remained unclear.

“Noble Lady, taking such measures merely to support a future sister-in-law seems excessive…” Prince Xin Xiao Changqin wasn’t criticizing Noble Lady Shen Xihe but rather felt that taking action for Xue Jinqiao over past grievances with Xue Kui before she had even married into the Shen family seemed uncharacteristic of her usual approach.

“Is Prince Xin intending to reprimand Zhaoning?” Shen Xihe feigned ignorance of Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s suspicions. “Compared to Prince Xin’s actions, I merely administered a minor punishment. Prince Xin, after all, sought someone’s life.”

Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s gaze deepened, but upon noticing the imperial palace behind her, he realized she must have met with Emperor Xiao Huayong. This explains how she so quickly learned about his handling of Xue Kui: “Since Noble Lady knows, yet shows no intention of lending assistance.”

“Your Highness, whether Zhaoning offers aid or not requires no explanation to you.” Shen Xihe lowered the carriage curtain and instructed the driver to proceed.

Prince Xin Xiao Changqin watched her carriage disappear into the distance, his gaze intense, his thoughts unknown to any observer.

The following day at court, Minister Pei Zhan indeed launched his attack against Official Xue Kui, catching him entirely off guard. Official Xue Kui could only plead his innocence with a pale face, having no other recourse. Emperor Youning had him detained but didn’t permit the Court of Judicature to assist in the investigation, as Court Minister Xue Cheng was also from the Xue family.

The case was assigned to the Ministry of Justice and the Censorate for a joint investigation, and the Xue family began desperately mobilizing to help Xue Kui.

Xue Jinqiao hadn’t visited Noble Lady Shen Xihe’s mansion during these days, not wanting to implicate her. However, her mother Lady Wan still came with her young son Xue Ji. When Noble Lady Shen Xihe refused to see them, Lady Wan stood at the gate until she eventually fainted.

“Fainted?” Noble Lady Shen Xihe asked while feeding fish bait, listening to Maid Ziyu’s disgruntled report.

“Sister Zhenzhu has already gone to check. This servant thinks she’s pretending,” Maid Ziyu snorted.

The fingers holding the fish food paused in midair. After a moment of silence, Shen Xihe released her slender fingers, letting scattered fish food create ripples on the lake’s surface. She set down the porcelain plate of fish food and, adjusting her silk shawl, walked toward the main gate.

“I heard the Xue family’s Minister offended someone and was framed. Isn’t the Shen family engaged to the Xue family? The Xue family just wants to ask Noble Lady for help.”

“The Shen family refuses to see them despite the marriage agreement, that’s why Lady Wan fainted from the heat.”

“How could they be so heartless? They’re future in-laws, after all, showing no regard for such relationships.”

“These noble families only care about power and influence, where’s there room for sentiment?”

When Shen Xihe emerged, quite a crowd had gathered outside. Though the Noble Lady’s mansion wasn’t on a busy street and usually saw few passersby, today there were many people present.

She glanced at Zhenzhu, who slightly shook her head, clearly indicating that Lady Wan was fine and deliberately feigning unconsciousness.

Shen Xihe stepped aside as an annoyed Mo Yuan rushed out carrying a container of foul-smelling liquid, shouting: “Make way!”

The crowd didn’t need his warning – the smell alone drove them back. Only Lady Wan, still lying on the ground, hadn’t time to react before being doused. She leaped up with a shriek.

“Noble Lady, how dare you humiliate my mother with such filth!” Xue Ji saw the foul liquid on his mother and turned red-faced, yet couldn’t help covering his nose with his sleeve in disgust.

Shen Xihe stood atop the stone steps as Maid Ziyu immediately splashed another bucket of fragrant water downward, its pleasant aroma masking the stench and spreading through the area.

“Our Sister Zhenzhu knows medicine. Lady Wan fainted from heat exhaustion – in the Northwest, such ailments are treated by dousing with horse urine. It naturally cures the condition. When heat affects the brain, it can be fatal if not treated promptly. The Noble Lady was saving her life,” Maid Ziyu explained, holding the empty bucket. “See? Lady Wan has awakened, hasn’t she?”

“H-horse… urine!” Lady Wan fainted again from shock, and Xue Ji instinctively pushed away, causing her to fall hard.

Attendant Axi stepped forward and applied two acupuncture needles to Lady Wan, who awoke but, unwilling to face such humiliation, continued pretending to be unconscious.

Seeing this, Maid Ziyu turned to Mo Yuan and said: “General Mo, it seems one bucket of horse urine wasn’t enough. Please trouble General Mo to get more…”

Before Ziyu could finish, Lady Wan opened her eyes, face ashen, and stammered: “Fifth Son… Fifth Son, let’s return… return home!”

Xue Ji signaled the servants to support Lady Wan while he strode away first.

“Mo Yuan, escort Lady Wan, and Young Master Xue back to their manor,” Shen Xihe commanded. “Relay my message to the Xue family – are they worried Minister Xue is too lonely?”

If he was too lonely, she wouldn’t mind sending more people to keep Xue Ji company!

With the Ministry of Justice and Censorate jointly investigating, the Xue family would surely harass the Tao family if they were pestering her. She didn’t want her grandfather to suffer their endless harassment, so it was better to issue a clear warning.

If they didn’t believe her, they were welcome to test whether she had such capability!

Understanding Shen Xihe’s stance, the Xue family dared not persist. Soon, Xue Kui’s case reached its conclusion. With Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s involvement, the evidence was ironclad, leaving no room for doubt. The Censorate and Ministry of Justice swiftly verified the evidence, secured witnesses, obtained confessions, and submitted their findings to Emperor Youning.

Upon receiving the report, Emperor Youning’s expression remained neutral, his thoughts impenetrable to all.

Soon after came Prince Jing Xiao Changyan’s petition, aimed at pleading innocence for his maternal grandfather.

Meanwhile, at the Xue residence, Xue Heng received a visit from Prince Xiao Huayong: “What brings Your Highness here?”

Prince Xiao Huayong had come in disguise, and Xue Heng couldn’t fathom his intentions.

“How is Minister Xue’s health?” Prince Xiao Huayong asked casually after sitting down.

“Thank you for Your Highness’s concern. This humble official can still manage for some time.” Xue Heng had disclosed his health condition to Shen Yueshan, and since Shen Yueshan intended to marry his daughter into the Eastern Palace, informing Prince Xiao Huayong was natural. Xue Heng wasn’t surprised.

“Minister Xue, did Madam Xue have any unfulfilled wishes?” Prince Xiao Huayong asked further.

Xue Heng was puzzled by this question but momentarily froze, thinking of his first wife and her regrets: “When my wife was alive, she wished to see the Northwestern grasslands, the Northern Desert sands, the snow of Tianshan, and the mists of Yanshan…”

“With so many of Madam Xue’s wishes unfulfilled, why didn’t Minister Xue help her fulfill them?” Prince Xiao Huayong continued.

“This official has lived without shame before the court, the clan, and myself. My only regret is failing my wife. By the time I realized this, she was already gone…” Xue Heng’s eyes reddened with tears.

“When someone is gone, the regret deepens. Perhaps Minister Xue should go see these places, so when you meet Madam Xue again, you’ll have stories to share with her,” Prince Xiao Huayong gently suggested.

Chapter 364: I Want Your Heart to Stir
Xue Heng’s eyes cleared as if the heavy stone weighing in his heart had been pierced through, allowing a beam of light to enter and gradually illuminate his thoughts.

Indeed, he should carry her memories to see the mountains, rivers, and seasonal beauty she had often spoken of. When they met in the afterlife, he would have stories to share with her.

Suddenly enlightened, Xue Heng bowed deeply to Prince Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness’s guidance is like enlightening nectar poured over my head.”

“Now is an opportune time,” Prince Xiao Huayong naturally turned to the main topic. “Since Minister Xue already has thoughts of leaving, why not take this chance to resign from office? You could still save Xue Kui’s life.”

“Why does Your Highness wish to save Xue Kui?” Xue Heng was puzzled.

Having served as an official for many years and risen to Grand Secretary, his strategic wisdom was extraordinary. Prince Xiao Huayong came to save Xue Kui’s life, yet Xue Kui was hardly worth using – the Prince should have no interest in him.

“Someone doesn’t wish for his death. To me, this person is worth more than ten thousand li of mountains and rivers. Whatever she desires, I will exhaust all my power to fulfill.” Prince Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a gentle, lingering smile like blooming flowers, making the world seem brighter at that moment.

Countless stars seemed scattered in his eyes, their tenderness and brilliance almost too dazzling to look at directly, lest one drown in their depths.

Xue Heng had shared deep love with his wife in their youth. She had died of depression after losing their only son. He understood profound emotion. At his age, even without experiencing it himself, he had seen enough to recognize the Crown Prince’s tender expression as one of deep-rooted love.

At this moment, who else could make the Crown Prince’s voice unconsciously soften at mere mention?

This person must be Shen Xihe, who was connected to Xue Kui. Shen Xihe didn’t want Xue Kui dead, likely to avoid disrupting the Seventh Lady’s marriage. Now it would resolve everything permanently – even persuading him to desire life, ensuring Seventh Lady’s marriage to the Northwestern Prince could proceed as planned.

“Your Highness, you possess the wisdom of mountains and universe within. If you become ruler, it would be the people’s fortune,” Xue Heng knew he shouldn’t say this, but couldn’t help adding, “A ruler too heavy with emotion will be burdened by it.”

“Minister Xue is mistaken,” Prince Xiao Huayong disagreed. “A ruler without emotion, or with shallow emotions, cannot possess deep benevolence. I was originally as detached as water – right and wrong, good and evil, justice and wickedness were all the same to me. My heart changed because of her. Her heart holds righteousness, her eyes see the common people. My heart follows her, follows what she follows.”

It was because of meeting Shen Xihe that he wanted to become someone she would admire and respect, leading him to change his detached nature.

After hearing this, Xue Heng spoke no more, only sincerely saying: “This humble official wishes Your Highness and Noble Lady united in heart, accompanied by lasting affection.”

These eight characters – united in heart, accompanied by lasting affection – carved themselves into Prince Xiao Huayong’s heart. He felt no words in the world could move him more deeply: “For Minister Xue’s blessed words today, I will surely look after the Xue clan in the future.”

Xue Heng, who thought he had already understood how much Prince Xiao Huayong valued Shen Xihe, was shocked by these words.

In the Crown Prince’s heart, the Noble Lady’s worth truly exceeded ten thousand li of mountains and rivers. Just for words of blessing that pleased him, he would extend mercy to the entire Xue clan.

After Prince Xiao Huayong left the Xue residence, Xue Heng went to see His Majesty. None knew what the master and subject discussed, but despite the joint pressure from Prince Xin Xiao Changqin and Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, Emperor Youning did not execute Xue Kui.

Xue Kui was neither mastermind nor accomplice – he had only accepted bribes with ill intent. This crime could be considered either major or minor, depending on the emperor’s attitude. Emperor Youning merely stripped Xue Kui of his position.

When court officials expressed dissatisfaction and prepared to memorialize the throne, Xue Heng claimed illness and couldn’t attend morning court. Two days later, he resigned due to severe illness. The court officials then understood why His Majesty had spared Xue Kui’s life and dared not memorialize further – a Grand Secretary’s position traded for Xue Kui’s life.

“Is Youyou pleased?” In the Eastern Palace, Prince Xiao Huayong awaited Shen Xihe, his expression gentle as the March sun.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe was lost for words. She had merely mentioned not wanting Xue Kui dead, yet Prince Xiao Huayong had managed the situation so skillfully to spare his life.

Xue Heng actually couldn’t have lasted much longer, but His Majesty didn’t know this. His Majesty had thought Xue Heng would resign normally after Xue Jinqiao and Shen Yun’an’s wedding. There were too many variables, especially with Xue Kui’s downfall weakening the Xue family’s influence – His Majesty couldn’t push too hard.

How could it compare to Xue Heng vacating his position now? Sparing Xue Kui’s life brought His Majesty all benefit and no harm.

“Youyou, I remember every word, every character you say to me. So in the future, speak fewer words that pain my heart. Even if they’re truly your thoughts, don’t voice them.” Prince Xiao Huayong seized the chance to curry favor, then affected a cough and said, “Though I’m weak, I can fulfill your every need.”

Shen Xihe originally moved and feeling complex emotions, found his behavior both amusing and exasperating.

Suddenly he reached out his hand. Shen Xihe instinctively wanted to dodge but somehow restrained herself. His fingertip gently landed on her hair, brushing away a fallen flower petal: “Youyou, I don’t want you merely moved – I want your heart to stir.”

She was moved, but her heart remained still.

At this moment, Shen Xihe felt Prince Xiao Huayong was wasting his heartfelt devotion to someone like her.

“Your Highness, I will be a good wife.” This was the greatest promise she could give him now.

Once she had told him she would be an adequate wife, but now she would not limit herself to adequacy – she would be a good wife.

Prince Xiao Huayong’s heart trembled. Just this soft-spoken promise made him feel as satisfied as if drinking honey, his heart overflowing with sweetness. He couldn’t control himself and pulled her into his embrace, holding her tightly.

Shen Xihe’s body stiffened, then gradually softened. Since age seven, this was the first time she had so gently nestled against a man’s chest – in childhood, she had only done so with her father and brothers.

She seemed to hear his heart in his chest, drumming by her ear.

Though he cherished her fragrance and beauty in his arms, he only quietly kissed her hair before releasing her. He could feel her forcing herself to adjust – this was too unfamiliar for her and would frighten her.

He had the patience to let her gradually grow accustomed to him.

“Tomorrow, His Majesty will decree Censor Tao to replace the Grand Secretary,” Prince Xiao Huayong told Shen Xihe another piece of good news.

“His Majesty has already decided?” Shen Xihe wondered if things were proceeding too smoothly.

“Censor Tao rendered great service in investigating and verifying Xue Kui’s case,” Prince Xiao Huayong smiled.

Chapter 365: I Am Indeed This Domineering
How much merit could there be in merely verifying the evidence Prince Xin Xiao Changqin gave to Minister Pei Zhan?

“Your Highness, what achievement did you credit to my grandfather?” Shen Xihe didn’t believe Emperor Youning would directly promote Censor Tao Zhuanxian at this time.

“Four years ago, when An’nan fought with the Wendan Kingdom, An’nan fell repeatedly because Wendan discovered a shortcut to secretly move strong forces inside, catching us off guard,” Since he had done it, he naturally wouldn’t keep it from her. “Later, local officials, unwilling to take responsibility, tried to shift blame to the Pei army. Little Eight recaptured the city and secured An’nan, partly because they never discovered how Wendan troops had entered so silently.”

Many suspected there must have been a secret passage to allow for such a surprise attack, but the cause remained unclear all these years.

“Your Highness knows how they infiltrated and had my grandfather present this information to His Majesty.” If so, Emperor Youning had no choice but to richly reward Censor Tao – this solved a major concern weighing on His Majesty’s mind.

“Now the Xue clan exists in name only, while the Cui clan grows too powerful. His Majesty has decided to promote Xue Cheng to Minister of War. Though Censor Tao is Youyou’s grandfather, in His Majesty’s eyes, I am short-lived, and I haven’t planted forces in court these years. Having another Grand Secretary’s wife’s family also adds a face to the Crown Prince’s wedding. He isn’t wary.” Prince Xiao Huayong stood with hands behind his back, apricot blossoms spreading naturally above him. In the vast clarity of heaven and earth, he held the universe in his hands with casual ease.

Prince Xiao Huayong wouldn’t live many years, and the Tao family lacked deep roots. Even if they grew powerful in these few years, without Prince Xiao Huayong, it would be meaningless.

Promoting Censor Tao would create an illusion that His Majesty was maintaining the Crown Prince’s position and authority, better to have others watch him than His Majesty alone.

Emperor Youning’s control over the court ran far deeper than anyone imagined. Prince Xiao Huayong had remained inactive these years to make His Majesty believe he was isolated, with neither officials nor brothers by his side. Because of this, Censor Tao’s merit-based promotion came easily.

Shen Xihe was grateful for Prince Xiao Huayong’s planning on her behalf, but too many words of thanks displeased him. She had stayed long in the Eastern Palace, planning to leave after dinner, but Prince Xiao Huayong unexpectedly suggested: “There’s a restaurant outside the palace. Let me take Youyou to try it today.”

They left the palace for the restaurant Prince Xiao Huayong had reserved. The owner was a beautiful young woman, and surprisingly, the food was flower cuisine.

Every dish featured a different flower as an ingredient, elegant and delicious, drawing endless streams of diners.

Shen Xihe found it novel and ate quite a bit. After dinner, they walked back to the Noble Lady’s mansion in the sunset light.

“Would Your Highness like some tea before returning to the palace?” Shen Xihe rarely invited Prince Xiao Huayong.

Prince Xiao Huayong was very tempted but glanced at the sky – he had other matters to attend to: “Not convenient today, but I’ll remember Youyou’s invitation and claim it another day.”

He smiled at Shen Xihe and turned to leave directly.

Shen Xihe, inexplicably owing a promise: …

Hongyu couldn’t help laughing. Shen Xihe swept her a glance: “What’s so funny?”

Knowing Shen Xihe wasn’t angry, Hongyu said: “This servant recalled Sister Zhenzhu mentioning Noble Lady’s teahouse incident with Prince Heir Bu.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help smiling too, remembering how Bu Shulin had similarly ended up inexplicably owing her favors and lives.

Thinking of it this way, she and Prince Xiao Huayong occasionally had similar ways of doing things.

With Xue Heng’s resignation dangling like a piece of fat meat, everyone coveted it and naturally stopped pursuing Xue Kui. Except for Prince Xin Xiao Changqin, no one was displeased, including the Pei family, who shifted focus after discovering how Wendan troops had infiltrated years ago.

“Brother, let this matter rest for now,” Prince Xiao Changying hurried to stop Prince Xin Xiao Changqin upon learning he planned to assassinate Xue Kui.

His Majesty had just released the man – an immediate assassination would slap His Majesty’s face, especially since Prince Xin Xiao Changqin planned to frame His Majesty, making everyone think His Majesty was a despicable person saying one thing to your face and doing another behind your back.

Getting Xue Heng’s position up front, then assassinating Xue Kui right after.

“Let it rest? Impossible.” In Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s heart, the Gu family was an untouchable nerve. Xue Kui dared mention them and must pay a brutal price, lest future cats and dogs dare use the Gu family as leverage.

She and her family were already dead – why wouldn’t these people leave them alone?

“Brother, Crown Prince secretly met with Xue Heng, leading to Xue Heng’s early retirement to save Xue Kui. This means the Crown Prince doesn’t want Xue Kui dead. Killing him now offends not just His Majesty but also the Crown Prince.” Prince Xiao Changying earnestly advised.

They might handle one side skillfully, but offending both the Crown Prince and His Majesty meant attacks from both front and back.

“Don’t worry, I will handle—”

“Your Highness, Crown Prince has arrived,” Before Prince Xin Xiao Changqin could finish, Prince Xin’s Chancellor came to report.

The brothers exchanged glances and hurried out to respectfully receive him.

After formalities, Prince Xiao Huayong got straight to the point: “Xue Kui – I forbid his death.”

“Crown Prince is too domineering,” Prince Xin Xiao Changqin coldly smiled.

“I am indeed this domineering. What can you do about it?” Prince Xiao Huayong gazed at him coldly. “I came to inform you – this is already a grace, preserving your face.”

“Does Crown Prince truly think you have no leverage in my hands?” Prince Xin Xiao Changqin refused to yield.

“However much leverage you have on me spread it all you want. See if I can’t turn the tide.” Prince Xiao Huayong remained composed, his gaze deep, tone heavy and slow. “Just wonder what would happen if Lady Gu were brought before His Majesty? Privately switching death row prisoners – Fifth Brother, you’re truly audacious.”

Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s gaze turned sharp as a knife, coldly staring at Prince Xiao Huayong.

Prince Xiao Changying was also shocked, looking at Prince Xin Xiao Changqin in disbelief. After a moment, he found it reasonable – his brother cared so much for Fifth Sister-in-law, he surely could have avoided overseeing the execution that day, yet accepted without hesitation, likely planning the switch from the start.

“Where is she?” Prince Xin Xiao Changqin asked coldly.

“A life for a life. Will Fifth Brother trade?” Prince Xiao Huayong asked lightly.

It was more than just a life for a life – if Gu Qingzhu were brought before His Majesty, court officials would all attack Prince Xin Xiao Changqin. This was a capital offense.

But Prince Xiao Huayong didn’t want Prince Xin Xiao Changqin’s life. Prince Xin Xiao Changqin was more interested in life.

In the future, if he… having Prince Xin Xiao Changqin balance His Majesty and others would let Shen Xihe reap benefits while lying low and growing stronger.

After a long silence, Prince Xin Xiao Changqin finally spoke: “Please have the Crown Prince send the person to Prince Xin’s mansion.”

Prince Xiao Huayong left Prince Xin’s mansion wearing a satisfied smile.

“Brother, did you switch death row prisoners?” Prince Xiao Changying was shocked and angry.

What kind of leverage was this? Unless Gu Qingzhu died, this could never be covered up – they would be controlled by others for life!

Chapter 366: Eliminating Future Troubles
Xiao Changqing watched the direction where Xiao Huayong disappeared and said gravely, “I was careless.”

He shouldn’t have gone to see Gu Qingshu out of curiosity about whether she had any connection with Shen Xihe a few days ago. Now that he was under Xiao Huayong’s close watch, any slight movement would arouse Xiao Huayong’s suspicion and investigation.

“How do you plan to handle the Gu family woman?” Xiao Changying cared more about this matter.

“Don’t worry, I have a way to permanently eliminate future troubles,” Xiao Changqing’s gaze became determined.

Xiao Changying was somewhat doubtful – had Xiao Changqing come to terms with killing Gu Qingshu?

Xiao Changying was too naive. After Gu Qingchi was secretly sent to Prince Xin’s mansion by Xiao Huayong’s people, early the next morning, Xiao Changqing brought Gu Qingshu into the palace and knelt before Emperor Youning to confess: “Your son replaced a death row prisoner, an unforgivable crime. I request Your Majesty’s severe punishment.”

Emperor Youning lifted his eyes to look at the two once, then lowered his head to review memorials, which took an entire hour.

“It’s been a year before you thought to be honest with me?” Emperor Youning took a sip of tea and asked in a flat tone.

Xiao Changqing kept his head lowered without speaking. Emperor Youning was a clever person, and so was he. These words were asking who had caught his weakness, forcing him to confess because he could no longer hide it.

Xiao Huayong had accompanied Shen Xihe out of the palace yesterday, and their itinerary was basically under Emperor Youning’s control. However, the one who returned to the palace from the Princess’s mansion by carriage wasn’t Xiao Huayong himself – he had gone to Prince Xin’s mansion, and only Xiao Changqing, his brother, and Prince Xin’s Chief Steward knew about this.

He wasn’t afraid of Xiao Changqing exposing this because he had ways to make anything Xiao Changqing said appear as mere slander, a compounded crime of deceiving the Emperor.

How could Xiao Changqing not know that since Xiao Huayong dared to visit so openly, he must have absolute confidence? He could only say: “The Gu family was executed, and I lost my wife. I harbored resentment.”

He claimed it was because of his hatred that he didn’t want to bring the person before the Emperor, and bringing her now was because he had come to his senses, not because someone had exposed him and forced his hand.

Ever since Gu’s death, Xiao Changqing had been resentfully defiant toward Emperor Youning, which the Emperor had always known. Today was considered a gesture of submission. Emperor Youning looked at Gu Qingshu beside him – she was sixteen, lightly made up, graceful, and poised.

He thought of Gu Qingchi – though they were sisters with some similarity in their features, they were as different as clouds and mud.

“The Gu family… I also feel guilty. Since you risked death to save her, I will bestow her upon you as a secondary consort.” The daughter of a concubine wasn’t qualified to be a proper Princess Consort.

This meant he wouldn’t pursue the crime of replacing a death row prisoner. Xiao Changqing had calculated this point – His Majesty wanted him alive, perhaps to check the Eighth Prince or maybe now to check the Crown Prince. If the Gu family hadn’t been cleared of charges, he wouldn’t dare act like this. Now that the Gu family had been rehabilitated, His Majesty’s pardoning of Gu Qingshu could also be seen as a gesture of appeasement.

Gu Qingshu was overjoyed, never having imagined she could openly stay by his side.

“Your Majesty, Ashu is my wife’s younger sister. It hasn’t been a year since I lost my wife, and I do not wish to remarry or take concubines.” Xiao Changqing respectfully kowtowed.

Gu Qingshu’s face instantly turned pale, tears welling up in her eyes, and she quickly lowered her head to hide her distress.

Emperor Youning observed Xiao Changqing for a while, showing neither anger nor insistence: “Very well, I shall respect your wishes.”

When Xiao Changqing brought the Gu woman to see His Majesty and confessed his crime, not only did His Majesty not pursue the matter, but he also returned some of the Gu family’s assets to Gu Qingshu and bestowed upon her the title of County Princess, allowing her to return to the Gu family residence.

When this news spread, many in the capital were bewildered, unable to understand His Majesty’s intentions.

When Shen Xihe heard this news, she became unusually distracted. Bu Shulin said several things without getting a response, then turned to see Shen Xihe staring fixedly at one spot.

She waved her hand in front of Shen Xihe’s eyes, bringing her back to attention before saying, “I was talking to you, did you hear?”

“You were talking about Prince Xin saving the Gu family’s young lady,” Shen Xihe picked up the conversation.

“Yes, Prince Xin was so bold, daring to replace a death row prisoner. I heard some people are using this to petition His Majesty to thoroughly investigate last year’s Gu family case, suggesting that Lord Gu might not be dead,” Bu Shulin said mysteriously.

“That won’t happen,” Shen Xihe said with certainty.

Bu Shulin didn’t immediately understand what “won’t happen” referred to.

Was it that His Majesty wouldn’t agree to these people’s petitions? Or that Lord Gu couldn’t be alive?

“Neither will happen,” Shen Xihe added, “His Majesty knows clearly that Lord Gu is dead.”

“Even with Gu Qingshu’s emergence, His Majesty doesn’t have any doubts?” Bu Shulin felt that even she would be suspicious in this situation.

“His Majesty… actually understands Lord Gu better than most people,” Shen Xihe turned her head to look at the lush green grass, “If they had a choice, they wouldn’t have wanted to be enemies.”

His Majesty knew that without Gu Zhao, he couldn’t have become Emperor, couldn’t have overthrown the eunuchs, and couldn’t have stabilized the situation.

Gu Zhao also understood that without His Majesty, our dynasty wouldn’t have seen revival and prosperity.

However, they could only work together when there were external enemies.

Before the previous dynasty, for thousands of years, the noble families had stood above the emperor. The imperial examination system of the previous dynasty had only begun to impact these families, and it took until our dynasty for the noble families to gradually decline, their power slowly slipping away.

Gu Zhao couldn’t withdraw from this political stage. He couldn’t let the Gu family become criminals. He could only be pushed step by step by the noble families into opposing imperial power, with no possibility of leading the noble families to bow to imperial authority.

As an emperor, Emperor Youning could never become a puppet. If Emperor Youning wanted to be an accomplished ruler, he had to trim the power of the noble families. The Gu family and the imperial family were bound to clash, and in this clash, the Gu family was destined to fail, because Gu Zhao had said that His Majesty was a capable ruler.

He couldn’t betray the family that raised him and couldn’t let the Gu family bear infamy in the centuries to come, so he chose to resist to the end, yet always left room for Emperor Youning. He chose to become the defeated one.

This was why Gu Qingchi had seen the Gu family’s fate from the beginning and never used her position as Prince Xin’s wife to disturb the political situation.

The struggle between Gu Zhao and Emperor Youning was a game of emperor and minister, a mutual fulfillment between two men bound by life and death. If not for this, merely relying on the trap Gu Qingchi set before her death wouldn’t have been enough to make Emperor Youning generously clear the Gu family’s name.

If Gu Zhao had been born into a humble family, perhaps he and Emperor Youning would have been rulers and ministers working together to govern the realm.

Therefore, even if Xiao Changqing had truly wanted to switch prisoners and save Gu Zhao, Gu Zhao wouldn’t have agreed.

He was too tired and wanted to rest forever.

This was also why Gu Qingchi viewed the world with cold eyes. She had known early on that her beloved father held in his heart the nation, the emperor, and the common people, with his family coming last. He could sacrifice his family’s survival to benefit the whole world, delivering the most powerful blow to help Emperor Youning shatter the noble families.

Fortunately, her father wasn’t like this. Shen Yueshan was a man of passion – while he cared for the peace of the common people, he valued his own family more. His Majesty could never let him retire to the mountains; as long as he lived, one call from him could disturb the military’s loyalty.

Chapter 367: The Inherent Complexity of Human Hearts
Unlike Gu Zhao, Shen Yueshan lacked the grand righteousness to repay the emperor with his death, even if he would eventually be vindicated.

He knew well that he needed to stay alive so his son and daughter could forever maintain their dignity, and the brothers who had fought alongside him through life and death could forever be respected, standing tall and proud in the world.

“So Lord Gu was actually…” Bu Shulin could hardly believe it. She had always thought the Gu family’s downfall was simply the outcome of a power struggle between ruler and minister.

She never imagined there was such complexity behind it!

“Human hearts are inherently complex,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

“Lord Gu was so… righteous.” Bu Shulin couldn’t find the right words to describe Gu Zhao.

As a commoner, she would certainly feel grateful, since when two tigers fight, it’s the innocent commoners who cannot control their fate that suffer.

But as a descendant of a noble family, she would surely curse Gu Zhao as a flatterer and traitor.

“Alin, do you know that if he hadn’t made this move, the Xue family wouldn’t have been able to withdraw unscathed today, nor would the Cui family maintain their glory? If he had led the noble families to fight with all their might, both sides would have been destroyed. At that time…”

At that time, more people would have died, and the Gu family might not have been preserved. During their struggle, the recently pacified foreign tribes would have seized the opportunity, creating both internal and external troubles. How many more families would have been torn apart?

Gu Zhao understood this. Power and desire didn’t weigh heavily in his heart. Due to the previous emperor’s decadence, he had witnessed the realm’s devastation in his childhood and saw widespread suffering in his youth. Born to nobility and supported by the common people, he only wanted to do what he could for the realm.

From the eighth to the nineteenth year of Youning’s reign, for eleven years he had pressured His Majesty until he could barely breathe. As much as His Majesty hated him then, he probably hates him even more now, though His Majesty must also feel grateful to him.

“My father always said reading too many books ruins the mind,” Bu Shulin shuddered. While she admired people like Gu Zhao, she didn’t want her father to become such a person. She didn’t want to be sacrificed for no reason. “It’s truly pitiful about Princess Xin, such a peerless beauty. You haven’t seen her, you don’t know how radiant she was…”

She coughed lightly and continued, “Though, in my heart, Youyou is the most radiant. Princess Xin was like a walking corpse… tsk, I shouldn’t disrespect the dead. But I truly felt that when she was alive, she seemed to look past everything – not out of arrogance,… but as if she had no attachment to this world. Thinking about it now, being such a wise person, she probably saw through Lord Gu’s intentions early on, which is why…”

Thinking this way, Bu Shulin felt somewhat guilty. In the past, these young nobles had often gossiped about the ladies of the capital. Before Gu Qingchi broke off her engagement with Xie Yunhuai, they all rather pitied Xie Yunhuai for having such a seemingly miserable fiancée.

Later, when Xie Yunhuai broke the engagement and Gu Qingchi married Xiao Changqing, they pitied poor Xiao Changqing. And wasn’t it proven true – after marriage, Xiao Changqing became increasingly irritable and gloomy, only recovering some of his former composure after losing his wife.

Now she understood that if she had been born into a family like Gu Qingchi’s and understood her father’s schemes so early, she would have either gone mad or died young. How could she have managed like Gu Qingchi, living without joy or sorrow, passing days calmly, waiting for death?

“It’s not that your father read too few books, but that his position was different,” Shen Xihe shook her head gently. “Lord Gu simply understood that the era of imperial power had arrived and that the noble families should withdraw from this political stage they had played on for thousands of years. He achieved others’ complete withdrawal at the cost of minimal sacrifice – this was how he, as head of a noble family, did not fail the support of his clan members and the gentry.

Lord Gu spent over ten years verifying that His Majesty was a diligent ruler who loved his people. His choice to step back also fulfilled the proper relationship between ruler and minister.”

“But what was the result? The noble families weren’t grateful to him, just thought him useless, unable to let them control the emperor’s power as in the previous dynasty,” Bu Shulin wasn’t so righteously principled – her perspective wouldn’t allow her to agree with Gu Zhao’s actions. “And what about His Majesty? If Princess Xin hadn’t set up her scheme before death, would His Majesty have taken the opportunity to clear the Gu family’s name?

He wouldn’t have. Even understanding his sacrifice, His Majesty wouldn’t have easily relented. He relented because he had some conscience, and this conscience was only moved by the ladder Princess Xin and her son provided with their lives.

And the common people? They know nothing. When the court said Lord Gu was a treasonous minister, they believed he was treasonous. When the court cleared his name, they just acknowledged it indifferently. Will they remember that their current peaceful lives came from his sacrifice?

As for the history books…”

Bu Shulin sneered without saying more. Hoping for justice in the history books was laughable – history is always written by the victors.

“Alin, everyone has different desires and pursuits. Like you, I am also extremely selfish. We would prefer to fight until the very end, even if we die, we want to die with clear understanding,” Shen Xihe smiled gently.

As for the innocent people caught up in this battle, she could only apologize. The times were such that while she could guarantee not to actively exploit or harm others, she couldn’t sacrifice her own life and those of her loved ones just to avoid involving them.

She wouldn’t judge Gu Zhao – she didn’t possess such character, so she had no right to judge.

“Right, that’s how it should be!” This was why Bu Shulin liked Shen Xihe – they were alike in fighting for themselves until their last breath. “This realm is His Majesty’s realm, if one side must yield, why couldn’t it be His Majesty?”

Why must they yield? What wrong had they done? Was it wrong that when the court was in chaos, they bravely fought enemies and stabilized the realm? Was it wrong that after being rewarded for their merits, they cared for the common people, sought prosperity for the people under their governance, and earned their love?

They had done nothing wrong, they had no reason not to fight for themselves.

The two shared a knowing smile. Hong Yu came over and said softly, “Princess, Lord Xue has arrived.”

After resigning from his official post, Xue Heng kept his doors closed. Now the Xue family members, while praising Xue Heng’s righteousness in resigning to protect Xue Yi, also hated Xue Yi for being useless. They focused all their attention on Xue Yi, making his life worse than death.

“His Highness advised me to do something for my wife. I plan to go to the Northwest first and take the Seventh Miss to get accustomed to it. Does the Princess have anything she needs me to take to the Northwest?” This was why Xue Heng had come.

First to inform of his itinerary, second to bid farewell, and third to carry things for Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe had her guards, and items were usually sent to the Northwest through escort agencies, but since Xue Heng was so thoughtful, Shen Xihe gave him the prepared but not yet sent items.

“When you reach the Northwest, remember to write to me, and I’ll send you gifts,” Shen Xihe saw Xue Jinqiao looking dejected and remembered her previous agreement with her.

Xue Jinqiao immediately brightened up.

Shen Xihe added another instruction: “Help me take care of my brother.”

She hoped they would soon understand each other’s hearts.

Chapter 368: Riding Together
Shen Xihe personally escorted Xue Heng and Xue Jinqiao out of the city. As they watched them disappear into the distance, Bu Shulin, who had come to join the occasion, remarked, “Lord Xue looks different from before.”

Before resigning, though he appeared robust, he had carried an air of twilight years. Now he seemed much more genial, with a spark in his eyes and a vitality about him.

“That’s the Crown Prince’s accomplishment,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

Xue Heng’s issue had been a knot in his heart – his gradual weakening came from having nothing to live for. But once he rekindled hope for living, he would surely recover quickly.

Shen Xihe believed Xiao Huayong hoped Xue Heng would follow his past example – travel and see more, perhaps letting go of his inner troubles.

This way, not only would Xue Heng be fine, but Xue Yi would also keep his life, and Xue Jinqiao could likely marry Shen Yueshan after coming of age.

Having someone she trusted to take care of her father and brother eased many of Shen Xihe’s worries.

Hearing this, Bu Shulin turned her head, giving her an ambiguous up-and-down look: “You’ve changed. Lately, you often mention the Crown Prince, and every time you do, your lips curl into a smile and your eyes light up.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed this before. She turned to ask Zhenzhu, “Is that so?”

Zhenzhu nodded vigorously.

After Lord Xue’s matter, the Princess’s attitude toward the Crown Prince changed significantly. She mentioned him much more frequently, with a different tone and manner. She felt the Princess had begun to care for His Highness. Perhaps not yet to the point of going through fire and water for him, but if His Highness were to be injured or fall ill now, the Princess would surely worry about him, not just coldly inquire about the Imperial Physician’s diagnosis.

Receiving this confirmation, Shen Xihe thought carefully and found she didn’t reject this change.

Being clear-headed didn’t mean she had to forcibly prevent it. She had never been one to deny herself. Xiao Huayong had earned her change of heart through his merit. Following her heart, she mounted her horse to return to the city.

“Hey, wait for me! Where are you going?” Bu Shulin hurriedly mounted her horse and called out.

Shen Xihe turned back, raising an eyebrow: “To the Eastern Palace.”

Bu Shulin immediately pulled her reins tight, watching Shen Xihe gallop away. After Shen Yueshan’s instruction, Shen Xihe’s horsemanship became quite skilled, her galloping figure displaying an indescribable grace and pleasure to behold.

Watching her, Bu Shulin felt a surge of pride – after all, she had been the first to teach Shen Xihe horseback riding.

“She’s gone, yet you’re still watching,” a cool voice sounded from behind.

Bu Shulin turned to see Cui Jinbai carrying a bundle. Noting they were outside the city gate, she smiled, “Young Lord Cui has returned?”

A few days ago, Cui Jinbai had been sent away on a mission. Bu Shulin had wished he would be sent on official business every day, better yet transferred to become an official somewhere far away, so she could be free.

Cui Jinbai stared at her silently with deep eyes.

Cui Jinbai was obsessed – he wouldn’t let her get close to Shen Xihe, always suspecting she had feelings for her, just as she had once suspected him. Bu Shulin couldn’t be bothered to explain: “Where are your men and horse?”

He had returned from official business, so he must have ridden here. Bu Shulin had heard hoofbeats earlier but, feeling they weren’t headed her way, had ignored them.

Cui Jinbai then walked over and extended his hand to Bu Shulin.

He wanted Bu Shulin to help him mount and ride together. Bu Shulin showed her refusal through action, turning her horse to leave. Cui Jinbai seemed to have anticipated this move and grabbed the saddle, using it to vault up.

A warm body pressed against her from behind. Bu Shulin’s face turned cold: “Get down, or I’ll push you off.”

“Go ahead,” Cui Jinbai showed no fear.

This angered Bu Shulin. She made her horse rear back to shake Cui Jinbai off. As he began to slide off, instead of holding tight to Bu Shulin, he let go.

Frightened at seeing him half thrown off, worried he might hit his head on the ground, she hurriedly grabbed the reins with one hand while pulling him up with the other, her legs controlling the horse.

As the horse’s front hooves landed steadily, Cui Jinbai immediately pressed close, wrapping his arms around Bu Shulin’s waist. With a pleased laugh, he rested on her shoulder: “You couldn’t bear to see me hurt.”

“I just didn’t want to harm a government official!” Bu Shulin was furious.

But Cui Jinbai paid no attention, restraining her as he urged the horse forward with his legs. Passing through the city gate, he simply showed his Department of Justice badge and brazenly rode in with Bu Shulin, drawing many onlookers’ attention and discussion.

After Xue Heng’s resignation, before people could scheme for the position of Chief Imperial Secretary, Emperor Youning had already decreed that Chief Censor Tao Zhuanxian would take over.

In terms of seniority, Tao Zhuanxian had served in the capital for over ten years. In terms of achievements, besides the major cases he had helped solve in previous years, just discovering how the Wendan Kingdom’s people had infiltrated was a great accomplishment. Regarding position, he was just below the Six Ministries, and the various ministers of the Six Ministries were mostly newly appointed – it wouldn’t be appropriate to promote them further.

Moreover, everyone knew the Crown Prince would soon marry. With the Crown Prince’s maternal clan diminished, they could only save face through his wife’s family.

This made those who had previously thought the Crown Prince wouldn’t live long and wouldn’t let their daughters consider him regret their short-sightedness.

Tao Zhuanxian’s elevation to Chief Imperial Secretary went smoothly, and there wasn’t much opposition to Xue Cheng moving from Chief Justice to Minister of Personnel. Now people could only focus on the positions of Chief Censor and Chief Justice.

The Deputy Chief Censor took over as Chief Censor, and logically, the Deputy Chief Justice should become Chief Justice. However, the court argued endlessly about this. Some immediately brought up how Cui Jinbai had ridden openly with Bu Shulin, offending public morals.

Moreover, rumors spread wildly about Cui Jinbai and Young Master Bu’s intimate male relationship, suggesting improper behavior.

Others spoke up for Cui Jinbai, saying they’d only ever heard of the need for propriety between men and women – since when did men need to maintain such distance from each other?

They argued that if Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin were close, hadn’t others shared beds with their school friends in youth? Weren’t they allowed to have close friendships?

The two sides argued relentlessly until finally, Emperor Youning had to call Cui Jinbai out: “How does Deputy Chief Cui view this matter?”

“Your Majesty, this humble official, and Young Master Bu have clear consciences and do not fear rumors. This official even plans to move into the Bu family residence,” Cui Jinbai declared righteously with a straight face in court. “This humble official is young and inexperienced, still needing refinement. The position of Chief Justice carries great power and responsibility. I fear I would fail Your Majesty’s trust and request that Your Majesty choose someone more worthy. This official will certainly do his utmost to assist.”

With Cui Jinbai himself declining, those supporting him naturally fell silent. Emperor Youning recalled a provincial governor who had been the top imperial examination candidate in the sixth year of his reign and had served in the provinces for fourteen years, appointing him as the new Chief Justice.

Chapter 369: Two Mischief-Makers
After the court session at Mingzheng Palace concluded, Cui Jinbai returned home, packed his belongings, and headed to the Bu residence.

“Cui Jinbai, what are you doing?” Bu Shulin, who was still on duty, was called back by Jin Shan.

Upon returning to his mansion, Bu Shulin saw Cui Jinbai directing his servants to move things inside, which made his face turn green with anger.

“Because of you, I lost even the position of Minister of Justice,” Cui Jinbai replied expressionlessly. “I told His Majesty in Mingzheng Palace that I would stay at the Bu residence. Wouldn’t it be deceiving the emperor if I didn’t come?”

Bu Shulin: …

Could “deceiving the emperor” be used this way?

In the end, Bu Shulin could only watch as Cui Jinbai moved all his belongings in. Fortunately, he still had some sense of propriety and didn’t move directly into Bu Shulin’s room, otherwise, Bu Shulin would have taken his sword and thrown all his things out.

Such a commotion at the Bu residence naturally drew many curious eyes. Many wondered why Minister Cui was moving to the Bu residence. After inquiring, they learned about the trouble with Cui Jinbai’s stepmother. Upon hearing this, they felt that Cui Jinbai’s stepmother wasn’t a good person and cast sympathetic glances his way, which diminished the romantic rumors between him and Bu Shulin.

When Shen Xihe heard about this, she couldn’t help but secretly praise Cui Jinbai’s calculations.

He had managed to move into the Bu residence as he wished, getting closer to his goal, while subtly tarnishing his stepmother and younger brother’s reputations.

“Youyou, you’re heartless,” Bu Shulin was more irritated seeing Shen Xihe smile. “I’ve fallen into such a predicament, and you’re still amused.”

Shen Xihe looked at Bu Shulin with pity. She wanted to tell him that sharing a horse in the city with her was probably Cui Jinbai’s deliberate plan. The Crown Prince didn’t want him to become Minister of Justice so early, but given his meritorious service and impeccable conduct, there were no flaws to exploit except his youth – no one was more suitable to be Minister of Justice than him.

To give others an excuse, he had gone to great lengths, surely delighting in both being intimate with his loved one and naturally losing the position of Minister of Justice, then using this as a pretext to move into the Bu residence openly.

Indeed, like a master, like a servant – Cui Jinbai was just as crafty as Xiao Huayong.

“Alin Crown Prince didn’t want Minister Cui to be promoted too quickly,” Shen Xihe couldn’t resist mischievously revealing this fact to Bu Shulin.

After processing this for a few moments, Bu Shulin stood up in fury: “That Cui Jinbai, how dare he use me, take advantage and still play innocent, and even dare to say his career was hindered because of me!”

The enraged Bu Shulin immediately left the Princess’s residence and rushed back to his mansion to confront Cui Jinbai.

After Bu Shulin left, Shen Xihe took her homemade hundred-flower cakes to the palace.

Watching Xiao Huayong enjoy her cooking, Shen Xihe’s thoughts wandered: “Your Highness, why didn’t you tell Minister Cui that World Son Bu is female?”

“He’s just my subordinate. If he’s too foolish to see it himself, why should I point it out?” Xiao Huayong smiled with mischief. “Doesn’t Youyou think… watching him act this way is quite entertaining?”

Heaven above, Shen Xihe prayed that in the future, she wouldn’t fall for a woman disguised as a man without recognizing her, otherwise, she too would become His Majesty’s source of amusement.

Amitabha, poor Minister Cui.

“I also think…” Shen Xihe agreed with Xiao Huayong for the first time, and told him, “Just before I entered the palace, I told Alin about Your Highness not wanting Minister Cui to be promoted.”

Upon hearing this, Xiao Huayong immediately burst into joyful laughter: “Hahahahaha…”

This was the first time she had shown such a cunning side to him, revealing that she too could play tricks on people. This made Xiao Huayong even happier – they truly were of one mind, teasing the same couple.

Shen Xihe picked up a piece of hundred-flower cake and stuffed it into Xiao Huayong’s mouth: “I’ve told you not to laugh so heartily in the Eastern Palace.”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes still sparkled with starlight as he slowly chewed and swallowed the cake, finally licking his lips: “I take Youyou’s words to heart, but when I see you, I can’t help but be joyful. I used to think there were no emotions I couldn’t fake or control. Meeting you made me understand the meaning of being unable to resist one’s feelings.”

Falling for you was irresistible, experiencing all emotions – joy, anger, sorrow, and happiness – with you was irresistible.

Provoked by him again, Shen Xihe slowly averted her gaze, avoiding eye contact. She appeared to be casually adjusting her hair, but this revealed her awkwardness.

The smile in Xiao Huayong’s eyes was like overflowing water. Her attitude toward him had changed significantly – at least when faced with his affectionate self, she was no longer as indifferent as before.

She was like a flower bud about to bloom, making him both delighted and protective. Instead of pursuing the matter as usual, he changed the subject: “Peach and apricot blossoms compete in beauty, the daylight is brilliant – it’s the best time of the year. Would Youyou like to go on an outing with me?”

Spring outings were the most beloved entertainment for young men and women in the capital, especially during the Double Third Festival when the capital would be empty as everyone went out for excursions and feasts.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe agreed without hesitation. “Where will Your Highness take me?”

“Qu River is too crowded. I’ll take you somewhere quiet and elegant, where few people go,” Xiao Huayong said gently.

In previous years, there would have been the scholar’s feast, but this year’s civil service examination fraud case had exposed many scandals. Under Emperor Youning’s investigation, one thing led to another uncontrollably, resulting in even the retests being suspended. This year’s spring examinations were postponed to next year, so naturally, there was no scholar’s feast.

In the palace, the Imperial Astronomers had set a date for the Crown Prince’s wedding. After discussing it with the Empress Dowager, Emperor Youning set it for early next spring.

At this time, all the princes except the Crown Prince and three-year-old Xiao Changhong were summoned by the Empress Dowager. In front of Emperor Youning, the Empress Dowager said: “You’re all grown up now. I won’t let your mothers make decisions for you. At the spring feast, all the young ladies have shown their faces. In my old age, I only hope you all find someone you like. If you fancy any young lady, just tell me and your father.”

They looked at each other, and Third Prince Duke Wang Xiao Changtai stepped forward first: “Grandmother, your grandson already has a wife and doesn’t wish to take any consorts.”

The Empress Dowager lifted her eyelids slightly and slowly put down her teacup: “Third Son, Grandmother isn’t insisting you have children. The Xiao family has many sons – even if you have no heir, the line won’t end. But as someone who has lived through it all, I must say something unpleasant. Some people can’t be warmed up even after ten years – they probably have no heart. Persisting will only hurt yourself and others…”

As she spoke, she cast a meaningful glance at the submissive Xiao Changqin.

“Grandmother’s advice, grandson will keep it in mind,” Xiao Changtai answered respectfully.

“Keep it in mind, yet have no intention of acting on it,” the Empress Dowager smiled.

Chapter 370: Those With Impure Thoughts
Xiao Changtai knelt and remained silent with his head bowed.

The Empress Dowager gently shook her head: “Enough. I’m not insisting on breaking up relationships. Seeing you like this, I worry that marrying a good family’s daughter to you would only cause her grief.”

“Grandson has failed to live up to Grandmother’s earnest wishes,” Xiao Changtai said remorsefully.

“Rise. The Empress Dowager called you all here just for a regular family discussion,” Emperor Youning spoke. “Men should marry when of age, as should women. You’re all grown now. While I’ve never rushed your marriages, I won’t allow the imperial sons to all remain aloof from marriage.”

After Emperor Youning finished speaking, all the princes lowered their heads.

Seeing this, the Empress Dowager said: “Since you’re all unwilling to speak, don’t blame me and His Majesty for arranging your marriages as we see fit.”

“Empress Dowager, grandson does not wish to remarry at present,” Xiao Changqin stated.

The Empress Dowager looked at him and heaved a deep sigh: “When do you plan to remarry? You are a Prince Imperial.”

“Five years. Grandson doesn’t wish to remarry within five years. After five years, I’ll submit to Empress Dowager’s arrangements,” Xiao Changqin replied.

“Preposterous!” the Empress Dowager berated. “Besides being a husband, you are also a son, and an imperial prince – a Prince Imperial! Behaving like this, where does this leave your mother? As a proper man, have you considered your responsibilities!”

“Please calm your anger, Empress Dowager. Mother still has Ninth Brother,” Xiao Changqin fell to his knees with a thud. “If Empress Dowager feels grandson is unworthy of being a prince, I beg His Majesty to strip my title. As Empress Dowager said, it would be unfair for a good family’s daughter to marry someone like me.”

“You—”

“Fifth Son!” As the Empress Dowager was too angry to speak, Emperor Youning spoke with a stern face, “Kneel outside the hall.”

Xiao Changqin silently knelt at the entrance of Yong’an Palace. After making an example of him, Emperor Youning asked the other princes: “What about you all?”

Xiao Changying also wanted to say he was too young and didn’t want to marry, but this would undoubtedly make things worse, not only resulting in harsher punishment for his elder brother but also implicating their mother. He opened his mouth but ultimately remained silent.

After all, he would have to marry eventually. Besides that person, what difference did it make who he married?

As the others remained silent, the Empress Dowager said: “In that case, His Majesty will arrange your marriages. You may all leave.”

The Empress Dowager was displeased. Xiao Changying still spoke up: “Grandmother, before arranging grandson’s marriage, could you inform me which young lady it will be? Grandson has some things to discuss with her before the betrothal.”

He had someone in his heart and didn’t want to hide it. He needed to tell her beforehand. If she was still willing to marry him, she shouldn’t bring this up to argue with him later – he didn’t want domestic discord. If she was unwilling, then he was unwilling to marry.

Xiao Changying’s attitude slightly softened the Empress Dowager’s expression: “You will all be informed, to avoid creating resentful couples.”

As the princes left Yong’an Palace, news of Xiao Changqin being punished to kneel reached the Eastern Palace.

Tian Yuan didn’t hide this from Shen Xihe, so she naturally knew that Xiao Changqin was punished for refusing to marry and defying the Empress Dowager.

“Why does the Empress Dowager insist on arranging marriages for all the princes?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong puzzled.

She was playing chess with Xiao Huayong – properly this time. Having heard Tian Yuan’s words, she felt the Empress Dowager’s forceful attitude differed from her usual amiable demeanor.

“I merely mentioned to Grandmother that my brothers are all of marriageable age. Shared joy is better than solitary pleasure,” Xiao Huayong placed a piece and admitted frankly.

Unlike previous dynasties, princes in this dynasty didn’t need to be married to participate in politics and hold power. Upon establishing their princely households, they would be assigned various attendants including guards, totaling over a hundred people. They could handle official duties at fourteen, and as long as they performed well, they could cultivate their retainers and advisors.

Men typically married between sixteen and eighteen, generally around their coming-of-age ceremony. Those who remained unmarried after coming of age were extremely rare.

“Why does Your Highness want them all to marry?” Shen Xihe recalled the spring feast when he had her help choose primary wives for his brothers. He seemed somewhat fixated on this.

“To prevent people from having designs on you,” Xiao Huayong didn’t conceal his motives.

Shen Xihe was briefly startled, then understood it was about Xiao Changying – he must know about it. She found it somewhat amusing: “Your Highness if I could be won over so easily, Your Highness wouldn’t need to go to such lengths.”

“Your indifference is one thing; their improper thoughts are another,” Xiao Huayong simply didn’t want others coveting his woman.

“Your Highness, this matter can’t be rushed. With time, such feelings will naturally fade,” Shen Xihe felt it unnecessary. Whether someone pined for another had little to do with marriage – only letting go could bring true peace.

“Once married, others will keep an eye on them,” Xiao Huayong paused, then continued seriously, “Marrying early helps divide power bases, and prevents some from using the position of primary consort as bait.”

Xiao Huayong’s implications made her wonder – was there a prince playing multiple sides, using the position of primary consort to string along possibly more than two power factions?

Since it aided his legitimate business, Shen Xihe didn’t say more.

They had just finished a game of chess, with Shen Xihe winning by three pieces – she knew Xiao Huayong had deliberately let her win, though not obviously, and she didn’t bother pointing it out – when Tian Yuan came to report that County Lady Liyang had also knelt before Yong’an Palace to plead for Xiao Changqin.

County Lady Liyang was Gu Qingshu.

“If Fifth Brother doesn’t see this woman’s true nature soon, he’ll eventually suffer greatly,” Xiao Huayong remarked with a sneer.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows. Because of Gu Qingzhi, held no ill feelings toward Gu Qingshu, but Xiao Huayong seemed to have some prejudice against her – he rarely commented on young ladies.

“Do you know how I made Fifth Brother let Xue Kui go?” Seeing Shen Xihe’s confusion, Xiao Huayong asked.

Originally Shen Xihe didn’t know; she had thought Xiao Huayong had secretly protected Xue Kui, preventing Xiao Changqin from succeeding. But now that he mentioned Gu Qingshu first, then brought this up, it must be related to her: “Your Highness discovered Lady Gu’s whereabouts and used this to force Prince Xin to back down.”

Prince Xin was forced to confess to prevent future troubles – it was a risky move. If His Majesty sought accountability, punishment would surely be severe, otherwise, Prince Xin wouldn’t have waited until now to let Gu Qingshu appear openly.

As for why Prince Xin compromised before confessing, naturally, it was because the person wasn’t in his hands, and he couldn’t let His Majesty know he was forced to confess. Additionally, being exposed and confessing were two different matters – if Xiao Huayong were to expose him, Xiao Changqin wouldn’t escape unscathed.

“Youyou speak correctly,” Xiao Huayong nodded. “However, Fifth Brother hid the person quite cleverly. She happened to run into my people herself, rather than me tracking her down through Fifth Brother.”

When Gu Qingshu ran down from the mountain, she showed no concern about falling into others’ hands and what that might mean for Xiao Changqin. Or perhaps she was confident Xiao Changqin could save her, and she could use this opportunity to live in the open.

Chapter 371: Pampering Her Into a Young Lady’s Demeanor
Shen Xihe’s expression grew complex upon hearing this. In her impression, Gu Qingshu was a clever and charming young lady.

Xiao Huayong shared his judgment of Gu Qingshu so freely because he didn’t consider Shen Xihe an outsider. He wasn’t gossiping, but rather concerned that as a fellow woman, she might not see Gu Qingshu’s true nature if they interacted in the future.

It was because she had mentioned Gu Qingzhi’s life-saving grace that he worried she might be lenient toward Gu Qingshu.

“How are Your Highness’s eyes lately?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

Xiao Huayong smiled gently: “I can still occasionally see some bright colors, though not for long. Axi says we mustn’t rush.”

“I found some recipes for eye-beneficial medicinal dishes in ancient texts. I’ve made some today for Your Highness to try,” Shen Xihe stood and headed to the kitchen area, which she had become quite familiar with in the Eastern Palace.

Medicinal dishes needed long-term consumption to show effect. Shen Xihe had specifically asked Zhenzhu and followed Axi’s guidance to ensure there were no contradictions before preparing them for Xiao Huayong. She had also carefully instructed Jiuzhang, and only now learned that Xiao Huayong had four main deputies.

Tian Yuan followed at his side; Jiuzhang, the chief palace servant responsible for his daily life and meals; Difang, Tian Yuan’s maternal brother who handled regional intelligence; and Ling, who managed his underground forces and the rewards and punishments of his subordinates.

Tian Yuan, Difang, Ling, and Jiuzhang – a phrase from Daoist texts. Fitting for someone raised in a Daoist temple.

She stayed for dinner at the Eastern Palace before leaving. Upon returning home, she wrote a letter to her elder brother before retiring.

The Double Third Festival had passed. Due to the examination fraud case, the common people hadn’t celebrated as extensively this year. However, it was peach blossom season, and everywhere there were young ladies wearing veils or dressed as men, going out with young men for entertainment.

The apricot gardens on both sides of Qu River were in bloom, with endless streams of people coming and going. Sitting in her carriage, Shen Xihe saw this magnificent scene that was no less grand than the Double Third Festival.

Just then, an orchid with a pure white flower appeared at the carriage’s edge, startling Shen Xihe, followed by Xiao Huayong’s handsome face up close: “There’s a custom of gifting orchids to admired young ladies during the Double Third Festival. I regret not inviting Youyou for an outing then, so I’m making up for it with this orchid today.”

Shen Xihe looked at the orchid and reached out to accept it, but Xiao Huayong took advantage of the moment, his fingertips brushing across her hand as he let go, earning a glare from her.

Even though she was willing to follow her heart and not resist him, she didn’t like his constant flirtatiousness, though telling him didn’t change anything.

Xiao Huayong didn’t know why, but he loved seeing her glares. She didn’t realize how adorable she looked when upset.

The thick-skinned Crown Prince not only didn’t restrain himself but grew increasingly delighted. Shen Xihe pulled down the curtain and sat up straight, looking down at the orchid before tossing it onto the nearby table.

“Meow!” Seeing its master throw away the flower, Duanming immediately pounced. Before it could grab the flower in its mouth, Shen Xihe snatched it away. The cat turned to look at her with round eyes, seemingly confused.

Shen Xihe grabbed it by the scruff and tossed it into Zhenzhu’s arms, then pinned the orchid to her clothes.

Seeing this, Hongyu winked at Zhenzhu, who glared back. Hongyu had somehow been won over by the Crown Prince and couldn’t wait for the Princess to marry into the Eastern Palace so she could see the Princess and Crown Prince living happily together every day.

Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe to a mountain stream. Here too, water flowed gently, with rows of peach trees on both sides. Flowers fell onto the water’s surface, floating downstream, creating a serene and fragrant scene. Among the emerald leaves, long-tailed birds occasionally flew past against the blue sky – a breathtaking view.

“We’re here.” Xiao Huayong had the carriage stop by the road and left it under guard. Leading Shen Xihe to the grassy riverbank, he noticed the orchid on her person, his eyes growing as gentle as floating clouds in the sky.

During the Double Third Festival, gifting an orchid to a young lady – she would only wear it if she had feelings for the giver.

“Do you like flying kites?” Xiao Huayong took out the prepared kites.

He remembered that last time during the Double Ninth Festival, it was because she went hiking with Shen Yun’an, who wanted to buy her a kite, that she almost fell victim to the Rong family’s scheme.

“I’ve never flown a kite before,” Shen Xihe said with curiosity.

Flying kites required running and physical effort. Her constitution had never allowed for such activities, and the strong winds and sand in the Northwest meant kites weren’t common. She had only occasionally seen some young ladies playing with them.

“I’ll teach you.” Xiao Huayong smiled and had Tian Yuan run far with the kite, putting the spool in Shen Xihe’s hands. He naturally wrapped his arms around her from behind and guided her, “Pull the string like this, release when you need more force, let it out slowly…”

Tian Yuan, having released the kite, watched from afar as the Crown Prince used this opportunity to hold the Princess in his arms. He thought about how many kites the Crown Prince had ruined in the Eastern Palace practicing for today…

Flying kites was something young ladies enjoyed – how would the Crown Prince know about it? He had never tried it since childhood and only learned recently for the Princess. Now that he could hold her close, the Crown Prince must be quite satisfied.

Shen Xihe’s eyes were fixed on the kite, watching as she made it soar, frantically trying to keep it stable, afraid it would fall. This belated joy and satisfaction made her completely forget about Xiao Huayong’s embrace.

Until she moved to follow the kite and felt Xiao Huayong blocking her way. Only then did she elbow him: “Move aside, don’t block me from flying the kite!”

Her righteous and slightly petulant tone showed she hadn’t even realized it herself. Xiao Huayong chuckled softly and retreated as she wished, moving five steps away. He stood with his arms crossed, wearing a tender smile as he watched her joyful expression, his heart melting completely.

Framed by peach blossoms, her jade-like face glowed – more beautiful than the flowers, dazzlingly lovely.

“The Princess has changed again…” Zhenzhu stood at a distance as Hongyu approached. She couldn’t help but sigh softly.

The Princess rarely smiled in the Northwest, actually carrying a hint of melancholy between her brows. After the Lingrong incident, she grew stronger, only remaining the slightly domineering and willful girl of before in front of the World Son and the Prince.

After using the Bone-Melting Dan, her personality became brighter, but now the Princess seemed to have gained an additional touch of vivacity and charm.

“The Princess is only happy now,” Hongyu loved seeing the Princess with such a bright smile. Seeing her this way made her happy too. “She’s not the Princess of the Northwest anymore, not the lady of the Northwestern Prince’s mansion. She doesn’t have to worry and think for others. Because of the Crown Prince’s appearance, he has pampered her into a true young lady.”

Having followed Shen Xihe for over ten years, only now did they truly see in her the demeanor a young lady should have.

Chapter 372: I Will Protect Everything You Care About
After flying kites, Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe hunting. In the spring of March, the game wasn’t particularly plump, but with nature’s revival, playful wild rabbits were a common sight. Before their arrival, Xiao Huayong had already instructed Lüling to have people clear the area of any large beasts.

“When drawing the bow, tilt your head toward the target, keep your drawing arm level with your eyes, and maintain the bow’s height parallel to your line of sight…” Xiao Huayong instructed Shen Xihe in archery while mounted on his horse.

For Shen Xihe’s first attempt at archery, Xiao Huayong had come prepared with a lighter bow suitable for a lady.

Xiao Huayong drew his bow, his ears suddenly twitching. Shen Xihe only heard what seemed like a slight breeze rustling through the grass, and from the corner of her eye, she caught a fleeting shadow – Xiao Huayong’s arrow.

Tianyuan immediately ran into the grass, retrieving both the arrow and a gray rabbit with a bleeding leg.

Shen Xihe’s eyes sparkled with admiration as she looked at Xiao Huayong’s precise archery – before she had even noticed the prey, he had already captured it.

Being gazed at with such admiration by the woman he admired made Xiao Huayong feel as if he’d shot a tiger rather than a mere rabbit.

“Your Highness, what should we do with this rabbit?” Tianyuan asked, holding up the animal.

Caught between the struggling rabbit and Shen Xihe’s admiring gaze, Xiao Huayong felt the rabbit unworthy of such praise. His smile instantly vanished: “Give it to Lady Ziyu, let her decide what to do with it.”

Tianyuan, sensing his master’s sudden mood shift, quickly lowered his head and hurried off with the rabbit to find Ziyu.

Naturally, he was unaware that under the Princess’s gaze, the Crown Prince’s male vanity had swelled to the point where he practically believed he’d hunted a tiger. Unfortunately, Tianyuan’s tactless presentation of the rabbit had shattered the Crown Prince’s fantasy, making him acutely aware that Shen Xihe’s admiring look wasn’t due to any extraordinary feat, but rather her inexperience in this area.

Though Shen Xihe had previously been indifferent, she noticed Xiao Huayong’s change in demeanor and asked uncertainly, “What’s wrong, Your Highness?”

Xiao Huayong, suddenly realizing how drastically his attitude had changed and worried Shen Xihe might misunderstand, quickly restored his playful smile: “Why should I smile at a servant like Tianyuan? I only smile for you.”

Shen Xihe took a deep breath, choosing to ignore him. She spurred her horse forward into the woods, eager to experience the joy of hunting herself. However, having never trained her arm strength or aim, she initially could barely draw the bow far enough to shoot.

After finally mastering the proper force, she still struggled with accuracy. This sparked her competitive spirit, and she became determined to hit some prey. Xiao Huayong followed behind her, occasionally using his arrows to drive game toward her when he spotted it.

However, whether due to lack of natural talent or inexperience, after more than an hour of pursuit, Shen Xihe had caught nothing, while Xiao Huayong had inadvertently shot several prey while trying to assist her.

Shen Xihe remained enthusiastic, though her stomach was growling: “Let’s go back for some food, then return.”

Pleased by her continued enthusiasm despite her lack of success, and impressed that she showed no signs of discouragement, Xiao Huayong gladly agreed: “Alright. I’ll set up a training ground in the Eastern Palace, and after we’re married, I’ll teach you horsemanship and archery.”

“Good,” Shen Xihe nodded in agreement.

As they rode back, they came upon a spotted deer drinking from a small lake. It stood with a lowered head and perked ears, its slender form reflected in the mirror-like surface of the lake alongside the blue sky, surrounded by dark and tender green trees and grass.

The peaceful scene brought a warm smile to Shen Xihe’s face. Just then, Xiao Huayong drew his bow and aimed in the deer’s direction. Before Shen Xihe could speak, an arrow whistled through the air, striking not the deer but the ground beside its feet.

The deer startled and jumped, and Shen Xihe saw that the arrow had pinned a poisonous snake to the ground, which continued to writhe. She hadn’t noticed it before, its coloring having blended with the ground while her attention was focused on the deer.

“It might not have bitten the deer,” Xiao Huayong said, lowering his bow. “But if it had, one bite would have meant certain death for the little deer. Since you liked this deer, I naturally had to protect it.”

Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Huayong, silent and contemplative.

Xiao Huayong smiled at her tenderly: “Whatever you care about becomes what I must protect.”

How could someone as intelligent as Shen Xihe miss his implied meaning? He was telling her that because of her, he would also strongly protect the Northwest.

“I will remember Your Highness’s words,” Shen Xihe’s soft pink lips parted as she spoke.

Xiao Huayong smiled too. She hadn’t rejected him, hadn’t questioned him, and hadn’t said as before that she believed his current sincerity – this told him she was willing to give him a chance to prove his words true.

Wearing a faint smile, Shen Xihe rode ahead, with Xiao Huayong following behind.

When they returned, the aroma of cooked food filled the air – Ziyu’s cooking. For such outings, meals were always taken outdoors. Since having too many people from the Eastern Palace would be inconvenient, Shen Xihe had early on said she would bring Ziyu along.

There was a roasted rabbit, fish soup, fish stew, roasted chicken, and exquisite pastries brought from the residence. Shen Xihe ate with Xiao Huayong in one spot, while Zhenzhu and the others ate in another. Shen Xihe noticed that Zhenzhu and Sunaxi had gathered many medicinal herbs.

After eating, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong walked along the stream to aid digestion, then resumed hunting.

Though Shen Xihe caught nothing that day, she thoroughly enjoyed herself. Throughout the spring, Xiao Huayong frequently invited her out for such recreational hunting trips, which she gladly accepted. She also began practicing archery at her residence. After a month of practice and with Xiao Huayong’s help, she finally managed to shoot her first prey – a turtledove flying over the lake.

Though there wasn’t much meat on it, Ziyu, wanting to please Shen Xihe, deboned and minced it to make a bowl of meat porridge.

“Give this to His Highness,” Shen Xihe instructed Ziyu. “We’ve eaten so much of his catches lately, today I return the favor.”

Ziyu was instantly displeased – had she known it was meant for His Highness, she would have simply roasted it rather than putting in so much effort.

Xiao Huayong noticed how Shen Xihe’s maids had varying attitudes toward him. Hongyu was extremely attentive to him, though slightly less so than to Shen Xihe. Zhenzhu and Biyu showed only proper respect, while Ziyu alone seemed to particularly dislike him.

If she weren’t just a maid, Xiao Huayong would have suspected her of viewing him as a romantic rival, as if he were stealing away her beloved.

Chapter 373: Beast-Luring Incense
To Ziyu, Xiao Huayong was indeed almost like a romantic rival. Her Princess had always been cool and composed, like a peony standing proudly among flowers, but it seemed she had become tainted by Xiao Huayong’s heat, losing her former carefree nature.

“This meat porridge that Lady Ziyu worked so hard to make for Youyou – Youyou, don’t let Lady Ziyu’s efforts go to waste,” Xiao Huayong said, noticing Ziyu’s displeasure.

Only then did Shen Xihe notice Ziyu’s unhappiness. Her expression darkened slightly as she took the bowl from Ziyu and handed it to Xiao Huayong: “Please don’t think poorly of it, Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong accepted it then. Ziyu felt lost – though Shen Xihe hadn’t reprimanded her, she was never again brought along on outings. Knowing she had erred, Ziyu had no choice but to seek forgiveness from Shen Xihe.

She knelt outside the door for an hour before Shen Xihe would see her: “Ziyu, I indulge you because you are my maid, not so you can disregard others. He is the Crown Prince, the heir to the nation – must he watch your mood?”

Ziyu’s face turned pale: “Princess, please forgive me. This servant was improper and will never dare such behavior again.”

“You are demoted to third rank, and will handle kitchen duties from now on,” Shen Xihe deliberately disciplined her.

When Xiao Huayong learned of this, he met Shen Xihe with smiling eyes: “I wasn’t upset by her rudeness. She’s your maid, and I can tolerate anyone connected to you. But I wanted to know if you would discipline her for my sake.”

He couldn’t be compared to her father and brothers, but surely he ranked above her maid?

Understanding Xiao Huayong’s childish meaning, Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry: “Your Highness, those around me must know and maintain proper etiquette. When I learned she offended you, punishment was inevitable.”

This was merely displeasure with a servant’s behavior, not protection of him!

Shen Xihe wasn’t trying to emphasize anything or deliberately discourage Xiao Huayong, but simply stating a fact.

“Oh,” Xiao Huayong responded glumly. “So it’s just about maintaining Youyou’s rules.”

Previously, Shen Xihe would have thought his dejected tone was mostly an act, but now she felt somewhat uncomfortable and even a bit guilty. So she said: “Your Highness and I are to be life partners – you shouldn’t lower yourself to compete with a maid.”

This cheered Xiao Huayong somewhat, and he began teasing Shen Xihe again: “I don’t like the phrase ‘partners in life’ – I prefer… ‘sharing a bed and pillow’…”

Shen Xihe’s face suddenly burned hot. She was so embarrassed and angry that she wanted to whip him with her riding crop.

Why… why was he always so frivolous?

Seeing Shen Xihe sitting stiffly on horseback with pink-tinged cheeks, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but burst into joyful, hearty laughter: “Hahaha…”

He was still laughing!

In her anger, Shen Xihe raised her whip and spurred her horse forward, not wanting to look at him.

Unable to contain his mirth, Xiao Huayong quickly urged his horse to follow. To divert Shen Xihe’s anger, he said: “Tubo is sending a princess to the capital for a marriage alliance.”

Tubo was determined to form a marriage alliance – without one, they seemed unsettled. After Emperor Youning refused to marry a princess to Tubo, and after several discussions, he decided to accept a princess from Tubo instead.

“Will His Majesty take her into the imperial harem?” Shen Xihe asked.

Though the imperial harem symbolically accepted one or two new members each year, Emperor Youning was well past the age of youthful impulses and showed little interest in matters between men and women, rarely visiting the harem. Shen Xihe thought it unlikely he would take the Tubo princess into the harem.

Sure enough, Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly: “It will be either one of my brothers or a royal relative or important minister.”

“Why couldn’t it be you?” She couldn’t stand seeing his gleeful schadenfreude.

Xiao Huayong replied immediately: “Because I have you!”

His constant frivolity made Shen Xihe’s teeth itch with irritation: “If the Tubo princess insists on marrying no one but you, Your Highness, would you still find it so amusing?”

“If she truly has such discerning eyes to recognize this precious jade…” Xiao Huayong mused thoughtfully, then noticed Shen Xihe’s unchanged expression and felt somewhat deflated. “Well, I’ll just cough up blood in front of her – that should scare her away.”

Shen Xihe was again amused by his serious manner – always either fainting or coughing blood, as if afraid people might forget he was delicate and not to be provoked.

She couldn’t help but suspect that Xiao Huayong’s frequent use of such tactics wasn’t just because they were effective, but more importantly, because they reminded everyone that the Crown Prince had a short life expectancy. Perhaps this was precisely why no one at court suspected him.

“However… Youyou has reminded me that I should take some preventive measures,” Xiao Huayong suddenly said seriously.

His silver eyes darkened like an abyss, and no one could know what he was thinking.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to speak, a strange breeze brought an odd fragrance to her nose. Her expression suddenly changed: “Your Highness, quick, let’s go!”

This was an incense that attracted fierce beasts. Someone had planted it here – any predators in these mountains would soon be drawn to it. She had used this method against Huangzhong Temple before, letting them die torn apart by beasts, leaving no evidence.

She didn’t know if this was meant for her or Xiao Huayong.

After Shen Xihe’s warning cry, she immediately turned her horse. The horse seemed to sense the danger too, raising its head with a whinny.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes darkened as all emotion left his face. He moved to protect Shen Xihe from behind, and sure enough, rushing sounds came from behind them. As Shen Xihe had grown more interested in hunting, Xiao Huayong had changed locations – no matter how beautiful a spot, they couldn’t keep returning to the same place.

The mountains stretched endlessly here, and even if Xiao Huayong had wanted to have people clear such a vast area, it would have been impossible. These past two months, he had stayed by Shen Xihe’s side, and they never ventured deep into any forest, staying on the outskirts, including now. They shouldn’t have encountered any tigers.

He hadn’t expected someone to plot against them so carefully, clearly having figured out their patterns of outings over these two months and setting an ambush early. Since he planned each outing’s location himself, for someone to set up an ambush in advance meant there must be a spy among his people.

Usually, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t fear this, but today Shen Xihe was with him.

Xiao Huayong took out a bone whistle and blew it – first to summon his gyrfalcon, and second to alert Tianyuan who wasn’t with them.

Almost as soon as the whistle’s sound faded, huge, fierce bodies lunged toward them with savage speed.

Not one tiger, but three, surrounded him and Shen Xihe from three directions.

The tigers were agitated, stimulated by the incense. Fortunately, they hadn’t entered the area where the incense was planted and hadn’t been contaminated by its scent.

Chapter 374: Perfect Cooperation
The tigers stood panting, watching them intently. The horses were restless with fear. Shen Xihe remained composed while Xiao Huayong’s jaw tightened. Their eyes met briefly – Shen Xihe’s gaze telling Xiao Huayong: I’ll take the one behind.

Xiao Huayong glanced in the direction she indicated, then at the three tigers ready to pounce, and gave her an imperceptible nod.

At that moment, the two tigers flanking Xiao Huayong lunged at him from both sides. Xiao Huayong slapped his horse’s back, using the force to leap upward as his horse bolted. In mid-air, he twisted his body, landing with one foot on the back of a tiger that had missed its strike. His toes barely touched before he sprang far away.

Shen Xihe took the initiative, throwing one of her sachet pouches. Having anticipated encounters with such beasts in the deep mountains, she always carried incense that these predators disliked and would naturally avoid. As she threw the sachet, her tiger nimbly dodged it. Shen Xihe had planned to use this moment to trigger her mechanism and shoot a needle at the tiger.

However, having never faced a tiger before, she had underestimated its speed. Before she could pull the trigger, the tiger was already upon her. Just then, a shadow flashed by, knocking her horse aside while leaving deep bloody gashes on the tiger’s head, forcefully pushing it back.

As Shen Xihe’s horse galloped uncontrollably forward, she looked back to see the pursuing tiger now entangled with the returning gyrfalcon. Xiao Huayong had leaped to the treetops and drawn his bow at one tiger. She noticed blood on his arm – he must have been clawed by one of the beasts.

As kings of the forest, the tigers’ strength, speed, and agility exceeded human imagination and calculation.

Shen Xihe reined in her horse but didn’t return to the battle zone – getting too close would only burden Xiao Huayong. She watched the situation carefully, ready to act when needed. Since the gyrfalcon had arrived, Tianyuan must have been on his way.

Shen Xihe knew well how precise and fierce Xiao Huayong’s archery was from their past two months together, but seeing a tiger dodge his arrow made her heart race.

One particularly agitated tiger furiously rammed the base of the tree where Xiao Huayong had landed, shaking it violently. Shen Xihe’s heart leaped as she watched Xiao Huayong stumble, nearly falling.

What terrified her most was that after dodging Xiao Huayong’s fierce arrow, and with him unable to draw his bow again due to the shaking tree, the tiger climbed up the trunk. It roared at Xiao Huayong, making powerful, swift leaps.

The swaying branches didn’t affect the climbing tiger but left Xiao Huayong trapped. With another tiger guarding below, even if he jumped down, he couldn’t escape its attack.

Shen Xihe quickly surveyed the surroundings and spotted Xiao Huayong’s horse. She rode toward it – her horse was inadequate, having nearly collapsed from fear earlier, but Xiao Huayong’s was a fine steed.

Leaping from her horse, Shen Xihe mounted Xiao Huayong’s. Perhaps because Xiao Huayong had taken her riding on it several times, the horse didn’t reject her. Once mounted, she whipped it toward Xiao Huayong’s direction.

Xiao Huayong, gripping a branch with one hand to steady himself, watched the approaching tiger that dared not pounce due to the thinning branches. He heard branches cracking and felt himself sinking, while the tiger continued roaring and trying to get closer.

“Xiao Beichen—” a clear voice suddenly rang out.

Without thinking or looking back, Xiao Huayong released the branch.

As Shen Xihe charged forward, she alerted the tiger ramming the tree’s base. She and Xiao Huayong’s fearless horse rode straight ahead as the tiger crouched, its deep eyes fixed on her.

Shen Xihe aimed at the attacking tiger with one hand, pulling the trigger twice. The fine needles entered the tiger’s body, but as expected, the poison didn’t take effect immediately. The hits only slowed its reactions momentarily. Shen Xihe leaned to one side, but the tiger’s massive paw still grazed her thigh, leaving a burning pain.

Xiao Huayong landed precisely behind Shen Xihe, their backs pressed together. To avoid being thrown off by the jolting ride, he had to lean back, forcing Shen Xihe to bend forward. The poisoned tiger landed with a low growl, struggled to stand twice, then finally collapsed.

As Xiao Huayong landed, the tree tiger quickly jumped down and pursued them. How could a horse outrun a tiger? It caught up within a few bounds. Xiao Huayong had anticipated this and shot three arrows at different angles toward the tiger.

The tiger dodged two, but one struck its foreleg, slowing it down. Yet stimulated by the incense and now injured, it showed no sign of giving up. The gyrfalcon remained entangled with the other tiger, and Xiao Huayong’s quiver was empty.

Though she couldn’t see behind them, Shen Xihe guessed the situation. She called out to Xiao Huayong: “Switch positions!”

Watching the injured tiger, its speed greatly reduced but still closing the distance, determined to tear them apart, Xiao Huayong reached around her waist: “Reins!”

Shen Xihe trustingly handed him the reins. Xiao Huayong gripped them tightly, one arm securing Shen Xihe’s waist as she positioned her finger on her bracelet’s mechanism.

Through some manipulation of force she didn’t quite understand, Shen Xihe felt herself lifted and quickly rotated half a circle in mid-air, switching positions with Xiao Huayong. He now faced forward while she faced backward toward the lunging tiger. She immediately pulled the trigger, sending a poison needle into the tiger’s neck. It faltered and fell short of reaching her.

Perhaps one poison needle wasn’t enough – unlike the previous tiger that had stumbled and fallen after two needles, this one only paused momentarily before pushing off the ground with all four legs and lunging at Shen Xihe again.

With all three poison needles spent, Shen Xihe’s pupils contracted. Just then, Xiao Huayong steered the horse in a sharp turn, making the tiger miss again. As it prepared another lunge, Xiao Huayong pulled out the hidden sword hairpin from Shen Xihe’s hair and leaped down, knocking the tiger aside.

Chapter 375: I Only Want You to Enjoy Good Fortune Without Misfortune
“Xiao Beichen—” Shen Xihe lost her support from Xiao Huayong and fell from the galloping horse. Though she landed in the grass and wasn’t badly hurt, in that moment of falling she saw Xiao Huayong and the tiger tumbling to the ground together.

She quickly grabbed anything she could reach to stop herself from rolling further, then desperately climbed up. She saw the tiger pinning Xiao Huayong down, both of them lying motionless on top of each other, and her face drained of all color.

She could still hear the tiger’s heavy breathing, so…

In her panic, she frantically looked for a weapon to pounce with, then remembered she was wearing the hidden sword hairpin Xiao Huayong had given her. She hurriedly pulled it from her hair, so urgent that she didn’t notice she’d pulled out an empty shell with no sword inside.

Gripping this wooden shell, she charged forward and stabbed down at the tiger’s back.

“Crack crack crack…” The groan of pain came from Xiao Huayong. The tiger’s body was still warm, and Shen Xihe could feel it slightly trembling, but it seemed to have no strength to resist. Her strike hadn’t even pierced its body. Coming to her senses, Shen Xihe stared blankly at the wooden hairpin in her hand.

“Youyou… if you don’t pull me out, I won’t die from the tiger but from being crushed by it…” Xiao Huayong’s voice came from underneath.

Shen Xihe then realized that in her desperate fight with the tiger, she had also thrown herself on top of it.

She hurriedly got up and struggled to push the tiger aside, finally seeing Xiao Huayong covered in blood. The fallen tiger had two black Pingzhong leaves embedded in its neck, the entire blade buried deep.

One of its eyes was still open, blood still flowing, its belly still moving, but it couldn’t move at all.

“Xiao Beichen, are you alright?” Shen Xihe helped Xiao Huayong up.

Xiao Huayong looked at the panicked Shen Xihe, at her disheveled state, at the deep concern and worry in her eyes, at the wound on her leg. Disregarding his blood-stained condition, he pulled her into his arms and held her tightly.

At this moment, the sound of hoofbeats and arrows filled the air as Tianyuan and the others rushed up from the foot of the mountain.

Zhenzhu and Sui Axi immediately ran over. Ignoring that Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe were embracing, Zhenzhu said: “Princess, let this servant check your wounds.”

Xiao Huayong released Shen Xihe. One followed Sui Axi aside to treat his injuries, while the other was carefully examined by Zhenzhu.

The remaining tiger chose to flee with the arrival of Tianyuan and his group.

Shen Xihe only had several deep scratch marks on her leg, nothing compared to Xiao Huayong’s arms which were wounded almost to the bone from being caught between two tigers and climbing trees.

Xiao Huayong had multiple lacerations. After Zhenzhu finished bandaging Shen Xihe, she went to help Sui Axi treat Xiao Huayong’s injuries.

After basic treatment, they quickly returned to the city, first going to the Princess’s manor. Xiao Huayong also tidied himself up at the Princess’s manor.

After Shen Xihe had bathed and changed into fresh clothes, he came to see her, full of guilt and self-reproach: “It was my poor planning that put you in danger. If not for you, I likely wouldn’t have escaped today.”

Fortunately, Shen Xihe had smelled the fragrance before reaching the ambush zone and recognized its purpose. Otherwise, if they had unknowingly run into the circle of lingering incense, they would have fallen into a den of beasts, with certainly more than three tigers in relentless pursuit.

“Why do you say such things?” Shen Xihe looked him over. He was properly dressed, all his wounds hidden beneath clean clothes, his demeanor so calm that no one would guess he was injured.

Moreover, having taken medicine for years, the strong medicinal smell on his body completely masked any trace of wound medicine.

“I told you, when I chose you, I would share both fortune and misfortune with you.”

Besides, such crises were impossible to prevent completely. Their intelligence didn’t mean others were foolish. Xiao Huayong was now becoming prominent, and many were beginning to suspect. The number of people wanting to test Xiao Huayong’s depths was countless.

Today’s events were just the beginning. They would face more schemes and plots in the future.

Xiao Huayong held her hand: “I only want you to enjoy good fortune with me, without misfortune. Today I failed to ensure that. I’m still not fearsome enough.”

“Even His Majesty, the supreme ruler, faces assassination attempts. You needn’t be so troubled. Let’s find the mastermind and properly repay them,” Shen Xihe redirected Xiao Huayong’s attention.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes darkened: “Rest assured, I will catch this person.”

He still had official matters to attend to, so he didn’t stay long at the Princess’s manor, not wanting to delay Shen Xihe’s rest. He left the Princess’s manor and went straight back to the Eastern Palace.

“Princess, you must be more careful in the future,” Zhenzhu advised after Xiao Huayong left.

Heaven knows how terrified she was seeing Shen Xihe covered in blood earlier. Fortunately, Shen Xihe was only lightly injured.

At the same time, they were extremely regretful for becoming careless in trying to give the Crown Prince and Princess private time.

“This isn’t your fault, don’t blame yourselves,” Shen Xihe glanced at Zhenzhu, Moyu, and the others, softly comforting them. “We were too content these past two months, which led to our carelessness.”

From the third month until now at the end of the fifth month, Xiao Huayong had taken her out more than ten times, each time full of joy. They had become immersed in these relaxed, leisurely moments, almost forgetting that she was the Northwestern King’s daughter and he was the current Crown Prince. So many people would love to take their lives.

However, to devise such a method showed quite a devious mind.

To accomplish this, something must have gone wrong on Xiao Huayong’s side. Someone had planted people around Xiao Huayong long ago. It wasn’t clear how much this person knew about Xiao Huayong, but presumably not much, otherwise they wouldn’t have needed such methods.

“Your Highness, local subordinates leaked the information,” Tianyuan, who had returned to the Eastern Palace first, had already investigated the matter.

When Xiao Huayong wanted to take Shen Xihe out, he naturally had to choose scenic locations. Previously, local officials were always sent to scout, and this time was no exception. However, this time the person sent to scout today’s location had leaked the information to outsiders beforehand.

There was a path on the mountain full of azaleas, quite beautiful. Having been there before, they could guess that Xiao Huayong would surely bring Shen Xihe to see such beautiful scenery, so they set up an ambush beyond the azalea sea early on.

Fortunately, this person wasn’t important and merely thought the local authority was a mysterious organization, with the Eastern Palace simply buying information from them, knowing nothing else.

“Where is the person?” Xiao Huayong asked expressionlessly.

“They have already committed suicide,” Tianyuan knelt before Xiao Huayong, head lowered.

“Investigate. I want to know who the information was leaked to and who set up today’s trap,” Xiao Huayong’s pupils darkened. “Punish the local authority by having them capture three fierce tigers and keep them caged. Once we find the person, they’ll be thrown to the tigers as feed.”

Chapter 376: The Instigator
After the tiger incident, Xiao Huayong had no further thoughts of taking Shen Xihe out for leisure. First, the Dragon Boat Festival was in two days; second, the capital was already swelteringly hot near the festival, making it extremely difficult to find a cool, comfortable day; third, the festival was busy, and he needed to investigate who masterminded the tiger attack, plus essential government affairs kept him occupied, leaving him no time to spare.

Shen Xihe didn’t fear cold but dreaded heat. The only advantage of the Northwest was its short summers without extreme heat. The capital had barely entered the fifth month, yet heat waves seemed to shimmer in the air, leaving Shen Xihe completely listless.

While noble households hadn’t yet started using ice, Shen Xihe had already set up ice rooms daily, and Bu Shulin visited more frequently.

“Aren’t we both noble ladies? Why must I endure the wind and sun while you enjoy the cool ice?” Bu Shulin held a bowl of Suhe mountain dessert, eating heartily while watching Shen Xihe recline on a cold jade couch with her feet dangling, leaning against comfortable cushions. She was consumed with jealousy.

Both were daughters of foreign kings but look at Shen Xihe – living extravagantly, wearing light gauze without sweating. Bu Shulin didn’t dare use ice because it was expensive, and anyone who purchased large quantities would face impeachment.

Shen Xihe was different – she held no official position, had her fief, and owned the Duhuo Tower! She earned her own money and enjoyed it as she pleased, buying as much ice as she wanted.

Noble houses had concubines’ sons and female family members in business, but few earned money like Shen Xihe. The key difference was that Shen Xihe only needed to support herself – even her guards received government salaries – while others had to support entire families.

Some wealthy people wouldn’t dare take the lead in using ice before others, fearing jealousy and backstabbing.

Even the princes and princesses had to wait for the Emperor to bestow ice. If the Emperor could endure, they naturally had to follow suit.

“Zhenzhu, bring a mirror for Young Master Bu,” Shen Xihe raised her head and commanded.

Zhenzhu brought over a silver-plated copper mirror shaped like a flower petal. Bu Shulin thought she had gotten dessert on her face, but after a careful inspection found nothing. She lowered the mirror and looked at Shen Xihe in confusion.

Shen Xihe finished tying off the five-colored thread she was weaving and looked up at her: “Didn’t you see your greedy face?”

Bu Shulin: …

So she meant to scold her. How infuriating!

Shen Xihe was always like this, scolding without vulgar words but striking right at one’s heart.

“In previous years when I wasn’t in the capital, didn’t you survive just fine? Now that I’m here, you can openly come to enjoy my ice and Suhe mountain dessert. Isn’t this far more comfortable than your previous years?” Shen Xihe took a small sip of plum juice.

As she was still recovering, both Zhenzhu, Sui Axi, and Xie Yunhuai who had specially written to advise her, all wanted her to avoid cold foods. She could only drink plum juice to quench her thirst.

Setting down her cup, Shen Xihe continued: “Yet you’re not thinking about how life is more comfortable than before, but rather that you’re not living as well as me. Aren’t you being greedy?”

Bu Shulin blinked, seeming to realize this was true.

Quickly taking two more bites of dessert to clear her head, Bu Shulin then said: “I miss the years when Tao Gong was Chief Censor.”

When Tao Zhuanxian was Chief Censor, the Censorate would occasionally impeach her, but it was never serious. The impeachments were more about hoping she would recognize and correct her mistakes, without much aggressive rhetoric.

The newly appointed Chief Censor had been Tao Zhuanxian’s political enemy – it was the Emperor’s way of maintaining checks and balances. Upon taking office, he wanted to make his mark, but this was the capital – there wasn’t a single prince or important minister he dared offend, so he focused on harassing her, impeaching her daily.

Shen Xihe ignored her and continued weaving her colored threads.

“But today, he finally shifted his target and aimed at the Governor of Yangzhou,” Bu Shulin said with schadenfreude. “He impeached him for excessive luxury in Jiangdong harming agricultural affairs.”

Shen Xihe glanced at her quickly: “This isn’t a simple matter?”

Usually, unless she actively inquired, Bu Shulin wouldn’t discuss court matters with her in detail, as Bu Shulin had no interest in such affairs.

“Cui Shitou said the boat racing in Yangzhou is even grander than in the capital and Luoyang. This isn’t a major offense, as people’s boat racing demonstrates our dynasty’s peace and prosperity… However, in the Yangzhou area, they’ve created new schemes, using boat racing to collect money, secretly controlling the winners, and using racing victories to gain special treatment from officials…”

Bu Shulin spoke vaguely, but Shen Xihe understood clearly. It was simply about some unsavory official-merchant or official-official collusion, using the Dragon Boat Festival races to remove their thin veil of propriety and openly conduct their dealings. Some people saw through it but couldn’t point out right from wrong.

“Yangzhou had the rouge case just last year, and now another big incident this year. They really can’t avoid making headlines,” Shen Xihe carefully recalled how the explosive rouge case last year somehow hadn’t implicated the Governor of Yangzhou.

The scandal hadn’t even blown over, yet he wasn’t being more cautious. Did he think his official career was too smooth?

Shen Xihe just listened to these matters without commenting much. She had plenty to think about, and people unrelated to her weren’t worth dwelling on.

Yet unexpectedly, just after hearing about the Yangzhou Governor here, the next day she took advantage of cloudy weather to visit the Eastern Palace, bringing Xiao Huayong some zongzi she had personally wrapped, and heard the words “Yangzhou Governor” again.

“What’s this about the Yangzhou Governor?” Shen Xihe asked as she set down the food box.

“We’ve tracked down those who targeted us before,” Xiao Huayong set down his brush and walked toward her.

“It’s related to the Yangzhou Governor?” Shen Xihe was confused, running through what she knew of this governor in her mind. He seemed to have no grudges with them – could he be someone hidden within some faction?

“No, the Yangzhou Deputy Governor was escorting tribute gifts and rescued someone when their boat reached Luoyang,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes grew cold. “This person claimed to be a victim of bandits, blind in both eyes with nowhere to go, yet had considerable martial skills. He gained the Deputy Governor’s favor and traveled with them into the city.”

During festivals, various regions would send tribute gifts to the Emperor, dispatching subordinates as tribute envoys. From Yangzhou, they would take boats along the waterways into the Hangu Canal, transfer to the Huai River, and continue to Luoyang. From Luoyang, the water route wasn’t suitable for entering Guanzhong, so they generally switched to land routes through Tongguan Pass.

This was how Shen Xihe had traveled originally, which was why tribute envoys would depart in the early fourth month, arriving in the capital by the late fourth month. Her encounter with Xiao Huayong happened on the first day of the fifth month.

Blind in both eyes yet skilled in martial arts – Shen Xihe suddenly realized who it was: “Munuha!”

This Turkic prince was so bold, daring to secretly return and hide in the capital, directly targeting both Xiao Huayong and her!

Chapter 377: The Princess’s Hidden Thoughts
In the entire world, perhaps no one hated both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong simultaneously more than Munuha.

“Could he accomplish this alone?” Shen Xihe wasn’t underestimating Munuha, but one person couldn’t have managed this.

“Naturally, he has accomplices working with him in the capital, preparing everything,” Xiao Huayong said gravely. “As for who they are, we’ll pry it from his mouth once we catch him.”

“I thought he would hide and plot something bigger.” Shen Xihe felt that given Munuha’s situation, he should have remained hidden, and then used his strength to deliver a fatal blow to the court.

Only that way could he possibly regain a position in the Turks. She never imagined he would infiltrate back so quickly, purely for revenge against her and Xiao Huayong.

“He did plan to hide, but I didn’t give him the chance,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly.

Since receiving Shen Xihe’s painting, Xiao Huayong had mobilized half his forces to search for Munuha. However, his rescuers had already arranged his escape routes. Every time they got the news, he managed to escape. Several times they cornered him, but others intervened.

After escaping the capital, Munuha hadn’t rested. He knew that continuing like this would only end in death by his pursuers. So he devised a plan to draw away Xiao Huayong’s men, hiding among the tribute envoys before they noticed, brazenly entering the city. He had nearly succeeded in his attempt.

“The purpose of saving him…” Shen Xihe suddenly raised her head, worried, “Perhaps it was to use him to test your strength.”

Through Munuha’s extensive escape, how many of Xiao Huayong’s connections had been exposed to the mastermind?

“Don’t worry.” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand. “To accomplish this required more than one person. When I sent people to hunt Munuha, I knew many were involved, all trying to use him to probe my capabilities.”

With mixed forces involved, things became chaotic – unclear which belonged to him, which was muddying the waters, which were also testing him.

Once Xiao Huayong realized this, he immediately adjusted. For several days after discovering Munuha, he lured other forces to expose themselves first, reversing the probe to test their strength.

“Where is Munuha now?” Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes.

“Leave it to me.” Xiao Huayong smiled softly, turning to look at the food box on the table. “Did Youyou bring me zongzi?”

“They’re hard to digest, just one per day,” Shen Xihe cautioned.

Xiao Huayong particularly loved her cooking and would eat heartily whenever she made food. Zongzi was glutinous and not good for health if eaten excessively.

Xiao Huayong felt warmth in his heart, but after opening the box and looking carefully, as if searching for something, he asked somewhat dejectedly: “Nothing else?”

Shen Xihe asked puzzled: “What else?”

Xiao Huayong’s heart sank. He should have asked her directly – it wouldn’t have been the first time he’d shamelessly made requests. But somehow the words caught in his throat. He felt stuffy, not angry at her lack of romantic sensibility – she had always been this way.

He was annoyed at himself for becoming increasingly delicate. It seemed that detecting her slight warming towards him made him unconsciously push for more. Like this time, he had so hoped she would remember on her own, and she did, bringing zongzi voluntarily.

But these zongzi were no different from her usual festival gifts – merely polite exchanges.

Shen Xihe watched as he was upset but dared not throw a tantrum, his expression almost twisted. She had originally planned to tease him by taking out the five-colored thread, but for some reason now she didn’t want to bring it out. She watched as he silently pressed his lips together in frustration, still wanting to know if he would ask for it.

Shen Xihe feigned innocence: “Your Highness seems displeased?”

“It’s… nothing,” Xiao Huayong replied insincerely. “Some troublesome matters came up in the Eastern Palace, and with the hot weather, I’m inevitably a bit irritable.”

Tianyuan glanced at Xiao Huayong, quickly lowering his head.

What troubles could the Eastern Palace have? Who would dare trouble the Crown Prince? And irritability was impossible – the only benefit of the poison in His Highness’s body was that it kept him cool in summer.

Most likely he hadn’t received the comfort he wanted from the Princess. Since knowing the Princess, the Crown Prince had become inexplicably different. After their betrothal, he became not just inexplicably different, but often passive-aggressive.

Shen Xihe nodded, not mentioning the longevity thread at all. After having dinner in the Eastern Palace, as the palace was about to enforce the night curfew, she left with the cool breeze for company.

Xiao Huayong escorted Shen Xihe to the Eastern Palace gate, unable to resist hinting: “Tomorrow is the Dragon Boat Festival.”

“I know.” Shen Xihe nodded. “Tomorrow I’ll watch the dragon boats. I won’t be late.”

The royal family would prepare special boat races with official families participating while commoners could watch. Throughout history, no dynasty had been like the current one, allowing commoners to enter royal gardens and cheer at royal events.

Seeing the Emperor was common for capital citizens, as he often left the palace for the Lotus Garden or training grounds.

Seeing she still didn’t understand, Xiao Huayong pressed his lips together again, his eyes somewhat resentful: “I…”

He wanted to say he wanted the five-colored thread she wove, but somehow this time he didn’t want to ask directly. He was a bit angry at himself for becoming proud after receiving a bit of her warmth, but somehow still couldn’t bring himself to ask.

“Does Your Highness have something else to say?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Rest early. See you tomorrow,” Xiao Huayong said glumly.

Shen Xihe gave a slight curtsy and left with Zhenzhu.

Xiao Huayong watched her silhouette disappear in the twilight, his eyes fixed and full of melancholy.

Tianyuan kept his head down, quiet as a mouse, afraid of drawing attention.

“Princess, you…” Zhenzhu began after boarding the carriage, but remembering Ziyu’s previous example didn’t dare laugh.

The Crown Prince was like a child denied sweets, his whole being emanating frustration. She could feel it and was certain the Princess had noticed too.

“Did you feel that His Highness’s manner just now…” Shen Xihe didn’t mind Zhenzhu’s amusement – as long as it wasn’t genuine disrespect for Xiao Huayong, she wasn’t that strict. The key was, she found it amusing herself, “Was like a child?”

“Princess, haven’t you often said His Highness is becoming more childlike?” Zhenzhu hadn’t understood before, but today she saw it. Yet somehow she found the Crown Prince’s manner inexplicably endearing, the kind of endearing that softened one’s heart.

Chapter 378: His Highness Tea-Tea’s Fit of Pique
Glancing over, she caught the faint smile appearing on Shen Xihe’s face. Though subtle, her eyes betrayed a glimmer of amusement.

Zhenzhu’s thoughts stirred and she said: “In the past, when the Princess mentioned His Highness’s childishness, she seemed helpless and… somewhat uncomfortable. But today, she seems inclined to tease His Highness, as if finding his current behavior endearing.”

Shen Xihe neither evaded nor dismissed the observation, instead frankly acknowledging: “That’s the difference between when you dislike someone versus when you like them.”

When she disliked Xiao Huayong, she purely wanted to establish a mutually beneficial relationship with him, so naturally her tolerance, appreciation, and patience were limited. Now that she had taken a liking to him, she found even his sulking to be… charming.

After hearing this, Zhenzhu lowered her head with a smile: “Princess, when do you plan to send the five-colored threads?”

The five-colored threads, also called longevity threads, were said to ward off evil and extend one’s life when worn.

There was a knot in the relationship between the Princess and the Crown Prince – specifically, the Crown Prince’s physical condition. Initially, the Princess had chosen the Crown Prince, who was rumored to have a shortened lifespan, to seize complete power.

The Crown Prince hadn’t realized this at first, but later when he knew, even though he still refused to give up on the Princess, and the Princess had exhausted every effort to begin detoxifying him, the Crown Prince likely still harbored some misgivings. That’s why the Crown Prince, who usually pestered the Princess incessantly, had consistently refused to ask for the five-colored threads.

The Crown Prince himself might not truly understand why he couldn’t bring himself to ask – what meaning would there be in receiving them? It wouldn’t be from her true heart, nor would it represent her genuine wishes. If it were someone else’s items, the Crown Prince would have asked for them long ago.

“Tomorrow is only the Dragon Boat Festival, there’s no rush.” Shen Xihe’s lips curved in a faint smile.

She would give them to him – she had already woven them – but seeing Xiao Huayong’s struggling expression today, wanting them but unwilling to ask, Shen Xihe simply found it quite amusing.

On the fifth day of the fifth month, the Dragon Boat Festival, colored pavilions, feast tents, and shelters had been set up along the riverbank several days prior, stretching for dozens of li along both shores. Young men and women in fine silk clothing mingled about, waiting to watch the races.

Before the races, people carrying placards carefully approached the area where officials and nobles sat, asking if any distinguished persons wished to place bets.

This was to add excitement to the dragon boat races, jointly organized by the court and merchants. The merchants had obtained the rights to conduct business today through legal channels – for instance, the outside vendors had gone through multiple rounds of screening to have the opportunity to earn this windfall.

The court guaranteed today’s wagers wouldn’t vanish into thin air. It seemed Yangzhou had taken advantage of this point, controlling the races’ outcomes to rake in a substantial profit.

In the capital, there was a betting limit – small stakes for entertainment only, not exceeding ten gold per person.

However, some found loopholes, bringing multiple people along – ten gold per person adding up to hundreds of gold.

As long as this didn’t cause major issues, the court turned a blind eye. What mattered most was having a lively festival celebration.

When someone came to inquire about Shen Xihe’s location, she spotted Bu Shulin on the dragon boats. As a representative of the young nobles, how could he not participate in such a grand event?

He might be useless at official duties, but when it came to eating, drinking, and merrymaking, he was undoubtedly the leader.

Shen Xihe took out ten gold to bet on Bu Shulin’s victory.

Looking at Bu Shulin, whose clothes were coated with tung oil to prevent getting wet, gleaming in the sunlight, Shen Xihe shook her head with a helpless smile. Turning to look elsewhere, she saw Cui Jinbai maintaining a black expression throughout, appearing completely unapproachable, frightening his attendants into standing far away.

Bu Shulin stood among a group of young men, happily catching five-colored threads thrown from above, occasionally casting flirtatious glances at the beauties on shore, making them giggle dazedly.

She felt Bu Shulin was playing with fire, but she had no way to warn him.

However, seeing the five-colored threads made her think of Xiao Huayong. She looked down at the threads in her hand, then turned to look at Xiao Huayong in the colored pavilion not far away. He was crouching there, his pale face tightly drawn, looking like someone owed him tens of thousands of gold.

He was sitting where the sun slanted in, and when Tianyuan tried to hold up an umbrella for him, he brushed it away with one sweep.

“No one cares, so what does it matter if I get sunstroke?” Xiao Huayong said petulantly.

Tianyuan: …

He now actually guessed what His Highness wanted, but since His Highness wouldn’t say it, and the Princess showed no inclination, His Highness sat there sulking, not even caring if the princes laughed at him. He simply maintained his sickly pale face, forcing himself to sit there, staring straight ahead.

Emperor Youning noticed Xiao Huayong’s sour expression and sent Liu Sanzhi to inquire.

Tianyuan could only say: “His Highness is unwell but doesn’t wish for the common people to see the Crown Prince’s weakness, so he’s forcing himself to endure. When this servant tried to hold an umbrella for His Highness, he said how could a proper man of seven chi be as delicate as a lady? That’s why he became angry with this servant.”

Tianyuan’s explanation, combined with Xiao Huayong’s behavior, was watertight, and Liu Sanzhi reported back to Emperor Youning accordingly.

This scene fell into Shen Xihe’s view, and she couldn’t help raising her hand to cover her mouth as she laughed.

“Princess… what’s so funny?” Biyu had been watching the festivities and hadn’t noticed anything else, only growing curious when Shen Xihe laughed out loud.

Shen Xihe laughed a moment longer before composing herself and turning to say softly: “Look at the Crown Prince’s expression.”

Biyu and the others all looked over simultaneously, seeing the Crown Prince’s poor complexion, angry but not quite furious – what was funny about that? They were completely puzzled.

Only Zhenzhu, who had accompanied Shen Xihe to the Eastern Palace yesterday, could understand why Shen Xihe was laughing. She boldly added: “The Crown Prince looks as if he’s saying ‘if the Princess won’t give him the five-colored threads, he’ll get sunstroke on purpose.'”

“Hahaha…” Zhenzhu and Shen Xihe had thought of the same thing. Shen Xihe, this paragon of noble ladies, had never laughed out loud like this before. Though not very loud, her laughter was covered by the suddenly rising pre-race drum beats. Unless someone had been specifically watching Shen Xihe, no one would have noticed.

Biyu and the others finally understood, and looking at the Crown Prince again, they had to admit it did seem that way, making them unable to hold back their laughter.

They didn’t dare laugh out loud like Shen Xihe, so they could only cover their mouths with the backs of their hands.

Shen Xihe handed the prepared sour plum drink to Moyu: “Take this to the Crown Prince.”

She didn’t dare send Zhenzhu and the others, worried they wouldn’t be able to maintain composure in front of Xiao Huayong and might laugh at his expression.

The palace had prepared many snacks and drinks, but Xiao Huayong certainly wouldn’t consume them, and they couldn’t prepare alternatives without risking accusations of disrespect toward His Majesty. The inner court ladies could bring their refreshments, and her sour plum drink was different from others, more thirst-quenching.

Upon receiving the sour plum drink, Xiao Huayong glanced toward Shen Xihe’s direction, but quickly withdrew his gaze, maintaining his unhappy expression.

To Shen Xihe’s eyes, it looked exactly like he was saying: Come comfort me!

Chapter 379: Wishing His Highness Long Life and Good Health
Having spent more time together, Shen Xihe gradually discovered Xiao Huayong’s habits. He was a complex person in his interactions with her – mostly gentle, glib, and contrary. Only when discussing serious matters did he become dignified, wise, and profound.

How could one person have so many faces and temperaments?

Shen Xihe could never quite understand, but since he didn’t hide himself from her, she was willing to try to understand him more deeply.

As three drum beats fell, the dragon boats leaped forward like flying light chasing lightning, with cheers rising and falling from both banks. Shen Xihe’s attention was drawn to the scene.

Wind instruments played loudly as shouts surged like waves. Following the rhythmic drumbeats from the dragon boat prows, work songs intertwined with the sound of oars striking water. The excitement here was infectious – all eyes followed intently, afraid to miss even the slightest bit of spectacle.

The dragon boats chased each other across the water’s surface, neck and neck. The shore was filled with supporters, shouting themselves hoarse. Some noble families had even specially organized robust old women to cheer and encourage.

This prosperous and peaceful scene flowing into Shen Xihe’s eyes made her wonder – without Gu Zhao’s compromise, what would the capital look like now?

Swords were drawn and arrows nocked, rulers and ministers in opposition.

Her gaze swept across every face beaming with joy – this was probably the outcome he had wanted to achieve.

While Shen Xihe was lost in thought, suddenly a tidal wave of cheering swept down from the relay station – someone had reached the finish line first. It was Bu Shulin’s dragon boat team. Many young ladies and youths jumped up cheering. Shen Xihe also stood but did not join their revelry – rather, taking advantage of everyone’s focused attention on the race, she walked along the passageway toward Xiao Huayong.

Seeing her approach, Xiao Huayong instinctively moved to rise and greet her, but his petty mood made him force himself to sit back down, deliberately not looking at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe held back her laughter and stepped forward with a slight curtsy: “Your Highness.”

Pinching the hem of his wide sleeves, Xiao Huayong forced himself to remain calm, nodding while staring ahead, watching Shen Xihe from the corner of his eye, feigning restraint: “Mm.”

“On this Dragon Boat Festival, seeing Your Highness not wearing the five-colored threads, I happened to weave one for Your Highness. Please don’t despise it,” Shen Xihe took out the five-colored threads in her hand.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t maintain his expression any longer, his lips immediately spreading into a smile, his eyes suddenly turning to look at her as he strode down from his seat: “Youyou, you specially wove five-colored threads for me?”

Tianyuan, Zhenzhu, and Biyu all lowered their heads, sharing the same thought: Your Highness, you could have at least held out a bit longer.

Hold out for what? If he acted too proud and truly angered Youyou, who else could he ask for five-colored threads?

“Yes, specially woven for Your Highness.” Shen Xihe lowered her head and slightly raised his hand. Xiao Huayong cooperatively lifted it higher, and Shen Xihe personally tied it around his wrist. “May Your Highness have smooth sailing in all matters, be free from illness and disaster, and enjoy long life and good health.”

The five-colored threads woven from silk threads shone brilliantly and smoothly in the sunlight, in all colors of the rainbow, complementing Xiao Huayong’s unstoppable smile, adding a touch of radiance to his sickly pale face.

The Crown Prince’s seat was flanked by Emperor Youning on one side and the Prince on the other. His every move could naturally draw others’ attention, especially when someone as significant as Shen Xihe approached – they couldn’t help but notice.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were already betrothed, and current customs were quite open. Similar displays between engaged couples, openly exchanging gifts and frequently meeting in public, were common occurrences.

Shen Xihe did not attempt to hide, tying the five-colored threads on Xiao Huayong in full view of everyone. People had noticed the Crown Prince’s sour expression all day and had been speculating about what had happened.

Those who knew of Xiao Huayong’s inscrutability, such as Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changgeng, suspected he was putting on an act.

How could someone with such deep schemes allow his emotions to leak out? Even the greatest anger could be met with calm indifference, showing no trace of joy or anger. They all speculated about what Xiao Huayong might be plotting.

Now seeing Shen Xihe tie a five-colored thread for him, turning his storm into bright sunshine, they all felt somewhat uncomfortable.

The Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng was purely envious, immediately lowering his gaze to watch the dragon boat race.

The Ninth Prince, King Lie Xiao Changying, was dejected, his eyes somewhat vacant.

The Fifth Prince, King Xin Xiao Changqin, unconsciously touched his wrist, its emptiness reminding him of past sorrows.

The Third Prince, King Dai, turned to look at his princess consort Li Yanyan, who was enthusiastically focused only on the dragon boat race, his eyes full of loneliness.

The Second Prince, King Zhao Xiao Changmin, however, turned his gaze to Shen Xihe, who sat properly on the other side, her attention similarly drawn to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, unconsciously clenching his fist.

While the princes showed various expressions, Emperor Youning cast an inscrutable look at Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

Their marriage was personally arranged by him, and the meaning behind this marriage was, for him, to use Shen Xihe as a hostage to control Shen Yueshan.

To reduce the risk of Shen Xihe disrupting the situation, marrying her to the short-lived Xiao Huayong was undoubtedly the best choice.

The poison in Xiao Huayong’s body was almost incurable – he knew this better than anyone.

But Xiao Huayong knowingly chose to marry Shen Xihe despite his short life, and Shen Xihe agreed to marry knowing his fate wouldn’t be long – this made him unable to fathom their reasons.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes were full of Shen Xihe – he could see his son’s genuine feelings, but Shen Xihe showed no such intense emotions.

Yet Shen Xihe insisted on marrying Xiao Huayong, and Shen Yueshan even agreed – this had always puzzled him.

Given how much Shen Yueshan doted on Shen Xihe, why would he allow her to marry someone who wouldn’t live long? He couldn’t help but suspect there might be hope for the poison in the Crown Prince’s body.

Whatever these people thought in their hearts couldn’t affect Xiao Huayong’s joy. This was his happiest moment in life, and he was too lazy to engage in their scheming. If not for the various sounds around reminding him of his current environment, he would have truly wanted to embrace Shen Xihe, hold her tight, and feel her softness and fragrance.

“What fragrance is Youyou wearing?” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help his fascination, leaning closer to take a deep breath. The cool scent was particularly refreshing in this hot weather.

Shen Xihe took an imperceptible step back, away from this libertine, curtsied, and turned to leave.

As his beauty departed, Xiao Huayong was momentarily stunned, initially not realizing what had annoyed her. He quickly realized that while he had simply wanted to ask about her fragrance, she had associated it with his past behavior, thus becoming annoyed that he was teasing her again, especially in public – how could she not be upset?

Finally understanding the drawbacks of his past habit of taking verbal liberties, Xiao Huayong particularly wanted to chase after her and explain, but not only would pursuing her now be inappropriate, but even if he caught up, she certainly wouldn’t believe he had meant no impropriety just now.

Chapter 380: The Mountain Folk Has a Clever Plan
The dragonboat races continued in full swing. Though the first place had been decided, others were still competing fiercely. Racing boats were meant to suppress evil spirits – people strongly believed in this, making it more than just a simple competition about rankings.

Xiao Huayong was feeling restless, but with another planned performance coming up shortly, he had to contain himself and refrain from seeking out Shen Xihe.

He caught Cui Jinbai’s eye in the crowd and nodded. Receiving Xiao Huayong’s signal, Cui Jinbai left his seat. Those who noticed Cui Jinbai, such as the Cui family members, watched as he approached Bu Shulin, who had just come ashore after winning first place.

He forcefully dragged Bu Shulin away by her collar from the group of young men and women surrounding her.

“Stone Head Cui, let go of me!” Bu Shulin felt utterly humiliated and grabbed Cui Jinbai’s arm in retaliation.

With a twist, Cui Jinbai spun with Bu Shulin’s force but didn’t release his grip. Instead, he pulled her into his embrace, restraining her resistance while mumbling in her ear: “His Highness has a task that needs doing. Cover for me.”

Bu Shulin, who had already locked Cui Jinbai’s shoulders and trapped his legs with hers, ready to flip him over with one push, immediately froze.

She completely missed Cui Jinbai’s victorious smile as he wrapped her up and dragged her away.

Bu Shulin gave up resisting. Theoretically, she now belonged to the Crown Prince’s faction, and though she wasn’t as loyal as Cui Jinbai, she still needed to contribute to His Highness’s cause to earn future rewards.

Seeing this scene, Cui Jinbai’s father’s face turned green. He was about to rise and chase after them, but Cui Jinbai’s great-uncle Cui Zheng stopped him: “Sit down.”

“Great Uncle, Zhihe is…”

“If you chase after them now, wouldn’t that confirm the rumors about them? Do you want to make things irreparable?” Cui Zheng questioned in a low voice.

Currently, no one can truly determine the truth of these matters. If the Cui family rushed to intervene, it would appear suspicious, effectively broadcasting that Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai’s relationship was improper and had reached an intolerable point for the Cui family.

Cui Jinbai’s father could only take a deep breath and sit properly. Cui Jinbai had calculated that without concrete evidence, no matter how unsavory the rumors became, the Cui family wouldn’t intervene – that would be self-incriminating – which was why he acted so brazenly.

Moreover, the Cui clan had been most prosperous during the Wei-Jin period, when social customs were even more unrestrained than present. Even if it were true, as long as Cui Jinbai remained the future pillar of the Cui family and no other Cui descendant surpassed him, Cui Zheng would protect him to the end.

As for continuing the family line, the Cui clan was large and prosperous with many members. They could later find a talented heir to adopt under Cui Jinbai.

Cui Jinbai pulled Bu Shulin into an alley, pressing her face toward the wall while standing close behind her: “Was that fun earlier?”

“Very fun.” Bu Shulin tried to break free but worried about drawing attention. She glanced back askance, “Quick, what are His Highness’s orders?”

Cui Jinbai pressed forward, almost crushing himself against her: “Up ahead, in the small kitchen, find a way to put this in the powder balls.”

Bu Shulin poked her head out slightly, observing the palace servants coming and going ahead. This was a temporary structure for royal dining, surrounded by guards and patrols. Attempting anything here would be nearly impossible.

Her eyes darting around, Bu Shulin snatched the porcelain bottle from Cui Jinbai’s hand, opened it to smell – an indescribable medicinal scent – and shook it, finding it was liquid: “It has a scent. They’ll notice if we pass it up.”

“Use less. The scent will dissipate shortly,” Cui Jinbai said, staring at her earlobe, round and jade-like, looking quite adorable.

The powder balls were glutinous rice cakes, cut into small balls and placed on large lacquer trays for the nobles’ Dragon Boat Festival game – shooting powder balls.

Using specially made small bows and arrows to shoot the powder balls, those who hit them would eat them. The balls were delicate and small; when struck by arrows they would either topple or scatter, making them extremely difficult to hit. It was a game highly favored by young nobles.

Putting the drug in other items wouldn’t guarantee consumption, but in the powder balls, anyone who hits one would certainly eat it. Who ate it didn’t matter – they just needed someone of sufficient rank to consume it.

They couldn’t expose themselves, or any incidents would be traced back to them. Bu Shulin considered their options – with guards even on the roof, attempting to administer the drug without exposure while hitting the target precisely would be extremely difficult.

Just then, Bu Shulin saw a eunuch hurriedly heading toward the latrine, and an idea struck her: “There’s only one way, perhaps worth the risk.”

She followed him, having Cui Jinbai keep watch, hoping luck was on their side and they wouldn’t encounter others. Though there were guards here too, they were some distance away, leaving room for maneuver. When the young eunuch emerged, the waiting Bu Shulin knocked him unconscious with a swift chop.

She quickly changed into the eunuch’s clothes and hat, lowering her head and imitating a eunuch’s affected gait. She handed the stripped eunuch to Cui Jinbai: “Can you handle taking him away?”

Cui Jinbai looked at the eunuch in his undergarments, casting a dark glance at Bu Shulin: “Leave it to me.”

“When we carry the food boxes past the corridor’s turning point, have an identical food box ready, one with the drugged powder balls. Wait there in hiding for me,” Bu Shulin instructed.

There was a small rockery at the turning point where one person could hide.

She would be at the back, but to exchange the food boxes, she needed to distract the guards’ attention from the front.

“Leave it all to me.” What Bu Shulin could think of, Cui Jinbai naturally could too. His current worry was, “How will you escape?”

With her head lowered and body bent, she might pass as another young eunuch when receiving the food box, but once she carried it outside, with so many eyes watching, even though no one would specifically watch a minor eunuch, any casual glance from someone who knew her would expose everything – the risk was too high.

Bu Shulin flashed her bright white teeth at him: “The mountain folk have a clever plan.”

Time was short, so Cui Jinbai didn’t ask for details and immediately acted according to plan. To buy him time, Bu Shulin dawdled at the latrine a while longer, then washed her hands and perfumed the latrine before hurrying back to the small kitchen.

By then, the lead eunuch was already urging everyone on. The eunuchs lined up, one after another carrying food boxes. Bu Shulin stood at the back, watching the items being sent out, and cut in front of another eunuch to ensure she could get the powder balls.

She didn’t collide with anyone – such minor friction wasn’t worth noting. Then one by one, led by the head eunuch, they walked forward. Bu Shulin kept worrying whether Cui Jinbai had enough time.

Chapter 381: Another Cup of Green Tea
She lingered at the back of the group. When they reached the turning point, a sudden loud bang from above-startled everyone, causing them all to look up simultaneously. Even the guards at the front immediately raised their weapons alertly toward the sky.

Bu Shulin reacted swiftly, handing out the food box and quickly receiving another one in return, all happening in the blink of an eye.

A kickball rolled down from the tree trunk, and they realized someone outside had been playing cuju and accidentally kicked the ball inside.

Sure enough, children’s faces soon appeared at the round window, their eyes wide with innocence and trepidation as they peered inside. A guard took the ball out to return it. Bu Shulin continued following the group forward, and just as they were about to reach the outside, she suddenly drew breath: “Pfft…”

The unseemly sound caused everyone to stop along with the lead eunuch. The head eunuch turned around, and Bu Shulin immediately dropped to her knees, speaking in a pitiful voice: “Please spare me, honored eunuch, please spare me… pffft…”

The lead eunuch’s eyes blazed with anger. He picked up the food box and kicked Bu Shulin: “Get out of here, you filthy thing. We’ll settle accounts with you later.”

Bu Shulin crawled away, trembling like a sieve as if terrified, still making flatulent sounds. The eunuchs were thoroughly disgusted and quickly left with the others. She scrambled to her feet and rushed toward the privy.

Cui Jinbai was already waiting in the privy, along with the young eunuch whose clothes she had taken earlier, now unconscious. Bu Shulin quickly changed clothes – she put on her own while Cui Jinbai dressed the young eunuch. The two then slipped away silently.

Bu Shulin wanted to go watch the commotion, but Cui Jinbai grabbed her firmly: “We need to appear to be meeting in secret to avoid suspicion.”

Bu Shulin: …

Being forcibly dragged away, Bu Shulin could only watch regretfully as the excitement grew more distant.

Meanwhile, as new rice balls were presented, Xiao Huayong had already received signals from his people. He discreetly turned his attention to Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng.

Xiao Changgeng had no choice but to stand and address his brothers: “This humble twelfth brother has never played rice ball shooting with his elder brothers. Might I request your guidance today?”

Anyone eating it would achieve the desired effect, but if a certain prince ate it, the effect would be even better.

In front of His Majesty, such a humble request from a younger brother couldn’t be easily refused, except by Crown Prince Xiao Huayong who was physically frail. The other princes had to accept. Second Prince Zhao Wang Xiao Changmin, as the eldest among them, took the lead: “Since it’s rare for us brothers to gather, let’s play together.”

Once the princes decided to participate, others naturally stepped back.

With both Xiao Changmin and Xiao Changgeng speaking up, from the Third Prince to the Ninth Prince, all except Xiao Huayong joined in for appearance’s sake.

Taking up the small bow and arrow, they proceeded by age order. Xiao Changmin shot seriously but missed, his expression stiffening slightly: “Your elder brother is getting old, I’ll leave it to my younger brothers to show their skills.”

Next was Dai Wang Xiao Changtai, who controlled his strength perfectly and hit the target in one shot, earning applause from all present.

Xiao Changgeng didn’t understand why the Crown Prince had instructed him to invite the princes to shoot at rice balls, but he sensed something was amiss. Looking at the soft rice balls, they seemed no different from deadly poison to him. He worried for Xiao Changtai but couldn’t show it, so he could only lower his head.

According to the rules, whoever hit the target would eat it. Dai Wang consumed the rice ball he had shot.

Next was Xiao Changqing. Though he had once been skilled at this game, after his late wife disliked glutinous foods, he gradually lost interest as well. He made a perfunctory attempt and completely missed it.

At some point, Xiao Huayong had also approached and, showing sudden enthusiasm, picked up a small bow: “I shall try as well.”

Xiao Changgeng watched puzzled as Xiao Huayong awkwardly handled the bow, yet somehow managed to hit a target despite his apparent clumsiness. Seeming pleased with himself, he reached for the rice ball on the arrow tip. Just as he was about to eat it, Dai Wang suddenly changed expression, foaming at the mouth as he collapsed.

Li Yanyan, who had been bored until now, abruptly stood up: “Xiao Changtai—”

Her crimson silk dress made her look like a burning butterfly as she flew forward.

Chaos erupted instantly. Xiao Huayong looked at the rice ball he had nearly eaten and gently placed it on the lacquer tray.

To avoid alarming the common people, Emperor You Ning immediately announced that Dai Wang had suffered from the summer heat and ordered him to be carried away.

Before the officials could understand what had happened, Emperor You Ning’s swift action had already quieted the matter. At the rear resting area, Shen Xihe arrived with Sui Axi and Zhenzhu. Everyone knew she had skilled physicians in her household, so her absence would have been inappropriate. When she arrived, the imperial physician was checking Dai Wang’s pulse.

The kitchen had brought green bean soup to combat the summer heat, and the Chief Imperial Physician examined the rice ball Dai Wang had eaten last, confirming it contained poison.

“Your Majesty, this is a poisonous herb from Tujue,” the Chief Imperial Physician reported to Emperor You Ning. “Ordinary people who consume it won’t face mortal danger, except…”

His gaze shifted subtly toward Xiao Huayong, implying that had he consumed it, it would have been fatal.

Shen Xihe’s expression darkened slightly upon hearing this. Unaware this was all orchestrated by Xiao Huayong himself, she suspected Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng first.

Meeting her gaze, Xiao Changgeng could only smile bitterly and lower his head.

If he could turn back time, he truly wished he had never met Shen Xihe. Because he had developed feelings for her, experiencing gratitude and admiration, Xiao Huayong had targeted him. Xiao Huayong kept him under close watch, making him see the insurmountable gulf between himself and the Crown Prince. From then on, he inexplicably became a pawn in Xiao Huayong’s hands.

Shen Xihe wasn’t the only one suspicious of Xiao Changgeng – since he had suggested the princes play the rice ball shooting game, even Emperor You Ning harbored doubts.

It was soon discovered that not only was this plate of rice balls poisoned, but others in the kitchen were as well. This poisoning occurred after news of Dai Wang’s poisoning reached the small kitchen when the secret meeting pair of Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin had seized the opportunity to cause more mischief.

This development reduced the likelihood of Xiao Changgeng being the culprit. It was a wide net being cast, gambling on the chance that the Crown Prince would participate.

If others ate it, they would at most end up like Dai Wang Xiao Changtai – foaming at the mouth and fainting briefly, requiring only some detoxifying soup to recover without medicine. Only if Xiao Huayong had consumed it would it have been fatal, clearly indicating he was the target.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong perfectly displayed a dejected and lonely expression.

Shen Xihe: …

Originally not sensing anything suspicious and even feeling somewhat angry, Shen Xihe’s mood became rather complex upon seeing his expression.

Chapter 382: The Crown Prince Choked by the Princess
Having dealt with Xiao Huayong so much, and knowing him to be such a dangerously clever person, how could Shen Xihe agree to marry him if she couldn’t understand him at all? Even under Xiao Huayong’s forceful pressure, that wouldn’t be enough.

If this incident hadn’t been orchestrated by Xiao Huayong, he certainly wouldn’t have displayed such deliberate weakness and a wounded appearance. Even if he couldn’t show a deeply contemplative expression, he should at least be tense with anger.

Shen Xihe maintained her serene composure, but only Xiao Huayong, who knew her exceptionally well, sensed the brief, deep coldness emanating from her. This fleeting emotion only indicated that she had already understood the cause of everything.

Indeed, Shen Xihe had pieced together the sequence of events. Mu Nuha dared to return and target Xiao Huayong and herself because Xiao Huayong had forced him into a corner, but would he resign himself to such a desperate suicide mission?

Even if he was willing, he would want to take Xiao Huayong down with him. The tiger attack was dangerous but not foolproof. Success would be ideal, but if it failed, he had another move waiting for Xiao Huayong.

That move was waiting until Xiao Huayong traced it back to him. With such a grave offense, how could Xiao Huayong let him go?

Even someone with the slightest bit of pride couldn’t swallow such an insult, let alone the Crown Prince who tolerated no offense.

Xiao Huayong’s pursuit had become almost certain, and Mu Nuha knew this well. Therefore, he and his collaborators must have set a trap for Xiao Huayong, waiting for him to come seeking revenge. This would expose all of Xiao Huayong’s forces under Emperor You Ning’s watchful eye.

“Your Majesty, someone has discovered…” Liu Sanzhi ran over at this moment to report quietly to Emperor You Ning.

Shen Xihe watched Liu Sanzhi’s lip movements without hearing the latter part of his words. Though she had her guesses, she could read the words “Mu Nuha,” and smiled imperceptibly.

Now it would be the Emperor’s men pursuing Mu Nuha, not Xiao Huayong and his people.

What made Mu Nuha think Xiao Huayong would be so easy to deal with?

“I’m truly fortunate that Youyou isn’t my enemy,” Xiao Huayong said softly with a laugh.

Dai Wang, having no serious injury, was sent back to his residence. The dragon boat races had ended, and His Majesty was returning to the palace. Concerned for Xiao Huayong’s safety, he wanted to bring him back to the palace as well, but Xiao Huayong, thinking only of Shen Xihe, insisted on escorting her home.

After delivering her to the Princess’s residence, the Crown Prince naturally lingered for a while.

“Your Highness need not praise me. Your thoughts are clear,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong suddenly said: “Scholar Qi once praised: ‘The Xie family’s sons are heaven’s pride, their hearts have one more chamber than Bi Gan.’ What do Youyou think of me compared to Scholar Qi?”

Shen Xihe detected strong jealousy, especially in Xiao Huayong’s seemingly casual but deeply concerned manner. It was a poor attempt at concealment: “Your Highness, why compare yourself to others? If you truly wish to compare, why not compare medical knowledge?”

Xiao Huayong: …

It was the first time he had been left speechless.

“Your Highness has your strengths, and Scholar Qi has his shortcomings,” Shen Xihe said softly. “Why compare? If it’s because of me…”

She paused, then smiled brightly, her clear eyes twinkling: “Is Your Highness lacking confidence, or lacking faith in me?”

How could the Crown Prince lack confidence? To admit a lack of confidence would suggest he considered himself inferior to Xie Yunhuai. And he certainly couldn’t distrust Shen Xihe, so he could only admit defeat: “Today I realize Youyou simply chose not to argue with me before.”

“Your Highness, aren’t you worried about Mu Nuha falling into His Majesty’s hands?” Shen Xihe returned to the main topic.

“What if he falls into His Majesty’s hands? His intention to kill me is obvious – how could His Majesty believe his claims against me?” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were calm. “He collaborated with others to expose me before His Majesty, so I’m now turning the tables, exposing him and his collaborators to His Majesty instead.

If he can escape, that’s his skill. If he falls into His Majesty’s hands, he and his collaborators can conveniently become the ones who plotted to assassinate you. The Yangling incident can also be pinned on them both.”

Regarding the deaths of Princess Yangling and Princess Changling, Emperor You Ning generally believed someone was using the princesses to target Shen Xihe, but they hadn’t discovered who. This time, Shen Xihe instinctively felt it wasn’t Mu Nuha’s collaborator.

However, it didn’t matter. First, let the matter be concluded with His Majesty; she would continue to guard against and wait for the real culprit to make another move.

“Can Mu Nuha escape?” Shen Xihe wasn’t certain.

Mu Nuha had come prepared. Without thorough preparation, how would he dare take such a risk? Even if uncertain of complete escape, he must have some confidence.

“I immediately directed His Majesty’s men there.” As the victim, he couldn’t get directly involved. Success depended on His Majesty’s men, though there might be some among them deliberately hindering the pursuit.

“Princess.” While Shen Xihe was deep in thought, Mo Yuan’s voice sounded from outside the pavilion.

“Come in,” Shen Xihe turned and said.

Mo Yuan entered, bowed to Xiao Huayong, and then presented a letter to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe took it and read carefully while pondering. After her long silence, Xiao Huayong stood up, and seeing she didn’t try to hide it, moved behind her to read as well.

It contained names of incense ingredients – the same types being sold at different incense shops.

“This is…” Xiao Huayong had a vague guess.

“Beast-luring incense, a foreign formula I happened to obtain. Very few in our Central Plains would know of it,” Shen Xihe put down the letter. “Creating beast-luring incense requires special ingredients. Unlike other compound incenses where the same ingredients can make many different blends, the beast-luring incense has only one possible combination.”

Since Du Huo Lou opened in the capital, other incense shops have gradually changed businesses or relocated. The incense crafted in Shen Xihe’s shop was purer, longer-lasting, and had stronger lingering notes compared to others.

Given Shen Xihe’s status, they dared not engage in any shady dealings and could only withdraw to seek development elsewhere. Some bought ingredients directly from Shen Xihe and sold them at several times the price to wealthy merchants and officials in Jiangnan.

Thus, it was easy to trace the purchases of ingredients needed for beast-luring incense in the capital. Combined with the strong fragrance she had noticed that day, they could roughly estimate the quantity. Checking against the letter made it very easy to determine the source of the incense.

Notably, since Shen Xihe started requiring names and addresses for incense purchases, other shops followed suit, making her subsequent investigation much quicker and simpler.

Chapter 383: Trust Between Each Other
Mu Nuha was indeed cornered by Xiao Huayong. When someone approached him about joining forces against Xiao Huayong, he realized that as long as Xiao Huayong lived, the pursuit would never end. Only then did he discover that across the empire, the Crown Prince’s influence was even more terrifying than the Emperor’s.

While the Emperor’s command controlled the official forces in various regions, wherever Mu Nuha fled, people from all walks of life would quickly expose and betray him. Since leaving the capital, he hadn’t had a single peaceful night’s sleep.

His hatred for Xiao Huayong was so intense he wished to tear him into pieces – how could he not seize this opportunity?

He returned, and through his collaborators’ arrangements, successfully bribed the Yangzhou Tribute Official with gold to infiltrate their delegation. They informed him of Xiao Huayong’s recent movements, hoping he would foolishly rush out to confront Xiao Huayong and expose his martial abilities. But he wasn’t that naive.

He had greater schemes in mind. He set two connected traps for Xiao Huayong. The first involved using his limited intelligence to predict Xiao Huayong’s movements and planting beast-luring incense outside the Azalea Forest. Fortune favored him as the wind that day didn’t blow in their direction, preventing them from discovering either the incense or the agitated beasts it had attracted early on.

Unfortunately, they still discovered it too soon and escaped this catastrophe.

He had only placed thirty percent of his hopes on this first trap taking Xiao Huayong’s life, so when Xiao Huayong escaped, he wasn’t greatly disappointed.

The second trap followed immediately. He knew Xiao Huayong would quickly learn of his return to the capital and launch a furious retaliation. He carefully concealed his tracks, deliberately leaving only traces he wanted Xiao Huayong to find. He had planted numerous explosives, beast-luring incense, and traps here, waiting for Xiao Huayong to walk right into them.

When large numbers of troops arrived in pursuit, Mu Nuha’s expression grew serious.

He knew well that Xiao Huayong wouldn’t dare openly deploy so many troops to hunt him in broad daylight.

Hidden in his vantage point, he saw the Imperial Guard General leading the charge and realized he had underestimated Xiao Huayong’s cunning – somehow Xiao Huayong had maneuvered to get the Emperor himself to order his execution.

The traps wounded many pursuing Imperial Guards, the beast-luring incense drew wild animals to delay them, and the pre-purchased explosives took out some men, but beyond the Imperial Guard, other units arrived as reinforcements. The traps he had set based on his estimates of Xiao Huayong’s maximum available forces were inadequate against the Emperor’s army.

Fortunately, he had left himself an escape route. He quickly fled to the mountain peak and leaped down through a rain of arrows. Though mist shrouded the bottom, he had prepared a thick vine with a rope attached, which caught him precisely.

Following the rope down, he reached a plank path midair, quickly passed through a cave, and barely escaped.

Though struck by arrows during his flight, he managed to evade the pursuing forces and return to his hideout. But just as he pushed open the door, a needle struck him. Looking up, he saw Shen Xihe’s gently smiling face.

“It’s been a while, Prince Mu Nuha.”

Her cool voice was like spring water, but rather than bringing refreshing comfort, it made his eyelids heavy before he collapsed forward.

Xiao Huayong walked in from outside, clapping and smiling, sincerely praising: “Youyou, you truly have my admiration.”

Despite exhausting all his resources, he hadn’t found Mu Nuha’s hideout, yet Shen Xihe had located it just using Duanming in her arms.

Duanming was a spirit cat with the naturally keen smell. Over the past year, Shen Xihe had specially trained it to precisely identify many fragrances. Though it might not distinguish between some components with similar or identical scents, the beast-luring incense was very distinctive to it, even unlit.

Shen Xihe traced the incense sales to find the spice shop, then through it located a fallen perfumer who made the incense. Following his directions to this area, where there were no more spice shops or heavy fragrance users, it was time for Duanming to shine.

They had found this place while the Emperor’s men were pursuing Mu Nuha. Xiao Huayong handled the sweep, checking if any of Mu Nuha’s allies were hidden here protecting him.

They didn’t trust each other enough – only Mu Nuha himself was here.

“Your Highness, do you know why Mu Nuha fell into our hands so easily?” Shen Xihe asked, looking up at Xiao Huayong sitting beside her in the carriage.

“Naturally, it’s because of Youyou’s wisdom,” Xiao Huayong praised generously.

Shen Xihe lowered her head with a slight smile, shaking it: “No, it’s because they didn’t trust each other.”

If Mu Nuha had trusted his allies just a bit more, if someone had been watching this place, they would have found a way to warn him on his return that it wasn’t safe anymore.

He didn’t trust his partners, even guarding against them, choosing to fight alone, which led to his current fate.

However, from Mu Nuha’s position, distrust was the correct choice – who knew if those joining forces with him now were wolves or tigers? To them, he would always be a foreigner, a foreigner they could sacrifice at any time.

“Youyou, are you suggesting we should take this as a warning?” Xiao Huayong asked, his emotions unreadable.

Shen Xihe knew he was angry again – he disliked her viewing their relationship as a partnership. But that wasn’t what she meant to say today. Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “I’m talking about trust. Whatever the connection between two people – family, friends, or husband and wife – they must trust each other.

Fighting alone, even the most capable person might find themselves isolated and helpless.”

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved back into a smile, his gaze at Shen Xihe gentle as water: “I naturally trust Youyou completely. What about Youyou’s trust in me?”

Shen Xihe answered frankly: “Partial trust and partial doubt.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Too much honesty wasn’t always good.

“Youyou, isn’t this contradictory? You speak of how crucial mutual trust is, yet don’t fully trust me,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly.

“Your Highness need not worry. When we face others together, I will never doubt you,” Shen Xihe smiled.

“Between us, we will always face others together,” Xiao Huayong gazed at her deeply, his silver-gleaming eyes deep as an abyss or ocean. “I stand before you not to make you a woman hiding behind her man, but while protecting you… to entrust my back to you at all times.

Whether you protect or kill me is entirely your choice. This is my decision, with neither regret nor resentment.”

His tone, like his eyes gazing at her now, was gentle and lingering.

Chapter 384: Marriage Matters Can Wait Until After Marriage
Shen Xihe neither avoided his gaze nor expressed disbelief, but rather smiled and nodded in acknowledgment before asking: “Should I take Mu Nuha, or will you?”

Xiao Huayong’s fingers caressed the five-colored thread on his other hand: “I’ll take him.”

Not knowing if Mu Nuha had other conspirators, he wasn’t comfortable leaving him with Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe raised no objections to this. As she had just spoken about trust, letting him take Mu Nuha demonstrated her trust in Xiao Huayong.

They parted ways only after returning to the Princess’s mansion, and she didn’t ask where he would take the prisoner.

When Xiao Huayong’s carriage entered the palace and reached the Eastern Palace, Tianyuan moved to help him. As befitting a frail Crown Prince, Xiao Huayong habitually extended his hand, but upon noticing the five-colored thread, quickly switched hands.

Tianyuan had to move to the other side to assist. Then others brought down a box, supposedly a Dragon Boat Festival gift from Princess Zhaoning to His Highness. No one knew its contents – which was Mu Nuha.

There was a secret chamber beneath the Eastern Palace that Xiao Huayong hadn’t known about for over ten years until he obtained the palace’s secret passage map from Prince Consort Wei. It was perfect for holding Mu Nuha.

Despite Lüling’s severe torture, Mu Nuha remained extremely tight-lipped, not uttering a single word.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong asked: “Have the three tigers from the provinces been captured?”

Lüling answered: “They were all captured just yesterday.”

“Watch them carefully, don’t let them die,” Xiao Huayong didn’t want them dying too easily.

“Your Highness, should we…”

“No need,” Xiao Huayong cut off Lüling’s words.

Though Mu Nuha was of noble birth, his martial skills must have come through great suffering. Being naturally tough, and having endured recent catastrophic changes and constant pursuit, he remained clear-headed and showed his unquestionable resilience. Further torture would yield nothing.

The next day, after handling state affairs, Xiao Huayong planned to leave the palace to see Shen Xihe, but Emperor Youning intercepted him first: “With Mu Nuha at large targeting Seventh Son, you shouldn’t leave the palace for now.”

“Your Majesty, I’m actually… worried about Princess Zhaoning being harmed because of me,” Xiao Huayong insisted. “If I stay in the palace, I’ll be restless. Besides, my Third Brother was poisoned yesterday because of me, and I want to visit his residence.

My leaving the palace might draw Mu Nuha out – that wouldn’t be a bad thing.”

“Mu Nuha must have accomplices,” Emperor Youning couldn’t believe Mu Nuha alone could tamper with the Dragon Boat Festival food. Despite heavy guards in the small kitchen, they found nothing except one unconscious eunuch in the privy.

This aligned with Xiao Huayong’s secondary purpose – letting Emperor Youning know about Mu Nuha’s accomplices would prevent him from suspecting Xiao Huayong’s involvement in the kitchen incident.

Xiao Huayong feigned ignorance: “Perhaps it was whoever helped him escape from the Capital Prefecture.”

Emperor Youning turned to look at Xiao Huayong: “I heard you and Zhaoning were attacked by fierce tigers recently?”

“How did Your Majesty learn of this?” Xiao Huayong asked in surprise, though he had arranged for this information to reach the Emperor.

“Such a major incident, yet you kept it from me? Had I known someone meant you harm, how could I have left you unprotected?” Emperor Youning reproached.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly before respectfully bowing: “I truly thought it was just an accident.”

“An accident?” Emperor Youning said gravely. “Tigers naturally move alone. Two together have been seen, but three is unheard of. Without deliberate means to lure them, how could three tigers attack you?”

“I was careless in not thinking it through,” Xiao Huayong lowered his head in admission.

To protect Shen Xihe, details about the beast-luring incense and the gyrfalcon were naturally kept from Emperor Youning. The Emperor even believed they had encountered the three tigers as a group, not just the two of them alone.

Those accompanying Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe were trusted confidants – there was no fear of information leaking.

Despite Emperor Youning’s persuasion, he couldn’t dissuade Xiao Huayong from leaving the palace. When he suggested sending guards, Xiao Huayong argued that using himself as bait to draw out Mu Nuha wouldn’t work with too many obvious guards – Mu Nuha wouldn’t dare appear.

Finally yielding to Xiao Huayong, the Emperor let him leave. Xiao Huayong first visited Prince Dai’s mansion to see Xiao Changtai, who was only somewhat weak with no serious issues. After a brotherly exchange, Xiao Huayong left for the Princess’s mansion.

“Youyou can make clothes too…” Xiao Huayong commented upon arriving to find Shen Xihe sewing.

In their dynasty, women held high status, and noble families rarely taught ladies such skills. Rather than needlework, ladies preferred horseback riding and ball games.

“In my youth, I couldn’t move much, so I learned sedentary crafts,” Shen Xihe answered with a gentle smile.

While not many capital ladies excelled at needlework, it wasn’t rare either. The dynasty didn’t require ladies to be demure and gentle – they were taught everything, with personal interests determining what they pursued.

“Who is Youyou making clothes for?” Xiao Huayong craned his neck to ask.

“For my brother.”

“Hasn’t the Heir already been betrothed? Is it proper for Youyou to still make his clothes?” Xiao Huayong suggested tactfully.

Shen Xihe kept her head down, needle flying: Now treating Xiao Huayong as an insider, she didn’t pause her work to entertain him: “Qiaoqiao isn’t skilled at needlework, and she won’t mind.”

Qiaoqiao would only be jealous.

Thinking this, Shen Xihe looked up at Xiao Huayong, seeing his jealous expression matching Xue Jinqiao’s.

She dispelled his thoughts: “I don’t make clothes for men outside my family.”

Far from discouraged, Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparkled: “Is Youyou saying you’ll make them for me after we’re married?”

Being an outsider now didn’t matter – that would change after marriage.

Shen Xihe smiled gently and lowered her head to continue working: “Marriage matters can wait until after marriage.”

Whether she would make clothes or not could wait until then. She hadn’t even figured out how to get along with him after marriage and was too lazy to plan. Xiao Huayong was life’s biggest surprise – any plans made with him would be disrupted.

Better to go with the flow, one step at a time.

“Why has Your Highness come today?” Shen Xihe changed the topic from clothes.

“Mu Nuha won’t reveal his accomplices,” Xiao Huayong said seriously.

Shen Xihe nodded: “I expected this. He knows well that confessing won’t spare his life. He’s content letting an unknown enemy threaten us from the shadows – that’s his revenge.”

Thinking of someone as tough as Mu Nuha, she knew she couldn’t make him talk either, which was why she so decisively let Xiao Huayong take him.

Chapter 385: The Crown Prince’s Deep Thoughts
“How would Youyou like to deal with him?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Shen Xihe rested her hands gently on her knees, looking up at Xiao Huayong with an ambiguous smile: “I can handle him however I wish?”

“How about displaying his corpse at the city gates?” Shen Xihe threaded a new needle.

“It would be difficult, but not impossible,” Xiao Huayong considered seriously.

Shen Xihe suddenly raised her head: “Your Highness, do you understand the deeper implications?”

Mu Nuha was a Turkic prince – displaying a Turkic prince’s corpse at the capital’s gates could trigger a war between the nations.

“Your words need no deeper meaning to me. I only wish to fulfill your desires. Whatever consequences it brings, whatever it affects – I’m here, so you need not worry.” His voice was gentle, like a camellia peering over a wall, its delicate petals swaying in the breeze, releasing a subtle fragrance.

“As long as I’m here, you can act without restraint, living however makes you happy.”

Who doesn’t like hearing sweet words? Shen Xihe had grown accustomed to Xiao Huayong’s constant affectionate speech. While not averse to hearing it, her rationality wouldn’t be dissolved by honeyed words: “Your Highness, no one is invincible in this world. Just as dynasties peak and decline, have you considered what we’d do if one day our reckless actions exceeded our ability to maintain stability?”

“What’s so difficult about that?” Xiao Huayong smiled carelessly. “Neither of us is the type to cling to a wretched existence. If that day truly comes, I’d gladly journey to Yellow Springs with you.

Everyone dies eventually. To live freely and die without regrets – that’s a life well lived.”

Perhaps only someone like him, who had known from very early on that he might die young, could view life and death so lightly.

“Your Highness, some say if Xiang Yu had crossed the river, perhaps the mighty Han wouldn’t have risen,” Shen Xihe said softly. “Sometimes, retreating to lie low allows for a greater comeback.”

“Each person has their way of living,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “King Wu achieved his ambitions through enduring hardships; Xiang Yu’s death at Wu River was equally heroic.”

Shen Xihe considered and nodded in agreement: “I leave Mu Nuha to Your Highness’s disposal. The talk of displaying his corpse was just jest.”

Indeed it was just jest. Initially, she had her father and brother prepare troops against the Turks, hoping to pressure the Emperor, but someone interfered, freeing Mu Nuha, and the plan failed. Three months had passed, and the northwest had lost its chance for preemptive action – better for Mu Nuha to die quietly.

As for why she spoke thus to Xiao Huayong, she merely wanted to see his reaction. That he hadn’t considered the implications at all, simply agreeing with her, left her both amused and exasperated.

Understanding Shen Xihe’s true meaning, Xiao Huayong nodded: “Mm.”

“Since Mu Nuha won’t talk, does Your Highness suspect anyone?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Huayong took a sip of the Pingzhong tea Shen Xihe had specially brewed, setting down the cup with refined movements: “Actually, it’s quite obvious.”

Her bright eyes turning toward him, Shen Xihe showed she was listening attentively.

“This person’s goal was to test me, using Mu Nuha to expose me,” Xiao Huayong explained methodically. “This means they suspect me. Though Mu Nuha planted suspicions with His Majesty first, few truly doubt me.

Fifth, Ninth, and Twelfth Brothers need no testing – I hide nothing from them.

Second Brother has been busy pursuing positions in the Court of Judicial Review and as Imperial Censor.

Third Brother values self-preservation – even if suspicious, he’d remain uninvolved.

Eighth Brother is far from Annan City. Though he has people in the capital, they couldn’t execute something this flawlessly.”

Xiao Huayong mentioned everyone except Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai, who had gone to the imperial tombs, finally giving Shen Xihe a meaningful smile.

Shen Xihe quickly understood: “On Lantern Festival, the Fourth Prince secretly returned to meet Princess Consort Dai, likely also at the East Tower. He must have seen Your Highness, perhaps followed you. He might have seen more than the Imperial Guards that Wang Zheng led away.”

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s martial skills and hearing what Mu Nuha told Emperor Youning, his wariness toward Xiao Huayong peaked.

He understood that with Xiao Huayong present, all his schemes would be futile. While he had to grow his power in secrecy, Xiao Huayong could do so openly under everyone’s noses – such disparity would unbalance him.

Yet lacking evidence, rashly exposing Xiao Huayong would only reveal his suspicions, leading to a fate similar to Mu Nuha’s. Thus he used Mu Nuha instead.

He first freed Mu Nuha, getting him out of the capital before anyone could react – not to help him, but knowing Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let him live and would pursue him.

This way, he could observe from the shadows as Xiao Huayong’s people hunted Mu Nuha, occasionally helping him escape, thoroughly revealing Xiao Huayong’s power network, growing more alarmed with each discovery.

Yes, Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai was the most suspicious and most capable of orchestrating this.

Realizing this, Shen Xihe suddenly discovered an impressive scheme: “The powder ball…”

Silver light spread in Xiao Huayong’s eyes, sparkling with his smile: “The powder ball was specially prepared for Third Brother.”

Regarding the powder ball shooting, since the brothers participated by age order, he knew Second Brother’s skills well – he’d likely miss, and even if by chance he hit it, Xiao Huayong could prevent him from consuming it.

Third Brother had always been skilled at powder ball shooting, often demonstrating in previous years. Though not seeking fame, he wouldn’t deliberately show weakness to avoid contempt. As long as he didn’t guard against water, his chances of missing were nearly zero. Even if heaven didn’t favor this plan, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help it.

Prince Dai Xiao Chenzhen hit the powder ball and consumed the poison. Princess Consort Dai and Fourth Prince were allies – she would know about Fourth Prince’s alliance with Mu Nuha, learning her husband was poisoned by a Turkic herb.

She would understand Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai had collaborated with Mu Nuha against Xiao Huayong, letting her husband become collateral damage. Caring for Prince Dai, if Fourth Prince and Mu Nuha truly conspired together, she would certainly confront Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai.

Though Xiao Huayong was certain Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai was responsible, like her, he wouldn’t act on mere suspicion.

Once Princess Consort Dai sought out the Fourth Prince, it would prove Xiao Changtai had conspired with Mu Nuha.

Xiao Huayong must have people watching Li Yanyan.

“Has Princess Consort Dai made any moves?” Shen Xihe asked softly.

Chapter 386: Beginning the Counterattack
“Their method of communication is very discreet. I suspect she has already arranged to meet Fourth Brother, and he should come to see her in these few days,” said Xiao Huayong.

So Li Yanyan had truly made her move, though Xiao Huayong hadn’t figured out exactly how she had contacted Xiao Changtai.

“How does Your Highness plan to deal with them?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Rather than ‘deal with,’ I think ‘revenge’ or ‘counterattack’ would be more fitting,” said Xiao Huayong, the tiny mole at the corner of his eye moving as his gaze shifted, exuding endless charm.

Shen Xihe didn’t understand why he needed to change the wording, as her “deal with” also meant counterattack.

His smile suddenly deepened as he said, “If Fourth Brother comes, he won’t be able to escape the charge of having an illicit relationship with his brother’s wife.”

Now Shen Xihe understood. Xiao Huayong thought this method was somewhat devious and worried she might be uncomfortable with it, which was why he emphasized it was a counterattack.

She smiled slightly. “Your Highness is overthinking. I’ve never been a kind and gentle person. Not to mention that the Fourth Prince personally orchestrated the tomb robbery case, completely devoid of conscience and humanity, just for money, with Princess Dai as his accomplice. Just based on Fourth Prince joining forces with Munuha and nearly taking our lives – this matter, I won’t let it go easily.”

Regarding whether Li Yanyan and Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai had an affair, Shen Xihe believed they didn’t, even though she had detected Xiao Changtai’s scent on Li Yanyan.

At the time when the tower collapsed and fire broke out everywhere, the two of them meeting in private, like frightened birds, hiding together in one place and staying close to each other was normal – it would be natural to pick up each other’s scent that way.

If she could plot step by step against Princess Yanling and Munuha, how was it any different from Xiao Huayong plotting against Xiao Changtai and Li Yanyan?

This matter involved a prince’s wife and a prince – striking both sides simultaneously wouldn’t be easy. Xiao Changtai had cultivated considerable power over the years, otherwise, how could he have pulled off such an earth-shattering tomb robbery case?

If there was a way to resolve everything in one stroke, why not use it?

A prince who had been punished and forbidden from the capital, having an affair with his brother’s wife – what a huge scandal this would be!

His Majesty would certainly have to secretly put him to death to preserve the royal family’s face.

Xiao Huayong’s smile grew brighter. He had been somewhat worried that Shen Xihe wouldn’t approve of his methods.

“Fourth Prince is a clever person. Would he easily fall into such a trap?” Shen Xihe worried that if Xiao Changtai knew Xiao Changyin had been poisoned, he would guess everything was Xiao Huayong’s doing behind the scenes and wouldn’t come to the capital.

“It doesn’t matter if he guesses it. Princess Dai might not believe it. I will make Princess Dai force him into the trap,” Xiao Huayong mysteriously winked at Shen Xihe with his mole-decorated eye.

Shen Xihe was truly at a loss with Xiao Huayong. Just as she was getting used to his flirtatious words, he started with flirtatious actions. He seemed to be deliberately expanding her tolerance limits for him inch by inch.

Shen Xihe felt she couldn’t indulge him endlessly. She picked up her teacup and said, “Your Highness must have many important matters to attend to, so I won’t keep you any longer.”

Her way of dismissing guests was always this direct. Xiao Huayong laughed softly and asked, “Would Youyou like to come with me to send off Munuha?”

To send him on his final journey – between her and Munuha, Munuha had first tried to ambush and kill her father, while she had made Munuha flee in disgrace. Munuha had orchestrated a tiger attack, and she had captured Munuha. Now knowing clearly that Munuha wouldn’t live past tomorrow, she didn’t have such a strong desire for revenge that she needed to watch Munuha die with her own eyes.

She glanced at Xiao Huayong, especially not wanting to go with him at this moment – he would certainly find ways to take advantage of her.

“No,” Shen Xihe refused decisively.

He had already guessed she wouldn’t agree. His behavior just now had indeed been somewhat frivolous. She was an elegant and quiet lady – it was already not easy for her to adapt to his flirtatious words. To expect her to instantly accept his frivolous actions would be too demanding.

Xiao Huayong knew when to advance and retreat, and didn’t persist. He left alone.

Before he had left the palace, Munuha had already been sent out. The courtyard where Prince Xun had been secretly imprisoned last time – this time it wasn’t in a secret room, but in the courtyard. There were four iron cages in the courtyard, these four iron cages were connected, though separated by iron gates in between that could be raised through iron chains above.

When Xiao Huayong entered, Lüling moved a chair for him to sit, and lifted the cover of the iron cage directly in front. Munuha, curled up in a corner, suddenly exposed to light, squinted his eyes in discomfort.

He turned his head, and his blue eyes saw Xiao Huayong. He suddenly lunged forward, grabbing the iron cage bars, and staring intently at him.

“Has the Prince heard any sounds?” Xiao Huayong picked up a cup of hot tea and lowered his head to smell it.

He half-closed his eyes, his movements unhurried, his whole being exuding an air of composure and elegance.

Munuha had heard it – a kind of unbearable panting sound. Having grown up on the grasslands, he was more sensitive to the presence of wild beasts than ordinary people.

He looked at the iron chains connecting three sides, his expression stern.

“What do you want?” Munuha stared at the young man outside the iron cage. He didn’t want to die.

“I won’t let you go,” Xiao Huayong simply stated clearly. “However, I can give you a choice in how you die – either drink a cup of Dream Sinking wine and pass away silently without any pain, or be torn apart by fierce tigers and die in agony.”

After Xiao Huayong finished speaking, a servant brought a cup of wine. This wine called Dream Sinking was the most merciful way to describe it. It was said that after drinking it, one would fall asleep and never wake up again. The body would stiffen and shrink with time but wouldn’t decay. It cost a thousand gold pieces per cup.

An item from over two hundred years ago, nowadays no one has the formula anymore. The formula had fallen into the Linghu family’s hands, and Xiao Huayong had obtained it from Linghu Zhen.

“You want me to reveal my accomplices,” Munuha’s eyes were dead.

Xiao Huayong took a small sip of tea, holding the teacup in his hand, his fingertips gently caressing it. He lowered his eyes carelessly and said, “You might not even know all your accomplices yourself, but I already know.”

Xiao Changtai’s hidden forces were not insignificant. In the tomb robbery case, they had pushed Prince Dai Xiao Changyin out to take the blame, making even his capable subordinate Yu Zao believe it completely. Would he need to expose himself to help someone like Munuha?

Munuha’s pupils constricted. He hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to know everything so clearly. His hands gripping the iron bars tightened slightly: “What do you want?”

“The map of Tujue,” Xiao Huayong spoke calmly.

Munuha’s expression changed when he heard this, then he burst into laughter. His laughter carried mockery towards Xiao Huayong. After laughing, he said, “Crown Prince, you underestimate Munuha. I will not betray my people!”

“That’s truly a pity,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly, giving a slight nod to Lüling.

Lüling opened the cage, gave some water to the chain-bound Munuha to drink, and then locked the cage again.

Pulling a thick iron chain, the cage connected to Munuha’s left was opened, and a tiger that had been starved for several days quickly pounced forward.

Chapter 387: Luring the Enemy Step by Step
Xiao Huayong had given Munuha a silencing drug, and the tiger had also eaten meat containing the drug – they would both be unable to make sounds for these two days. Otherwise, how could their roars in the courtyard not attract attention?

Supporting one side of his face with his hand, Xiao Huayong watched a silent struggle. Munuha was fighting desperately, even though Lüling had removed the iron chains binding him after giving him the drug. Despite his desperate dodging, he was still no match for the tiger.

Even when one arm was torn off, Munuha showed no sign of yielding. Xiao Huayong found it boring and lifted two fingers – the other two cages were also opened. The stimulation of blood and unbearable hunger quickly made them pounce as well.

Xiao Huayong maintained a calm expression throughout. Upon returning to the Eastern Palace, the first thing he did was draw what he had witnessed the day, sketch by sketch on folded papers – when opened, each scene was horrifying to behold.

Meanwhile, Li Yanyan learned that the poison affecting Prince Dai Xiao Changyin came from a toxic grass from Tujue, intended to poison Xiao Huayong, with Xiao Changyin being merely collateral damage. She was furious and immediately sent a message to Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai.

Xiao Changtai naturally had his people in the capital and knew about the Dragon Boat Festival events even earlier than Li Yanyan’s message. His instinct told him this wasn’t Munuha’s doing – without using his people, how could Munuha have accomplished this?

Even if he had done it personally, he might not have succeeded in tampering with the palace food during the Dragon Boat Festival.

“Your Highness, Princess Dai wishes to see you,” a subordinate reported.

“Coming to settle accounts with me over Third Brother.” Xiao Changtai gave a cold laugh. “This matter isn’t simple. Of all people to be poisoned, why Third Brother specifically?”

Before his death, Yu Zao had confessed that Third Brother was behind the tomb robbery case. Although it was ultimately proven that Third Brother wasn’t the mastermind, the submitted evidence had pointed considerably toward Princess Dai, but without conclusive proof, Li Yanyan couldn’t be punished.

Therefore, both His Majesty and others suspected Li Yanyan must have collaborated with someone. This was deliberately targeting Third Brother to draw out him, who stood behind Li Yanyan. Li Yanyan had lost her head, showing complete carelessness, probably not even realizing she had fallen into a trap.

“Regarding Princess Dai…”

“Ignore her.” With the capital so dangerous, how could he step into someone else’s trap?

Just then, footsteps approached. Xiao Changtai looked, and Ye Wantang entered carrying a wooden basin, dressed in simple clothes with a wooden hairpin.

They were here as punishment, so naturally couldn’t have servants – they had to handle everything themselves, from food to clothing.

Ye Wantang was formerly a noble lady, her hands used only for painting and playing the zither. Now at the imperial tomb, she had to wash clothes and cook. Xiao Changtai’s gaze softened looking at her: “Wanwan, leave these, I’ll wash them.”

“In winter’s cold, you wouldn’t let me do laundry. Now in midsummer, you can’t handle all the chores yourself,” Ye Wantang smiled brightly.

Back when they traveled everywhere, often entering the wilderness, she wasn’t spoiled. Though life here was austere, Ye Wantang found it unusually free.

They prepared food together, and after eating, Ye Wantang took out needles and thread to make clothes for autumn and winter. “Atai, I need to return to the capital for a while.”

Xiao Changtai wasn’t free to leave, but Ye Wantang was. His Majesty hadn’t punished Ye Wantang to accompany him in guarding the tomb – she had chosen to follow her husband. She could return anytime, as long as she didn’t frequently enter and exit the imperial tomb, His Majesty wouldn’t mind.

Xiao Changtai, who had been reading, felt his eyelid twitch: “Why suddenly return to the capital?”

“My mother is ill and has been for a while. Qiaoqiao came today to deliver the fabric and secretly told me. I want to go back to the capital to see my mother.” Ye Wantang lowered her head and began to sew quickly.

Her features were gentle, appearing even more tender and quiet in the candlelight.

“Such a coincidence…” Xiao Changtai’s first reaction was suspicion.

“What did you say?” His voice was too low for Ye Wantang to hear clearly.

“Nothing.” Xiao Changtai raised a refined, clean smile. “There’s no rush for a day or two. Let me inquire about someone to escort you. Once arrangements are made, you can return to the capital.”

“I had Qiaoqiao notify my father. He will surely send someone to pick me up.” Ye Wantang’s eyes curved in a smile, sweet and clear. “Don’t worry, I’ll take good care of myself.”

Qiaoqiao was Ye Wantang’s former personal maid. Here they only had basic rations, not enough for two people’s daily needs. Both Xiao Changtai and Ye Wantang would make things for Qiaoqiao to regularly come and exchange for money outside, then buy what they needed and deliver it.

Qiaoqiao was trustworthy, and if his father-in-law was coming to escort her, then his mother-in-law’s serious illness must be true.

Xiao Changtai smiled as well, the candlelight not reaching the depths of his eyes.

The capital was only a day’s journey from the imperial tomb. Ye Qi didn’t send someone else but came personally during his time off. This gave Xiao Changtai a chance to give some instructions: “Father-in-law, the capital seems unstable. I worry about Wanwan and trouble you to take extra care.”

In front of Ye Wantang, Xiao Changtai naturally couldn’t speak directly, but both father-in-law and son-in-law understood implicitly – he wanted him to watch Ye Wantang closely, not giving anyone who might harm her an opportunity.

Ye Wantang didn’t think deeply about it. She smiled sweetly and returned to the capital with her father.

The day she entered the city, Xiao Huayong again ran from the Eastern Palace to find Shen Xihe. The sun was scorching hot, and Shen Xihe didn’t like moving about, so she wouldn’t go to the Eastern Palace.

Previously before their engagement, Shen Xihe could visit the Eastern Palace saying she was visiting, but it wasn’t proper for him as a man to frequently visit the Princess’s mansion. Now it was different – he could openly come often. The two were playing Go when Mo Yuan delivered news, passed on by Hong Yu: “Fourth Prince’s consort has returned to the capital.”

Shen Xihe placed a piece and waved at Hong Yu to indicate she understood, then looked up at Xiao Huayong: “No wonder Your Highness is so confident.”

“The good show is just beginning,” Xiao Huayong smiled.

Shen Xihe saw him place a piece as well, and fingered another piece for a moment before placing it: “Your Highness, regarding the Fourth Prince’s feelings for his consort, I feel there isn’t much true sentiment. He knows it’s a trap and might not take the bait.”

Ye Wantang was indifferent to fame and fortune. She originally wasn’t suited to marry into the royal family. Back then, Xiao Changtai had put in considerable effort to win her heart, even promising not to get involved in power struggles, which finally made Ye Wantang nearly fall out with her grandfather to forcefully marry into the royal family.

His behind-the-scenes actions had already proven that while he might have two parts affection for Ye Wantang, it couldn’t overcome eight parts desire for power.

“The one holding Ye family members isn’t us, so he’ll have fewer reservations,” Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened.

“Hmm?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand.

“Princess Dai sent messages three times, all rejected by Fourth Brother. How could she not be angry? Now that the Ye family has returned to the capital, she wants to see Fourth Brother. She invited the Ye family over to continue the relationship, then detained them. What do you think – can Fourth Brother not come?” As Xiao Huayong finished speaking, he placed another piece and gently reminded, “Youyou, be careful below, otherwise I’ll win this round.”

Chapter 388: Reviewing the Betrothal Gifts List
Observing Go was like observing people. When Xiao Huayong wasn’t deliberately concealing it, his playing style reflected his way of doing things. He not only calculated human nature thoroughly and meticulously but also dug one pit after another, making every piece on the board move along his planned route.

Shen Xihe lowered her gaze to look – her pieces were basically trapped by Xiao Huayong. The remaining path couldn’t retreat a single step, or half her territory would immediately be consumed. Her gaze followed the only path that could temporarily delay things, but in the end, it reached the edge of the board – still a dead end.

Pressing her lips in a smile, Shen Xihe had no choice but to place a piece. Xiao Huayong’s piece followed immediately after, looking at her with smiling eyes.

Shen Xihe continued placing pieces, Xiao Huayong closely following. After each had placed five pieces this way, Shen Xihe’s piece landed where she should have continued escaping. Her fingers holding the piece hadn’t let go. As she looked up, her bright eyes gleaming, her fingertip swept across – she abandoned that territory and placed a piece in another location.

Xiao Huayong’s thick sword-like eyebrows slightly furrowed as his gaze swept across, taking in the entire board. He couldn’t help but smile silently, his smile like flowers swaying in the wind, gentle and quiet. He still placed his piece in the original position, trapping a group of Shen Xihe’s pieces.

He gently picked up the captured pieces and placed them in Shen Xihe’s container, only to see Shen Xihe place another piece. With this move, a small group of Xiao Huayong’s pieces fell into the same predicament Shen Xihe had faced earlier.

“Playing Go with Youyou is truly meeting a worthy opponent – thoroughly enjoyable,” Xiao Huayong liked playing Go with Shen Xihe.

At first, Xiao Huayong had deliberately gone a little easy on her, but Shen Xihe grew stronger and stronger, quickly reaching the point where he didn’t need to let her win. Although their win-loss ratio was still seven to three, he knew it wouldn’t be long before it became six to four, and eventually, they would be evenly matched.

“Your Highness, I wanted to remind you that this move is called ‘abandoning the chariot to protect the king,'” Shen Xihe said gently.

Xiao Changtai wasn’t easy to deal with, like a desert viper hiding in the sand – one might not even see it when stepping on it, but once truly stepped on, it would suddenly strike back, injecting deadly venom into whoever harmed it.

“Do Youyou think Fourth Brother can still escape the trap I’ve set for him this time?” Xiao Huayong fingered a Go piece thoughtfully.

“I don’t know much about Fourth Prince, but I feel that someone who could silently help Munuha escape from the Capital Prefecture’s prison and only now be discovered by Your Highness is no ordinary person,” Shen Xihe said noncommittally.

Xiao Huayong nodded upon hearing this: “Thank you for the reminder, Youyou.”

“Let’s end this game here for today, and continue another day with Youyou,” Xiao Huayong said, taking out a booklet and handing it to Shen Xihe. “This is the betrothal gifts list drafted jointly by the Ministry of Rites and the Department of Internal Affairs. Youyou can review it first.”

Shen Xihe’s face warmed slightly, not from embarrassment, but because she didn’t place much importance on betrothal gifts.

The Crown Prince taking a consort was equivalent to an emperor taking an empress – this was the custom. Without looking, one would know how generous the royal family’s betrothal gifts would be, especially since Emperor Youning hadn’t established an empress himself. This might be the highest-ranking wedding during His Majesty’s reign – why did Shen Xihe need to examine it closely?

“His Majesty and the Ministry of Rites’ arrangement surely won’t be wrong. Your Highness shouldn’t interfere with these trivial matters in the future, to avoid people’s notice.”

Getting the betrothal gifts list so early, just like getting the marriage date from the Imperial Astronomers before, required using connections.

“Youyou are overthinking. I asked for it openly and properly, not secretly,” Xiao Huayong smiled.

Why hide such things? The Crown Prince being fond of his future consort and wanting to personally oversee everything, big or small, was only natural.

“You…” Shen Xihe’s face grew hotter.

She had always thought Xiao Huayong obtained these things secretly from others, but he had requested them openly. Wouldn’t this mean everyone in the palace knew how eager he was to marry?

“My eagerness to take a wife isn’t a scandal – why fear others knowing?” He had come of age; being eager to marry was normal for a man – what was there to hide?

“You…” Shen Xihe almost blurted out “You might not fear it, but I do.”

In short, men marrying and women being married off was natural, but she felt Xiao Huayong’s behavior somehow made her want to hide in embarrassment, though she couldn’t explain why. She usually didn’t care about others’ views, but this inexplicable frustration made her glare at Xiao Huayong.

“Youyou must also have expectations about marrying me to be so embarrassed,” Xiao Huayong smiled triumphantly and provocatively, leaning closer to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe pushed Xiao Huayong’s head away: “Xiao Beichen, you are the Crown Prince!”

Always being so frivolous and flirtatious annoyed her.

“If you didn’t have feelings for me in your heart, even if I undressed in front of you, you could remain calm,” Xiao Huayong understood Shen Xihe’s temperament if not completely, then at least eighty percent.

“Get out!” Shen Xihe couldn’t bear to hear such talk from him, angrily embarrassed.

Xiao Huayong laughed with delight, angering Shen Xihe into throwing the Go piece container at him.

Precisely catching the container with both hands, Xiao Huayong quickly retreated behind the screen: “Don’t be angry, Youyou. I’m leaving now. Remember to check the betrothal gifts – if there are any items taboo to your family, let me know early.”

Giving her the list had no other intention. The Northwestern Prince’s mansion was also a wealthy family, established in the Northwest for over a hundred years with generations of accumulated wealth – even as Crown Prince, he couldn’t show off his wealth. Nor was it to make her feel his eagerness to marry or show his attention to the marriage.

He just wanted her to personally check if there were any taboos in the Shen family. Although the Ministry of Rites would send people to inquire in detail from the Northwestern Prince’s chief administrator, not all sensitive matters would be truthfully disclosed. Some taboos people would rather be offended by than reveal, though they wouldn’t show their displeasure at being offended.

Xiao Huayong just hoped their marriage would be perfect, and flawless from beginning to end.

He put down the container, then bent down and poked his head out from behind the screen, winking at Shen Xihe with his mole-decorated eye before leaving with a satisfied smile.

“Seal the Go board properly,” Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu. Since Xiao Huayong said they would continue another day, they would determine the winner then.

“Yes,” Zhenzhu and Biyu immediately got busy, carefully avoiding the thick booklet beside them, which they dared not touch.

Shen Xihe glanced at it several times intentionally and unintentionally, but didn’t reach for it until Mo Yuan brought back Duanming.

To prevent Duanming from losing its instincts and becoming like other nobles’ pet cats that could be manipulated at will, every three days Shen Xihe would have Mo Yuan’s people take it to roam in the deep mountains and forests.

After bathing, the fragrant Duanming immediately ran toward Shen Xihe, almost stepping on the betrothal gifts booklet. Shen Xihe picked it up just in time.

Chapter 389: Your Highness, We Work Together As One
“Meow!” Without paying any attention to Shen Xihe’s movements, Duanming jumped into her embrace and curled up in a comfortable position.

It began nuzzling Shen Xihe’s face, twisting its body playfully, but Shen Xihe patted it to stay quiet as she opened the book and began reading carefully from the beginning.

When Zhenzhu and Biyu returned, they saw Shen Xihe sitting sideways on the long couch, leaning slightly against the square table. Her expression was gentle, her demeanor serene.

Gone was the melancholy and furrowed brow from her time in the Northwest; gone too was the cold dignity and unapproachability following Linglong’s betrayal. At this moment, Shen Xihe was like the hibiscus flowers beside her stretching from their vase toward the light, gentle to her very core.

They never expected to see the County Princess like this. As the Prince had said, this journey to the capital might truly be the County Princess’s rebirth. Both women’s eyes reddened, though she remained unaware of their previous worries and fears.

Li Yanyan learned about Ye Wantang’s return to the capital only shortly after Shen Xihe. She passed this information to Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai, but as always, it sank like a stone in water. Her relationship with Xiao Changtai had always been purely cooperative, and she never felt she needed to act according to his wishes.

When they first agreed to work together, she had insisted that Xiao Changzhen must not be involved, but this time Xiao Changtai had broken his word.

Fortunately, it was only a common poison. If it had been lethal poison, wouldn’t Xiao Changzhen now be…

Li Yanyan dared not think further. She had to demand an explanation from Xiao Changtai.

After inquiring about the Ye family’s situation, she waited three days until Ye Wantang’s mother showed signs of improvement before sending her an invitation.

The Zhao Princess Consort had died young, and in previous years there were only three princes’ consorts in the royal family, who maintained a cordial relationship. With Ye Wantang back in the capital, when Li Yanyan personally extended an invitation, she naturally couldn’t refuse.

When Ye Qi heard she was going to visit Li Yanyan, he didn’t think much of it. Even if Xiao Changtai had been honest with Ye Qi, he wouldn’t have revealed his close association with the Dai Princess Consort. Just because he was open-minded didn’t mean others wouldn’t speculate, so Xiao Changtai naturally wouldn’t warn Ye Qi to be wary of Li Yanyan.

He trusted Li Yanyan would be discrete and wouldn’t harm Ye Wantang.

Li Yanyan indeed had no intention of harming Ye Wantang. She merely invited her over for some casual conversation and pleasantries. Only when seeing Ye Wantang off did she say, “Fourth Sister-in-law, when you return to the Imperial Tomb, please give my regards to Fourth Brother.”

Just her regards, not her and the Dai Prince’s regards. Ye Wantang felt something was slightly amiss but didn’t think too much of it, assuming Li Yanyan had simply spoken hastily, and responded with a smile.

Li Yanyan watched Ye Wantang’s carriage disappear from the prince’s residence, unaware that after leaving, the carriage had deviated from the route back to the Ye residence. Before Ye Wantang could even cry out upon realizing this, she was knocked unconscious with a swift chop.

When Ye Qi returned home from his shift and found his daughter hadn’t returned, he immediately rushed to the Dai Prince’s mansion. Li Yanyan said Ye Wantang had left two hours ago.

Both realized the gravity of the situation, and Ye Qi immediately reported it to the authorities.

Meanwhile, at the Imperial Tomb, Xiao Changtai received another message from Li Yanyan, thicker than usual. Opening it, he found a book whose contents frightened him so much that he threw it away at first glance.

His expression is extremely ugly, he closes his eyes before picking up the book again. Opening it, he looked at the small illustrations page by page, showing the process of three tigers devouring a person in extreme detail. The scenes were so vivid they gave viewers a strong sense of immersion as if they were there themselves.

The person wore simple robes in Han style, but Xiao Changtai knew it was Munuha.

“Wanwan has fallen into the Crown Prince’s hands,” he steadied himself, pressing the picture book onto the table. “The Crown Prince is telling me that if I don’t go to the capital, Wanwan will disappear from this world without a trace, just like Munuha.”

Munuha had died, died so tragically, yet no one knew he was dead – only Xiao Huayong and himself knew. But what good was his knowledge? Even if he showed this book to others and said it depicted Munuha’s tragic death, no one would believe him. Moreover, he couldn’t explain how he knew this was the process of Munuha’s death.

“Your Highness, you cannot go,” his subordinate said fearfully after hearing this. Munuha was already dead!

His Majesty had sent so many people to hunt down Munuha without success. Munuha had the keen instincts of a prairie wolf, and though their people had secretly assisted him while he was being pursued by Xiao Huayong’s men, it was ultimately Munuha’s quick perception, swift evasion, and clever hiding that had kept him alive.

For the Crown Prince to capture Munuha, who had been as slippery as a loach even within our territory, his power must be far greater than they had imagined.

If Xiao Changtai dared enter the capital now, he would surely be walking into a trap.

Xiao Changtai was hesitant. He didn’t make an immediate decision, instead dismissing his subordinate and sitting alone on the simple wooden couch, his expression full of doubt and internal struggle.

“Has His Highness captured the Fourth Prince’s consort?” Shen Xihe asked when Xiao Huayong arrived, having heard the rumors.

“She’s not in my hands,” Xiao Huayong smiled.

Shen Xihe was briefly stunned before realizing, “The Dai Princess Consort played quite a trick of deception.”

After investigating the matter’s details, even she had believed Ye Wantang had left the Dai Prince’s residence. She hadn’t expected Li Yanyan was merely using this to clear herself of suspicion – first openly sending the person away, then having her intercepted on the return.

“Isn’t she afraid the Fourth Prince will turn against her because of this?”

“Li has been childhood friends with Third Brother, and over the years, Third Brother has sacrificed much for her. Third Brother is likely the only person she truly cares for in this world,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly.

However, between them lay too many insurmountable national and personal grudges. Li Yanyan refused to acknowledge her feelings for the Dai Prince, as doing so would make her despise herself – he was the son of her enemy.

She understood the principles of dynastic changes and survival of the fittest, but understanding these grand principles couldn’t fill the void in her conscience as a daughter.

She couldn’t simply accept it as the natural course of events and happily live in loving harmony with the enemy’s son.

“I understand,” Shen Xihe comprehended Li Yanyan’s feelings.

Gu Qingzhi was more clear-headed than Li Yanyan. She had known early on about the fate of the Gu family and the royal family, so she had always viewed her relationship with Xiao Changxin rationally. If not for this, Gu Qingzhi would have been like Li Yanyan, unable to love or hate properly, living in endless torment each day.

Xiao Huayong gazed deeply at Shen Xihe: “Youyou, we will never reach that point.”

Seeing the mutual torment between Li Yanyan and Xiao Changzhen, Xiao Huayong felt an inexplicable fear – fear that one day he and Shen Xihe might end up the same way. Because of this fear alone, he would never take any action to harm the Shen family or the Northwest.

He had misunderstood, thinking her “I understand” meant she was relating to her current situation with him or their future after his ascension to the throne.

“Your Highness, we work together as one,” Let’s work together to protect our shared future.

Chapter 390: There Are No Spies Around You
“Yes, we work together as one.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were filled with tenderness.

Her willingness to work with him to prevent them from becoming enemies filled Xiao Huayong with satisfaction as if he had obtained a long-desired treasure.

Shen Xihe smiled and lowered her gaze, a slight ripple passing through her heart.

Did she have feelings for Xiao Huayong? She couldn’t say there were none – at least she cared about his emotions and accommodated his temperament. But she also couldn’t say there were definite feelings – she had merely changed her way of dealing with him.

From rigid determination to gentle persuasion, she remained clear-headed and rational. Compared to unimportant people, she would certainly protect and help Xiao Huayong, but when it came to her closest family, she would still unhesitatingly choose to stand against him.

“Will Fourth Prince come?” Shen Xihe asked again.

She had been uncertain days ago and remained uncertain today. Compared to the emotionally driven Third Prince, Xiao Changtai clearly valued power and profit more.

“He will,” Xiao Huayong said confidently. “Li kidnapped Lady Ye and sent messages to Fourth Brother. She’s been frequently sending him letters these days. I’ve discovered their communication method and switched her letters midway.”

Li Yanyan’s letter clearly stated that Ye Wantang was in her hands. If Xiao Changtai knew this, he wouldn’t panic, as he was confident he could handle Li Yanyan.

Xiao Huayong had replaced Li Yanyan’s letter with that picture book. With the events in the capital, Xiao Changtai wouldn’t suspect Li Yanyan but would immediately think Ye Wantang had fallen into Xiao Huayong’s hands.

If he didn’t come, Ye Wantang would silently die like Munuha – this was no joke.

Xiao Huayong had originally planned to let Xiao Changtai know that Li Yanyan had intercepted Ye Wantang, to ease his concerns since dealing with Li Yanyan would be manageable. But after careful consideration, he thought Xiao Changtai might find other ways to retrieve Ye Wantang from Li Yanyan.

Moreover, since Xiao Changzhen had only foamed at the mouth, Li Yanyan wouldn’t truly harm Ye Wantang over this. If Xiao Changtai found another way to apologize or appease her, bowing his head to Li Yanyan, the matter might be resolved.

Therefore, he changed his plan at the last moment. Instead of alerting Li Yanyan, he chose to provoke Xiao Changtai.

“Besides his feelings for Lady Ye, there’s also his confidence,” Xiao Huayong stood tall with his hands behind his back, gazing at the competing flowers. “He wants to truly face off against me once.”

As a capable and confident person, being pushed this far, Xiao Changtai wouldn’t back down – otherwise, how could he be worthy of competing for the throne?

This reasoning convinced Shen Xihe. She didn’t believe someone like Xiao Changtai would come purely for Ye Wantang. But for a man’s principles and pride, she found it reasonable.

He had never truly confronted Xiao Huayong before; wanting to determine who was superior made perfect sense.

“Your Highness must be careful. If he comes, he will certainly give it his all,” Shen Xihe gently reminded.

“Perfect opportunity for his complete defeat,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a cold smile.

As Xiao Huayong predicted, after a night of careful deliberation, Xiao Changtai decided to return to the capital.

“Your Highness, please reconsider,” his trusted advisor strongly urged upon hearing the news. “Our forces in the capital are insufficient, and we’re under His Majesty’s watchful eye. If we act now, everything will be exposed.”

“We won’t confront him directly,” Xiao Changtai’s eyes turned cold. “He has captured Wanwan. If I don’t go, won’t my followers lose heart? It would also be hard to explain to the Ye family. Today he forces me to this point – if I keep avoiding him, my subordinates will lose faith.”

This time, he had to go.

“Your Highness…”

“No need to persuade further. Arrange everything according to my instructions,” Xiao Changtai’s gaze was determined as he detailed his carefully planned countermeasures to his confidant.

Xiao Changtai secretly returned to the capital in disguise three days later. Neither Xiao Huayong nor Shen Xihe knew – Xiao Huayong was watching Li Yanyan, assuming Xiao Changtai’s return couldn’t escape his conspirator Li Yanyan’s notice.

Once Li Yanyan learned of Xiao Changtai’s return, she would surely contact him immediately and tell him Ye Wantang was in her hands. With Xiao Huayong’s interference, Xiao Changtai wouldn’t trust Li Yanyan, but he would meet her.

His purpose would be to use Li Yanyan. At this time, Xiao Changtai’s guard wouldn’t be at its highest – the perfect opportunity to strike.

When Xiao Changtai entered the capital, Li Yanyan learned of it immediately, but before she could send him a message, Xiao Changtai secretly met with the Zhao Prince.

“He met with Second Brother?” Xiao Huayong was at Shen Xihe’s County Princess residence.

This news came from the Dai Prince’s mansion. After the incident with Princess Yangling and Munuha at the Dai Prince’s mansion, many people were implicated. To symbolically give His Majesty and the Princess an explanation, the Dai Prince’s mansion had also punished a batch of servants. Xiao Huayong had seized the opportunity to arrange one or two people inside.

These few months of maneuvering in the Dai Prince’s mansion had gone well, successfully buying off people who could get close to Li Yanyan.

“Your Highness’s spy network spans the world,” Shen Xihe praised.

“Rest assured, Youyou, there are no spies around you,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows: “Your Highness can try to plant someone.”

“If I had known of today’s deep feelings for you ten years ago, I would have placed people by your side then,” Xiao Huayong said, half-joking and half-serious.

Planting people around young Shen Xihe would have been the only possibility, but back then, besides those targeting Shen Yueshan, who would bother placing spies around a little girl? Even if they did, they would focus their efforts on Shen Yueshan or Shen Yunan.

Linglong was an exception, perhaps a coincidence that she wasn’t placed by Shen Yunan’s side, ultimately becoming a misplaced piece. After Linglong’s precedent, the current Shen Xihe was even less likely to let people get close easily.

The reason she hadn’t thought about marrying off Zhenzhu and others in recent years was that she had already begun training a second batch of confidants. Only after they could handle matters independently and replace Zhenzhu and others would she arrange their marriages.

Shen Xihe shifted her gaze from him, thinking about Xiao Changtai meeting Xiao Changmin: “The Zhao Prince is the only one he could persuade.”

With the crown prince’s early death, the Zhao Prince became the eldest son. As the saying goes, establish the legitimate and the eldest – after legitimacy comes the order of seniority.

Xiao Changtai seeking out Xiao Changmin wanted the Zhao Prince to see Xiao Huayong’s true face. Even if the Zhao Prince wouldn’t help him this time, he would never let his guard down against Xiao Huayong in the future.

Killing two birds with one stone.

“Second Brother isn’t foolish,” Xiao Huayong pondered for a moment. “Unless Fourth Brother can offer Second Brother sufficiently moving benefits.”

To put it nicely, Xiao Changmin was cautious; to put it bluntly, he was someone who wouldn’t let go of his hawk without seeing the rabbit first.

Chapter 391: A Dying Struggle
Shen Xihe’s eyes sharpened as a thought flashed through her mind. She suddenly stood up: “Mo Yuan!”

The unexpected shout startled everyone. Mo Yuan rushed in, scanning the surroundings before even reaching Shen Xihe: “County Princess, what’s wrong?”

“Send people… go personally to the Shen residence and check if Second Young Lady is there!” Shen Xihe commanded solemnly.

Xiao Huayong also realized – Second Brother had coveted the Shen family’s Second Young Lady for some time. If the Fourth Brother kidnapped Shen Yingruo, he could both gain the Second Brother’s support and control Shen Xihe.

He had been careless. Since Shen Xihe wasn’t close to Shen Yingruo, he had almost forgotten her existence.

Mo Yuan had just reached the County Princess’s residence’s main gate with his men when someone came stumbling toward them – it was Shen Yingruo’s wet nurse, Madam Tan. Upon seeing Mo Yuan, she grabbed his arm and fell to her knees: “General Mo, Second Young Lady has been kidnapped…”

Shen Yingruo was in the Shen residence, which had security as strict as a prince’s mansion, being under imperial protection. Only someone as audacious as Xiao Changtai would dare target the Shen residence.

Since Princess Changling’s death, Shen Yingruo has lived in seclusion. In mourning for her mother, she rarely left home except for necessary banquets or occasional outings. She never imagined someone would break into her chambers and kidnap her from the prince’s residence.

A quarter-hour earlier, Xiao Changtai had arrived at the Zhao Prince’s mansion disguised as a firewood deliveryman in coarse clothing. Through the steward, he evaded other eyes in the Zhao Prince’s mansion and met with Zhao Prince Xiao Changmin.

“Fourth Brother, you’re quite bold to secretly escape from the Imperial Tomb to the capital. If His Majesty learns of this, even as a prince, your life would be forfeit.”

Xiao Changtai removed his bamboo hat: “Second Brother, if I lose my life today, I’m merely heading to Yellow Springs early to wait for you.”

“What do you mean by that?” Xiao Changmin’s expression darkened.

“I was forced to enter the capital today because my wife has fallen into our dear Seventh Brother’s hands,” Xiao Changtai exposed Xiao Huayong to Xiao Changmin. “Second Brother, are you still foolishly hoping for our Crown Prince to pass away like I was?”

With a mocking laugh, Xiao Changtai continued: “Stop hoping. If you don’t see his true face soon, you might not even know how you died. Second Brother, think about how much has changed in the capital since he returned from the Taoist temple this past year.

How many forces in the court have been replaced? In one year, all six ministry heads have changed. In the Three Departments, except for Minister Cui Zheng, everyone has been replaced. These are crucial state positions – countless other positions have likely changed.

While we fight openly and secretly, he watches like we’re performing monkeys. Perhaps you and I are just monkeys he’s playing with.”

Xiao Changmin showed little surprise. He had considered all this, especially after Munuha mentioned seeing Xiao Huayong’s impressive martial arts before His Majesty. He hadn’t let his guard down against Xiao Huayong since, but as Crown Prince, who would dare move against him?

How was harming the Crown Prince different from rebellion? Who would want to be a stepping stone for others? Who would sacrifice themselves bringing down the Crown Prince only to benefit others?

“The Crown Prince is inscrutable, but aren’t you also hiding your true nature?” Xiao Changmin sneered. “Fourth Brother, I’m no fool. Telling me this is useless. I’m happy to watch you and the Crown Prince compete – profiting from it would be good, but if it fails, I won’t get involved.”

“Second Brother has always been overcautious.” Mockery flashed in Xiao Changtai’s eyes. “However, I learned one move from the Crown Prince…”

Speaking thus, Xiao Changtai took out a peony hairpin and placed it before Xiao Changmin: “Is Fourth Brother familiar with this?”

Any prince or princess who had studied with Shen Yingruo would recognize this hairpin – it was her favorite, one she often wore.

“You dare!” Xiao Changmin slammed his palm on the table and stood up furiously. As his palm struck, guards rushed in from outside. “Seize him!”

“Second Brother, arresting me is useless.” Xiao Changtai showed no fear. “From the moment I entered the capital, I never planned to leave. What’s wrong with taking a few more people with me to the grave? It’s just a pity about County Lady Huaiyang – such a young flower, destined for a short life…”

Xiao Changmin drew his sword and held it to Xiao Changtai’s throat: “Where is she?”

“Help me leave the capital alive, and I’ll let County Lady Huaiyang return to the prince’s mansion alive,” Xiao Changtai smiled confidently.

Xiao Changmin’s gaze turned cold, his hand tightening on the sword hilt inch by inch.

“Heh heh heh…” Xiao Changtai laughed softly. Instead of backing away, he stepped forward, letting the blade draw a thin line of blood on his neck, showing no fear.

Rather, seeing him like this, Xiao Changmin kept retreating until his back hit the wall. Without his command, the surrounding guards dared not move.

Xiao Changtai grabbed Xiao Changmin’s shoulder with one hand and pressed the hand holding the sword with the other, his face showing vicious intent: “Second Brother, even though I escaped from the Imperial Tomb, it’s not your place to kill me. Do you dare harm me? Kill me, and your beloved dies with me, and your good days end.”

Just as not everyone has the right to execute a criminal, Xiao Changtai’s escape from the Imperial Tomb was unforgivable, but if Xiao Changmin killed him, that too would be an unforgivable crime.

Pushing Xiao Changmin away, Xiao Changtai ignored the blood dripping from his neck: “The Crown Prince’s people will find me soon. Whether to help your brother or not, Second Brother, the choice is yours.”

He stayed at the Zhao Prince’s mansion for only a quarter-hour – any longer and he truly wouldn’t be able to leave. Otherwise, the Crown Prince would only need to have people trap him in the Zhao Prince’s mansion and openly bring him before His Majesty to convict him.

As Xiao Changtai was leaving the Zhao Prince’s mansion, Madam Tan was running to the County Princess’s residence to report Shen Yingruo’s kidnapping.

Xiao Huayong personally visited the Zhao Prince’s mansion. Xiao Changmin’s expression was normal as he respectfully welcomed the Crown Prince.

“Second Brother, do you have anything to tell me?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Xiao Changmin appeared confused: “What does Your Highness mean? You come here only to ask if I have something to tell you?”

Xiao Huayong looked at him calmly: “Since Second Brother has nothing to say, let me tell you something.”

“Please speak, Your Highness,” Xiao Changmin said respectfully.

“The person working with the Li family behind the tomb robbery case was Fourth Brother,” Xiao Huayong softly revealed.

Xiao Changmin bowed slightly, his lowered eyelids hiding the darkness in his eyes: “Thank you for informing me, Your Highness. I will verify this.”



Chapter 392: Not Good, We’ve Fallen Into Their Trap!
Xiao Changmin’s attitude was clear – he would compromise with Xiao Changtai. Half for Shen Yingruo’s sake, and half to prevent Xiao Huayong from eliminating Xiao Changtai, as losing another person would put him at a greater disadvantage.

Xiao Huayong nodded with a smile and turned to leave. Xiao Changmin respectfully escorted Xiao Huayong out of Prince Zhao’s residence. As Xiao Huayong stepped down the stairs, he paused on the last step and said, “Second Brother, don’t become the next Fourth Brother.”

If he could force Xiao Changtai to this point, he could naturally do the same to Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin acted as if he hadn’t heard: “Respectfully sending off Crown Prince.”

Only after the carriage wheels had faded into the distance did Xiao Changmin straighten up, his face growing colder inch by inch as the sunlight disappeared.

“Your Highness, should we…”

“No need. Just have people watch Second Brother closely,” Xiao Huayong raised his hand to interrupt Tianyuan. “Let’s see what capabilities Fourth Brother has!”

After leaving Prince Zhao’s residence, Xiao Changtai returned to his hiding place. Li Yanyan knew of this location, but she couldn’t come there. She and Xiao Changtai had arranged to meet at a residence beside the East Tower. Li Yanyan was already waiting there, and her letter had been delivered to Xiao Changtai’s hideout.

After capturing Ye Wantang, Li Yanyan sent Xiao Changtai a letter. This letter had been intercepted and replaced by Xiao Huayong. Given Xiao Changtai’s previous pattern of ignoring her letters, when Li Yanyan received no reply, she assumed he was just being stubborn. She was certain Xiao Changtai would enter the capital within five days, believing he had genuine feelings for Ye Wantang.

Sure enough, Xiao Changtai entered the capital within three days. Though she didn’t know why he went to Prince Zhao’s residence, she didn’t concern herself with Xiao Changtai’s affairs.

This time, her letter to Xiao Changtai didn’t mention Ye Wantang. In Li Yanyan’s mind, since Xiao Changtai came for Ye Wantang and knew she was in her custody, there was no need to be aggressive or repeatedly remind him, which might anger him.

Xiao Changtai was extremely angry with Li Yanyan. Unaware that Li Yanyan had been used by Xiao Huayong, he wanted to meet with her to clarify things and inform her that their communication method had been compromised.

Xiao Changtai didn’t take many precautions when going to meet Li Yanyan, because Li Yanyan hadn’t told him that after their secret meeting dispersed on the Lantern Festival, she had encountered Shen Xihe.

Li Yanyan considered this encounter unremarkable, not knowing that Shen Xihe could identify people by their scent, and had informed Xiao Huayong, who had long since had people scout the East Tower area thoroughly.

With Cui Jinbai in the Grand Court of Justice, investigating residences in the capital couldn’t have been easier, with countless ways to do so without arousing suspicion.

After Xiao Huayong’s carriage left the prince’s residence, he received news: “Your Highness, Prince Dai’s wife has gone to the Qian residence.”

The Qian residence was their meeting place, bought by someone surnamed Qian.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly: “Let’s go find Third Brother.”

When Xiao Changtai arrived at the Qian residence, it was getting dark. Li Yanyan had already eaten dinner there, and Xiao Changtai’s slow arrival had irritated her: “Fourth Brother, you’re truly rare to see.”

“Do you know what a crucial moment this is?” Xiao Changtai was also annoyed by her sarcasm. “If I didn’t have urgent matters to tell you, do you think I would come to see you?”

Li Yanyan was somewhat confused: “What matters?”

“We need to change our method of contact in the future. How to contact each other, I’ll think about it for a while before letting you know. Our previous method has been discovered by the Crown Prince,” Xiao Changtai said coldly.

“How do you know the Crown Prince discovered it?” Li Yanyan asked.

“Three days ago, the letter you sent to the Imperial Tomb was intercepted. My people received an album instead.” Just thinking about the album’s contents made Xiao Changtai uncomfortable. He thought himself cold-blooded and cruel but hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to be truly fearsome. He wondered how one could even draw such an album. “It was about Munuha’s tragic death process…”

“Wait.” Li Yanyan interrupted Xiao Changtai. “You’re saying that in the letter I sent you three days ago, you never received it, and instead you received an album, and this album was from Crown Prince?”

“Yes,” Xiao Changtai said coldly.

Li Yanyan’s expression changed: “Not good, we’ve fallen into their trap!”

Chapter 393: Escape
If Xiao Changtai didn’t know Ye Wantang was in her hands, why would he enter the capital? It could only mean Xiao Huayong had misled him – Ye Wantang was actually in Xiao Huayong’s hands. The purpose was to lure Xiao Changtai into the capital and make him let his guard down when meeting her, perfect for striking at this moment!

“Fourth Brother’s wife is in my hands.” Li Yanyan needed only this one sentence for the clever Xiao Changtai to understand the situation.

“Foolish woman, you’ve ruined me!” Xiao Changtai suddenly slammed the table as he stood up. In that moment of anger, he felt his limbs suddenly go weak. He hurriedly supported himself on the table surface, staring at Li Yanyan with disbelief and hidden viciousness.

“What’s wrong with you…” Li Yanyan was initially angry at Xiao Changtai’s insult, but seeing him suddenly stop mid-sentence, she grew worried. Just as she was about to stand and ask, she found herself becoming weak and powerless. She quickly called out, “Someone…”

Due to their emotional fluctuations, the poison they had unknowingly ingested took effect faster. Xiao Changtai immediately realized this and quickly forced himself to calm down. Li Yanyan called for help, but no one responded.

They were meeting in secret, and neither had brought many people. Xiao Changtai had come alone, never imagining this place had already been exposed. Noticing the weakening effects of the drug, he drew a dagger from his waist.

A cold glint flashed, frightening Li Yanyan pale as she collapsed onto the stone bench. Xiao Changtai stared at her intently, raised his hand but forcefully stabbed the dagger into his arm. The pain instantly cleared his increasingly foggy consciousness and seemed to give him a bit more strength.

Gritting his teeth, he turned and staggered away, supporting himself on the pavilion pillars.

Li Yanyan, untrained in martial arts, had less resistance to this Western Region muscle-weakening drug. She lay on the stone table, like a fish out of water, breathing heavily, watching Xiao Changtai leave with increasingly blurred vision.

Suddenly, there was movement in the courtyard. A figure quickly appeared before her. She struggled to open her eyes and saw that familiar stern face: “Azhen…”

Xiao Changzhen looked down at her, his gaze slowly moving away to the blood on the ground. As he turned to leave, Li Yanyan somehow mustered strength from nowhere and grabbed his sleeve: “Azhen…”

Just then, the Capital Prefecture’s people burst in, saying someone had reported a murder in the residence.

These people saw Prince Dai and his wife, and the blood on the ground. They immediately followed the blood trail, which led to a study. Inside the study, the blood trail disappeared at a wall. Everyone knew there must be a secret passage. They searched everywhere but couldn’t find it.

“Your Highness, there’s a secret passage in the Qian residence. Fourth Prince has escaped,” Tianyuan immediately reported to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong had already returned to the Eastern Palace. To avoid suspicion, whatever happened next, he would stay in the palace. Since he couldn’t act personally, it didn’t matter where he was: “Bring me the layout of the Qian residence.”

They had thoroughly investigated the Qian residence and infiltrated it, yet still hadn’t found the secret passage.

Tianyuan spread the residence’s layout before Xiao Huayong, who asked, “Where is the secret passage entrance?”

“This room.” Tianyuan pointed to the map.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze quickly scanned it, considering the residence’s location and surrounding streets. He turned to look at a huge map behind him showing the entire capital’s layout. After a few moments, he raised a slender wooden stick, pointing to a location: “Have Ling lead people to intercept here.”

“Yes.”

After Tianyuan withdrew, Xiao Huayong stood at the carved window. Outside, flowers bloomed in abundance, tree shadows swayed, and fragrance wafted in waves.

With his hands behind his back, he fingered the five-colored thread on his wrist, feeling that this time, Xiao Changtai would likely escape again.

Shen Xihe was worried about Shen Yingruo and had no attention to spare for Xiao Changtai’s matter. At this moment, the Capital Prefecture Chief brought Xiao Changzhen and Li Yanyan before the Emperor, reporting the whole situation to Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning immediately understood his sons were scheming again: “Lady Li, why were you at the Qian residence? Who did you meet? Whose blood was that?”

“Your Majesty, your daughter-in-law doesn’t know. I was out for a walk today when someone drugged and kidnapped me. When I woke up, I was at the Qian residence,” Li Yanyan kowtowed on the ground.

“As a princess consort, you go out without attendants?” Emperor Youning coldly looked at her.

“Your daughter-in-law enjoys solitude, only bringing one maid,” Li Yanyan said.

Emperor Youning glanced at Liu Sanzhi, who bowed and called outside: “Bring them in.”

Soon two people were brought in by guards – a gatekeeper from Prince Dai’s residence and one from the Qian residence.

“Repeat what you just said,” Liu Sanzhi instructed.

The Prince Dai’s gatekeeper prostrated himself, trembling: “The Princess Consort often leaves without guards, taking only Miss Xiao’e. Sometimes during the day, sometimes late at night.”

The Qian residence gatekeeper stuttered immediately after: “This humble one didn’t know she was the Princess Consort. She often came to the residence.”

“Why did the Princess Consort come to the residence?” Liu Sanzhi questioned the Qian residence gatekeeper.

The frightened gatekeeper replied: “This humble one only guards the gate, only knows the master’s surname is Qian, never even saw the master’s face. Originally thought the Princess Consort was… was Master Qian’s lover…”

This wasn’t a lie – they were ordinary caretakers. Master Qian rarely came, but whenever he did, the Princess Consort would come too. What else could it be but a love affair? That’s what they and Old Zhang in the kitchen all thought.

They just kept quiet about it, originally thinking it was just a regular wealthy master’s romantic affair. How could they know it would involve the royal family?

Emperor Youning’s expression grew increasingly dark. Liu Sanzhi had the guards take the two gatekeepers away.

“Lady Li, do you have anything else to quibble about?” Emperor Youning asked.

Li Yanyan remained completely unperturbed. Her lips, painted with bright rouge, curved upward: “Your Majesty, you needn’t rush to charge your daughter-in-law with adultery. As the saying goes, to catch adulterers, you must catch them in bed. Whether your daughter-in-law has committed adultery, Your Majesty can ask your son.”

“Lady Li!” Li Yanyan’s nonchalant attitude enraged Emperor Youning.

But Li Yanyan didn’t care. She raised her head to look at Xiao Changzhen kneeling beside her: “Do you also think I’ve been unfaithful?”

Prince Dai Xiao Changzhen woodenly turned to look at her. Their eyes met – he was bloodshot, showing no discernible emotion. After staring at her for a long while, he slowly turned back, kowtowing to the Emperor: “Your Majesty, I believe her. She would not do anything to wrong me.”

“You…” Emperor Youning was so angered by Xiao Changzhen that he grabbed a paperweight and threw it.

The paperweight was made of jade – if it hit the head, it would at best cause bleeding, at worst instant death. Seeing this, Li Yanyan immediately threw herself at Xiao Changzhen, knocking him down.

The paperweight flew over them and hit a pillar in the great hall, creating a dent and wounding Li Yanyan’s eye.

Chapter 394: Exposing the Mastermind Behind the Tomb Robbery
Li Yanyan abruptly stood up and spoke loudly: “Your Majesty, how much do you despise your daughter-in-law? If you find me offensive to your eyes, if I’m hindering your complete extermination of the Western Liang Li family, you can simply bestow poison wine – I will certainly thank you for the grace. There’s no need to force a green hat on your own son’s head. He is still a son of the Xiao family, a prince appointed by Your Majesty – do you truly wish to see him unable to hold his head high?”

Facing Emperor Youning’s angry expression, Li Yanyan showed no fear. She stared back, chin slightly raised: “As Your Majesty’s sons, who would dare marry in the future? Second Brother’s wife didn’t live many years, Fourth Brother’s wife accompanied him to the Imperial Tomb, Fifth Brother’s wife and I share the same misfortune – her entire family was executed, with poor Fifth Brother serving as the execution supervisor… hah!

Now it’s Azhen’s turn, is it? Because he doesn’t believe his wife is unfaithful, he becomes intolerable to Your Majesty?”

Liu Sanzhi lowered his head deeply. Sometimes he wished His Majesty was a cruel person who wouldn’t tolerate others’ defiance. If so, how would Princess Dai dare speak such treasonous words?

“You are insolent!” Emperor Youning shouted.

“Insolent then insolent! Your Majesty hasn’t planned to let me live anyway. I’m about to die, can’t I speak what’s in my heart? Your Majesty, don’t think I’m like Fifth Brother’s wife, preserving Your Majesty’s face!”

“Guards!” Emperor Youning called harshly, “Take this shrew to the Imperial Clan Court!”

“Your Majesty, Yanyan spoke without restraint, Your Majesty…”

“Take her away!” Emperor Youning didn’t give Xiao Changzhen a chance to plead, and with one command, the guards seized Li Yanyan.

“Let go of me, I’ll walk myself.” Li Yanyan avoided the guards’ touch, adjusted her clothes and shawl, held her head high, and walked steadily in front.

Hearing the news from Mingzheng Hall, Xiao Huayong smiled meaningfully: “Lady Li has escaped too.”

As for Xiao Changtai’s escape, as Li Yanyan said, they weren’t caught in the act. Although someone reported a murder to the Capital Prefecture and blood was seen, without a corpse, it couldn’t constitute a sensitive case. As long as Li Yanyan denied everything, they couldn’t convict her.

“Your Highness, the people arranged at the Imperial Tomb have arrived at the palace gate. Fourth Prince’s crime of secretly fleeing the Imperial Tomb can’t be escaped,” Tianyuan said.

Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly: “Unless we catch Fourth Brother in the act, he still has countermoves.”

If Xiao Changtai dared to come, he must have been fully prepared.

When news of Xiao Changtai’s secret escape from the Imperial Tomb reached the Emperor, Emperor Youning looked at Prince Dai kneeling before him begging for mercy: “Fourth Son is not at the Imperial Tomb.”

Xiao Changzhen lowered his head in silence.

“Raise your head.” Emperor Youning commanded, “Look at me.”

Xiao Changzhen raised his head, meeting the Emperor’s gaze, but remained silent.

Emperor Youning asked in a deep voice: “Tell me you firmly believe the person Lady Li met wasn’t Fourth Son!”

Locked in the Emperor’s imposing gaze, Xiao Changzhen moved his lips, finally saying: “Your Majesty, Fourth Brother’s wife disappeared after meeting Yanyan. Fourth Brother and his wife share deep conjugal love – his concern for his wife leading him to enter the capital to question Yanyan is understandable.”

“Understandable?” Emperor Youning laughed in anger, “Have you forgotten the gatekeepers’ words? This wasn’t their first secret meeting!”

“Your Majesty, Yanyan would not wrong me. Perhaps the residence’s owner happens to be acquainted with Fourth Brother, so he borrowed the place to meet Yanyan. As for Yanyan’s previous visits to the Qian residence, she must have been looking to purchase the property. Yanyan has mentioned to me several times that she wants to buy a residence.”

Emperor Youning looked down at his son, who grew more animated as he spoke, as if believing his own words, with only pity remaining in his eyes.

He naturally knew Lady Li’s secret meetings with Fourth Son weren’t for adultery – Fourth Son still had his eye on the Ye family’s power, how would he dare mess around with his brother’s wife? If not adultery, yet they met frequently, it could only be a conspiracy.

“Do you remember the tomb robbery case?” Emperor Youning reminded him tonelessly.

By now, what didn’t Xiao Changzhen understand? His wife had collaborated with Xiao Changtai – the tomb robbery case was orchestrated by Xiao Changtai, and the two of them had secretly amassed who knows how much wealth through it.

“Your Majesty, I only believe in evidence,” Xiao Changzhen lowered his eyes.

“Liu Sanzhi, go personally, seal the city gates, and arrest Xiao Changtai,” Emperor Youning ordered.

“Yes,” Liu Sanzhi bowed and withdrew.

Xiao Changzhen grew anxious – if Xiao Changtai was caught, it would be ironclad evidence.

“Your Majesty, I…”

“Kneel outside and wait for your evidence,” Emperor Youning commanded.

Xiao Changzhen had no choice but to kneel at the palace gate.

Events in the palace couldn’t be kept from the capital. The officials were confused, as they didn’t yet know about Xiao Changtai’s disappearance from the Imperial Tomb. They felt the matter wasn’t simple but dared not inquire rashly.

Xiao Changqing pieced together the clues: “Fourth Brother has fallen into the Crown Prince’s trap this time – if not death, he’ll be stripped bare.”

“Fourth Brother was the mastermind behind the tomb robbery, Third Sister-in-law covered it up,” Now Xiao Changying knew too.

“His Majesty won’t let Fourth Brother go this time.” The tomb robbery case was an insurmountable barrier that had provoked public anger.

Moreover, being capable of profiting from the dead showed that Xiao Changtai’s character had become intolerable to the Emperor. The previous explosion at the Imperial Tomb – His Majesty would think that was Fourth Brother’s doing too. This saved him quite some trouble.

“Why did the Crown Prince suddenly move against Fourth Brother?” Xiao Changying didn’t understand.

With Xiao Changtai in the Imperial Tomb, even if he made some moves, he couldn’t make waves. If the Crown Prince wanted to kill a chicken to scare the monkeys, he shouldn’t have chosen Xiao Changtai.

“Our Crown Prince… never took us seriously,” Xiao Changqing laughed softly. “As long as we behave, he disdains to move against us. Suddenly moving against Fourth Brother must mean Fourth Brother provoked the Crown Prince first, and the Crown Prince doesn’t want him to live.”

Direct assassination wouldn’t be appropriate – the Imperial Tomb’s security was strict, and it would cause a big commotion and casualties.

Better to expose Xiao Changtai as the mastermind behind the tomb robbery case – His Majesty naturally wouldn’t let him live.

Speaking of which, Xiao Changqing glanced at Xiao Changying: “A few days ago, the Crown Prince and Princess Zhaoning encountered tiger attacks while walking – three tigers.”

Xiao Changying didn’t know about this – he now had official duties and spent half his time in military camps. Unlike Xiao Changqing and others, he hadn’t cultivated informants. He just learned of this now: “Fourth Brother set tigers on her!”

Xiao Changying’s grasp of the key point didn’t disappoint Xiao Changqing…

Three tigers certainly weren’t encountered by accident – it must have been deliberate to create such a situation. He was pleased Xiao Changying had thought of this point, but his rushing to stand up and stride out was also within Xiao Changqing’s expectations.

“I wonder if, compared to me, you’re fortunate or unfortunate,” Xiao Changqing watched that flash of red disappear and couldn’t help murmuring. “And I don’t know if my actions are right or wrong.”

He had deliberately informed Xiao Changying, knowing that once Xiao Changying knew, he would certainly go after Xiao Changtai.

Chapter 395: The First Major Villain
His brother was so straightforward and pure. Xiao Changying knew his relationship with her was impossible, yet he still hadn’t completely let go, couldn’t bear to see her in danger, and couldn’t forgive those who hurt her.

Xiao Changqing raised his head, gazing at the tranquil blue sky, letting out a soft sigh. Though he had married his life’s true love, he still couldn’t escape fate’s tricks – they were ultimately destined to remain apart.

If Xiao Changying couldn’t marry her, perhaps he hadn’t let go yet, but when that day comes and his heart grows cold, he would finally find peace.

Letting Xiao Changying go was to prevent future regret, additional yearning, and self-blame, and also to hope that when the Crown Prince ascends the throne, he would treat Xiao Changying well, considering their history of never being enemies.

As an older brother, this was all he could plan for his younger sibling.

“Princess, we’ve tracked down the Fourth Prince’s whereabouts,” Mo Yuan hurriedly reported.

“Capture him, but keep him alive,” Shen Xihe ordered. “Do it openly and rightfully!”

She suspected Xiao Changtai had kidnapped her sister. If she sent people to capture him, even His Majesty couldn’t find fault with that.

“Yes,” Mo Yuan accepted the order. Just as he was about to leave, he saw Xiao Huayong approaching and quickly bowed.

Xiao Huayong slightly raised his hand upon seeing him and said, “General Mo has been busy all day, why not rest for a moment?”

Mo Yuan looked at him, then at Shen Xihe. After Shen Xihe’s gaze swept past Xiao Huayong’s side, she nodded to Mo Yuan.

Mo Yuan gave a silent bow and withdrew.

“Has there been a change in the Fourth Prince’s situation?” Shen Xihe asked.

“His Majesty has sent people. I had our men lead His Majesty’s people there. The fourth Prince used Second Miss Shen to threaten the Second Prince for assistance. Their people will inevitably clash with His Majesty’s men. Even if we send people and capture him, he won’t fall into our hands,” Xiao Huayong explained.

“What if he escapes?” Shen Xihe asked again.

“Escape?” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. “Where would he go? The Imperial Tomb already has people reporting his unauthorized departure. His Majesty will surely guess who Lady Li met. The mastermind behind the tomb robbery case will be revealed. If he returns to the Imperial Tomb, it’s still death.”

To avoid alerting Xiao Changtai, Xiao Huayong didn’t investigate inside the Qian residence. If Xiao Changtai was alerted, even if he came to the capital, he wouldn’t arrange to meet Li Yanyan at the Qian residence. Though they missed one secret passage allowing Xiao Changtai to escape, while the charge of secret communication couldn’t stick, exposing him as the mastermind of the tomb robbery case would be enough.

“We still haven’t found County Princess Huaiyang,” Shen Xihe worried about Shen Yingruo – after all, she bore the Shen surname.

“Don’t worry,” Xiao Huayong reassured her. “He won’t dare harm Second Miss Shen. Before meeting Li Yanyan, he didn’t know Lady Ye’s whereabouts. Now Lady Ye has been released and is being held in a hunter’s home in the capital’s outskirts. The hunter happens to be away hunting in the mountains these days and lives alone – Lady Li found an excellent location. Lady Ye still doesn’t know who kidnapped her. Once Lady Ye returns home safely, if Xiao Changtai escapes, he’ll understand that if anything happens to Second Miss Shen, while you might not vent your anger on Lady Ye, Second Prince certainly will.”

For Ye Wantang’s sake, Xiao Changtai couldn’t harm Shen Yingruo at all.

This made sense. At this point, sending people to intercept Xiao Changtai would only expose their forces. After all, His Majesty had already intervened in this matter. Better to wait and see how things develop.

Whether Xiao Changtai escaped or not, he was certainly doomed.

After waiting for two hours, while Xiao Huayong was having dinner with Shen Xihe, Tianyuan came to report: “Your Highness, His Majesty’s men were jointly intercepted by Fourth Prince and Second Prince’s forces. Fourth Prince nearly escaped…”

At this point, Tianyuan quickly glanced at Shen Xihe before continuing: “Ninth Prince suddenly arrived with his training troops, intercepting them at Wei River. The Fourth Prince fought desperately but was shot in the chest by the Ninth Prince’s arrow and fell into Wei River. Currently, they still can’t find him.”

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows: “How fascinating.”

His Majesty must be having quite a headache now – the Second Prince’s hidden forces got involved, and the Ninth Prince’s public forces suddenly intervened.

“Also, the Fourth Prince’s quarters in the Imperial Tomb caught fire, burning a corpse beyond recognition. Fourth Prince’s servants insist it was him,” Tianyuan added.

“Indeed he had a backup plan,” Xiao Huayong praised.

“Even in such dire straits, the Fourth Prince still tries to pave an escape route for himself,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh.

Even if Xiao Changying and others personally saw Xiao Changtai flee to Wei River, get shot by his arrow, and fall in, without capturing him it wouldn’t count – the Ye clan wouldn’t acknowledge it.

The Ye clan would only acknowledge that the person burned to death in the Imperial Tomb fire was Xiao Changtai, and this death by fire left much room for maneuvering.

Now they confirm he burned to death, but later when he wants to return, he can simply say it was a mistake, fabricate a plausible explanation, and naturally openly reclaim his identity – though of course, this would have to wait until after His Majesty’s passing.

As long as His Majesty hadn’t convicted him, without evidence, others’ accusations would just be slander.

Last time, when he was outmaneuvered by Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqing, exposing his true nature, he seized the opportunity to take the blame for conspiring with the Prince of Kang’s manor to forge weapons, covering up that incident and preventing court officials from pursuing the matter further.

That was his first disappearance, hiding in the Imperial Tomb. Though life was harder, nothing could touch him there, and those who wanted to deal with him couldn’t succeed in the Imperial Tomb – it was a brilliant move.

Now he’s been forced into his second disappearance, this time hiding in plain sight among the common people.

Most likely, Xiao Changying’s arrow hit exactly where he wanted, letting him fall into Wei River. As long as he survives, he can still make a comeback.

Changing from visible to invisible, lurking outside to stir up trouble, with substantial wealth he can openly cultivate forces. When Xiao Huayong and the other princes fight to the death, just as the situation is about to be decided, he’ll emerge again, bringing another bloody storm.

“Perhaps letting Munuha escape, allowing him to flee while using him to probe my forces, was part of this plan all along,” Xiao Huayong suddenly felt he had underestimated Xiao Changtai.

Xiao Changtai certainly hadn’t expected to be forced into this step by Xiao Huayong so early, but he probably had already wanted to leave the Imperial Tomb, as it restricted his movements. He was just waiting for the right moment to stage his “death” in a big fire, only to resurrect later.

After this cicada shell escape, he would surely hide among the common people, most wary of Xiao Huayong’s forces.

He had cultivated forces while pretending to travel and sightsee, and now knowing Xiao Huayong’s true nature, he could certainly guess how deep the forces Xiao Huayong had cultivated during his twelve years of Taoist life might be.

Using Munuha to roughly probe the territory, even if not completely, his escape this way would avoid most pursuit, definitely not ending up as desperate as Munuha.

“Your Highness, you must be careful of this person,” Shen Xihe warned.



Chapter 396: Never to See the Light of Day Again
“Be careful? Of what?” Xiao Huayong lightly stroked his wide sleeve with one hand while his fingertips gently touched the flowers extending over the railing. His eyes, deep as an ocean, gleamed with an intense darkness. “Does he think he still has a chance to make a comeback?”

Shen Xihe had never seen Xiao Huayong like this. His entire being seemed shrouded in a thick aura of killing intent. Short Ming, who had been lying on the beauty rest, cried and jumped down, quickly leaving the pavilion.

“Your Highness, you…” Shen Xihe couldn’t quite understand what Xiao Huayong planned to do.

“I will make his life more painful than death. I will ensure he remains a rat in the gutter, never to see the light of day again.” With a snap, he broke off a peony flower.

Xiao Huayong walked to Shen Xihe’s front, rolling the flower stem between his fingers. He reached out to pin it in her hair, then stepped back two paces to admire it with a smile: “Even the peony cannot compare to my Youyou.”

Smiling at Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong continued: “I’ll return to the palace first. As for the rest, Youyou just watch.”

Before Shen Xihe, he retracted all his sharp edges and intensity, becoming much gentler and peaceful. But when Shen Xihe turned to watch his departing figure, bathed in the bright sunlight, he was like a precious sword – its blade frost-like, capable of cutting gold and jade.

“Your Highness was truly intimidating earlier. This servant couldn’t help but hold her breath,” Hong Yu exhaled deeply, having felt suffocated.

Just then, for that moment, she felt that if her breathing had disturbed the Crown Prince, she would have died instantly.

Zhenzhu also sensed indescribable pressure: “Princess, should we send people to the Shen residence?”

“No need. Since His Highness said she would return safely, she certainly will,” Shen Xihe showed complete trust in Xiao Huayong.

Undeniably, considering Ye Wantang, Xiao Changtai wouldn’t harm Shen Yingruo.

“Your Highness, there’s no concrete evidence that the Fourth Prince was the mastermind behind the tomb robbery. News from the Imperial Tomb reports that the burned corpse wore the Fourth Prince’s jade pendant,” Tianyuan reported immediately after Xiao Huayong returned to the palace.

It was a jade pendant symbolizing princely status, identical to the one Xiao Changying threw away when first meeting Shen Xihe, except for the character changing from ‘Ying’ to ‘Tai’. Every prince had one, though Xiao Huayong’s coiled dragon pattern differed from theirs.

“The skull still has an indentation,” Xiao Huayong added.

Tianyuan lowered his head and responded: “Yes.”

Xiao Changtai had suffered a head injury in childhood, nearly not surviving. The Imperial Physician had said there would be a depression in his posterior skull, hidden by hair, not affecting his appearance.

These two pieces of evidence were essentially ironclad, proving that the person burned to death in the Imperial Tomb was “Xiao Changtai.”

If Xiao Changtai were captured alive, His Majesty would certainly execute him, with evidence of unauthorized departure from the Imperial Tomb.

Now that Xiao Changtai had “died” in the Imperial Tomb, even if His Majesty suspected he masterminded the tomb robbery, he couldn’t convict without proof.

“His Majesty needs a righteous ladder to pin the blame on Xiao Changtai. I must help ease His Majesty’s burden.” Xiao Huayong walked around the table, found a box, and handed it to Tianyuan. “Give this to Cui Jinbai, he’ll know what to do.”

“Yes,” Tianyuan respectfully accepted and withdrew from the hall.

Meanwhile, Xiao Changtai was fished out by subordinates waiting where the Wei River meets the Yellow River. He remained conscious, with an arrow in his chest. His subordinates quickly retreated to a prepared location where a physician was waiting.

Xiao Changtai maintained his vigilance, refusing to fall unconscious. His confidant asked: “Your Highness, how should we handle County Princess Huaiyang?”

“Send her to Prince Zhao’s manor,” Xiao Changtai said with closed eyes, yet fully alert.

“Your Highness, County Princess Huaiyang is a Shen family lady. If we…” the confidant suggested, “The Shen family will surely develop resentment toward the Crown Prince.”

It was the Crown Prince who lured their master into the capital. The fourth Prince only kidnapped the Second Miss Shen for self-preservation. If Second Miss Shen died tragically, wouldn’t the Shen family harbor some hatred?

Xiao Changtai suddenly opened his eyes: “My wife is still in the capital!”

Whether Shen Yingruo lived or died wasn’t important to him, but if she died, Xiao Huayong would surely make Ye Wantang join her in death. Thus, he would offend not only Xiao Huayong but also Xiao Changmin, making future alliances in the capital impossible!

“This servant spoke out of turn. I’ll send the signal right away,” the confidant hurriedly withdrew.

The room returned to silence. Xiao Changtai stared at the ceiling, contemplating how Xiao Huayong would maximize the strike against him now. This escape route shouldn’t have been used at this time.

It should have been executed gradually, used for true concealment.

Without using Munuha, he couldn’t see Xiao Huayong’s forces. Even if he hid, it would only be hidden from others’ eyes – his movements would still be under Xiao Huayong’s control. Using Munuha led to the current situation.

In the end, he was still one step behind Xiao Huayong.

All these years, he had schemed painstakingly, carefully robbing tombs to amass wealth and cultivate his current position.

Xiao Huayong, with money from unknown sources, hid in a Taoist temple feigning serious illness, openly strengthening his forces while watching their overt and covert struggles. He was only eight when he left the palace, yet at eight he had already planned for the situation over a decade later.

Thinking of this, Xiao Changtai took a deep breath. He had an ominous feeling that Xiao Huayong would deliver a fatal blow.

But Xiao Huayong hadn’t acted yet, and he couldn’t anticipate how Xiao Huayong would counterattack, leaving him unable to prepare countermeasures in advance.

After reviewing his actions in his mind, confirming no oversights, exhaustion forced him to rest briefly.

Shen Yingruo had been inexplicably kidnapped, waking up blindfolded, with both hands and feet bound. After enduring hunger for two days, she was sent away. When the blindfold was removed, she saw Xiao Changmin.

“Aruo, are you alright?” Xiao Changmin worriedly stepped forward, grasping her arms.

Shen Yingruo pushed him away, stepping back: “Clothes.”

These past two days she had been bound hand and foot, not only were her limbs stiff, but her captors completely ignored her, she…

Thinking of this, she felt murderous.

“Take County Princess below,” Xiao Changmin instructed the maids.

Hot bath water and clothes had been prepared. Shen Yingruo, her face sallow, dismissed everyone, and scrubbed herself thoroughly, ensuring no filth remained on her body. Thinking of these past days, her eyes grew ice-cold.

“Who kidnapped me?” After washing and redressing, Shen Yingruo, without eating, dragged her weakened body before Xiao Changmin to demand answers.

Why was she kidnapped, and why was she sent to Prince Zhao’s manor? Was Prince Zhao responsible for her troubles?

Her thoughts weren’t hidden, making Xiao Changmin’s throat tighten: “It was Fourth Brother, to deal with the Crown Prince.”



Chapter 397: The Witchcraft Catastrophe
This matter had nothing to do with him. The Crown Prince wanted to deal with the Fourth Brother, and since the Crown Prince was betrothed to Shen Xihe, the Fourth Brother kidnapped Shen Yingruo to restrain both Shen Xihe and the Crown Prince. Knowing his affection for Shen Yingruo, Fourth Brother used her to gain his protection.

Shen Yingruo’s complexion improved slightly. She gave Xiao Changmin a proper courtesy and moved to withdraw.

Xiao Changmin instinctively reached out to grab her arm, but Shen Yingruo quickly broke free, stepping back several paces.

Her snake-and-scorpion-like avoidance of him made Xiao Changmin’s breath catch, unable to suppress his rising anger: “Because I saved you, because I was the first person you saw, you suspect your suffering was due to association with me. The Crown Prince involves you, yet you don’t mind at all? Why? Is the Eastern Palace’s threshold higher than my Prince Zhao Manor? Do you still wish to serve one husband alongside your sister?”

Shen Yingruo clenched her fists. She nearly raised her hand to slap the person before her, but reason restrained her. Before she stood a Prince – there was a distinction between noble and commoner. She had no standing to defy her superior.

Her small face flushed with anger, Shen Yingruo coldly laughed: “Your Highness, Huaiyang’s courtesy wasn’t to thank you for saving my life, but merely to observe proper etiquette. Was I truly implicated by the Crown Prince? If Your Highness hadn’t made your improper intentions toward me known to all, how could I have met today’s misfortune? If the Fourth Prince hadn’t thought using me could gain Your Highness’s assistance, would he use an unfavored concubine-born daughter of the Shen family to restrain the Crown Prince?”

Of course not. Xiao Changtai kidnapping her was primarily to leverage Xiao Changmin’s influence.

Her questioning angered Xiao Changmin until his eyes reddened: “Shen Yingruo, do you have a heart? For your sake, I was forced to my manor? For you, I exposed my secret guards cultivated over years, losing over twenty men! Yet you say your suffering was all because of me?”

“Isn’t it?” Shen Yingruo refused to yield an inch. “Not just this time. That day in the palace when I was pushed into the icy lake – if not for your improper intentions toward me, how would others scheme to match us as a pair, trying to block the Crown Prince’s path to marry my sister?”

Blood rushed to Xiao Changmin’s head, feeling a sweet metallic taste rise in his throat.

What logic was this? So his love and care for her had become wrong. She was implicated because of Shen Xihe, yet she harbored not a trace of hatred toward Shen Xihe!

“For Huaiyang’s future safety, I beg Your Highness to treat Huaiyang as a stranger from today forward. In the future, even if someone kidnaps Huaiyang again, even with a knife at Huaiyang’s throat, please don’t spare Huaiyang a single glance. Your Highness’s deep affection – Huaiyang has no fortune to accept it!” After these ruthless words, Shen Yingruo turned and strode away.

Xiao Changmin was so angered he didn’t want to look at her again – fearing that one more glance would make him cough up blood!

Just as Shen Yingruo reached Prince Zhao Manor’s main gate, Xiao Changying was standing there. Their eyes met, and Shen Yingruo stepped forward to curtsey.

“This prince will escort County Princess Huaiyang back to the Shen residence,” Xiao Changying spoke first.

Shen Yingruo had thought Xiao Changying had come looking for Xiao Changmin. Hearing his unexpected words, she immediately became guarded.

“County Princess need not overthink. This prince won’t kidnap you in broad daylight before Second Brother’s gate,” Xiao Changying said impatiently. “This prince merely worries something might befall you after leaving the prince’s residence, causing the Princess to rush about for your sake.”

These days, Shen Xihe had sent people searching for Shen Yingruo. If someone took this opportunity to harm the Princess’s manor, he worried endlessly about Shen Xihe, but knowing she didn’t need his concern, he could only sit far away on others’ rooftops each night, watching the Princess’s manor’s every move.

So he loved…

Shen Yingruo understood and didn’t refuse Xiao Changying’s kindness: “Thank you for your trouble, Prince Lie.”

“Troublesome,” Xiao Changying tossed out two words and strode forward.

These women were all so annoying, acting coy and indecisive, nothing like Shen Xihe’s clean decisiveness.

Xiao Changying had prepared a carriage. Shen Yingruo pretended not to hear his words and boarded.

He escorted her to the main road where Mo Yuan and Madam Tan came with people to receive her. They had received the news a step later than those at the prince’s residence. Xiao Changying handed her over to Mo Yuan and Madam Tan, then turned his horse and left.

“Nanny, should I… go to the Princess’s manor?” After changing carriages, Shen Yingruo asked, “I’ve caused trouble for my sister.”

“County Princess, you were implicated because of the Crown Prince and the Princess, leading to your kidnapping. Yet you don’t hate the Princess and instead feel you’ve troubled her?” Madam Tan asked.

Shen Yingruo looked at Madam Tan in confusion: “Nanny, you taught me since childhood that we share both glory and misfortune. When complaining about being implicated, we should think more about how the benefits received usually outweigh the troubles. I bear the Shen surname, gaining glory and wealth because of it, so I shouldn’t only think of myself. In the future… more people will target me to deal with them.”

Madam Tan smiled, both pleased and pitying, stroking Shen Yingruo’s head: “County Princess speaks truly. County Princess was implicated because of the Shen surname. Similarly, the Princess worried for the County Princess and sent people searching because of the Shen surname. Therefore, County Princess need neither blame nor feel guilty.”

Shen Yingruo thought this made sense. In that case, she wouldn’t go to the Princess’s manor – she didn’t want to see Shen Xihe, and Shen Xihe didn’t want to see her either. Mo Yuan was Shen Xihe’s guard; delivering her safely home, Shen Xihe would naturally know.

At the Shen residence, however, Mo Yuan left six men: “County Princess, the Princess instructed them to stay and guard the Shen residence.”

The Shen residence belonged to the Shen family, and Shen Xihe’s authority exceeded Shen Yingruo’s. Shen Xihe telling her this was being frank.

The meaning was that they would only guard outside, neither monitoring her nor relaying messages. Additionally, if she wanted to avoid them, she could conduct her affairs accordingly.

“I understand,” Shen Yingruo nodded.

Mo Yuan brought the news back to the Princess’s manor. Shen Xihe merely gave a light “mm” in response.

She should have stationed people at the Shen residence earlier but had worried Shen Yingruo would overthink, mistakenly believing that while living at the Princess’s manor, she still wanted to control the Shen residence, embarrassing Shen Yingruo. Family harmony brings success in all matters. She had plenty of outsiders to deal with and didn’t want to tangle with Shen Yingruo, which was why she hadn’t stationed people there before.

Just then, Zhenzhu hurriedly ran over, saying gravely to Shen Xihe: “Princess, news from the palace – Fourth Prince self-immolated.”

“Self-immolated?” Shen Xihe was stunned. How did it suddenly become self-immolation?

“Yes, self-immolation. The results from the joint investigation by the Court of Judicature, Imperial Clan Court, and local magistrate confirm Fourth Prince died by self-immolation,” Zhenzhu’s eyes held a hint of hidden meaning. After hesitating for a moment, she continued: “Fourth Prince practiced witchcraft against His Majesty, discovered by tomb-guarding attendants. He killed the attendants but didn’t realize they had already sent out the news. He ultimately chose self-immolation.”

Witchcraft!

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to be so ruthless. The Han Dynasty’s witchcraft incident had killed Consort Wei, the Crown Prince, and their faction. In the current dynasty, witchcraft was written into law as a serious crime!



Chapter 398: The Crown Prince Everyone Fears
Everyone in court dreaded witchcraft and sorcery, especially within the Imperial Family.

When this matter came to light, all the court officials were scared silent as cicadas in winter. Those officials who had accepted bribes from the Ye family and agreed to speak up for Xiao Changtai, requesting to restore his prince title and grant him a grand burial, were almost cursing out loud – such a major incident, yet they weren’t informed before accepting the bribes!

In court, Emperor Youning sat on the dragon throne, holding a needle-pierced doll dressed in imperial robes. Behind it was Xiao Changtai’s handwriting, clearly showing the Emperor’s birth date and time. His face was terrifyingly dark.

An emperor’s birth date and time were strictly taboo and known to very few. While the Imperial Astronomers certainly knew, only the Chief and Deputy Astronomers had this knowledge. In other words, including the Empress Dowager, fewer than five people in the entire world knew the Emperor’s exact birth time.

Now it had been leaked and used for witchcraft. Even though the Emperor was healthy, this was enough to incite imperial fury that could lead to countless deaths!

Ye Qi wanted to plead for his son-in-law, but the implications were too severe. If he spoke up now and failed to clear the charges, the entire Ye clan would face destruction.

According to current dynasty law: Family members – parents, wives, concubines, children, and grandchildren – who lived with someone involved in witchcraft would not be punished if they were unaware of the sorcery.

Those who didn’t know were innocent, but once someone spoke up, claiming ignorance afterward would be unbelievable.

In the court hall, everyone was silent as cicadas, heads bowed, not daring to make a sound.

Emperor Youning wanted them to hear clearly that the writing on the voodoo doll showed the Emperor’s birth time, but naturally wouldn’t pass it around for others to see. As soon as he received the doll, he had Liu Sanzhi investigate the Chief and Deputy Astronomers. One Deputy Astronomer was thrown onto the court floor by guards.

“To whom did you leak Our birth time?” Emperor Youning’s voice was ice-cold.

The Deputy’s eyes were filled with tears. He sobbed incoherently, full of grievances but not daring to speak more. In his mind were only the Twelfth Prince’s words from two days ago: “One death destroys an entire clan – Deputy, think carefully.”

He looked around tearfully, glancing past where the princes stood, choking with sobs, but not daring to linger.

Xiao Changgeng lowered his gaze – why look at him? He was merely following orders.

His eyes went blank, feeling that in this life he might never escape his elder brother’s control.

The Deputy Astronomer kowtowed deeply: “This criminal subject wrongly indulged in drink and shared wine with the Fourth Prince, who tricked the information from me.”

“Execute.” Emperor Youning spoke just this one word.

No need for imprisonment or autumn trials – immediate execution outside the palace gates.

With both witness and evidence complete, Emperor Youning coldly looked around: “Fourth Imperial Son has been unfilial as a son, disloyal as a subject, and improper as a person. Such an unfilial, disloyal, and improper person is unworthy to be part of the imperial family. Strip his clan status and name.”

Hearing this, Ye Qi closed his eyes deeply. He knew Xiao Changtai wasn’t dead – Xiao Changtai hadn’t hidden many major matters from him.

But what use was being alive now? With his clan status stripped and accused of witchcraft, appearing alive would only mean death.

They had lost. In this game of chess, Xiao Changtai was completely out, never again to compete for the throne.

With this witchcraft crime, His Majesty would surely resent the Ye family. Though nothing would happen immediately, within three years, His Majesty would surely seize every opportunity to quietly force the Ye family out of the capital, leaving them without standing.

Xiao Changgeng also closed his eyes. His Crown Prince brother could handle even such matters flawlessly – from the imperial tomb to the Astronomers’ Office, from physical evidence to witnesses, without a single flaw. This was the fate of those who opposed him!

The deaths of Chang Ling and Fourth Brother were terrifying. He could only be grateful that before he showed his claws, he was already being used by his brother – perhaps this was his blessing.

He deeply believed that in this world, including His Majesty, no one could match his Crown Prince brother.

The world would eventually be in his grasp. Could this be counted as merit in following the future dragon?

“Elder Brother, Fourth Brother… did he practice witchcraft?” Back at Prince Xin’s manor, Xiao Changying couldn’t help asking.

“Fourth Brother isn’t dead at all. He was forced by the Crown Prince to fake his death, thinking he could escape like a cicada shedding its shell without evidence. Later, he planned to find someone who died in a fire and claim it wasn’t him, then openly return as a prince to compete with the Crown Prince,” Xiao Changqin shook his head slightly, sighing, “Brother, we should be grateful we withdrew in time…”

The Crown Prince’s methods were truly chilling.

In all his years, Xiao Changqin had never feared someone like this. Just thinking about how Xiao Huayong could arrange such a watertight witchcraft case – this would be a deadly trap for anyone.

He even knew His Majesty’s birth time!

They considered themselves well-informed with people everywhere, but discovering His Majesty’s birth time was unthinkable.

“His Highness the Crown Prince…” Fear also appeared in Xiao Changying’s eyes.

“The Crown Prince has his intelligence network. He knows too many people’s secrets and holds too many people’s weaknesses,” Xiao Changqin finally understood this point completely. Xiao Huayong had held his weakness twice before.

The first time, he thought it was because he had just acted and hadn’t cleaned up loose ends, allowing the Crown Prince to discover it.

The second time, he suspected the Crown Prince had sent someone skilled to watch him, tracking him and evading his hidden guards to discover Gu Qingzhu’s whereabouts.

Seeing the Deputy Astronomer willingly die for him now, Xiao Changqin understood clearly that the Crown Prince held the weaknesses of all court officials. He was very curious how the Crown Prince had grown to be so fearsome over these twelve years.

A perfect witchcraft case without any gaps, feared by all.

When Xiao Changtai heard the news, he immediately coughed up blood and fainted.

Xiao Huayong’s move not only cut off his escape route but also scattered all his forces. Why did these people follow him? Wasn’t it for future glory and wealth?

Now that his clan status was stripped and he had completely lost the ability to compete, how could these people still follow him to death?

All his hard work and endurance of humiliation were shattered by Xiao Huayong in an instant.

Wrong, all wrong. He should have let Xiao Huayong discover his fake death rather than provoking him through Mu Nuha.

He had thought his strength wasn’t weak and could compete with Xiao Huayong, only now realizing his overconfidence, paying such a heavy price.

No one knew Xiao Changtai’s regrets.

After hearing about the court events, Shen Xihe fell into thought as she watched Xiao Huayong act as if nothing had happened when he came to see her.

“Why is Youyou looking at me like this?” Having dealt with someone, Xiao Huayong was very pleased.

“I’m reflecting,” Shen Xihe said sincerely. “I still underestimated Your Highness.”

“It’s all Fourth Brother’s fault for forcing me to get serious. I’ve scared Youyou,” Xiao Huayong gently consoled.

Shen Xihe: …

So you weren’t being serious before?

Chapter 399: His Origins
The summer day was intense, with unrelenting heat. Shen Xihe enjoyed spending her days in Bibo Pavilion, surrounded by shady green trees and equipped with ice blocks. When the wind blew, it brought refreshing coolness.

He stood before her, his eyes gentle like the blue-green ripples outside the pavilion. His tall, imposing figure cast a long shadow in the sunlight, as if he truly could support the heavens and earth.

Previously, he had always shown restraint before her, but at some point, he began to reveal himself completely, gradually displaying his dominance.

“How did Your Highness learn His Majesty’s birth time?” Shen Xihe was very curious.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh softly: “Youyou must be like others, surprised by this. Thinking I have heaven-reaching abilities to know such secrets.”

“Is that not the case?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

“I spent twelve years with Grandmother at the Taoist temple. Though I wasn’t always there, I spent considerable time with her,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “I happened to learn His Majesty’s birth time from Grandmother.”

When Emperor Youning was born, it was the Empress Dowager’s most difficult time, trapped in the palace, bullied by favored concubines. Emperor Youning was born weak, barely surviving, and couldn’t speak fluently even at age three. The Previous Emperor’s disdain became one of the reasons the Empress Dowager was later banished to the Northwest.

In the Northwest, with the Shen family’s secret protection and care, Emperor Youning gradually grew stronger, though still frequently plagued by illness. The Empress Dowager once received guidance from a Taoist priest – on His Majesty’s birthday, she would personally draw talismans with blood and cinnabar, burn them, and pray to heaven and earth. This would keep His Majesty free from illness.

The Empress Dowager originally didn’t believe it, but desperate times called for desperate measures. Coincidentally, when Emperor Youning was five and the Empress Dowager first did this, he stopped being constantly sick. He gradually began practicing martial arts and studying. The Empress Dowager maintains this habit to this day.

During the twelve years at the temple, the talisman paper the Empress Dowager burned didn’t completely ash, and he glimpsed it by chance, thus learning His Majesty’s birth time.

Learning the truth, Shen Xihe was stunned. She never imagined he had learned His Majesty’s birth time this way.

Not just her – likely no one could have guessed he learned it so simply.

After her brief shock, Shen Xihe regained composure and asked another question that had long puzzled her, one she felt unqualified to probe given her status: “Your Highness, your current position must be due to the Empress Dowager’s protection. Why does she treat you differently?”

This difference exceeded her treatment of all princes, even… His Majesty.

As the eldest grandson, the Empress Dowager’s favoritism was reasonable, but surpassing her son was harder to understand.

Xiao Huayong went to the temple at age eight. Without the Empress Dowager’s cover, he couldn’t have fooled His Majesty about studying and training. An eight-year-old child, no matter how capable, couldn’t quickly find such distinguished teachers, even someone like Linghu Zheng.

Why would the Empress Dowager help him deceive His Majesty? Between son and grandson, she had no reason to oppose her son for her grandson. Her love for Xiao Huayong was evident – one word from him and she held the Spring Banquet for princes to select consorts.

Moreover, during the Crown Prince’s several illnesses, Shen Xihe encountered the Empress Dowager. Though showing worry, Shen Xihe felt she had spare attention for other matters, surely confident the Crown Prince was fine. This meant the Empress Dowager knew the Crown Prince was feigning illness, and her visits to the Eastern Palace were likely more to provide cover for him.

Xiao Huayong lowered his gaze, hands behind his back, one hand gently rubbing the five-colored thread on the other wrist. After a moment, he looked up and ordered Zhenzhu and others: “All of you withdraw. I have words to speak privately with the County Princess.”

Zhenzhu and the others looked to Shen Xihe, who nodded slightly. Only then did they silently bow and withdraw, guarding the pavilion’s surroundings. They were far enough not to hear the conversation inside while ensuring no one could sneak in.

Only Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe remained in the pavilion. He strode forward to her side, facing outside at the summer scenery: “I’ve been waiting, waiting for Youyou to ask me.”

Shen Xihe was too proper – anything unrelated to her, inappropriate to inquire about, or beyond her reach, she wouldn’t step half a pace over. Just as she wouldn’t make clothes for other men before marriage.

This matter touched on his privacy. Before becoming his wife, or rather, before accepting him in her heart as more than a husband but someone she cared for, she wouldn’t overstep by asking such things.

His gaze, filled with silvery light, burned like the blazing sun overhead. Shen Xihe avoided his eyes: “Isn’t this what Your Highness has been hoping for?”

She had wanted to ask for a long time, partly because she increasingly feared the gradually revealed Xiao Huayong, and partly because although Xiao Huayong became more dangerous, she could feel his heart toward her growing more sincere.

This was contradictory, yet undeniable.

“What I hope for is far more than this,” Xiao Huayong’s affectionate gaze swept over Shen Xihe with amusement before continuing, “But I am still happy that Youyou has finally softened toward me. It matters not if it’s shallow – day after day, year after year, accumulating annually, even a spark can start a prairie fire.”

Though used to Xiao Huayong’s flirtations, Shen Xihe still couldn’t remain calm when he blatantly expressed his feelings. She glanced at him and sighed helplessly: “Your Highness is avoiding the subject. If you find my earlier question inappropriate, I won’t force an answer, nor will I be displeased.”

After a light laugh, Xiao Huayong completely cleared his smile for the first time. He shifted his gaze to look far away, and after a while finally said: “I am not His Majesty’s true son.”

Shen Xihe turned abruptly, looking at Xiao Huayong in disbelief, wondering if she was hallucinating and Xiao Huayong had said nothing.

Xiao Huayong turned his head, his gaze firm and serious, his expression grave: “Youyou didn’t mishear. I am not His Majesty’s true son.”

“Then you…” Who are you?

This news struck Shen Xihe like thunder from clear skies, leaving even her typically calm and composed self struggling to process it.

“Actually…” Xiao Huayong suddenly lowered his eyelids, a smile returning to his lips, “The reason the Northwest King so easily accepted Youyou marrying me, besides his love for you, must be that he guessed my origins.”

Her bright eyes shifted slightly, and in an instant, Shen Xihe knew Xiao Huayong’s background: “You are… Prince Qian’s posthumous son!”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes were black as night, sparkling with starlight. He nodded affirmatively: “Yes.”

Shen Xihe found it incredible: “Does His Majesty know?”

“How could he not?” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously.

Chapter 400: Power Makes One Forget Even Family
“When did His Majesty find out? Which year was Your Highness eight?” Shen Xihe pressed.

With a faint smile, Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly: “This story begins twenty years ago…”

In early winter twenty years ago, the day Xiao Huayong was born, too many things happened in the capital.

The imperial city would fall the next day. Prince Qian, gentle and refined, considering their shared ancestry, didn’t wish to utterly destroy them. He gave those barricaded in the palace one day to consider – either open the gates and surrender, or they would storm the palace.

Which royal clan member wanted to die violently? Some were wavering. With the situation lost, they naturally persuaded the young emperor, who had just been elevated to the throne without even having his coronation ceremony, to open the gates and welcome Prince Qian and Empress Dowager.

That day, Emperor Youning did something no one expected. This person who had always obeyed his elder brother and served his mother with filial piety, upon learning the palace had sent a surrender letter and would open the gates tomorrow, arranged to meet Prince Qian and personally served him a poisoned cup of wine.

Shen Xihe’s expression grew stern.

But Xiao Huayong spoke like an outsider, telling Shen Xihe in a calm voice as if storytelling: “Back then, most people followed my father. When His Majesty could kill his brother for the throne, who would dare follow him? If this news leaked, the empire would fall into chaos. Those who followed my father could openly rebel against His Majesty.

His Majesty knew this deeply, so when he poisoned my father, he summoned Grandmother. When Grandmother arrived, it was just as my father was succumbing to the poison.”

The Empress Dowager was both shocked and enraged. She drew her sword and stabbed it into His Majesty’s chest. Emperor Youning didn’t dodge, only coldly explaining the situation to the Empress Dowager – either their whole family would enter the Yellow Springs together, or the Empress Dowager would help him cover this up and secure his throne.

At that time, Prince Qian, though mortally poisoned but still breathing, held the Empress Dowager’s hand. His last words were to let Emperor Youning have his way.

What else could be done? Could they return to those harsh days in the Northwest, with wind, frost, rain, and snow? They couldn’t!

If Emperor Youning’s killing of Prince Qian came to light, various forces would break free, each raising armies to divide the empire.

That day, Emperor Youning’s first wife secretly visited Prince Qian’s wife. The two couples had plotted together, ostensibly just to talk, as they were sisters-in-law both nine months pregnant.

But Prince Qian’s wife sensed something wrong. The two women, not knowing what had happened, collided and both went into labor simultaneously.

To the outside world, they claimed only Prince Qian’s wife gave birth, not wanting to raise suspicions about why Emperor Youning’s first wife, heavily pregnant, visited Prince Qian’s wife at night, and why both delivered early at the same time.

At this crucial moment when everything was about to be settled, even the smallest detail could raise countless suspicious eyes. Prince Qian’s wife gave birth to Xiao Huayong, Emperor Youning’s first wife bore a princess. When this news reached Prince Qian’s camp, he breathed his last upon hearing this joy.

The Empress Dowager saw his eyes, though unable to speak, endlessly pleading for her to raise his only flesh and blood.

The Empress Dowager agreed to cover for Emperor Youning and create a staged murder but with two conditions: First, kill Emperor Youning’s first wife as penance; second, Xiao Huayong would be recognized as born to Emperor Youning’s first wife, his only legitimate son.

The first condition served as revenge, a warning to Emperor Youning, and protection for Xiao Huayong.

Under these circumstances, Xiao Huayong couldn’t be Prince Qian’s son. Otherwise, as he grew up, someone would tell him about the past, making those who followed Prince Qian resent Emperor Youning and pin their hopes on Xiao Huayong’s growth.

This would be bad for both the situation and Xiao Huayong. Emperor Youning agreed.

The supposed enemy attack on Prince Qian, the Empress Dowager, and His Majesty was merely a play performed by the Empress Dowager under duress alongside Emperor Youning. Of course, for this play to so perfectly deceive everyone, one person’s help was indispensable.

“Who?” Shen Xihe’s heart inexplicably skipped a beat.

“Gu Zhao.”

The expected answer left Shen Xihe somehow at a loss.

“This is also one reason why His Majesty won’t tolerate Gu Zhao living.” It wasn’t just the game between the emperor and ministers – Gu Zhao knew Emperor Youning’s greatest secret.

Back then, the capital’s power was divided in two: inside the palace were eunuchs promoted by the Previous Emperor, and outside were civil officials of Gu Zhao’s generation.

Only with Gu Zhao’s help could they deceive everyone. Even if some had suspicions, they couldn’t find any evidence.

Gu Zhao helped because he was forced by circumstances. At that time, he had no choice. If Prince Qian didn’t take the throne, it would go to another prince supported by the palace eunuchs. If so, these eunuchs would be even harder to remove, and when the time was right, they would target the Gu family first.

With eunuchs in power, what would become of the empire? How could Gu Zhao tolerate that?

“Father must have known…” Shen Xihe murmured after hearing everything.

How could someone as perceptive as Shen Yueshan not know what happened? But what could he do? Emperor Youning dared act because he had calculated everything. No matter how suspicious, wary, or disgusted the Empress Dowager, Gu Zhao, and Shen Yueshan were with His Majesty, they had no choice.

If someone else had taken the throne, Shen Yueshan probably wouldn’t have made it back to the Northwest before being labeled a traitor.

Shen Yueshan knew Xiao Huayong’s background. He hadn’t considered Xiao Huayong before because he thought Xiao Huayong was fighting alone – even with the Empress Dowager’s support, he probably couldn’t overcome Emperor Youning. There was also the matter of Xiao Huayong’s supposedly short life.

His quick approval must have been because Xiao Huayong demonstrated his abilities and power, to the point where Shen Yueshan might now be misled into thinking Xiao Huayong’s short life expectancy was just an act.

Prince Qian’s son, Xiao Huayong had a blood feud with His Majesty over his murdered parents. He would inevitably clash with His Majesty and would never betray his wife’s family for His Majesty. As for whether husband and wife might turn against each other later for imperial power, no one could say for certain now, so that wasn’t considered.

But at least they could be sure that before Xiao Huayong ascended the throne, he would necessarily stand united with his wife’s family.

“I told you, Youyou’s choice must be me,” Xiao Huayong gazed at her deeply.

That day when she came to dissolve their engagement, he had thought about telling her his background. This way, Shen Xihe would choose him again for benefits, but feeling unwilling, he didn’t speak up.

He still wanted to try, relying solely on his true heart and feelings, to gradually move her, let her discover the oddities around her, and ask him about this matter on her own.

If she asked, he would answer.

Telling her such a big secret was to let her know his sincerity.

“Your Highness, we have a hard battle ahead,” Shen Xihe looked back at him.

His Majesty hasn’t acted yet, probably waiting for Xiao Huayong’s early death. Once Xiao Huayong was still alive after four years, would His Majesty tolerate someone, not his flesh and blood taking the throne?

Chapter 401: Gifting Him a Handkerchief
“Through the gentle flow of years, may I spend them with you; along life’s endless path, I’m fortunate to walk beside you.”

Beneath his long, thick eyelashes lay eyes that seemed to gather moonlight. His voice was like mountain winds caressing hair and moonlight spilling across the night, tenderly seeping into one’s bones.

His hand cut through the sunlight, fingertips dancing with silver rays as he slowly reached toward her.

Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on his hand with its long fingers in the sunlight and broad palm. Her fingertips twitched but ultimately didn’t reach out: “Wait until our wedding day, Your Highness, then extend your hand to me.”

To hold hands in marriage, to grow old together; a pledge of white hair, a romance sealed with red leaves.

It shouldn’t be used at other times.

Although rejected once again, at least she hadn’t coldly refused him and had given him a way to save face.

Xiao Huayong slowly withdrew his hand: “It’s still half a year away…”

It felt like such a long time that he wished he could blink and it would already be March of next year, when spring flowers bloom.

Shen Xihe’s bright eyes sparkled with flowing light as she looked at him with a smile, saying nothing.

Xiao Huayong could only heave a deep sigh and turn away dejectedly. As he walked to the stone steps, Shen Xihe called out to him: “Your Highness.”

Turning his head, Xiao Huayong was curious and saw Shen Xihe take out a dark embroidered handkerchief folded into a small square. The deep blue fabric was embroidered with two intersecting Pingzhong leaves with their stems: “That handkerchief hasn’t been hemmed.”

The handkerchief embroidered with the immortal’s sash was done casually, and Shen Xihe hadn’t hemmed it, so it couldn’t be used.

The handkerchief extended before he caught the sunlight slanting down from the eaves, making the Pingzhong leaves appear as lifelike as butterflies about to take flight.

Xiao Huayong stared blankly for a moment, looking at Shen Xihe, then at the handkerchief held out to him. The corners of his lips couldn’t help but turn upward in a smile that was somewhat shy, somewhat delighted, and somewhat cautiously dreamlike as if it wasn’t real.

Shen Xihe just held it out, showing neither embarrassment nor any intention to withdraw it, demonstrating her sincere intentions.

After quite a while, Xiao Huayong finally accepted it with both hands. Only when his fingertips touched the soft fabric did it feel real: “I will cherish it.”

“It’s not worth such treatment,” Shen Xihe said with a gentle smile. “Things should be used as intended. Only when it’s old and worn can I make you a new one.”

“I… I will use it often.” The Crown Prince’s words became somewhat incoherent, the joy coming too suddenly.

Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “I won’t keep Your Highness any longer.”

“Ah, oh, alright.” Holding the handkerchief, Xiao Huayong smiled somewhat foolishly, nodding as he stepped backward, completely forgetting he was beside the stone steps. His foot missed the step and he began to fall backward.

Fortunately, his reactions were quick and his martial skills excellent. With only three steps behind him, he managed several awkward maneuvers that looked somewhat comical but prevented him from falling completely.

Since there were no other servants present, and to avoid making Xiao Huayong feel embarrassed, Shen Xihe gracefully suppressed the widening of her smile, though the laughter in her eyes couldn’t be hidden from Xiao Huayong.

He remained composed, showing no sign of embarrassment: “If it can make Youyou smile, even taking a tumble is worth it.”

Shen Xihe shook her head helplessly and turned back into the pavilion.

Xiao Huayong carefully tucked the handkerchief against his heart before turning away contentedly.

Only after Xiao Huayong left did Zhenzhu and the others return to attend to Shen Xihe. Zhenzhu reported the news she had just received: “Miss, Madam Ye has been staying in her family compound these past few days. The Ye household says she hasn’t spoken a word each day.”

Since Xiao Changtai had been stripped of his title and was no longer the Fourth Prince, Ye Wantang naturally could no longer be called the Fourth Prince’s Consort.

Emperor Youning hadn’t punished the Ye clan at all, as if the Ye clan had known nothing. Li Yanyan remained imprisoned, and Xiao Changzhen knelt in the Mingzheng Hall until he fainted, but Emperor Youning wouldn’t relent.

Even now, Emperor Youning hadn’t passed judgment on Li Yanyan.

The matter of Xiao Changtai being the mastermind of the tomb robbery hadn’t been revealed, so Li Yanyan’s role as an accomplice couldn’t be established. But Li Yanyan’s offense against His Majesty was a fact – whether the punishment would be severe or light rested entirely on the emperor’s whim.

“I suppose… she’s come to understand that she’s been kept in the dark all along,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

If Ye Wantang’s state was due to grief over Xiao Changtai’s death, it couldn’t possibly have reached this extent. After all, besides being a wife, she was also a daughter living in her parents’ home – how could she let her parents worry so much about her?

The only thing that could reduce Ye Wantang to this state was realizing that Xiao Changtai had never given up fighting for the throne, that she had been foolishly used all along, and worse… that her father and brothers had been deceiving her along with her husband.

The Ye father and sons might have wanted to protect their daughter’s innocence, understanding her nature and not wanting her to worry daily.

But Xiao Changtai had always valued using her and the benefits she brought over genuine feelings, which made it hard for her to accept that everything had been false, that everyone had been weaving lies while watching her live each day in foolish ignorance.

This double betrayal by both her closest family and her beloved was enough to make her lose her will to live.

“Keep watching her, Xiao Changtai will certainly seek her out,” Shen Xihe had people monitoring Ye Wantang specifically to catch Xiao Changtai.

Though Xiao Changtai might be briefly demoralized after being stripped of his titles and clan membership, someone like him would never easily lose his fighting spirit. He was born competitive, the type to fight until his last breath.

He would quickly accept the fact that he could no longer attain the throne, and would pile all his hatred onto Xiao Huayong. He would seek countless ways to ruin Xiao Huayong’s path to the throne.

“Many people are watching the Ye family. It won’t be easy for Xiao Changtai to take the bait,” Zhenzhu said.

Xiao Changtai wasn’t stupid – he naturally knew that Ye Wantang was the only bait that could draw him out. Especially at such a critical time, Xiao Changtai wouldn’t possibly come seeking Ye Wantang.

“Not for now, but he will come.” They just had to wait for the right moment.

No matter how long Xiao Changtai made them wait for this moment, they couldn’t relax. They had to catch him when he appeared.

Another five days passed like this. Emperor Youning still kept Li Yanyan imprisoned, and Prince Dai Xiao Changzhen no longer knelt in supplication. He went to the Imperial Clan Court every day, and though the Director had orders not to allow visitors, Xiao Changzhen would stand at the court’s main gate from sunrise to sunset each day.

This aroused the curiosity of common people, and discussions in the capital grew louder. But whether it was censors advising or officials memorializing, Emperor Youning ignored it all.

“His Majesty suspects Your Highness,” Shen Xihe reminded when Xiao Huayong came to visit her that day.

“If he didn’t suspect me after all this commotion, he wouldn’t be the Emperor,” Xiao Huayong said carelessly. “His suspicion doesn’t matter – without evidence, he can do nothing to me.”

Emperor Youning’s attitude toward Li Yanyan wasn’t about making her suffer or getting her to confess about Xiao Changtai – it was to make her explain why Xiao Changtai had come to the capital.

Chapter 402: She Dreams of Killing Me with Her Own Hands
Emperor Youning knew that Xiao Changtai was the mastermind behind the tomb robbery and Li Yanyan was an accomplice.

Precisely because he knew this, Emperor Youning understood that someone as cunning and vicious as Xiao Changtai would never rashly enter the capital unless forced. Xiao Changtai had been trapped by someone – the person who truly knew His Majesty’s birth date and time.

Without extraordinary abilities, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, who had attended Empress Dowager for twelve years, was the most suspicious.

Perhaps His Majesty had suspected Xiao Huayong long ago, but Xiao Huayong’s various actions hadn’t crossed his bottom line. This time, however, Xiao Huayong had produced a voodoo doll – something utterly intolerable to an emperor.

“As long as my poison remains uncured, he’ll continue playing the role of a loving father,” Xiao Huayong reassured Shen Xihe.

His Majesty knew well about the poison in his body. Why make a big fuss when he could let him die naturally, damaging what little mother-son affection remained between His Majesty and the Empress Dowager?

Shen Xihe nodded. Though His Majesty might not know the exact symptoms of Xiao Huayong’s poisoning, he was certainly convinced the strange poison remained uncured. “Why won’t Princess Consort Dai speak?”

Even if Li Yanyan couldn’t understand what Emperor Youning wanted to know, His Majesty would surely have people hint at it. She could have followed His Majesty’s wishes and revealed how Xiao Huayong had plotted against Xiao Changtai, but she hadn’t.

Not only that, since she had truly been the one who kidnapped Ye Wantang, her confession was flawless – even questioning Ye Wantang would reveal no inconsistencies.

Only now did Shen Xihe understand why Xiao Huayong hadn’t personally kidnapped Ye Wantang but insisted on using Li Yanyan – this way, there was no trace of his involvement.

“She hates His Majesty,” Xiao Huayong said. “Her country fell, her family was destroyed, and she became a pawn to control the Li clan of Xiliang. If she died, the Li clan of Xiliang would continue their desperate resistance until they were exterminated. She can’t die, so she can only endure.

These years, Third Brother has treated her with complete devotion – how could she, being human, feel nothing? But the Third Brother is His Majesty’s son, the son of her mortal enemy, which makes her hate His Majesty even more.

She welcomes anyone who threatens His Majesty.”

Li Yanyan desperately wanted someone to deal with Emperor Youning. If she hadn’t fallen for Xiao Changzhen, she wouldn’t have chosen to cooperate with Xiao Changtai. She would have stirred up ambition in Xiao Changzhen, making all the princes restless, letting Emperor Youning watch in his later years as the empire he protected fell apart due to the princes’ power struggles. Only that would satisfy her and help her let go of her hatred for losing her country.

So that was it. Shen Xihe had thought that since Li Yanyan was Xiao Changtai’s collaborator, and Xiao Huayong had caused Xiao Changtai to lose everything, which also wasted Li Yanyan’s years of planning, she should hate Xiao Huayong.

Perhaps she did hate Xiao Huayong for ruining her plans and making her a prisoner, but Xiao Huayong’s hidden threat to Emperor Youning was greater. Comparing the two, she would rather cover for Xiao Huayong and wait for Emperor Youning’s eventual downfall.

“How will His Majesty deal with her?” Shen Xihe asked.

“After ten years, the Li clan of Xiliang no longer poses a threat. His Majesty could kill her without worrying about Xiliang,” Xiao Huayong pondered for a moment. “But His Majesty won’t take her life – he still has fatherly affection for his sons.”

Yet this fatherly affection would crumble when faced with matters of state.

Xiao Changzhen’s heart held only Li Yanyan – for Xiao Changzhen’s sake, His Majesty wouldn’t take Li Yanyan’s life.

Just as last year, he hadn’t taken Lady Gu’s life, for Xiao Changqing’s sake.

While Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were discussing Li Yanyan, she was meeting with Emperor Youning, who had personally come to the Imperial Clan Court.

“I ask you one last time – think carefully,” Emperor Youning said.

“If Your Majesty doesn’t believe my words, why ask again?” Li Yanyan sat cross-legged in her cell, disheveled and dirty, twisting straw pulled from her bedding. “I held Lady Ye captive because Xiao Changtai ignored me. I wanted to teach him a lesson. Xiao Changtai came to the capital for Lady Ye’s sake. As for when we were discovered and who acted against us, I know nothing.”

Emperor Youning silently watched Li Yanyan playing with the straw for a moment, then ordered Liu Sanzhi: “Bring the Third Prince in.”

Xiao Changzhen, haggard and pale, was brought in: “Your Majesty, please show mercy to Yanyan.”

“You know well her crimes. I give you two choices: either a cup of poison wine or take a new primary consort,” Emperor Youning said expressionlessly.

Xiao Changzhen knew Li Yanyan had helped Xiao Changtai with the unconscionable tomb robbery case – there was no defending that now. But he hadn’t expected His Majesty to give him two impossible choices.

Li Yanyan was a princess – how could she become a concubine? Even being a secondary consort would be unacceptable, more cruel than death.

“Xiao Changzhen!” Li Yanyan glared at him coldly.

If Xiao Changzhen truly chose to demote her to concubine, she would hate him to death.

She was the hope of the Li clan of Xiliang. If she died, she could guess what those people would do – undoubtedly follow her in death. For those clan relatives, she had to live, even if enduring humiliation.

Xiao Changzhen looked at Li Yanyan. He knew she would rather become a secondary consort and live, to let the Li clan royalty wear down their resistance and live peaceful lives. After ten years, when they had completely set aside their royal pride and accepted reality, even news of Li Yanyan’s death wouldn’t provoke extreme reactions.

She had always valued the Li clan royalty over him – he had always known this, but it still felt like a knife twisting in his heart.

Turning away from Li Yanyan’s intense, warning gaze, he fell to his knees: “Please grant me the wine, Your Majesty.”

He had said he would never betray her in this life, would never marry another. Whether she believed it or not, he would keep his promise.

“Xiao Changzhen—” Li Yanyan lunged forward, grabbing the cell bars, her eyes filled with disbelief and hatred.

At Emperor Youning’s signal, Liu Sanzhi quickly brought a cup of poisoned wine.

“Please, Your Majesty, let me give her the wine myself,” Xiao Changzhen requested.

Emperor Youning had the cell door opened. Li Yanyan quickly backed away to the stone wall, like a young beast ready to be provoked at any moment, guarding against Xiao Changzhen.

Xiao Changzhen walked in step by step, watching Li Yanyan press her hands against the wall behind her. Holding the poisoned wine, Xiao Changzhen smiled. His fingertip flicked a bead torn from his clothes, striking Li Yanyan and making her body go limp, her limbs instantly numbing.

Xiao Changzhen crouched down, took her hand, and as she was powerless to resist, made her grip the wine cup, firmly restraining her hand. Some wine spilled slightly as he said: “You once said you dreamed of killing me with your own hands…”

Before he finished speaking, he smiled sadly, and using her hand to bring the cup to his lowered lips, drank it all in one gulp.

Chapter 403: Peace Brings Endless Pleasure
Li Yanyan’s pupils dilated, her face turning deathly pale. She froze in terror, and whether because Xiao Changzhen loosened his grip or not, she wrenched free from him. The cup flew out and crashed to the ground with barely any wine left.

“Spit it out, spit it out!” Li Yanyan lunged forward, roughly pressing one hand against Xiao Changzhen’s neck while forcing two fingers into his mouth, clawing at his throat as if possessed. “Spit it out, quickly spit it out!”

Xiao Changzhen offered no resistance, letting her do as she wished. Under her forceful actions, he did spit something out, but it wasn’t the poisoned wine.

Large tears spilled from Li yanyan’s eyes: “Xiao Changzhen, spit it out, hurry and spit it out—”

“Summon the Imperial Physician,” Emperor Youning commanded coldly.

Having tormented Xiao Changzhen until he coughed up blood, Li Yanyan finally stopped, holding him tightly: “Xiao Changzhen, I hate you, I hate you—”

“Keh keh keh keh…” After a fit of coughing, Xiao Changzhen endured the burning in his throat and smiled at her, tears in his eyes along with infinite sadness. “I know… I know you hate me keh keh keh… we won’t have to torment each other anymore.”

“No, I won’t allow it!” Li Yanyan clutched him tightly, screaming, “By what right? By what right do you decide everything? You decide to marry me, you decide to stop tormenting me – what does that make my half-life worth? Xiao Changzhen, if you dare die, I’ll make sure you have no peace even in death!”

Xiao Changzhen wearily lowered his eyelids slightly, a bitter smile on his lips. All these years, she hadn’t changed – she always liked to order him around, threaten him. He didn’t need her to yield to him, he only wished she could speak to him calmly just once.

Perhaps his tolerance and forbearance had made her so unrestrained that she had never once considered his feelings.

“Yanyan… you are wonderful. I’ve never regretted meeting you, falling for you, making you my wife,” Xiao Changzhen raised his hand to caress her face, gazing at her intently. “But if there is a next life, I don’t wish to meet you again…”

Too exhausting, too painful, too bitter – such suffering and fatigue, he didn’t want to bear it again.

I don’t regret meeting you in this life, but I don’t wish to meet you again in the next.

Li Yanyan’s entire body stiffened as she stared at Xiao Changzhen, watching his blurry smile become one of release and liberation before he finally fainted in her arms.

As his weight settled in her arms, tears instantly fell. Li Yanyan’s throat made a hoarse sound as if someone was choking her, cutting off all sounds.

“Your Highness, Prince Dai is critically ill,” Before Xiao Changzhen had even left the Imperial Clan Court, Tianyuan delivered the news to Xiao Huayong.

“Why?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“His Majesty granted poison wine to Princess Consort Dai, but Prince Dai drank it instead,” Tianyuan reported.

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong’s tone lifted, smiling with unclear meaning. He stood and said to Shen Xihe, “I’m returning to the palace.”

Shen Xihe nodded – with such events occurring in the palace, it was only right and proper for Xiao Huayong to return.

“Is Prince Dai just… gone like that?” Biyu sighed softly.

“Prince Dai won’t be gone,” Shen Xihe turned her head with a faint smile.

“Didn’t they say he drank poison wine?” Biyu and Hongyu exchanged glances.

Shen Xihe smiled and shook her head. Xiao Huayong’s attitude showed that His Majesty hadn’t given poison wine – he would know something about his own son’s situation. Moreover, since last year His Majesty had lost two princesses and two princes.

Princess Changling and Princess Yangling were dead, while Xiao Changyu and Xiao Changtai had faked their deaths, but four funeral ceremonies couldn’t be avoided. Adding Consort Liang would make it five – His Majesty wouldn’t want another royal funeral.

Though Li Yanyan couldn’t escape punishment, her crimes didn’t warrant death.

Since ascending the throne, His Majesty had ruled with benevolence and righteousness. He wouldn’t execute Li Yanyan just for offending imperial dignity, and there was no concrete evidence for her other crimes.

Emperor Youning indeed hadn’t given real poison wine – he only wanted to pressure Li Yanyan, knowing she wanted to live. He hadn’t expected Xiao Changzhen to drink it instead. Though it wasn’t poison, it was still medicinal wine that would cause severe stomach pain.

When Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace, Xiao Changzhen had awakened and been sent back to his residence. Emperor Youning returned to the palace and issued two imperial edicts – one stripping Xiao Changzhen of his princely title, the other conferring the title of Prince Yan on the Twelfth Prince Xiao Changgeng.

Xiao Changgeng could hardly believe such fortune had suddenly fallen from heaven onto him. He was currently just a prince without rank, and though he had established his household with chroniclers and guards, he had no strategists or retainers seeking his patronage.

Being made a prince of the first rank would change everything – not only could he increase his guards, but people would also seek to align with him.

While Xiao Changgeng was still rejoicing, he received his first congratulatory gift from the Eastern Palace, personally delivered by Tianyuan, the commander of the Eastern Palace Guard: “By command of His Highness the Crown Prince, I come to congratulate Prince Yan. His Highness has words for me to convey to Prince Yan.”

“Please speak, General Cao,” Xiao Changgeng’s elation instantly vanished.

“Does Prince Yan like his new title?” Tianyuan relayed Xiao Huayong’s words exactly.

Xiao Changgeng’s gaze focused slightly, his breath catching before he replied: “Please convey to His Highness the Crown Prince that Little Twelve is grateful for his brotherly guidance.”

“Yan” carried the meaning of peace and pleasure – peace first, then pleasure.

Xiao Huayong was telling him that if he kept to his proper place, he could naturally enjoy life.

Xiao Huayong didn’t need to warn him – since catching this brother’s eye until now, how could he dare harbor other thoughts?

Xiao Changgeng being made a prince was indeed a happy occasion. With recent successive misfortunes, having one joyous event naturally called for everyone’s congratulations. Led by Xiao Huayong, all the princes, royal clan members, and officials congratulated Xiao Changgeng.

Shen Xihe also had to send a congratulatory gift. Without Xue Jinqiao, and with Bu Shulin’s every move closely watched by Cui Jinbai who was staying at the Bu residence, few people came to visit her normally. Yet in this scorching summer, Xiao Huayong wished he could visit daily.

If not for government affairs and court sessions, he might have tried to stay at the Princess’s residence.

“Your Highness’s daily visits will arouse others’ suspicions,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but advise.

“One day without seeing Youyou drives me mad with longing – I can barely focus on duties and politics,” Xiao Huayong started being frivolous again.

Shen Xihe glanced at him before looking away, somewhat lazily leaning against the beauty rest, one hand on the railing, her chin resting on her arm as she watched the lotus pond beside them, her expression weary.

Xiao Huayong noticed her lack of energy today and sat beside her with concern: “What’s wrong with Youyou? Are you ill?”

He noticed that she, who usually sought coolness, hadn’t placed any ice today.

“I’m not ill, Your Highness need not worry,” Shen Xihe spoke with some impatience.

But Xiao Huayong didn’t believe her: “Youyou appear unwell.”

Chapter 404: She Must Have Feelings For Me
Shen Xihe was feeling irritable – she had gotten her monthly cycle, and the first two days were always like this. The scorching heat and inability to use ice made her even more listless.

This wasn’t something she could explain to Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, yet this man had no perception and kept pressing the matter, even reaching out his hand to feel her forehead.

In the hot weather, she was most susceptible to heat. Before his hand could even touch her forehead, she already felt a wave of warmth approaching. County Princess Shen Xihe disregarded propriety and everything else, raising her hand to swat away Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s hand: “I told you, I’m fine.”

Her slight anger and annoyance made Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s heart stutter. He felt somewhat at a loss and inexplicably wronged, with mixed emotions swirling in his heart. His expression was complex, yet he didn’t know how to speak.

He silently sat half a step away from her, carefully watching her with confused and worried eyes.

County Princess Shen Xihe felt inexplicably disturbed – she just wanted to be alone, with no one bothering her. At this moment, merely seeing Crown Prince Xiao Huayong made her feel as if someone was beside her; even without him speaking, his mere presence disturbed the air around her.

Since when had she become so unreasonable?

County Princess Shen Xihe was frightened by her aggressive side, and her expression grew even worse.

Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, constantly watching her expression, noticed her growing displeasure. After some thought, he could only say softly: “There are some matters at the Eastern Palace, I’ll take my leave first.”

“Mm.” County Princess Shen Xihe responded faintly, feeling relieved in her heart.

Now that he was leaving, would she be able to control herself?

Crown Prince Xiao Huayong noticed that upon hearing he would leave, her expression indeed relaxed slightly, which made him feel even more hurt and pained. He turned and left without looking back.

Zhenzhu, who had been sent by County Princess Shen Xihe to stand guard outside, saw Crown Prince Xiao Huayong leaving with a stiff face and unusually large strides, clearly sulking. She brought a bowl of warm white fungus and lotus seed soup to County Princess Shen Xihe: “County Princess, did you quarrel with His Highness?”

County Princess Shen Xihe gave her an inexplicable look: “No.”

“His Highness seemed somewhat displeased,” Zhenzhu carefully reminded.

County Princess Shen Xihe took a sip of the white fungus soup and then stopped, setting down the bowl. After thinking about what had just happened, she realized she might have indeed gone too far: “I don’t know why, but I just felt irritated, didn’t want to talk, didn’t want to deal with him, and couldn’t help but lose my manners.”

Zhenzhu was startled for a moment. Their County Princess was the model of grace and elegance, rarely angered, and would never throw tantrums without reason. Even with the Prince and Young Master, though occasionally proud, she was never unreasonable.

Yet today, she couldn’t contain her temper in front of the Crown Prince.

After understanding the reason, Zhenzhu’s expression became even more complex: “County Princess, you… you’re taking him for granted…”

“Hmm?” When had she taken him for granted?

“People’s true nature often only shows itself to those they trust and are close to. The closer the relationship, the more uninhibited and unrestricted they become,” Zhenzhu chose her words carefully.

County Princess Shen Xihe unconsciously furrowed her brows.

“County Princess, perhaps consider this – if it wasn’t His Highness who came just now, but someone else, would you have acted the same way?” Zhenzhu guided gently.

“If it was someone else, I wouldn’t have seen them at all,” County Princess Shen Xihe replied.

Crown Prince Xiao Huayong could enter because he came so frequently that he had bypassed the announcement procedure. The gatekeepers would let him in directly upon seeing him, and unless County Princess Shen Xihe was in her private chambers, even Zhenzhu, and the others wouldn’t stop Crown Prince Xiao Huayong.

“What if it was someone you had to see? For example, an inner court servant sent by His Majesty?” Zhenzhu offered another example, “Would County Princess treat them this way?”

Of course not, but that would be because they carried imperial orders, and County Princess Shen Xihe would naturally show them courtesy.

She didn’t argue, but instead thought about how Crown Prince Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince, even more noble than those carrying imperial orders. Yet somehow, she had gradually forgotten that he was the Crown Prince.

Her treatment of him had become casual, without the distance and respect of formal etiquette. She had fewer and fewer restraints with him.

“What you say is correct…” County Princess Shen Xihe was never one to be stubborn or refuse to admit her faults. Zhenzhu’s words indeed made sense. “I was somewhat presumptuous with the Crown Prince earlier. Is that why he was displeased?”

“This servant doesn’t think so. His Highness hopes you will be less distant with him and show more of your true nature. However, His Highness probably doesn’t understand why you were annoyed with him. County Princess usually maintains a neither distant nor close relationship with His Highness, always making His Highness feel insecure, which is why His Highness would be… frustrated.

The frustration isn’t from County Princess’s cold treatment, but from not knowing what he did to displease County Princess.”

“Is that so?” County Princess Shen Xihe felt something was off but couldn’t pinpoint what.

If their positions were reversed, she wouldn’t have reflected on herself, and would probably never look at that person again. Thinking about it this way made her feel even more that her earlier behavior was inappropriate: “In a couple of days, I’ll go apologize to him.”

It wasn’t that she couldn’t bring herself to do it, but that she truly wasn’t feeling well and worried that going to apologize now might lead to another argument instead.

“County Princess doesn’t need to wait for another day. His Highness will surely come again tomorrow,” Zhenzhu assured with conviction.

County Princess Shen Xihe was skeptical, thinking it unlikely.

Zhenzhu just smiled without speaking further.

At this moment, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong had gotten into his carriage. Tianyuan sensed that His Highness was emanating an aura of displeasure. Usually when visiting the County Princess’s residence, His Highness would always stay until just before the palace gates closed at night, but today he had left so soon after arriving…

This was not good, very not good.

“Tianyuan, go investigate if I have done anything improper lately?” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong suddenly spoke.

Tianyuan cautiously asked: “Your Highness means… in what regard?”

Dark pupils swept over, as Crown Prince Xiao Huayong expressionlessly stared at Tianyuan.

Tianyuan immediately understood: “Your Highness, regarding the County Princess, you have done nothing improper, or perhaps…”

Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, already somewhat displeased, saw Tianyuan’s hesitant manner and became even more unhappy: “Playing coy before your master now?”

“Your servant wouldn’t dare.” Tianyuan’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he said, “If the County Princess is angry with Your Highness, it can only be because Your Highness’s words were… offensive.”

The word “offensive” was as soft as a mosquito’s buzz, but Crown Prince Xiao Huayong heard it. Today he had only spoken ordinary words, nothing worth mentioning compared to usual. County Princess Shen Xihe had never reacted this way before, so why would she today?

“That’s not it,” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong was certain it wasn’t this reason.

Tianyuan was so anxious that sweat beaded on his forehead. Under Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s tiger-like stare, he could only speak without thinking: “This… this servant also doesn’t know why the County Princess was angry. Perhaps it wasn’t because of Your Highness at all, just that she was angry and had no one else to vent to, so she took it out on Your Highness?”

After speaking, Tianyuan wished he could bite off his tongue. Why did you have to speak ill of the County Princess again?

However, after hearing this, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong gradually retracted his gloomy aura, his lips involuntarily curving upward: “You’re right, it must be that someone else angered her, which is why she vented at me.”

Tianyuan, completely confused, couldn’t understand why His Highness, who had just been snubbed, was now so happy.

“She would vent at me because she no longer sees me as an outsider. She must have feelings for me.” Crown Prince Xiao Huayong’s heart suddenly bloomed with joy.

Tianyuan: …

Chapter 405: Love So Deep, All Faults Forgiven
Xiao Huayong grew increasingly pleased as he thought about it. Upon returning to the Eastern Palace, despite the sweltering heat, he dove straight into his private storehouse. After having people practically turn the storehouse upside down, he finally dug out a box of cool jade that had been bestowed by the palace many years ago. Still feeling it wasn’t enough, he immediately ordered Hua Fuhai to gather more and had all the jade pieces woven into a jade mat.

This was because after having Tian Yuan investigate, he found that no one had offended Shen Xihe. He suddenly looked up at the blazing sun overhead, thinking that since she was sensitive to heat, her irritability must have been due to the hot weather.

Hua Fuhai, being wealthy and generous, possessed countless treasures. He ordered people to work through the night, employing dozens of craftsmen who managed to deliver it to Xiao Huayong’s hands within three days. After not seeing Shen Xihe for three days, Xiao Huayong came to the Princess’s manor again with his prepared gift.

Clear sunlight illuminated the ground, with the morning sun hanging half-hidden behind the curved eaves.

Shen Xihe had prepared some cooling refreshments today, originally planning to go to the Eastern Palace. Zhenzhu had said Xiao Huayong would return after a day, but three days had passed with no major affairs at court. Perhaps he was truly upset.

This matter was her oversight, and Shen Xihe felt she should apologize, seeing no reason to save face.

The two encountered each other at the entrance of the Princess’s manor. Shen Xihe saw that today he wore an apricot-colored collar robe, his expression relaxed with joy evident in his eyes, clearly in an excellent mood.

She couldn’t help but look up at the sky. During the height of summer, daybreak came extremely early and days were very long. Although there was no court session today, he should have been handling state affairs at this hour. She had calculated the timing so that when she arrived at the Eastern Palace, he would have just about finished his morning governmental duties.

Yet Xiao Huayong was already at her manor gates – hadn’t he set out a quarter-hour earlier then?

“Where is Youyou headed?” The moment Xiao Huayong saw Shen Xihe standing at the gate, the joy in his eyes vanished without a trace.

Usually, when Shen Xihe planned to visit the Eastern Palace, she would notify them in advance. Having received no such notice, Xiao Huayong naturally didn’t think Shen Xihe was planning to visit the Eastern Palace, and immediately felt a touch of jealousy.

Where he stood, the sunlight enveloped him, illuminating his jade-like face, and making every emotion visible.

Shen Xihe slowly stepped aside: “Your Highness, please come in.”

So she was inviting him in, not planning to go out anymore?

Xiao Huayong felt somewhat pleased, but then thinking about how he hadn’t seen her for three days and she was about to go see someone else – if he hadn’t come early, he would have missed her entirely – that bit of joy disappeared again.

He wanted to say something, but feared annoying her; yet saying nothing left him inexplicably hurt. He could only maintain a stiff expression as he stepped inside.

Shen Xihe seemed not to notice his rapidly changing emotions. She wondered if she had spoken too much about his inscrutability, for whenever he was before her, he was like a child, wearing all his joy and sorrow plainly on his face.

That authenticity, that vividity – though it appeared extremely immature and unsteady, even displaying a childishness unbefitting a man of age, somehow she, who particularly disliked childish men, couldn’t bring herself to detest it.

“Your Highness, please be seated.” Shen Xihe led Xiao Huayong to a pavilion extending over the lake.

Zhenzhu and the others set down their food boxes and began unpacking them one by one. Watching this, Xiao Huayong’s expression gradually softened: “Prepared for me?”

“I had originally planned to visit Your Highness at the Eastern Palace.” Shen Xihe nodded, “Has Your Highness had breakfast?”

Even if he had eaten at this hour, he would say he hadn’t: “Not yet. I was just thinking about Youyou’s delicacies.”

Shen Xihe smiled slightly without exposing his white lie and instead sat down to accompany him with the meal. After eating, she finally said: “I was in the wrong that day, I shouldn’t have been discourteous to Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong’s eyebrows lifted: “Discourteous? No, Youyou, you have always shown me too much courtesy, never discourtesy.”

Was she apologizing because she had reflected that she shouldn’t have shown her true emotions to him that day, or because she was truly concerned about his feelings? Clever as he was, usually precise in reading people, he couldn’t see through her heart.

Unable to see through, he asked directly: “Youyou, do you feel you neglected me that day? Or… are you worried I was displeased because of that day?”

“What’s the difference?” Shen Xihe asked.

“There’s a great difference.” He was very particular about her every move and action. “If it’s the former, Youyou merely feels she didn’t fulfill her duties as a host; if it’s the latter… it means Youyou values me in her heart.”

His eyes were calm, yet as deep and unfathomable as the ocean, not pressing but impossible to ignore, as he gazed at her quietly.

Shen Xihe thought carefully before answering candidly: “Both.”

She felt both that she had been discourteous and willful, and that she was mindful of his feelings.

As long as she cared about him, that was enough. Xiao Huayong’s smile became soft and satisfied, and he beckoned to Tian Yuan, who hurriedly brought up the box containing the jade mat.

Xiao Huayong stood up and, while lifting the square brocade box, said: “I was negligent. The capital’s summer days are scorching, and you are sensitive to heat. It’s natural to become irritable when the sun is so fierce. I specially prepared this cool jade mat for you. When placed at night, surrounded by its cooling energy, you will surely sleep well.”

The pieces of cool jade were connected like armor scales. Touching them felt icy and cool, extremely comfortable.

So, he had thought she was impatient with him that day because the summer heat had prevented her from sleeping well.

For some reason, Shen Xihe’s heart seemed to be gently touched by something, and in that moment of wavering, she felt deeply moved.

He hadn’t been angry, nor resentful, nor had he grown dissatisfied with her because of it. Instead, he had deeply investigated why she had acted that way, wondering if someone had angered her.

“Your Highness, people say women often act unreasonably. Did Your Highness never think that I too was being unreasonable that day?” Shen Xihe asked.

“How could that be?” Xiao Huayong’s gaze was clear. “Youyou are not the type to make trouble without cause.”

After a pause, he smiled at her with intimate tenderness: “To me, Youyou can do no wrong. If Youyou acts excessively, it must be others’ fault for provoking Youyou.”

“But Your Highness didn’t provoke me that day.”

“Youyou has always been clear about gratitude and grudges. If I didn’t provoke Youyou that day, then something must have upset Youyou, leaving the clever and quick-witted Youyou helpless. And since Youyou doesn’t see me as an outsider, holding in her emotions, she came to vent to me.” Xiao Huayong’s smile grew deeper as he spoke. “It is my fortune. In the future, whenever Youyou is unhappy, feel free to vent to me. I will gladly accept it.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but be amused by him: “Is this ‘love so deep, all faults forgiven’?”

Xiao Huayong smiled like a spring breeze: “Youyou, do you know why I still haven’t grown the least bit tired of you?”

Shen Xihe gently shook her head.

“It’s not because I’m stubborn, refusing to give up until I achieve my goal. Nor is it because I have a desire to conquer you, insisting on making you submit to me.” Xiao Huayong said softly, “Rather, from beginning to end, you have never denied the feelings I hold for you.”

She had only said she didn’t believe in eternal love, that there was no such thing as forever between men and women.

Chapter 406: I Need Youyou’s Protection
She kept herself calm and clear-headed. She had never doubted that his feelings were sincere from beginning to end, nor suspected that his current show of deep affection masked ulterior motives. At the very least, she acknowledged his feelings and neither grew weary of him nor avoided him.

The word “forever” was simple to say, but forcing a rational person to believe in it easily was truly asking too much.

Only those who had truly grown old together had the right to look back and say they had deep faith in it.

“Your Highness, I believe in your sincerity because I know that with your capabilities, you need no ulterior motives regarding me,” Shen Xihe’s expression was gentle, her gaze soft. “I dare not easily believe in forever also because I know that with your capabilities, should we become enemies one day – if I stay vigilant, while I may not be your equal in power, I would at least have the strength to break free.”

Xiao Huayong laughed helplessly: “Is this not a case of the same Xiao He both making and breaking?”

If he weren’t so powerful that he needed to scheme for the Northwest, first showing weakness to the Shen clan before ambushing them, Shen Xihe wouldn’t believe his current sincerity. Yet it was also because he was so powerful that she worried about becoming deeply entangled – if one day the Northwest became an obstacle to him, she would become the stepping stone to destroy both the Northwest and her loved ones.

“Your treatment of me – I am not made of wood and grass, naturally I am grateful,” Shen Xihe had never been so open with Xiao Huayong about her feelings before. “Sometimes I think deeply – if one day I come to love Your Highness, could it be as constant as the rising sun and setting moon, unchanging for all time?

I dare not promise this. Life brings too many encounters, ups and downs, and we never know what changes tomorrow might bring. How can one promise for an entire lifetime?

I cannot even ensure that I won’t change – how can I deeply believe that others won’t change with time?”

“You speak truly.” Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement. “I was too eager before. I will no longer speak to you of such distant matters. We are to be husband and wife, spending our days together year after year, morning and night. Let us simply live well each day.”

Shen Xihe smiled slightly. This version of Xiao Huayong felt more real and more approachable to her.

Her hand stroked the jade mat: “I accept Your Highness’s generous gift.”

She didn’t mention returning the favor, and Xiao Huayong’s heart sweetened – she was no longer so formal: “His Majesty plans to retreat to Linyou Palace to escape the heat. The decree will come in the next few days, so make your preparations early. Linyou Palace has no scorching heat in summer, it’s cool and pleasant, with green mountains and clear waters, bright and beautiful.”

“Linyou Palace?” Shen Xihe was somewhat tempted – the capital was truly too hot.

When she first arrived at the capital last year it had been somewhat hot, but not for long. Now it was just reaching the height of summer, with two long months still to go…

“Mm, shall I arrange for us to live as neighbors?” he asked softly.

“For me to be Your Highness’s neighbor, the other princes…” Shen Xihe’s concern wasn’t about Xiao Huayong himself, but rather that since they weren’t yet married, bypassing the other princes might not be appropriate.

“If they have the ability, they’re welcome to try taking what’s in my hands,” Xiao Huayong said carelessly.

The summer palace had been built for a hundred years, constructed at the founding of the dynasty. Initially, apart from His Majesty’s main hall, the rest were just cooling pavilions, but the previous emperor had feared heat and was extravagant, so he had the summer palace extensively renovated. Still, there were differences in quality.

Last year’s autumn hunt had left His Majesty wary of the hunting grounds, so this year he didn’t plan to go there, just to Linyou Palace. This meant staying from the fifth to the ninth month, and he would bring the officials along, leaving only a few to guard the capital.

For such a long stay, comfort was particularly important. Not only did they need to make arrangements up and down, but now all the officials had started moving about, hoping to secure comfortable lodgings within their permitted status.

“The officials will all bring their wives.” Xiao Huayong wore a mischievous expression as if watching a show. “Grandmother intends to use this summer retreat to let the princes spend time with the selected ladies, so they can propose marriage themselves after returning to the capital.”

Not every prince’s marriage was decreed by imperial edict. Of course, princes’ marriages were handled by the Imperial Clan Court and Ministry of Rites, but the process was similar to that of regular noble families.

Shen Xihe lowered her head and smiled – Xiao Huayong was determined to see his brothers married.

“They can all interact with ladies, so there’s no reason why I, the Crown Prince with an officially decreed engagement, cannot spend more time with my future Crown Princess.” Xiao Huayong spoke of using his power for personal gain with complete righteousness.

“Your Highness, has His Majesty not grown suspicious of you lately?” Shen Xihe worried.

She had gently reminded Xiao Huayong once a few days ago, and now he was maneuvering again. Shen Xihe felt His Majesty was too calm. This matter actually had traceable clues – for instance, Xiao Huayong was ambushed first, then came the Dragon Boat Festival powder ball incident involving the Third Prince, which led to Li Yanyan and Xiao Changtai falling out, resulting in Li Yanyan kidnapping Ye Wantang who had returned to visit her birth mother, forcing Xiao Changtai into the capital.

It seemed to have nothing to do with Xiao Huayong, yet after his return to the capital, he was somehow involved in every incident, always appearing as the victim. Too many such occurrences gave a sense of unreality.

How could His Majesty, with his deep thoughts, have taken no action until now? Was it truly indifference or was he biding his time?

If it was the latter, His Majesty would likely make no small move once he acted.

Shen Xihe could think of all this – she didn’t believe Xiao Huayong couldn’t. Yet here he was, like a carefree rabbit unaware of the forest’s dangers, dutifully doing his duties each day while constantly running to her side.

“If I’m not mistaken, he will test me at Linyou Palace,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze grew deep. “That’s why I want you by my side.”

“You’re worried His Majesty might use me to expose you?” Shen Xihe suddenly understood.

Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously: “No, I’m counting on Youyou to protect me.”

Shen Xihe: …

Facing Shen Xihe’s silent stare and loss for words, Xiao Huayong said: “I am a weak, bullied Crown Prince, not long for this world and all alone. I have neither faction nor power. Fortunately, I’m blessed with a fiancée of noble status, clever and resourceful, with strong generals and elite soldiers under her command. I can only beg Youyou to protect me somewhat.”

He spoke half in jest, but Shen Xihe understood his meaning: “What if I’m unwilling?”

“If even Youyou won’t protect me, I can only entrust my fate to Heaven, hoping Heaven will take pity and spare me from disaster.” Xiao Huayong spoke with increasingly pitiful tones as if abandoned by the whole world.

Shen Xihe quietly watched his act.

Xiao Huayong finally grew serious: “I’m not using Youyou as cover, but rather want to entrust some of my people to Youyou, to be at your command from now on. You in the light, me in the shadows – husband and wife of one mind, conquering the world together.”

Speaking thus, Xiao Huayong handed Shen Xihe a small booklet he had prepared.

It was a register of names – all his personnel, handed over to her without reservation.

Chapter 407: Never Betray This Trust
The small booklet was presented with both hands, its satin surface gleaming as cleanly as his neat, rounded fingertips. Like his heart – pure and without impurity.

Summer lotus flowers stood gracefully in the pond. The day was still young, with dewdrops lingering on the lotus leaves, much like his eyes now – a pool of gentleness filled with clear light.

“Your Highness surely knows I’m not one to willingly submit to others. Entrusting these to me – aren’t you afraid that one day I might turn against you?” Shen Xihe asked softly.

Xiao Huayong smiled and shook his head: “I seek Youyou’s most precious gift, so naturally I must give my all. While Youyou isn’t one to submit to others, neither are you one consumed by power and desire.”

“Hearts change easily.” Shen Xihe opened her eyes, beneath the dense black lashes lay eyes seemingly veiled in frost, unclear. “Just as I feel Your Highness might change after ruling the world, my current detachment from power, only protecting those I wish to protect – perhaps it’s simply because I’ve never tasted the flavor of supreme authority.”

Xiao Huayong tilted his head slightly, pondering for a moment: “Over these years, traveling across the land, I’ve encountered all sorts of people and things. I’ve observed that ladies are naturally more tenderhearted and loyal than men. Men are born politicians, strategists, and ambitious ones.

But ladies are not. Not because they lack such talents from birth, or are limited by their environment. Rather, they desire far less than men. Even when forced by circumstances, it’s usually excessive hardship and suffering that makes them lose their maiden’s heart.

Youyou were born noble, with intelligence and reason embedded in your bones. If someone like you should one day become greedy for power, blinded by authority, that would be my greatest failure in life.

Without my betrayal or harm, how could your nature change? If that day truly comes and you turn against me, I would have no grievance.”

Each word was sincere, lacking his usual frivolous tenderness, replaced by earnestness and objectivity.

Shen Xihe met his gaze for a moment, then extended her hands from her wide sleeves to grasp the other end of the register: “Grateful for Your Highness’s trust, this heart and feeling shall never betray you.”

A smile spread from his lips to the corners of his eyes and brows as Xiao Huayong slowly released his grip. He lowered his head and said: “There’s something I wish to say, but please don’t be angry with me, Youyou.”

“Better than Your Highness does not say it.” Shen Xihe firmly refused to hear his next words.

Xiao Huayong was briefly stunned, then remembered how he often spoke sweet nothings, which she had always found frivolous and playboy-like. Thinking she assumed he would speak such words, he felt the consequences of his usual shamelessness and awkwardly touched his nose: “Not those words. Yesterday, I was thinking… entrusting these to Youyou, would you suspect that I mean to use you and the Northwest as my vanguard while I hide in the rear, ready to turn against you and the Northwest at any time…”

With these forces given to Shen Xihe, she would be the one facing His Majesty directly in the future. No matter how His Majesty tested, Shen Xihe would shield Xiao Huayong, preventing His Majesty from seeing his true enemy.

“Your Highness says if I turn against you in the future, you’d have no grievance; that’s because you know deeply that all current circumstances are of your choosing,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “I am the same.”

Today’s choices were her own; if she truly was used in the future and invited disaster through carelessness, she would only have herself to blame.

Since he entrusted her with everything, she naturally returned complete trust.

They smiled at each other, the recent unpleasantness long forgotten. Xiao Huayong returned to being that clingy spirit, more persistent than short-lived, staying at the Princess’s manor until nearly dusk before returning to the palace.

In the candlelight, Shen Xihe opened the register Xiao Huayong had given her. Though she had occasionally heard him mention court matters and knew somewhat of his arrangements, only upon seeing it did she understand that before the imperial examination fraud case, Xiao Huayong truly had no one in important positions besides Cui Jinbai and Zhao Zhenghao.

Even in minor positions, he had only three to five people. It was only after the examination fraud case that he placed many people in court, but they were all minor officials whom no one would investigate deeply or care about.

These people would need about ten years to rise to positions of real power if things went smoothly, and even longer if they encountered setbacks. Xiao Huayong had said he could only show them the door; their cultivation depended on themselves. He wouldn’t deliberately promote them – how far they could go in the future depended on their own fate.

These people hadn’t even become his useful pawns yet; whether they could become those he would focus on cultivating still depended on their abilities.

As Crown Prince, the rightful heir to the throne, he wasn’t just cultivating personal power, but rather the future pillars of the court. Thus, he tried to minimize personal bias and not show pure favoritism.

Shen Xihe read through the register once and put it away: “What of the Ye family’s movements these past days?”

After making the bed, Zhenzhu turned to face Shen Xihe: “Madam Ye went to Xiangguo Temple a few days ago to set up a memorial tablet for Xiao Changtai. She’s been there these days, inviting high monks to chant sutras, saying she’ll conduct seven days of deliverance services.”

Xiao Changtai had been stripped of his clan name and status; no one dared hold funeral rites for him, lest they oppose His Majesty. His crimes also forbade anyone from burning spirit money for him during festivals.

Ye Wantang, still mindful of their marriage bond, set up a tablet for him, fulfilling their marital obligations.

This was because he was already dead, and she had nothing left to settle.

It seemed the Ye family hadn’t told Ye Wantang that Xiao Changtai was still alive, or she wouldn’t have let go so quickly.

Perhaps she was even somewhat relieved that Xiao Changtai was dead. If he were alive, she wouldn’t know how to face him. With his death, she could come to terms with his deception and use of her, and return to being her original self.

Shen Xihe gazed at the flickering candlelight on the lamppost, silent for a moment before saying: “Tomorrow, go to Xiangguo Temple.”

In a few days, they would retreat to Linyou Palace to escape the heat. Xiao Huayong had said he had some matters to arrange and wouldn’t disturb her peace these days.

Shen Xihe wanted to see Ye Wantang. Her intuition told her that Xiao Changtai wouldn’t miss this opportunity when everyone left the capital to seek out Ye Wantang.

For the Linyou Palace journey, since His Majesty had decided to move against Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe would necessarily take most people along. Those left behind might not succeed against Xiao Changtai. Xiao Huayong’s people absolutely couldn’t intercept Xiao Changtai now, or everything would appear as his secret machinations before His Majesty’s eyes.

Moreover, while killing Xiao Changtai would be easy, dismantling the power behind him wouldn’t happen overnight. Though Xiao Changtai no longer qualified to compete for the throne, it didn’t mean he wouldn’t assist others in fighting Xiao Huayong to the death.

Since this was the case, she would try a different method to deliver Xiao Changtai a fatal blow.

Chapter 408: Using Ye Wantang’s Hand
The temple bells pierce through dreams, with three thousand Buddhist chants; birds sing on blue stones, while cranes call from golden pavilions.

Though Shen Xihe didn’t believe in Buddhism, the majestic and solemn Xiangguo Temple still filled her with delight when she arrived. The elegant tranquility seemed to possess a magical power that made one forget worldly troubles.

When she saw Ye Wantang, the latter was no longer wearing her beloved magnolia-patterned silk dress, though a magnolia flower still adorned her hair. It was deliberately crafted as a plain white silk flower, pressed against her jet-black hair bun, making her appear even more haggard and plain.

“Princess,” Ye Wantang stepped forward and gave a graceful curtsy.

With Xiao Changtai’s name stripped and neither the title of Prince Ding nor Fourth Prince remaining, she was no longer an imperial daughter-in-law, but merely a widowed daughter of the Ye family. Naturally, she had to bow to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe treated her as before, returning a peer’s courtesy: “Second Lady Ye.”

Ye Wantang ranked second among the Ye family’s daughters, with a half-sister preceding her.

“Princess, did you come specifically to find me?” Ye Wantang invited Shen Xihe to sit under a bodhi tree nearby, personally lifting the teapot to pour tea for Shen Xihe.

“What makes you think so?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Princess, in the entire year since your return to the capital, you’ve only visited temples once or twice. You’re not a Buddhist believer,” Ye Wantang passed the teacup to Shen Xihe with both hands. “Since summer began, you’ve rarely left your residence, even neglecting visits to the Eastern Palace, as you suffer in the summer heat.”

She looked up at the harsh sunlight filtering through the branches: “Princess, you neither believe in Buddha nor enjoy summer, yet you came to Xiangguo Temple under the scorching sun. You must have a purpose. Princess has always been decisive in her actions. Coming directly to me means this matter must be related to me.”

Ye Wantang was once one of the capital’s Nine Perfections. Each of the Nine Perfections not only possessed an unmatched skill that other noble ladies couldn’t hope to match, but they were also well-read and brilliant women.

Unfortunately, a maiden’s love is always poetic, and she is ultimately blinded by her love for Xiao Changtai.

For a moment, Shen Xihe felt reluctant to reveal such a cruel truth to her, genuinely wishing to let her forget the past and start anew.

However, even if she pitied Ye Wantang and didn’t plan to use her against Xiao Changtai, would Xiao Changtai spare her?

Taking the teacup from Ye Wantang’s hands, Shen Xihe took a small sip before setting it down. She then took out a sachet from her chest and silently handed it to Ye Wantang.

Ye Wantang appeared confused. She accepted it and opened it to find a small bamboo tube like a fire starter and a jade pendant shaped like a Pingzhong leaf. “Princess, what is the meaning of this…”

“A token and a distress flare,” Shen Xihe said.

“Why are you giving these to me?” Ye Wantang was even more puzzled.

Eyes like black obsidian, calm yet profound, reflecting Ye Wantang’s face, Shen Xihe paused before saying: “Xiao Changtai isn’t dead.”

Ye Wantang’s expression changed. She froze in place, her lips instantly losing all color. Her inner turmoil must have been tremendous, as she had to support herself against the stone table to keep from collapsing.

This news struck Ye Wantang like a bolt from the blue. He wasn’t dead?

How could he not be dead? If he wasn’t dead, where had he gone? And how did Shen Xihe know about this?

Her gaze flickered with shock and complex suspicions toward Shen Xihe, all of which Shen Xihe noticed. She remained composed: “Since he set that fire himself, after sharing a bed with him for so many years, didn’t you ever suspect he might have faked his death?”

Something shattered within, draining all strength from Ye Wantang’s body, making her seem ready to collapse even while seated.

Had she suspected?

She had, but as layer after layer of ugliness was revealed, she’d rather believe he was dead, dead before she discovered his hideous face, so she’d calmly accepted this fact.

“His Majesty will travel to Linyou Palace, and when the civil and military officials follow, it will be the perfect opportunity for him to secretly return and elope with you,” Shen Xihe continued in her calm tone.

Ye Wantang suddenly looked at Shen Xihe: “Why would I leave with him?”

“You will,” Shen Xihe met her gaze steadily. “You still harbor love for him in your heart. Though he failed to meet your expectations, and his feelings weren’t as pure as you imagined, throughout these years he never truly wronged you as a person.

Though his feelings may not have matched his grand promises to you, they were genuine.”

Xiao Changtai wasn’t indifferent to fame and fortune, but he never had other women. This point alone was enough to help Ye Wantang step over the hurdle. There were countless men worse than Xiao Changtai in this world, and as a prince, his ambition was only natural.

Ye Wantang could be heartbroken about this, but she had no grounds to reproach him. As for the Ye family, given Ye Wantang’s intelligence, she should have realized that from the moment Ye Qiyun agreed to the marriage, they never intended to stay uninvolved. The Ye family wasn’t dragged down by Xiao Changtai; they had their desires for power and happened to align with Xiao Changtai.

Those eyes, though calm and unruffled, penetrated to the heart; her words, neither heavy nor light, were full of sharp edges.

Ye Wantang’s thoughts lay bare before Shen Xihe. She turned her face away, avoiding Shen Xihe’s gaze: “Princess if you’re so certain I still can’t let him go and will leave with him, why go to such lengths? How could I possibly help you harm him?”

With a slight curl of her lips, Shen Xihe said: “You will leave with him because you still have hope for him in your heart. But let me tell you, this hope of yours will ultimately prove to be nothing but an illusion. I’m giving you these things not to use you against him, but to leave you an escape route. One day, you will be utterly disappointed in him and have nowhere to turn for help. Remember, there is still someone in this world who can lend you aid.”

Ye Wantang’s fingers tightened on her sleeves, her eyelashes trembling: “Princess tells me all this, yet if I believe you, how could I still leave with him? If I don’t believe you, why would I accept your gifts?”

“You will believe my words, but you’ll still maintain a thread of hope, hoping that now that he has fallen to this state with no chance at the throne, perhaps he can truly let go of his desire for power,” Shen Xihe said softly. “But you’ve been disappointed too many times, so you remain half-believing, half-doubting, both toward me and him.”

With that, Shen Xihe stood up: “You will accept them, and if possible, I hope you never need to use what I’ve given you.”

This way, it wasn’t that Ye Wantang was blindly devoted to Xiao Changtai, but rather that her dream came true, with Xiao Changtai truly letting go of everything, living in conjugal bliss like Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi.

Without waiting for Ye Wantang’s response, Shen Xihe turned to leave. A green bodhi leaf fell, landing on Shen Xihe’s arm. She paused to look at it for a moment before saying: “Second Lady is a wise and courageous person, not worth withering away for a man. In matters of love, a good beginning and end is already a luxury, how many can even hope for a good beginning? Though it may end, at least you once possessed it, just as in Buddhism’s trials, understanding leads to great achievement.”

Chapter 409: Seeking an Alliance
Ye Wantang was graceful, gentle, and well-educated, but unfortunately encountered the calamity that was Xiao Changtai. Though they shared genuine feelings, their desires were vastly different – Ye Wantang wanted peace and contentment, while Xiao Changtai desired to rule the world.

Had she met Xiao Changyu instead, her life would surely have been one of peace and prosperity, with conjugal harmony lasting into old age.

“Princess, will Xiao Changtai come?” Once in the carriage, Biyu couldn’t help but ask.

Xiao Changtai had been severely wounded, and in less than a month, his injuries likely hadn’t healed. Moreover, quite a few people knew about his faked death. Perhaps even His Majesty knew, which was why he directly stripped Xiao Changtai of his clan status.

For Xiao Changtai, the capital was undoubtedly a den of tigers and dragons.

“No, in the capital, besides me, no one wants his life,” Shen Xihe laughed lightly. “Even tigers don’t eat their cubs. His Majesty may not truly believe Xiao Changtai was behind the witchcraft incident. The severe punishment was merely because there was no way to investigate further, necessitating a show of force to deter others. Otherwise, if people didn’t take it seriously, they might curse His Majesty whenever things didn’t go their way. Wouldn’t that throw the world into chaos?

As for the other princes, Xiao Changtai has been stripped of his clan status and bears the crime of using witchcraft against His Majesty. He can never ‘come back to life,’ or he’d face certain death. For the other princes, he no longer poses any threat.

Moreover, they are blood brothers after all. If they truly wanted to eliminate him, His Majesty must never catch wind of it. Otherwise, what would His Majesty think?”

How could His Majesty not be wary of such a cold-blooded and ruthless son?

“What about the Crown Prince?” Zhenzhu also asked, still unable to understand why the Crown Prince hadn’t pursued Xiao Changtai further.

“The Crown Prince is under His Majesty’s scrutiny now. Xiao Changtai has nothing left to lose. If he were to go all out, determined to perish together with the Crown Prince – though he might not be able to take the Crown Prince’s life, he could certainly cause serious harm. The Crown Prince won’t use jade to strike at broken tiles.”

Shen Xihe paused, her lips curving slightly upward as she thought of something: “Given his personality, he no longer considers Xiao Changtai worth his attention or effort.”

The reason Shen Xihe wanted Xiao Changtai’s life was because she lacked Xiao Huayong’s confidence and concerns. It was because Xiao Changtai was too tenacious and despicable. Without truly putting him to death, given the mortal enmity between him and Xiao Huayong, he would never let things rest.

“Princess…” Zhenzhu hesitated before speaking, “By giving the token to Lady Ye, aren’t you worried she might help Xiao Changtai and use it to set a trap for you instead?”

“Your concern isn’t impossible, just highly unlikely,” Shen Xihe had naturally considered this. “When the time comes, we need only observe what Xiao Changtai does to judge whether she has been completely bewitched by him and chosen to conspire with him.”

However, based on her understanding of Ye Wantang and Xiao Changtai’s controlling nature, she seemed to already see their future. However, there was always a possibility that people could change due to circumstances. For instance, if Ye Wantang had a child after leaving Xiao Changtai, motherhood might change her.

The future held too many uncontrollable factors, but Shen Xihe still made this move because the benefits outweighed the risks. Unable to capture Xiao Changtai now, planting a thorn in Ye Wantang’s heart – whether it would continue to pierce her wound or be gently removed by Xiao Changtai – Shen Xihe was betting on the former.

To break the indomitable Xiao Changtai, perhaps only Ye Wantang could accomplish it.

The choice lay with both Ye Wantang and Xiao Changtai.

Shen Xihe was sincere in hoping Ye Wantang would never need to use the sachet she gave her. If so, it would mean Xiao Changtai had truly let everything go, and she wouldn’t have to be so ruthless as to take someone’s life.

The wind lifted the carriage curtain, and Shen Xihe looked outside. This was a familiar street – around the corner was the East Market, with Duhuo Tower visible in the distance. Shen Xihe called out to the driver: “Go to Duhuo Tower in the East Market.”

This trip to Linyou Palace would last four months. It was a good time to check on the shop. Duhuo Tower’s business was even better now, with many merchants from the South and foreign countries making large purchases. After half a year of training, there were more fragrance masters, some with exceptional talent.

After Shen Xihe finished her inspection and gave instructions to the manager, just as she was about to leave, a small beggar child ran up. As the manager was about to give her some pastries as per Shen Xihe’s instructions, she looked up at Shen Xihe and placed a small paper ball on the counter before running away like the wind.

Zhenzhu stepped forward to open the paper ball. It contained an address for a teahouse – someone wanted to meet Shen Xihe. Zhenzhu worried: “Princess, such secretive behavior might indicate an ambush.”

Shen Xihe took the paper ball from Zhenzhu’s hand. The graceful yet sharp handwriting was familiar. At the beginning of the year, for Princess Consort Dai’s birthday celebration, all the royal family invitations were personally written by Li Yanyan, including the one sent to Shen Xihe.

This was Li Yanyan’s handwriting.

Of course, in this world, imitating someone’s handwriting wasn’t difficult. For instance, hadn’t someone skilled in forgery been found to imitate Xiao Changtai’s writing on Xiao Huayong’s voodoo doll?

However, the paper ball had a drawing of a koi fish in a jumping pose, identical to the pattern on the flower pot when Li Yanyan had privately hosted her and told her about Princess Yanling. She had looked at it twice then because she liked flowers and plants, and Li Yanyan had followed her gaze and specifically introduced the porcelain pot.

Thus, Shen Xihe was certain it was Li Yanyan requesting to meet her. Not going openly to the princess’s residence meant there was something to be kept secret.

As for whether Li Yanyan might be setting a trap for her, like capturing Ye Wantang, Shen Xihe wasn’t worried at all. Li Yanyan had captured Ye Wantang because she and Xiao Changtai were collaborators and wouldn’t become enemies over it.

If she were to capture Shen Xihe, setting aside whether she could succeed, just offending the Eastern Palace and the Northwest would make it not worth the cost.

Shen Xihe, who had originally planned to return home, went back to Duhuo Tower, changed clothes, and left through the back door with Zhenzhu and Moyu. After ensuring no one was following and taking several detours, they arrived at the teahouse Li Yanyan had specified.

Li Yanyan wore a lapeled robe, dressed as a young man, with two painted moles on her face and altered eyebrows and eyes. At first glance, even Zhenzhu didn’t recognize her.

“Third Princess Consort summoned me with such elaborate preparations. What matter requires this?” Shen Xihe asked directly.

Li Yanyan gestured for Shen Xihe to sit, personally poured tea for her, and passed the teacup to her. Those eyes, naturally containing charm, gazed deeply at Shen Xihe: “How about you and I join forces?”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows: “Join forces?”

She never imagined that Li Yanyan had come to ally.

Chapter 410: The Temptation of the Empress
“Yes, join forces,” Li Yanyan repeated.

Shen Xihe’s fingers lightly moved on the teacup as she tilted her head to look at the smoking incense burner nearby: “Why?”

“We have a common enemy,” Li Yanyan said.

She was a princess of a fallen nation, destroyed by His Majesty.

Shen Xihe was the daughter of a non-imperial prince, and His Majesty couldn’t tolerate the Northwest, making them natural enemies.

“You’re wrong,” Shen Xihe corrected. “You and His Majesty are sworn enemies, not merely opponents.”

Opponents merely have conflicting interests and don’t necessarily fight to the death; sworn enemies, however, cannot exist under the same sky.

“Whether opponents or sworn enemies, it’s the same person,” Li Yanyan didn’t care about this distinction.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “You don’t understand my meaning. As long as His Majesty doesn’t move against the Northwest, I won’t commit regicide. But you want His Majesty’s life regardless. We are fundamentally different, and those who follow different paths cannot work together.”

Shen Xihe felt neither ill will nor goodwill toward Li Yanyan. She hadn’t experienced Li Yanyan’s pain of losing her country and wouldn’t comment on her actions. However, she couldn’t agree with Li Yanyan collaborating with Xiao Changtai for revenge, even covering up his grave robbery – this violated basic human conscience.

Putting herself in others’ shoes, if someone dug up her ancestors’ graves for their purposes, Shen Xihe would surely tear them to pieces!

“Heh.” Li Yanyan laughed softly, looking Shen Xihe up and down. “You remind me of someone.”

Shen Xihe didn’t respond; she knew whom Li Yanyan meant.

“The late Princess Consort Xin was equally foolish,” Li Yanyan spoke disdainfully of Gu Qingzhi. “Had she struck first, had she prepared earlier, the Gu family might not have fallen so far. I thought people like her were rare…”

Li Yanyan gave Shen Xihe a strange look: “Are all noble ladies of your Great Zhou so stubbornly self-righteous? His Majesty’s intentions are clear as day, yet you still wait passively for death?”

“How Princess Consort Xin was, she has passed away, I won’t comment,” Shen Xihe avoided discussing Gu Qingzhi. “How I am is none of Third Princess Consort’s concern.”

Li Yanyan oversimplified regicide. While the Northwest and Emperor Youning indeed couldn’t coexist, Shen Xihe wouldn’t explain this to Li Yanyan – they weren’t that close.

“Why not hear my sincerity?” Li Yanyan scrutinized Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe tapped her teacup lightly, laughing softly: “Sincerity? Is His Majesty having the Third Prince test the Eastern Palace?”

Li Yanyan’s pupils suddenly contracted as she looked incredulously at the faintly smiling Shen Xihe.

“His Majesty sparing you both certainly has its reasons. But His Majesty now suspects the Crown Prince and the Third Prince has always seemed the most uninvolved. Having him act would be most unexpected,” Shen Xihe smiled confidently, seeming to be wrapped in a holy light that made her appear sacred and inviolable. “With Xiao Changtai’s matter, His Majesty already suspects the Crown Prince, and you couple were involved. Using you both would be perfect.”

Composing herself, Li Yanyan smiled appreciatively: “Princess Zhaoning, truly worthy of being the one who could make Princess Yanling die without a sound.”

Shen Xihe acted as if she hadn’t understood Li Yanyan’s words and continued: “Rather than saying you want to ally with us, it’s more that you don’t want the Third Prince to be completely used by His Majesty. You’ve seen the Eastern Palace’s true face and know they’re destined to clash with His Majesty.

Let me guess – you’ve surely convinced the Third Prince by discussing your future as a couple and how His Majesty has made things difficult for you over the years. You’ve gotten him to agree to be a double agent, officially helping His Majesty spy on the Crown Prince.

In reality, you’d be watching His Majesty for the Crown Prince.”

Completely seen through by Shen Xihe, Li Yanyan dropped her pretense: “Isn’t that good?”

“No,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “What the Third Prince Consort and Third Prince can offer the Crown Prince and me, we can have without you. Yet what you seek from us can only come from us.

So why should we discuss an alliance?”

Shen Xihe wouldn’t agree to ally with Li Yanyan – she was someone who didn’t understand the rules of cooperation. Otherwise, how could Xiao Changtai have fallen to his current state?

She certainly didn’t want to repeat Xiao Changtai’s mistakes one day.

“You want us to submit?” Submission meant being beneath them.

Shen Xihe slowly stood up: “Third Princess Consort, neither I nor the Crown Prince lack supporters. Nor do we fear one more enemy. Consider the fates of all who opposed us – from the Prince of Kang’s household, Princess Changling, Princess Yanling, Minister Wang, to your former ally. Third Princess Consort should think carefully.”

Leaving this warning, Shen Xihe turned to leave.

Just as she reached the doorway, Li Yanyan suddenly stood: “I can sense that you reject me not for these noble-sounding reasons. I want to hear one truth.”

With one foot already over the threshold, Shen Xihe paused but didn’t turn back: “The truth? The truth is, I can also sense that you hate the entire Xiao clan.”

Before her words faded, Shen Xihe had disappeared from Li Yanyan’s sight.

Her words echoed in Li Yanyan’s mind, causing tangible fear to surface in her eyes.

Was Li Yanyan’s cooperation with Xiao Changtai truly just to deal with His Majesty?

It was now, but if Xiao Changtai were to succeed, her sword would point at him next. Besides Xiao Zhenzhen, her hatred for her country’s destruction likely made her want to slaughter the entire Xiao imperial clan.

This time, Xiao Changtai’s fall appeared to be due to Li Yanyan’s foolishness, but Shen Xihe believed Li Yanyan had long wanted to push aside Xiao Changtai, who had been punished to guard the imperial tombs and was gradually slipping from her control. She deliberately created this chaos to see clearly who would be the best to ally with first.

First ally to deal with Emperor Youning, lurk beside allies to understand them thoroughly, then strike back at the critical moment…

“The ambition to be Empress,” Shen Xihe laughed softly in the carriage.

If Li Yanyan could bet correctly, lie low and ally with someone, wait for the final fatal strike until only Xiao Zhenzhen remained – if Xiao Zhenzhen successfully ascended the throne, given his infatuation with her, she could act as regent like the ancestral Empress. After Xiao Zhenzhen’s death, she could smoothly take the throne, becoming the dynasty’s second Empress.

This way, she would truly overthrow the Xiao imperial clan and restore the Li clan’s imperial power of Xiliang.

Unfortunately, she encountered Shen Xihe.

The next day, Xiao Huayong again broke his word and snuck into the Princess’s residence. Shen Xihe revealed Li Yanyan’s thoughts to him.

Xiao Huayong propped his chin, gazing tenderly at Shen Xihe: “Youyou is more suited to be Empress.”

Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid to pierce his heart, speaking honestly: “Too tiring. I’d rather be Empress Dowager.”

Chapter 411: No Empress Dowager, Only Supreme Empress Dowager
Throughout history, diligent emperors limited their sleep to no more than six hours per day. Yet Shen Xihe needed at least eight hours of sleep daily. Though the emperor held supreme power, dangers lurked everywhere. With hundreds of court memorials to review daily, just thinking about such responsibilities made Shen Xihe feel overwhelmed – it was more than she could bear.

Being an Empress Dowager would be different. As the emperor’s elder, she would be free from the inner palace’s troubles. The emperor would have to honor and respect her. She could live in the palace or visit temples and summer palaces as she pleased, spending her days tending flowers, drinking tea, watching operas, and enjoying life.

“Is Youyou hinting that she should bear me a little prince to inherit the throne?” Xiao Huayong blinked his eyes.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh, though her words despite her smiling face were ruthless: “I’m reminding you that you need to ascend the throne successfully.”

As long as Xiao Huayong became emperor, her position as Empress Dowager would be secure. Whether or not she had children with him, no one could bypass her. Even for an adopted heir, they would need her approval and would have to respect her as Empress Dowager and serve her faithfully for life.

Xiao Huayong’s flirtatious smile froze at his lips, and he couldn’t help but snort coldly: “How could an adopted son be of one mind with you?”

“If I am capable, even an adopted son can be of one mind with me; if I am incompetent, even a biological son might not be loyal to me,” Shen Xihe glanced at the huffing Xiao Huayong, slowly averting her gaze and pressing her lips together to suppress a smile. “All humans are born good – how a child turns out depends on their parents’ upbringing. If I were to adopt, I would choose someone young whom I could raise personally.”

The more Xiao Huayong listened, the more unsettled he became: “Youyou, you’ve thought this through so clearly, I suspect you’ve already made plans.”

“Yes,” Shen Xihe nodded sincerely. “I considered all this before deciding to marry Your Highness.”

She had thought about many things – whether she was destined to be a mother, whether she and the Crown Prince were fated to have children, whether she could become a mother during the Crown Prince’s lifetime.

Grinding his teeth, Xiao Huayong felt bitter. Before marrying him, she had already been thinking about their children. To others, this might sound like deep affection, but in reality, it was all for gain.

“Youyou always say I think far ahead, but compared to you, I fall short.” Xiao Huayong’s tone turned sarcastic.

Shen Xihe finally laughed out loud. After a moment, she looked at the pouting Xiao Huayong and composed herself: “I told Your Highness before, people change. Those were my thoughts then, now I only wish to be the Crown Princess.”

Xiao Huayong froze, the previous look of grievance still on his face, somewhat dazed and unresponsive. By the time he reacted, Shen Xihe had already risen and left. He instinctively reached out, the gossamer-thin silk sliding across his palm, leaving a cool sensation.

“Youyou, what did you mean just now?” Xiao Huayong hurried after her.

Shen Xihe entered her room, closed the door, and walked inside with her shawl.

Though Xiao Huayong wanted to burst in, he restrained himself – if he wanted to hear sweet words, he had to follow proper conduct. He went around to the window, peering in: “Youyou, what did you mean earlier?”

Shen Xihe turned and smiled at him: “Figure it out yourself.”

That smile was like a cool breeze in midsummer, sweeping through blooming flowers, carrying a wisp of fragrance, brushing coolly across his heart, stirring ripples in his soul.

Xiao Huayong stood at the window, grinning foolishly: “Youyou has feelings for me.”

Shen Xihe ignored him. Xiao Huayong continued smiling to himself until he saw Tian Yuan approaching. His smile instantly vanished, replaced by disgust.

“Your Highness, His Majesty summons you back to the palace,” Tian Yuan said carefully.

Xiao Huayong lazily acknowledged, then turned back to smile radiantly at Shen Xihe: “I’m returning to the palace. I’ve arranged everything at the summer palace, just bring whatever you like.”

After a lingering look at Shen Xihe, who didn’t even turn to glance at him, Xiao Huayong left somewhat dejectedly.

As his footsteps faded, Shen Xihe walked to the window. Just as she touched it, a head popped up, startling her.

Xiao Huayong smiled mischievously and wickedly: “Forget about being Empress Dowager, Supreme Empress Dowager might work.”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong backed away, his eyes full of mirth as he watched her, only turning to leave when he reached the moon gate.

Watching where his silhouette had disappeared, Shen Xihe’s lips involuntarily curved upward in a silent smile full of warmth.

Her feelings for Xiao Huayong weren’t like those in novels – not the kind of bone-deep longing where a day apart felt like three years. He was like a cup of warm water, quietly slipping into her heart, tasteless yet moistening and dispelling drought.

That afternoon, the imperial edict for the Emperor’s summer retreat arrived, along with a list of accompanying and remaining officials.

The number of people accompanying the imperial procession to Linyou Summer Palace was neither too many nor too few – including the guards, it totaled nearly ten thousand. Shen Xihe had packed early.

The day before departure, a letter and a box of gold arrived for Shen Xihe from Qi Pei.

This determined young man with physical disabilities wanted to work under her command. They had agreed – she would give him one hundred gold pieces, and if he could earn a thousand gold pieces within a year, she would accept him.

Now, barely half a year later, he had succeeded. Shen Xihe’s expression grew serious after reading his letter.

“Something major has happened in Hangjiahu. I must go to the palace.” Shen Xihe took Qi Pei’s letter and headed to the Eastern Palace to find Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong had been listening to court officials’ discussions, but upon receiving word of Shen Xihe’s palace visit, he immediately turned pale and appeared weak. Under the ministers’ concerned persuasion, he reluctantly returned to the Eastern Palace to rest.

“Youyou, is there an urgent matter?” Xiao Huayong spotted Shen Xihe from afar and strode over.

Tomorrow was the departure for the summer palace, and the sun was scorching. Shen Xihe would never come unless it was extremely urgent.

“Your Highness, please look at this.” Shen Xihe handed Qi Pei’s letter to Xiao Huayong.

Qi Pei had earned this money through mulberry leaf trading in the Jiangzhe region, where speculation in mulberry leaves was an annual occurrence. It exploited the unpredictable demand for mulberry leaves by silkworms.

In years of abundant silkworm cultivation, mulberry leaves would become scarce. Saving silkworms became as urgent as fighting fires – to avoid affecting silk production, leaf boats would be dispatched to purchase mulberry leaves from tens or even hundreds of li away.

This led merchants in the Jiangzhe region to purchase large quantities of mulberry leaves when silkworm season approached, watching market conditions closely before selling.

Even immortals couldn’t predict leaf prices – mulberry leaves were treasures when needed but worthless grass when not. Whether one profited or lost, even experienced silkworm farmers found it difficult to estimate.

Chapter 412: Not An Emperor But Like One
The mulberry leaf trade was highly volatile – a boatload bought for dozens of copper coins could sell for hundreds of gold pieces or a boatload purchased for dozens of gold pieces might sell for mere copper coins. This thrilling gamble captivated risk-loving merchants.

Qi Pei had visited Hangjiahu this year, initially just to gain experience and visit his father’s old friends. After learning about the enormous profits in mulberry leaves, he didn’t rashly get involved, though his father’s sworn brother did participate.

This sworn uncle hired several leaf boats. A “living immortal” had appeared who had accurately predicted leaf price fluctuations for the past two years. Many who followed his predictions had become wealthy, and this year he was even more revered. His predictions remained precise until he suddenly disappeared.

By then, countless merchants had stockpiled mulberry leaves, waiting for prices to rise further. Instead, news came of a silkworm disaster. With the poor harvest, silkworms wouldn’t need leaves, and prices plummeted from heaven to earth.

Many merchants had invested their entire fortunes. This news struck like lightning from a clear sky.

Qi Pei’s sworn uncle was among them. Though this was voluntary trading with willing participants, blame couldn’t be placed on others. As merchants watched in desperation as people burned mulberry leaves for fuel, a wealthy family in Wuzhen stepped forward. Claiming to represent major merchants and with support from local officials, they offered to buy the leaves at an extremely low price, supposedly to give the leaf speculators a lifeline.

Though it pained the merchants deeply, something was better than nothing.

When this occurred, Qi Pei had already sailed away, traveling three days by water to another region. He’d taken a basket of mulberry leaves gifted by his sworn uncle, only to find local silkworm farmers fighting over the leaves.

Upon investigation, Qi Pei sensed something suspicious. Though prices hadn’t crashed when he left, he’d seen many leaves seemingly concentrated in one area due to the “living immortal’s” influence. Yet this place, just three days’ journey away, seemed completely unaware of the situation.

He immediately had the two guards Shen Xihe had assigned him rush back day and night. They discovered that the local governor and unscrupulous merchants had orchestrated an enormous scheme planned three years.

They had created the “living immortal” using profits from the previous two years to attract investors and monopolize the leaves. Then they spread news of the silkworm disaster to force merchants to sell their expensive leaves at low prices, only to resell them at astronomical rates.

This scheme generated enormous wealth for its orchestrators. Qi Pei used Shen Xihe’s hundred gold pieces to try to stabilize prices and suppress price gouging.

He faced constant assassination attempts and became a hunted man throughout Hangjiahu. Local officials falsely accused him of being the schemer. He earned this money and wrote this letter to inform Shen Xihe of the situation’s severity.

Despite his intervention, which still yielded tenfold profits, one could imagine the enormous gains made by merchants who were exploiting both sides without his interference.

How many families were ruined by these massive profits?

What infuriated Shen Xihe most was that silk production was vital to national interests and people’s livelihoods. How much would this year’s harvest suffer from such sabotage?

Xiao Huayong’s face darkened after reading: “With the emperor far away, these people prey on commoners like local tyrants, not only manipulating the people but trampling on imperial authority and law!”

“Why hasn’t this been reported to court yet? Who’s protecting them to make them so bold?” Shen Xihe asked.

“The Jiangnan East Circuit Inspector is His Majesty’s confidant. As for Yuhang and Jiaxing…” Xiao Huayong’s brows furrowed. “The situation is complex, with multiple forces at work. Leave this to me.”

He left immediately and returned about half an hour later, appearing composed. He ordered some soft foods and her favorite summer drink, sour plum juice.

“Your Highness, is it resolved?” His previous concern seemed gone.

“I’ve given orders. Little Twelve will report this tomorrow at court.” There would be a court session before departure. “I’ve also sent word to protect your man.”

“Your Highness seems to favor Prince Yan.” Shen Xihe noticed Xiao Huayong frequently used Xiao Changgeng, who had also led the powder ball shooting plot against Munuha, Xiao Changtai, and Xiao Changzhen.

“When I become emperor, I can’t kill all my brothers. I must keep one or two to demonstrate my benevolence.” Xiao Huayong wasn’t afraid to show his true nature to Shen Xihe. “Little Twelve is clever and knows how to adapt. He’s somewhat capable.”

Having Xiao Changgeng expose this would inevitably lead to him being sent to investigate Yuhang – a test of his abilities.

This case was more complex than the rouge incident, where Xiao Changying had nearly lost his life amid various factions’ struggles. It remained to be seen if Xiao Changgeng could handle it – useless people weren’t needed.

“Prince Yan is still rather inexperienced. The Yuhang situation…” Shen Xihe was skeptical of Xiao Changgeng.

“His success depends on his ability. If he wants to climb higher, he must understand that capability must match ambition to survive.” Xiao Huayong didn’t care whether Xiao Changgeng succeeded – at this point, solving the case sooner or later wouldn’t change much.

“If Your Highness intends to keep Prince Yan till the end, why not protect him?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

“Only by fighting alone, knowing he has no support, can one grow wings fastest and reveal their deepest instincts.” Xiao Huayong smiled. “If Little Twelve can’t overcome this challenge, he’s not worth my effort.”

“Without Prince Yan, who else would Your Highness keep to show benevolence?” Shen Xihe wondered.

Second Prince Zhao, Xiao Changmin, was restless. Third Prince Xiao Changzhen had the ambitious Li Yanyan behind him. Fifth Prince Xin, Xiao Changqing, and Ninth Prince Lie, Xiao Changying, might harbor thoughts of seizing power. The Eighth Prince wasn’t worth mentioning. Surely not three-year-old Xiao Changhong?

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly: “How about Sixth?”

Shen Xihe was startled – he meant Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu: “Your Highness…”

“You’re right, Youyou. I’ve kept them under surveillance. If I don’t need them, so be it. If I do, they’ll have to return and serve me obediently.” Xiao Huayong’s smile was as unfathomable as his silver eyes, deep as the ocean.

He controlled everyone within his grasp so thoroughly they couldn’t escape.

Though not emperor, he was like one.

Chapter 413: The Crown Prince’s Embarrassment
At the next day’s court session, the newly-titled Twelfth Prince dropped a thunderbolt by exposing the leaf speculation scandal in Yuhang along the Jiangnan East Circuit. The court was shocked. Emperor Youning rose in anger after reviewing the evidence Xiao Changgeng submitted.

Silkworms were vital to the nation. Each year, even the emperor would organize ceremonies to worship the Silkworm God, hoping for abundant silkworm harvests and prosperous silk production to enrich both people and the nation. The silkworm industry’s importance was evident. How could Emperor Youning not be furious that someone had schemed to exploit it, harming prosperous Yuhang?

Due to this incident, Emperor Youning postponed the summer palace retreat. Under the scorching sun, stored ice wouldn’t last long. Many complained about the Yuhang affair, hoping to resolve it quickly and escape to Linyou Summer Palace. With numerous parties involved, the situation became chaotic.

“Why is His Majesty dragging this out? Won’t this let people fish in troubled waters?” Zhenzhu fanned Shen Xihe, speaking up when she saw her put down her book.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “Do you know how far-reaching this matter is? Officials colluding with merchants to deceive leaf traders and exploit silkworm farmers is just the beginning. After all this turmoil, silk will certainly be scarce this year, setting the stage for silk merchants. They’ll inflate silk prices claiming scarcity, profiting handsomely. The chain reaction could shake all of Jiangnan. How could His Majesty allow Jiangnan to be destabilized?”

This was intentional – letting chaos reign so people would tactfully withdraw. For the greater good, His Majesty wouldn’t completely uproot everyone involved in the leaf price case. The silk merchants wouldn’t get their chance – the matter would end here. The governors of Yuhang and Jiaxing couldn’t be saved, and the involved merchants wouldn’t escape punishment. But after making examples, things would stop there.

“They’re getting off too easy,” Biyu said indignantly. These people had committed terrible crimes yet would escape justice.

“The law doesn’t punish everyone when too many are involved, as it would cause greater damage,” Shen Xihe glanced at them calmly. “His Majesty is His Majesty – he can’t act on temporary emotions. His Majesty must consider the whole realm. This is why not everyone can become emperor, and not everyone who becomes emperor can be a wise ruler.”

“Princess…”

“Princess, my respects!” A falsely sweet voice interrupted Biyu.

They turned to see Xiao Huayong approaching under the sun, carrying a white-crested parrot. The bird was snow-white except for pale yellow on its belly and crown, and kept repeating: “Princess, my respects.”

“Meow!” Short Life, lounging lazily on the railing, suddenly leaped onto the table, glaring hostilely at the approaching parrot.

“The leaf price case will take days to resolve. I know you enjoy quiet, but staying confined in the residence alone for too long isn’t good. I specially found this parrot to keep you company,” Xiao Huayong placed the parrot’s perch before Shen Xihe. “You can play with it when you’re free.”

“Meow—” As soon as Xiao Huayong finished speaking, Short Life pounced. Fortunately, Xiao Huayong quickly grabbed its neck, seeing its claws extended: “Youyou, we should trim its claws lest it hurt you.”

“I don’t usually keep pets. It chose to follow me, so I kept it, but I didn’t want it confined. For over half the month, it must hunt in the mountains and forests itself.” Shen Xihe rarely fed Short Life.

She had trained it to be extremely alert and increasingly perceptive to different auras, treating it not as a mere possession.

“This parrot was a tribute from Southern Tianzhu earlier this year. It’s unique. I’ve raised it for months and taught it some words, finding it amusing, so I brought it to entertain you,” Xiao Huayong explained.

Seeing he had put effort into training the parrot, Shen Xihe didn’t refuse: “Thank you, Your Highness.”

“Youyou deer calls, hearts forever entwined… Ow!”

The white parrot suddenly began swaying as if reciting poetry, but Xiao Huayong subtly interrupted it with his sleeve while maintaining a proper smile at Shen Xihe.

He had only said those words once casually, yet this cursed parrot remembered them, while other phrases he’d taught it hadn’t been learned nearly as quickly.

Shen Xihe suddenly felt her face warm. It was one thing for Xiao Huayong to speak frivolously in front of her, but behind her back too…

“Youyou deer calls, hearts forever entwined; qin and se in harmony, phoenix pair singing!” The white parrot, now perched aside, called out again.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly: “I… only said it once in front of it.”

He truly hadn’t been constantly speaking sweet words. Such words could only be said to someone he admired. That day Shen Xihe had given him a handkerchief, and back at the Eastern Palace he couldn’t help taking it out to look at it. As he looked, he spoke aloud, forgetting to guard against the bird.

“Youyou has feelings for me… Ow!” The white parrot’s cry was cut short as Xiao Huayong grabbed it. He immediately picked up the perch: “Ahem, this bird isn’t fully trained yet, I’ll take it back for more training…”

“I think it’s perfect,” Shen Xihe said, suppressing her laughter.

This bird was presented as tribute early in the year, so it had been with Xiao Huayong for about half a year. For easier training, he likely kept it close, probably not guarding many secrets from it. Shen Xihe looked forward to learning some of Xiao Huayong’s secrets from this bird.

Xiao Huayong coldly glared at the white parrot, feeling the embarrassment of having slapped himself. He shouldn’t have brought this bird – it hadn’t said any of these things in the past six months, only speaking up upon meeting Shen Xihe.

It must have been triggered when he called Shen Xihe “Youyou,” awakening something in this foolish bird.

“Youyou deer calls, my heart yearns…”

Xiao Huayong’s hands clenched behind his back. He feared losing control and wringing the bird’s neck.

Shen Xihe had never seen Xiao Huayong embarrassed before. Finding it novel, she pulled the perch closer, restraining the ready-to-pounce Short Life, and bent to examine the parrot carefully.

The parrot blinked at Shen Xihe, tilting its head: “Princess, my respects, Princess, my respects.”

The usually quiet-loving Shen Xihe suddenly found the chattering parrot quite adorable, feeling a spark of joy: “I accept Your Highness’s gift. It’s mine now.”

“Youyou is mine!” the parrot followed up on Shen Xihe’s words.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help looking at Xiao Huayong, who maintained a resigned expression with a forced smile.

Poking the parrot, Shen Xihe couldn’t resist teasing Xiao Huayong: “I didn’t know Your Highness was such a dreamer.”

She had feelings for him? She was his?

When had this happened?

Chapter 414: The Joy He Brought Her
Xiao Huayong had never felt so embarrassed in his life. He could only try to salvage the situation: “If one lives without any aspirations or pursuits, wouldn’t that be like a walking corpse?” As he spoke, his expression naturally softened, his gaze becoming ambiguous as he deliberately moved closer to Shen Xihe. “Let Youyou know, my thoughts of you drive me mad, my longing for you turns me delirious.”

When it came to shamelessness, Shen Xihe had to admit defeat. She could only surrender and change the subject: “Did Your Highness come today just to specially deliver a parrot to me?”

“Youyou deer calls, hearts forever entwined…” the white parrot started reciting again, and Shen Xihe handed it to Zhenzhu.

Xiao Huayong watched as the parrot reciting his words was carried away. Returning his gaze, he spoke seriously: “My people have discovered Fourth Brother’s whereabouts.”

“Xiao Changtai.” Shen Xihe was slightly surprised. “He’s truly impatient.”

She figured he must have planned everything when His Majesty decreed the visit to Linyou Palace, intending to act today. However, he hadn’t anticipated the Ye Jia case would emerge today, causing His Majesty to rage during court and postpone the summer retreat. Otherwise, he would likely have acted by now.

“If the journey started today, it would have been the perfect opportunity.” The day of departure was always the most chaotic, with travelers busy with preparations and packing, having no attention to spare for other matters.

Shen Xihe thought this made sense, and a thought struck her as she looked at Xiao Huayong: “Did Your Highness anticipate his actions, and thus had Prince Yan expose the Ye Jia case this morning?”

He had predicted that Xiao Changtai would sneak into the capital to find Ye Wantang, and anticipated His Majesty’s reaction to the Ye Jia case, catching Xiao Changtai off guard.

Now that Xiao Changtai had infiltrated the capital but His Majesty hadn’t departed, Xiao Changtai must be extremely anxious. Having been accused of witchcraft, if he showed himself now, it would prove he had faked his death to escape punishment. He would certainly be brought before His Majesty, and death would be his only outcome.

“Since Youyou was concerned about him, I naturally had to pay extra attention.” He knew about Shen Xihe’s visit to Xiangguo Temple to find Ye Wantang. Since Xiao Changtai made her uneasy, he wanted to deal with him early. He had made other arrangements, but after learning of the Ye Jia case yesterday, he decided to make use of it.

“I’m grateful for Your Highness’s thoughtfulness, but I don’t wish for Your Highness to be too considerate.” She didn’t want her influence on Xiao Huayong to run too deep, making him prioritize her in everything and losing his original decisiveness and efficiency.

Perhaps one day, because of her, he might be implicated, and she would feel guilty for it.

“Don’t worry, Youyou. I know you’re clever and may not need my help.” Xiao Huayong smiled. “You’re also worried that if I make big moves in the capital, His Majesty might notice or find something to hold against me.”

He was in a delicate period now, with His Majesty watching him more closely than when Mu Nuha had suspected him. His Majesty had sat firmly on the throne for many years and had many useful people in the capital. The slightest disturbance could expose their tracks.

Shen Xihe was worried he might lose more than he gained.

“It’s good that Your Highness understands.” Since Xiao Huayong had thought of this, she assumed he had made contingency plans.

“I haven’t made any moves, which is why I lost track of him as soon as he entered the capital.” He couldn’t determine Xiao Changtai’s current location, which was why he came specially to warn Shen Xihe to be cautious.

“His target must be the Ye family.” Shen Xihe was certain.

At this moment, nothing except Ye Wantang would be worth Xiao Changtai sneaking into the capital while injured.

His wealth and power in the capital had been transferred out during the year he was banished to the Imperial Tomb. His plan to go into hiding had been brewing for a long time.

“Ye has returned home, we can only have people watch the Ye residence.” Xiao Huayong wasn’t optimistic; Xiao Changtai was extremely skilled at disguise and concealment.

“He’s likely to seek help from others.” Shen Xihe considered Xiao Changtai’s past behavior patterns of creating diversions and using others as cover, whether it was using Li Yanyan during the tomb robbery case or involving Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin when he last infiltrated the capital.

“Youyou and I think alike.” Xiao Huayong’s smile carried a hint of sweetness, his eyes gleaming with obvious joy.

“Just don’t know which prince he’ll seek out…” Shen Xihe couldn’t guess how many cards Xiao Changtai had left to play. “Prince Zhao, Third Prince, and Prince Xin are all possibilities.”

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow hearing this: “Why couldn’t it be Little Nine?”

Two months ago, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have detected the jealousy, but now she could understand a bit of Xiao Huayong’s thoughts, especially since he was eager to arrange marriages for several princes, with Xiao Changying being a particular focus.

The reason was simple: when she first came to the capital, Xiao Changying had been chosen for her by Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an, and she was someone who greatly valued her father and brothers. Thus, even though she had no feelings for Xiao Changying, it still made Xiao Huayong uneasy.

“Prince Nine is straightforward. Though he has many secrets, most have been approved by His Majesty. Even if Xiao Changtai caught hold of something, Prince Lie wouldn’t fear it. If I can know these things, how could he not?” Shen Xihe explained patiently.

She didn’t believe Xiao Huayong couldn’t figure this out himself; he just wanted to hear her explain it clearly.

Though satisfied inside, the Crown Prince still grumbled: “Youyou seem quite familiar with Little Nine.”

Seeing his sour expression, Shen Xihe found it extremely childish. She suddenly felt mischievous: “Your Highness doesn’t know, but before coming to the capital, I did research on all the princes.”

This wasn’t false. Shen Yueshan had investigated everything he could about the princes, including Xiao Huayong, though what was discovered was only surface-level. This led to her misjudgment, resulting in her current situation where she could no longer extricate herself.

However, this mistake turned out well, as she now felt marrying Xiao Huayong was excellent – he understood her so well.

Xiao Huayong’s jealousy completely spilled over. He suddenly stood up, walked to the railing, and took several deep breaths facing the pond where pink lotus flowers swayed. After composing himself for a moment, he turned back with his jaw set, returning with displeasure written all over his face.

His expression didn’t frighten Shen Xihe; instead, it amused her. She even developed a kind of pathological pleasure she didn’t quite understand – she particularly enjoyed seeing Xiao Huayong worked up like this. It was just… extremely adorable.

“I’m fine. If Youyou want to laugh, go ahead.” Xiao Huayong spoke stiffly.

“Hahahahaha…” Shen Xihe finally couldn’t hold back her laughter, laughing uncontrollably.

She was usually reserved by nature, calm and collected, rarely laughing so freely. But she couldn’t help it – just one look at Xiao Huayong made her unable to stop laughing.

As she laughed, Xiao Huayong, who had been very angry, couldn’t maintain his composure and joined in her laughter.

Chapter 415: Just As My Heart Delights in Youyou
Over ten li of lotus ponds stretched out, clear winds reflecting on the water. Suddenly, a thunderclap echoed through the clouds. Looking up, dark clouds had gathered densely, and fine rain began falling like delicate threads, creating rippling circles on the pond and producing muffled sounds as drops hit the lotus leaves.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help walking to the railing, her eyes gleaming with joy as she watched the misty rain suddenly descend.

Xiao Huayong stood beside her, and as the cool breeze swept past, their flowing robes tangled together.

“Why does Youyou enjoy the rain so much?” Xiao Huayong turned slightly to look at her brightened eyes, unable to resist asking.

Shen Xihe stretched out her hand, feeling the cool refreshing sensation of fine rain on her palm: “I’ve loved rain since childhood. Father and Brother have asked me why, but I can’t explain it.”

Whether it was a downpour, heavy rain, or drizzle, Shen Xihe particularly loved rainy days. On rainy nights, she would sleep especially soundly to the sound of rain on her pillow. During the day, listening to the rain seemed to disperse her worries like clouds parting to reveal the sun.

“I understand,” Xiao Huayong suddenly smiled, his gaze tender. “Just as my heart delights in Youyou.”

Unable to explain why one’s heart is captivated – you simply feel joy upon seeing them.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help giving him a meaningful sideways glance as she withdrew her wet hand. Before she could turn to get a handkerchief, her wrist was caught by strong fingers. Xiao Huayong had already pulled out a handkerchief from his robes, covering her palm. His movements were gentle, his gaze focused as he carefully wiped away the rainwater.

The handkerchief was decorated with butterfly-wing-like Pingzhong leaves – the one she had given to Xiao Huayong.

“The rain is cold, and you’re delicate. Even if you enjoy it, don’t harm yourself,” Xiao Huayong said after drying her hands. Feeling her cold fingertips, he held her hand between his palms as if to warm them.

Shen Xihe struggled briefly but couldn’t break free, so she simply let him be.

Noticing she was becoming more tolerant of his touch and closeness, Xiao Huayong felt a sweet warmth rising in his heart. However, his joy didn’t last long as Zhenzhu arrived with an umbrella, bringing two cloaks.

As Zhenzhu moved to drape the cloak over Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong reluctantly released her hand. The other cloak was handed to Biyu, but when she tried to help Xiao Huayong put it on, he waved her off and donned it himself. It fits perfectly.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help looking down and fondly touching the cloak before asking excitedly: “This cloak…”

“I made it for my brother. Your Highness and he are similar in build,” Shen Xihe’s words shattered Xiao Huayong’s fantasy.

Shen Yun’an and Xiao Huayong were about the same height, though Shen Yun’an was more robust while Xiao Huayong was simply more proportionate.

Xiao Huayong immediately felt awkward. Shen Xihe noticed and thought he was uncomfortable sharing with others, so she said: “The cloak is newly made and hasn’t been sent northwest yet. Your Highness need not worry.”

Moving his lips silently, Xiao Huayong couldn’t express his discomfort to Shen Xihe. Being jealous of his brother was one thing – Shen Xihe might appreciate his care for her – but being jealous of her cousin would seem unreasonable.

Suddenly, a thought struck him, and he couldn’t help smiling again.

Shen Xihe noticed his momentary melancholy even after her explanation and was still pondering the reason when his expression suddenly brightened. She found men’s thoughts as unfathomable as finding a needle in the ocean – impossible to see or understand.

Xiao Huayong stayed with Shen Xihe, chatting about various topics. Both were extremely knowledgeable – one from reading countless books, the other from traveling thousands of miles. They discussed world curiosities and local customs, with Shen Xihe asking Xiao Huayong to verify if things were as described in books until the rain stopped.

Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu: “Prepare the evening meal…”

“I should return to the palace.” Surprisingly, Xiao Huayong didn’t try to stay for a meal and refused Shen Xihe’s invitation.

The last time Xiao Huayong left so proactively was when he had stolen her handkerchief, which made Shen Xihe suspicious. Today, since his arrival, he had stayed by her side the whole time, surely not taking anything of hers.

If there were urgent matters at the Eastern Palace, Tianyuan hadn’t come to report. Perhaps he suddenly remembered something?

Though thinking this, Shen Xihe didn’t ask. She saw him on the screen wall. Xiao Huayong gave her a deep look, walked to the doorway, and before stepping over the threshold, turned and grabbed the cloak: “Youyou, since I’ve worn it, it wouldn’t be appropriate to give to the World Son anymore. You worked hard to make it, and it would be a shame to waste it. Why not give it to me? I won’t have the Eastern Palace return it.”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong winked at her with his beauty-marked eye and strode away contentedly.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh and shake her head after he disappeared.

So he wanted to claim the cloak. Indeed, now that Xiao Huayong had worn it, she wouldn’t give it to Shen Yun’an. If Shen Yun’an knew, he would surely gnash his teeth at Xiao Huayong. But she hadn’t planned to give it directly to him, nor had she decided what to do with it.

Since he liked it, she might as well give it to him.

Their tender interaction stood in stark contrast to what was happening between Ye Wantang and Xiao Changtai at the Ye residence.

Neither Xiao Huayong nor Shen Xihe had anticipated that Xiao Changtai hadn’t arranged everything, nor sought accomplices, but had gone directly to Ye Wantang first.

Despite Shen Xihe’s prior warning, Ye Wantang’s feelings were mixed when she saw Xiao Changtai, her gaze complex.

She looked at him without joy, suspicion, or resentment, yet somehow with all of these, making Xiao Changtai’s heart tighten: “Wanwan, I didn’t mean to keep you in the dark. I didn’t want this either. I was forced into this strategy, causing you heartache. It was my fault. You can be angry, hate me, hit me, curse me – I’ll accept any punishment. Just please don’t look at me like this?”

Ye Wantang looked extremely haggard, her eyes showing deep exhaustion. Her voice was hoarse and slightly mocking: “Just heartache?”

It was more than heartache. Her entire heart had been dismembered piece by piece, becoming a bloody mess until she couldn’t feel the pain anymore.

“Wanwan, it’s my fault. I shouldn’t have deceived you, but my feelings for you are genuine. Do you still doubt my heart for you?” Xiao Changtai stepped forward to grasp Ye Wantang’s hand. His hair was disheveled, his frightened eyes bloodshot, his chin showing stubble.

Ye Wantang had never seen Xiao Changtai so disheveled. After looking him over, her heart softened halfway.

She hated herself for this, remembering Shen Xihe’s conviction that day.

Those frost-misted eyes, like sharp swords, had pierced straight to her heart, seeing the heart she couldn’t even control herself.

Sensing Ye Wantang’s softening, Xiao Changtai’s heart relaxed.

Chapter 416: Trapped by Love
“Wanwan, what ordinary man doesn’t have ambitions to succeed? I was born into the royal family, born to a great fortune,” Xiao Changtai pleaded earnestly. “Since childhood, I knew the Crown Prince’s life would be short. This empire must fall to one of the princes – why couldn’t it be me? In both civil and military matters, I believe I’m second to none. How could I willingly submit to others?”

“If you won’t submit to others, why didn’t you tell me earlier?” Ye Wantang demanded, her eyes reddening.

He was a prince, and in ordinary families when the legitimate son couldn’t inherit, all the concubines’ sons would try everything possible. Ye Wantang couldn’t blame him for his ambition. She had no right to demand someone abandon their grand ambitions for her.

If he had told her early on, let her weigh everything, if she couldn’t bear it, she could have withdrawn sooner.

“Wanwan, I love you, I can’t be without you. I know you’re naturally peaceful. I tried, I tried to let it go for you, but I… still couldn’t help being tempted by power.” Xiao Changtai gripped Ye Wantang’s arms, hanging his head dejectedly. “Wanwan, I tried my best. I’ve failed you.”

Hearing the slight choke in his voice, Ye Wantang closed her eyes painfully, tears rolling down from beneath her long lashes. After a while, she asked weakly: “Why have you come to find me now?”

Xiao Changtai stiffened slightly. She should know his purpose clearly, yet she asked anyway, meaning she hadn’t planned to leave with him. Xiao Changtai suddenly raised his head, his gaze locked on her: “Wanwan, do you… do you hate me?”

She shook her head slightly, exhausted: “I’m so tired, really so tired.”

“Wanwan, please give me one more chance. I’ve been stripped of my title, I no longer have any power to compete. All my ambitions have been shattered. I have some savings from before – come with me, and we’ll roam the world together, making anywhere our home. Just like when we used to travel and sightsee together.” Xiao Changtai begged.

Looking at his face, Ye Wantang’s mind was filled with Shen Xihe’s words. Her heart was split in two – one half was her love for him, making her want to nod; the other half was Shen Xihe’s warnings and past lessons, telling her to steel herself and make a clean break.

But the words caught in her throat. She never imagined she would be so weak one day, too weak to speak even one decisive word.

“Wanwan, I have nothing left. Will you abandon me too?” Xiao Changtai was hurt by the struggle in Ye Wantang’s eyes. She was more resolute than he’d imagined, the barrier between them deeper. He released her and slowly stepped back. “If even you don’t want me, what’s left in this world worth staying for?”

As he spoke, he drew a dagger. The cold gleam flashed across Ye Wantang’s eyes, and before she could cry out to stop him, red blood sprayed forth. Two drops landed on her cheeks. She froze for a moment as Xiao Changtai’s body collapsed.

“Atai—”

Ye Wantang rushed forward but couldn’t catch Xiao Changtai. They both fell to the ground. Xiao Changtai weakly managed a smile but fainted before he could say a word.

Ye Wantang’s loud cry alarmed the servants, throwing Ye’s residence into chaos.

Xiao Changtai had stabbed himself in a vital spot. He’d been ruthless with himself, nearly beyond saving.

When Xiao Changtai awoke to see Ye Wantang slumped by his bedside, he knew he had won again.

He gently stroked her cheek with his fingertips. This time he truly had no ambitions left, having been forced into this position. But the grudge between him and Xiao Huayong still needed resolution – anyone could ascend the throne except Xiao Huayong!

Otherwise, he couldn’t even live openly.

“You’re awake? I’ll call the physician…”

“Wanwan…” Xiao Changtai grabbed Ye Wantang’s wrist, his face paling as the movement pulled at his wound.

“Don’t move! Your wound is deep. How could you be so foolish? Did you want to die?” Ye Wantang scolded while feeling heartache, tears welling in her eyes.

Xiao Changtai grinned foolishly: “Wanwan, without you, life has no meaning.”

Ye Wantang knew she was done for. When the physician said he might not survive, her world had gone dark. Just a day ago, she had deeply felt these same words.

Without you, life has no meaning.

Tears streaked down her face as Xiao Changtai frantically tried to wipe them away: “Don’t cry, Wanwan. It’s all my fault, my mistake.”

His worry, panic, and tenderness were genuine, making Ye Wantang cry harder: “Of course, it’s your fault, it’s your mistake!”

Now Ye Wantang wondered why he had to be so greedy, wanting both her and the throne.

If he had single-mindedly pursued the throne, willing to do anything for it, and taken several consorts early on to build alliances, she could have completely given up hope.

She knew his feelings for her were genuine. It was precisely this genuine feeling that bound her tightly, making it impossible to break free.

“I’m sorry, don’t cry…” Xiao Changtai repeated over and over.

Ye Wantang cried for a long time, releasing all the pain, struggle, and depression of these days. Finally, her eyes swollen from crying, she composed herself: “I’ll trust you one more time. Once your wound heals, we’ll leave.”

Xiao Changtai became so excited he tore his wound again, bleeding fresh blood, requiring another visit from the physician to stop it.

After all this, Ye Wantang watched him closely, not allowing any more emotional upheaval. Xiao Changtai carefully spoke: “Wanwan, we can’t wait until my wound heals to leave. Too many people in the capital want to harm me. Each day we stay brings more danger. We must leave early today. If people discover I’m at the Ye residence, it will implicate your father and the entire Ye family.”

He was involved in the witchcraft case – if the Ye family was hiding him, their previous pardon for being unaware would be invalidated.

Ye Wantang worried about Xiao Changtai but couldn’t risk her family: “You need at least a few days to recover. We’ll go somewhere else.”

“We need to change locations, and leave the capital, all as quickly as possible,” Xiao Changtai said. “We need someone’s help, or we’ll certainly be discovered.”

“Who?” At this time, who would be willing to help them?

“Fifth Brother.” Xiao Changtai had already planned his escape route. He wouldn’t personally seek out Xiao Changqin – unlike Xiao Changmin, he was more cunning and never susceptible to threats. “Wanwan, you have Fifth Brother’s wife’s token…”

Seeing Ye Wantang’s expression change, Xiao Changtai immediately corrected himself: “I spoke wrongly. We’ll think of another way.”

Ye Wantang didn’t respond. She had Gu Qingzhi’s seal. She had secretly helped Gu Qingzhi frame the Fan family, making it easier to establish their crime of harming the imperial heir. This seal was a favor left by Gu Qingzhi.

A retired great scholar owed Gu Qingzhi, and she had transferred this debt to Ye Wantang, who kept it only as a memento.

If she used this seal to seek Xiao Changqin’s help, he would certainly assist for Gu Qingzhi’s sake.

Because it was one of the few relics left of Gu Qingzhi.

Chapter 417: None Will Meet A Good End
When Gu Qingzhi left, she was resolute. Before her death, she had sprayed all her belongings with corrosive chemicals. Before Xiao Changqin could sort through her belongings, everything had deteriorated into a pile of rotting matter.

She truly wanted to disappear completely from his life, as if she had never existed. It was both a severance of feelings and a hope that he could truly let go, so neither would remain attached to the other.

Therefore, when Ye Wantang appeared before Xiao Changqin with this seal, he treasured it like a precious jewel. He carefully took it, gently caressing it while examining it for so long that he forgot everyone else’s presence.

It wasn’t until Xiao Changying gave a light cough that he came back to his senses: “What does his Fourth Sister-in-law want?”

Ye Wantang’s gaze lingered reluctantly on the seal in Xiao Changqin’s hand. It was tiny, thumb-sized, and square, engraved with a gardenia flower.

She and Gu Qingzhi had been close friends before marriage and became even closer as sisters-in-law afterward. Their relationship was deep enough that Gu Qingzhi wouldn’t have entrusted her final major life event to anyone else – it showed profound trust.

“I bring this item without any intention to threaten,” Ye Wantang explained somewhat palely.

Gu Qingzhi had taken her own life, and naturally, the child in her womb wasn’t harmed by the Fan family. She had used two living souls to complete her counterattack against the emperor and final repayment to the Gu family. Ye Wantang had been involved in this matter.

Bringing this item now undoubtedly told Xiao Changqin that she knew everything, carrying an implicit threat.

“Fourth Sister-in-law needs no explanation. I understand.” Like her name, Gu Qingzhi had been as strong and upright as a gardenia flower, pure and noble.

That she had approved of Ye Wantang and entrusted her with such an important matter at death showed her trust in Ye Wantang’s character. Otherwise, clearing the Gu family’s name would have been futile.

She had left, taking everything that belonged to her, not leaving him a single memento, let alone a debt of gratitude for him to repay.

Ye Wantang wasn’t leveraging a favor – she knew of his yearning for anything related to Gu Qingzhi and had brought this deliberately because she needed something from him.

After all, she had failed their friendship. She knew Gu Qingzhi wouldn’t have wanted her belongings to fall into Xiao Changqin’s hands. Her decisiveness was something Ye Wantang had envied and could never match in her lifetime.

Taking a gentle deep breath, Ye Wantang said: “Help my husband and I leave the capital safely.”

Understanding flashed in Xiao Changqin’s eyes: “When?”

“In ten days,” Ye Wantang replied.

“Alright,” Xiao Changqin agreed immediately.

Ye Wantang didn’t linger. Having achieved her purpose, she left cautiously. She had come in disguise to evade the secret guards around the Ye residence.

“Brother…” Xiao Changying hesitated after Ye Wantang left.

He had shot Xiao Changta into the river. Whenever he thought about how Xiao Changta had plotted to harm Shen Xihe, he wanted to lead troops to surround the Ye residence and drag Xiao Changta out to be torn to pieces.

But seeing his brother’s expression as he gazed at the seal made it impossible to speak. A year ago, he hadn’t understood matters of the heart and couldn’t comprehend his brother’s actions. Now that he could empathize, he couldn’t bring himself to speak.

Xiao Changqin gripped the seal tightly, his fist clenched but hollow in the middle, afraid that any sudden force might destroy the tiny seal.

With deep dark pupils, Xiao Changqin said: “I called you here to ease Fourth Brother’s mind.”

“Hm?” Xiao Changying didn’t understand.

Xiao Changqin’s lips curved slightly: “Everyone knows Princess Zhaoning saved your life, and you were the one who shot him into the river. If it were merely coincidence, he wouldn’t believe it. He knows how close we brothers are, yet still had Fourth Sister-in-law come to ask – he’s trying to confuse the Crown Prince and Princess Zhaoning.”

Xiao Changta had willingly sacrificed a pawn to send him a message because seeking him out was the safest strategy.

He and Xiao Changying were known for their brotherly bond. Xiao Changying had personally shot Xiao Changta into the river. No one would suspect that knowing his brother wanted Xiao Changta dead, he would secretly help Xiao Changta.

“He’s been scheming since childhood.” Among all the brothers, Xiao Changying hated Xiao Changta the most.

Even before Shen Xihe, Xiao Changying had despised Xiao Changta’s pretentious nature – the more he desired something, the more he pretended to be indifferent and unconcerned, while self-righteously advising others to stay calm and value relationships.

Because of Shen Xihe, he despised Xiao Changta even more.

Xiao Changqin gave his brother a gentle smile. Sometimes he regretted protecting him too well, fostering his straightforward personality that couldn’t tolerate any deception.

Yet sometimes seeing him so direct, wearing his emotions openly, free, and upright, made him feel gratified.

“That’s why when I guessed Fourth Sister-in-law’s intention, I called you here. This way, Fourth Brother will know you also agreed and lower his guard,” Xiao Changqin’s eyes held a dark gleam.

“What good is his lowered guard?” Xiao Changying frowned slightly. “Surely you won’t have me make Brother break his word?”

They couldn’t go back on their promise.

“Break my word?” Xiao Changqin gave a meaningful laugh. “He only asked me to escort him safely out of the capital. If he’s ambushed and killed after leaving the capital, that wouldn’t mean I failed to keep my promise.”

Xiao Changying’s eyes lit up as he understood. Since Xiao Changta was letting Brother’s people escort him from the capital, Brother would know his route. He could ambush him outside the capital…

Xiao Changying didn’t find this strategy despicable at all – this was simply a military strategy.

Seeing Xiao Changying’s happiness, Xiao Changqin also smiled.

Looking down at the seal spinning between his fingers, he murmured: “Everything you said has come true.”

Long ago, he had deeply envied Fourth Brother and Sister-in-law’s seemingly trusting love. That day when he returned home and saw Fourth Brother personally coming to pick up Ye Wantang, he couldn’t help asking her: “When will they become so inseparable and trusting?”

Gu Qingzhi had laughed then, an icy laugh, saying: “It’s all just appearance, like how before a storm hits, the sea looks vast and blue, beautiful and enchanting, but it’s merely brewing a hurricane that will destroy everything.”

She said: They will end up like us, none will meet a good end.

He hadn’t believed it then, thinking Gu Qingzhi was just cynical about everyone’s relationships because she was unwilling to give him the response and hope he wanted.

Back then, he believed that having great ambitions was what made a true man. What woman wouldn’t want her father, brothers, and husband to be outstanding and accomplish great deeds?

Wasn’t a man without ambition living in vain? What woman would want to marry someone without aspirations?

She hadn’t argued with him. She was always like that – she would stop engaging partway through their conversations. In their years of marriage, they had never had a single argument because she would always fall silent before any dispute could escalate.

In this silence that drove him mad, he gradually lost his composure and calm, becoming unrecognizable.

Chapter 418: The Anticipated Confrontation
Xiao Changqin’s expression suddenly turned desolate. One glance and Xiao Changying knew why his brother was like this. He called softly, “Brother…”

His brother and sister-in-law were destined for a bad ending, not because of personality, nor because his brother was too young to cherish their relationship, but because of the opposing positions of the Gu family and the imperial family.

If his sister-in-law hadn’t been from the Gu family – even if she were from the Xue, Wang, Cui, or even Fan families – any other noble family might have had a chance of survival.

But it had to be the Gu family, the leader of the noble houses. To make an example and show authority, only taking down the Gu family could achieve the desired deterrent effect.

“Brother, His Majesty…”

Xiao Changying wanted to say something, but meeting Xiao Changqin’s calm gaze, he couldn’t continue.

He wanted to say it was understandable that Father couldn’t spare the Gu family. If the Gu family wasn’t destroyed, even in retirement they would still represent the enduring power of noble houses. With one call, they could potentially rally scholarly commoners across the realm. The centuries-old myth of noble families’ invincibility had become deeply ingrained – their influence could only be shattered by bringing down a great house.

But Brother hated Father not for destroying the Gu family, but for giving false hope and causing him to make wrong choices. If Father hadn’t given Brother hope, perhaps Brother and Sister-in-law’s brief time together would have been different.

Xiao Changying didn’t speak. After a moment, Xiao Changqin guessed his thoughts but didn’t pursue them. Instead, he composed himself and said, “Fourth Brother seeking me out won’t escape the Crown Prince’s notice. To evade his attention, I’ll need an inconspicuous reason to leave the capital before I can arrange everything properly.”

“Leave the capital?” And inconspicuously? Xiao Changying thought it nearly impossible now.

Because of the Ye case, any prince leaving the capital now would look suspicious to others.

“If we can’t go against the trend, we’ll go with it.” Xiao Changqin smiled confidently. “I’m not easily coerced. The Crown Prince is under His Majesty’s watch and must be cautious. Besides leaving the capital, I need to create confusion with Second Brother. Don’t worry about my matters. Fourth Brother is cunning – if you want to ambush him, prepare early.”

In the following days, the capital remained peaceful. Everyone waited in the heat for the resolution of the Ye case. Though officials had complaints about His Majesty sending the young Prince Yan to Jiangzhe, they agreed Xiao Changgeng was most suitable.

Other adult princes had established their households for years and could potentially be behind it all.

“Ye Qi has been frequently leaving his residence lately.” Due to the Ye case, the summer retreat to the temporary palace had been delayed. Xiao Huayong’s daily visits to Princess Zhaoning’s residence had become a sight in the imperial city.

Everyone in the capital knew about it. The other day, someone even dared to wait outside the Princess’s residence to petition the Crown Prince about a wealthy landowner bribing county officials to bully others.

Xiao Huayong intervened in this corruption case, earning much praise from the common people.

Shen Xihe worried others would follow suit, though some people’s sense of injustice was purely subjective, as they weren’t beneficiaries under the law.

Whatever Xiao Huayong did, no similar incidents followed.

“Is there anything unusual with others in the Ye residence?” Shen Xihe asked, placing a piece.

“Nothing unusual,” Xiao Huayong also placed a piece, “but I believe Xiao Changta has found help and is secretly planning to leave the capital.”

“Who does Your Highness suspect?” Shen Xihe asked.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong fingered his chess piece, his smile growing meaningful: “I suspect Fifth Brother most.”

Shen Xihe paused: “Prince Xin is the most capable and reliable, but also the hardest to control.”

Making the Xiao Changqin compromise was extremely difficult. When Xiao Huayong captured Gu Qingwan, Xiao Changqin dared to openly protect her. His decisiveness and strength made him almost impossible to coerce.

“I’m also wondering how Xiao Changta could succeed in getting Fifth Brother’s help,” Xiao Huayong agreed with Shen Xihe. “Whether he could succeed at all.”

If he could succeed, they should watch Xiao Changqin. If not, he would have sought others instead. In that case, watching Xiao Changqin would be futile.

If not for His Majesty’s surveillance, he wouldn’t worry about lacking manpower to cast a wide net. It wasn’t fear of confronting His Majesty, but that he hadn’t yet married Shen Xihe. Confronting His Majesty would complicate their marriage.

Xiao Huayong didn’t want their marriage to face obstacles or erode Shen Xihe’s confidence in their union, so he temporarily retreated.

“Why doesn’t Your Highness consider how Prince Xin would help him escape if Xiao Changta truly could make him compromise,” Shen Xihe suggested.

“What does Youyou think Fifth Brother would do?” Xiao Huayong asked in return.

Shen Xihe fell silent at the question. A cool breeze carried fragrance through the air. After a long while, she said: “Prince Xin can also see through people’s hearts. If Your Highness wants to stay ahead, you must consider how many moves he can anticipate and how he might mislead you.”

Xiao Changqin was no ordinary opponent. Dealing with an equal adversary was more challenging, yet also more exciting.

Xiao Huayong smiled gently: “Youyou just said Fifth Brother is hard to control. I was hesitant, unsure if he would compromise with Fourth Brother. We can think of this, and so can Fifth Brother. If I were him and truly wanted to help Fourth Brother this time, facing an opponent like myself…”

Xiao Huayong looked down at the board, placing a piece with a clear sound. Looking up with complete composure: “The first step would be making me think Xiao Changta found someone else.”

Shen Xihe looked down and saw Xiao Huayong had blocked her intended move. He had anticipated her strategy and set up an ambush. If she hadn’t noticed and continued with her original plan, she would have fallen into his trap.

Her soft lips curved slightly. She could see from the board that everything was under his control. She changed position to avoid his trap, placed her piece, and looked up: “Your Highness, clever people can adapt. Prince Xin is also skilled at adapting. Your Highness mustn’t be careless.”

Black eyes twinkling with silvery light, Xiao Huayong surveyed the board and calmly placed another piece: “The game board is ever-changing, but within its square boundary, rules constrain us. Whoever controls the rules wins in the end.”

Looking deeply at the rapidly changing board, Xiao Huayong had used the rules to create a repeated killing pattern with her. By the rules, she had to move elsewhere before continuing the exchange.

This forced retreat was the key to victory.

Shen Xihe gracefully conceded: “I look forward to the match between Your Highness and Prince Xin.”

Chapter 419: Sincerity and True Hearts
At the next day’s court assembly, someone presented evidence from Jiangzhe’s confidential report, claiming that the leaf price case was connected to Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin. One of the arrested leaf merchants had previously maintained close contact with Prince Xin.

“Prince Xin, how do you explain this?” Emperor Youning had the court servant present the evidence to Xiao Changqin.

In previous years, while working for Emperor Youning, Xiao Changqin had built connections across the realm. He had indeed interacted with this leaf merchant – it was during an investigation of a corruption case where he had deliberately approached merchants, and then withdrawn afterward. The merchant likely hadn’t even known his true identity.

After carefully examining the evidence, Xiao Changqin responded frankly: “Your Majesty, I did have dealings with this person years ago, but we haven’t been in contact for three years. Only today did I learn of his involvement in the leaf price case. The speculations in this memorial are groundless – I have no connection to this case.”

“If Prince Xin claims no involvement, he must present evidence. While there may be no visible connections, who knows what happens in private…”

Someone immediately countered this accusation, while others came to his defense: “One can’t convict based on hearsay alone. Who can verify if these confessions aren’t false accusations? Perhaps they were extracted under torture…”

The two sides remained stubborn in their positions, with some attacking Xiao Changqin while his supporters defended him vigorously. Emperor Youning quietly observed their dispute.

Xiao Huayong, looking pale and somewhat exhausted, remained silent with dark eyes.

Since suspicions had emerged involving an Imperial Prince, the matter naturally required a thorough investigation. It was clear that Xiao Changgeng alone couldn’t complete the investigation, nor did he have enough influence to challenge the deeply-entrenched Xiao Changqin.

The choice of investigator became a point of contention. Some distrusted Xiao Changqin, while others worried he was being framed. Xiao Huayong discreetly signaled to Minister Cui Zheng.

After brief contemplation, Cui Zheng spoke: “Your Majesty, this is no small matter. Though I am unworthy, I am willing to serve Your Majesty by investigating in Yuhang to ease your concerns.”

His words shocked the assembly. As head of all officials, his offer to personally investigate in Jiangzhe suggested he intended to turn the region upside down.

However, everyone realized that the situation required someone of high moral standing who could check an Imperial Prince’s power while remaining neutral.

Those with guilty consciences wanted to object, but since Cui Zheng had already arranged his duties for the summer palace visit with the Emperor, leaving now wouldn’t cause a major disruption. Opposing his investigation would require legitimate reasons; otherwise, it would appear suspicious.

Xiao Changqin gazed deeply at Cui Zheng standing in the center. This was his manipulation – using this incident to prove his innocence while leaving the capital.

Only a few were qualified for this task. The Six Ministers wouldn’t volunteer – failing to solve the case would show incompetence, while success would make enemies.

For the greater good, the Emperor had no intention of uprooting everything, as everyone could see. Thus, whoever took the task would make enemies and plant seeds of future trouble. Who would dare accept such an assignment?

Among the Three Departments, Minister Tao Zhuanxian was too elderly to endure the summer heat. The Imperial Attendant was the Emperor’s man, and even if sent, would require Imperial supervision to ensure fairness.

Since the fall of the Gu family, the Cui family had maintained neutrality, neither eager nor negligent in court affairs, staying within bounds. The Emperor had always approved of this stance, so no one expected Cui Zheng to voluntarily involve himself.

As a centuries-old family, the Cui family neither needed nor desired money from the leaf price case. With him in charge, none would dare question his impartiality, and Xiao Changqin couldn’t accompany him.

“He wants to leave the capital,” Xiao Huayong reported at the Princess’s residence after court.

Shen Xihe had just learned of the court proceedings before Xiao Huayong’s arrival. She handed him chopsticks: “It might not be Prince Xin’s deliberate arrangement.”

Though possible, it wasn’t certain. With the leaf price case in chaos, someone discovering Xiao Changqin’s connection wasn’t unusual – the goal being to muddy the waters further.

Xiao Huayong happily accepted the chopsticks. Since his three instances of coming hungry to the Princess’s residence after court, Shen Xihe had begun preparing meals for court days. This quietly developed habit warmed Xiao Huayong’s heart.

Though they weren’t yet married, her care for him already gave him the happiness of the family.

“Indeed, it might not be deliberate,” Xiao Huayong said after a spoonful of meat soup, “but in these extraordinary times, we must treat it as such.”

Being cautious was indeed more appropriate. Shen Xihe asked: “When did Your Highness win over Minister Cui?”

Cui Zheng only cared about his family’s interests and never involved himself in unnecessary disputes.

Xiao Huayong ate a piece of fried lotus root, smiling proudly: “Since Cui Zheng groomed Cui Jinbai as the Cui family heir, he could only be my man!”

He had never directly approached the Cui family. From the beginning, he had only secured Cui Jinbai’s loyalty. With Cui Jinbai becoming a central figure in the Cui family, the family naturally fell into his hands.

It was similar to capturing the leader to defeat the army.

He was like a child showing off, seemingly seeking her praise.

Shen Xihe smiled: “What about Hua Taoyi?”

Xiao Huayong’s current power initially came from the Empress Dowager, but her help was limited. His current position surely came from meeting Hua Fuhai, whose vast wealth supported his current influence.

“Coincidentally, when I met him six years ago, he had just been set up by his brothers and clan members. I lent him a hand,” Xiao Huayong said casually.

“Just like that?” Shen Xihe didn’t believe it.

Six years ago, Xiao Huayong was a fourteen-year-old youth. To help while hiding from the Emperor’s eyes, he certainly wouldn’t have revealed his identity. Even if he had, Hua Fuhai wouldn’t have followed a mere youth for that alone.

“Of course… not.” Xiao Huayong smiled mischievously, “I made him deeply understand that without power and influence, vast wealth becomes a burden.”

He and Hua Fuhai had helped each other succeed. When they met, Hua Fuhai wasn’t yet wealthy. He was diplomatic and versatile, thinking he could remain neutral by spending money wisely.

Hua Fuhai joined him out of gratitude and necessity, helping build his current power.

“Your Highness uses every means to keep those you choose,” Shen Xihe wondered if Hua Fuhai now knew the truth of those days.

Even if he did, he could only pretend ignorance, for once aboard this ship, there was no getting off.

“Yes, what I choose must belong to me.” He was forceful and domineering, but his gaze at her was gentle as water, “I use schemes and calculations with others. But with you alone, I offer pure sincerity and my true heart.”

Chapter 420: Nothing Beyond the Crown Prince’s Reach
The dazzling light fell softly on the ground, making it appear coated in silver. A barely perceptible breeze blew, with unspoken warmth floating between the two.

Shen Xihe smiled gently: “I believe you.”

His frequent declarations of love had taken her from discomfort to acceptance to resignation, yet none had changed his ways. Since nothing else worked, she decided to acknowledge his sincerity, hoping he might become more restrained.

The radiance of the sun, moon, and stars seemed to merge in Xiao Huayong’s eyes at that moment. His gaze was startlingly bright as he looked at her with an enchanted smile.

She believed him, and he believed her trust was genuine. He would ensure she’d always believe, until one day she’d trust that this heart and these feelings would last for eternity.

Completely unaware of Shen Xihe’s thoughts, he resolved to find more opportunities to steadfastly express his feelings to her.

With this in mind, his food tasted even better. As he ate, his gaze never left Shen Xihe. A sesame seed stuck to the corner of his mouth, though he remained oblivious.

Shen Xihe noticed but didn’t mention it at first, assuming he would wipe it away after eating. However, even when he did wipe his mouth, it remained.

She didn’t know that those two glances had revealed everything to Xiao Huayong – he had left it there intentionally.

Finally resigned, Shen Xihe handed him her handkerchief: “Your Highness, at your lip.”

Xiao Huayong took it and wiped it, clearly missing the spot despite his efforts.

Shen Xihe pointed to the corner of her lips: “Here.”

After looking, Xiao Huayong wiped again: “Is it still there?”

“Yes,” Shen Xihe replied.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes twinkled as he handed the handkerchief back to her.

The plain handkerchief embroidered with flat bamboo leaves floated before her. Understanding his intention and meeting his eager, childlike gaze, Shen Xihe swallowed her words and slowly took back the handkerchief.

Xiao Huayong immediately leaned his handsome face closer, afraid she might change her mind.

Her lips curved upward, unaware of how doting, indulgent, and tender her gaze had become.

Through the cicada-wing-thin silk, the warmth of her fingertips reached his lips, delicate and gentle. He lost himself in her gaze, unable to return to reality.

After wiping away the sesame seed, Shen Xihe withdrew her hand, but he caught it and pulled her into his embrace.

Shen Xihe felt her waist tighten as he held her and spun her around. In the next breath, he set her down, and by the time she steadied herself, he had already retreated, taking her handkerchief with him.

Triumphant Xiao Huayong wore a mischievous smile, backing away while waving the handkerchief: “It’s dirty now, I’ll wash it.”

Shen Xihe took two steps after him but stopped at the pavilion’s edge as the harsh sunlight struck her. Somewhat annoyed, she demanded: “Give it back!”

The one she had given him was meant for him, but this one was her item.

Having run past the moon gate, Xiao Huayong poked his upper body back through the foliage, waving the handkerchief: “After washing, I’m keeping it.”

With that, Xiao Huayong vanished.

His flight wasn’t just about taking another of her possessions. He had come for his morning meal, knowing Shen Xihe would likely prepare it. Having finally cultivated her habit of keeping meals for him on court days, he naturally intended to maintain it come rain or shine.

In truth, he had many matters to handle. Xiao Changqin surely knew by now that he was being watched and would change his strategy.

When Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace, Xiao Changqin was indeed at his residence, planning Xiao Changtai’s departure: “The Crown Prince has secured the Cui family.”

“The Cui family?” Xiao Changying was slightly shocked. “Noble families typically remain neutral, hoping the royal family would fight among themselves. Why would they take sides?”

“That was the noble families of the past, who stood above royal power,” Xiao Changqin’s dark pupils flashed with a trace of deep light. “Times have changed.”

Before this dynasty, emperors’ fates lay in noble families’ hands. Even the Grand Chancellor under Emperor Taizong, who refused to marry a princess, expressed on his deathbed that his only regret was not marrying a noble family’s daughter.

This showed how revered noble families were.

With the fall of the Gu family, noble families crumbled. The confidence of noble sons was shattered after the Gu family’s execution. Gradually, fewer deeply rooted great clans united to challenge official authority in various regions.

Today’s noble families still commanded deep, admirable heritage but no longer wielded wings that soared above royal power.

Cui Zheng understood this best. After the Gu family’s fall, the Cui family led the noble families, with him as their leader. Yet these families no longer dared pressure the Cui family as they had the Gu family, fearing the Cui family might share the Gu family’s fate, leaving noble families leaderless, scattered, and eventually extinct.

The Gu family’s defeat had awakened them and made them withdraw and bow their heads. Cui Zheng inherited today’s noble families. Since things had reached this point, and it was no longer the era where they decided on monarchs, they naturally had to follow those seeking wealth and glory by choosing sides early.

“His Majesty had just dealt with the Gu…” Xiao Changying glanced at Xiao Changqin, skipping the sensitive term. “For the next hundred years, the royal family needs noble families.”

Though many commoners showed talent and were being promoted, a lack of heritage meant a lack of rules. Despite Xiao Changying’s distaste for noble families’ gentlemanly ways, finding them pedantic, he had to admit: that without rules, there was no order. Only with noble families’ support and influence could scholars maintain their integrity.

Seeing Xiao Changqin didn’t object, Xiao Changying continued: “Even I understand this principle, and surely our brothers do too. Lord Cui could easily remain neutral – whoever gains the throne would rely on him. By backing the Crown Prince now, if the Crown Prince… Even if a new emperor needs noble families and the Cui family, they needn’t keep Cui Zheng.”

Supporting the Crown Prince now seemed disadvantageous, which made Xiao Changying suspicious.

Hearing this, Xiao Changqin toyed with the seal hanging at his wrist, looking up at the cloudless blue sky: “The Crown Prince should be at the Princess’s residence now.”

Xiao Changying’s heart seized, somewhat displeased: “Brother, you can’t just hurt me when you can’t win an argument.”

Xiao Changqin chuckled softly: “I mean to say, Princess Zhaoning is such a composed person, a remarkable woman who wants legitimate status. Yet now, doesn’t she allow the Crown Prince to come and go freely at her residence?”

If even someone like Shen Xihe could be won over by the Crown Prince, how much easier would Cui Zheng be?

“In this world, it seems there’s nothing and no one beyond the Crown Prince’s reach,” Xiao Changqin sighed, his tone carrying admiration and… envy.

Chapter 421: Deep Regrets
Hearing Xiao Changqin’s words, Xiao Changying felt even worse. He had previously thought the Crown Prince was like him, neither having won Shen Xihe’s heart, merely advantaged by his legitimate birth status. But now…

Seeing his brother still unable to let go, his melancholy appearance made Xiao Changqin’s heartache. He changed the subject: “Four days remain until the appointment with Fourth Brother. Now that the Crown Prince is watching me, I must find another way.”

He looked down at the seal hanging from his wrist, wrapped round and round with a thin red cord like a silkworm cocoon.

Having taken this item, he must fulfill his promise.

“Does Brother need my help?” Xiao Changying knew his brother desperately wanted to recover this seal and hoped to ease his burden.

Xiao Changqin patted his shoulder, smiling appreciatively: “Following the original plan is help enough.”

“How will Brother deceive everyone?” Xiao Changying had experienced Xiao Huayong’s methods – he wasn’t easily fooled.

Raising his hand level with his forehead, seemingly shielding himself from the sun but watching the light reflect off the jade seal, he said something Xiao Changying didn’t understand: “It will show me the way.”

After visiting Prince Zhao’s residence, Xiao Changqin went quiet. Shen Xihe monitored this situation too. Having invested effort in Ye Wantang, she didn’t insist on killing Xiao Changtai this time, especially with Xiao Huayong involved, so she didn’t intervene much.

For several days, apart from one visit to the Princess’s residence after court, when Xiao Huayong hurriedly ate and left without chatting, he didn’t come by. Shen Xihe didn’t question this.

The capital’s heat had noble sons fighting over ice. Many couldn’t bear it anymore. Bu Shulin avoided returning home, but whenever she visited the Princess’s residence, Cui Jinbai always found reasons to force her to leave, earning her deep resentment.

“All because of the leaf price case masterminds! Otherwise, I’d be at the summer palace by now – this sun is melting me!” Bu Shulin had to bind her chest tightly to conceal her feminine identity. At Shen Xihe’s place, she could enjoy ice and relax briefly.

She’d endured previous years, but this year’s heat felt unusually intense. Though hot, the necessary rains still came, otherwise, the entire court would be anxious, not just the ministers.

“Alin, be careful,” Shen Xihe watched her gulp down plum juice, exposing her fake Adam’s apple – an expertly crafted thin clay piece adhered to her throat.

Nobody would rudely stare at another’s Adam’s apple, and she concealed it well, so she hadn’t been discovered.

Bu Shulin wiped it from her neck: “Let me tell you, Stone-head Cui keeps studying my Adam’s apple lately!”

She despised Cui Jinbai. Through her tireless efforts, at least her courtyard at the Bu residence was safe. These years, she often feigned illness to avoid duty, both to ease His Majesty’s mind and facilitate her disguise. In summer, she stayed home, dressing as she pleased or even going unclothed with no one to see.

Since Cui Jinbai started staying at the Bu residence, he sometimes burst into her room without knocking. If not for her quick reactions and sharp senses, he would have discovered her secret!

At this rate, she’d be exposed eventually!

“He enters your bedroom directly?” Shen Xihe frowned, disliking such rudeness.

Even though Cui Jinbai saw Bu Shulin as a young man and young men were less formal with each other, this went too far.

Understanding Shen Xihe’s disapproval, Bu Shulin wore a despairing expression: “I brought this on myself…”

Initially, to tease Cui Jinbai, she had not only snuck into his bedroom at night but also his bathhouse, nearly seeing him naked.

Now whenever she criticized Cui Jinbai, he would respond: “You seduced me this way, making me fall deeply in love. This method works. I’ve never admired anyone else and don’t know how to win someone’s heart, so I can only follow your example.”

Bu Shulin: …

“I regret it, deeply regret it, beyond remedy!” Bu Shulin said miserably.

Hearing the whole story, Shen Xihe understood Cui Jinbai’s behavior and even felt sorry for him – a typically courteous noble son, corrupted by Bu Shulin’s mischief…

She couldn’t blame him; Bu Shulin had brought this on herself.

“You reap what you sow,” Shen Xihe ignored Bu Shulin’s complaints.

“I was just trying to be convincing!” Bu Shulin refused to admit she’d simply enjoyed seeing Cui Jinbai’s shocked, almost delicate expressions, finding it so amusing she couldn’t resist teasing him repeatedly…

Now she’d gone too far, making Cui Jinbai accept even the possibility of male love, turning her own tactics against her! Being pursued was bad enough, but experiencing her previous actions made her realize how awful she’d been last year.

Now at fault, she felt small, pitiful, and helpless.

Shen Xihe glanced at her, knowing why she’d gone overboard – bored and intrigued, unable to let go.

Now she couldn’t let go, and might never escape.

“Youyou, help me find a solution, or I’ll be discovered,” Bu Shulin whimpered, tugging at Shen Xihe’s sleeve, taking the chance to feel the fabric.

Shen Xihe’s clothes were made of precious, light silk – only about two liang each, worth thousands of gold. The palace had only about ten bolts, not enough for all the imperial consorts.

The Crown Prince had given Shen Xihe all his palace allocation of fine silk at once, making every lady in the capital envious!

While others would weep with joy over one or two pieces, Shen Xihe could wear different ones daily as she pleased. In this summer heat, how could others not be jealous? Many noble ladies regretted not pursuing the Eastern Palace’s favor.

The fabric felt cool to the touch. Bu Shulin couldn’t resist fondling it, wishing she could wear it, but the silk was too thin for men’s clothing.

Shen Xihe pulled her sleeve away, looking at the wrinkles: “You know this year’s silk is sold out. Even with money, you couldn’t replace it.”

Bu Shulin carefully smoothed it: “Youyou, please help me, I’m begging you.”

“He’ll discover you’re a woman eventually. You might as well tell him the truth – he might then maintain proper distance, and you could relax more,” Shen Xihe suggested sincerely.

Xiao Huayong knew Bu Shulin was female, and since Cui Jinbai was Xiao Huayong’s man, though Xiao Huayong hadn’t revealed it, this couldn’t remain a secret forever.

Chapter 422: Conjuring an Escape Route Out of Thin Air
At the mention of revealing her identity, Bu Shulin immediately backed down and fell silent.

How could Bu Shulin not understand these principles? But she simply didn’t want to expose the truth, using this to remind herself that she and Cui Jinbai could never be together.

If she revealed her female identity, Cui Jinbai would certainly maintain his distance out of propriety and stop his advances. But his gaze upon her would change. No matter how well he could act, the chances of her secret being exposed would greatly increase. She didn’t want her identity to be revealed because of Cui Jinbai one day.

If that happened, Cui Jinbai would blame himself for life. Even if she didn’t resent him, they couldn’t associate anymore, not even as friends. How else could she face her father and the Bu family?

Everyone had their concerns. Shen Xihe didn’t want to force Bu Shulin: “Have a calm discussion with Junior Minister Cui. You don’t have to reveal your female identity if you don’t want to but don’t deny your feelings for him. Tell him about your difficulties and the troubles he’s causing you. Junior Minister Cui is resolute – he responds better to gentleness than force.”

This was wisdom Shen Xihe had gained from Xiao Huayong. Master and servant were alike – stubborn, dominant, and excessively proud favored children of heaven.

When she had rejected Xiao Huayong, he had responded with equal force, baring his sharp fangs. But when she softened her attitude, he became docile in return.

“How can I compare to you?” Bu Shulin refused, “You’re going to marry His Highness the Crown Prince, so naturally you can take a step back and try to find ways to get along with him. But Cui Jinbai and I…”

How could there ever be a future?

“Alin, how will you know there’s no possibility if you don’t try?” Shen Xihe urged, “I don’t believe in eternal hearts, didn’t before, and still don’t now. The Crown Prince has always been earnest. I went from dismissing him with a laugh to avoiding the topic, to now believing in his present sincerity.

It’s because I feel his genuine sincerity that I no longer deceive myself or distort reality just to maintain my stubborn views.

Junior Minister Cui is a grown man. He can make his own decisions, understands what he should do, and knows what consequences his choices will bring. You have no right to choose for him.”

Shen Xihe wasn’t usually talkative, so speaking at such length with such gravity was rare. Bu Shulin understood her good intentions.

She wanted Bu Shulin to stop deceiving herself, to not despair without trying, and to not think she was doing what was best for Cui Jinbai while becoming the person who hurt him most deeply.

She used to be guarded against Xiao Huayong. Now she couldn’t say she had completely dropped her guard, but at least she wasn’t rejecting him or denying him any chance based solely on her views.

Shen Xihe’s change in attitude and today’s words left Bu Shulin unable to immediately process everything, but they did move her: “Let me think about it…”

Before Bu Shulin could sort out her thoughts, good news arrived from Jiangzhe two days later. Prince Yan and Cui Zheng had cleared up the Leaf Price case. That day, Emperor Youning received all civil and military officials qualified to attend court in separate batches.

Some emerged confused, some pale-faced, some tottering, some overjoyed…

When they compared notes privately, they discovered that those the Emperor praised, berated, or punished had nothing to do with the Leaf Price case. Some were about other cases entirely, and some of those punished couldn’t possibly have been involved in the Leaf Price case. This left everyone bewildered.

At the next day’s court session, Emperor Youning announced the final results of the Leaf Price case. The Prefects of Yuhang and Jiaxing had conspired to deceive both their superiors and subordinates.

The Circuit Inspector of Jiangnan East Circuit was demoted for failing to properly supervise his subordinates. Both Prefects were stripped of their positions, their property was confiscated, and they were sentenced to execution. All merchants involved were punished according to the severity of their crimes, with over half being exiled.

Of the confiscated illegal funds, only a portion was used to compensate the silk farmers’ losses. The leaf merchants who had suffered losses could only blame their greed and ignorance.

As the series of punishments unfolded methodically, the officials finally understood. His Majesty had known the truth all along and had already planned how to handle it. It wasn’t that no one in the capital was involved – His Majesty had simply chosen to pursue only the two Prefects.

Those not involved were satisfied. They knew that for His Majesty to reach this point, these people must have failed to hide their tracks completely. Now he was simply showing restraint for the sake of the bigger picture. The evidence was all in His Majesty’s hands. He could reveal it at any time, claiming it was overlooked in the initial investigation and these people were merely ones who had slipped through the net, then punish them severely. With swords hanging over their necks, these officials could only serve cautiously from now on, loyal to His Majesty, not daring to step wrong even slightly.

“His Majesty has always preferred to settle accounts after autumn,” Xiao Huayong stood with Shen Xihe by the roadside, personally holding an umbrella for her as they looked at the wheat fields transitioning from green to yellow.

With the Leaf Price case concluded, Emperor Youning immediately announced their departure for the summer palace. The journey would take three days, and today they were stopping here to rest.

The local officials had already arranged their accommodations. Shen Xihe, fascinated by the nearby farmland, went out for a walk, with Xiao Huayong following closely.

“People who have made mistakes and left evidence are easier to control than those who haven’t erred at all,” Shen Xihe remarked, looking at the pleasing wheat ears, green with hints of yellow. Her mood lifted somewhat. “This will be another year of good harvest.”

She then looked up and asked, “Has Prince Xin not sent the person away yet?”

“It should be today,” Xiao Huayong found it quite coincidental. “He’s been quite active these past few days, creating diversions and laying false trails. It took me quite some effort to unravel it all. Finally confirmed he’s chosen an excellent path, using substitution tactics.”

“Your Highness seems very confident,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

“Unless he can conjure an escape route out of thin air, I’ve blocked all his paths,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “Even if they manage to escape the capital against all odds, I’ve already created a manhunt case outside the capital to search for dangerous criminals.”

“Conjure an escape route?” Something flashed through Shen Xihe’s mind, but before she could think it through, Bu Shulin called out from afar, “Princess!”

Shen Xihe’s thoughts were interrupted as she saw Bu Shulin waving a fishing rod at her.

Though she didn’t want to fish herself, she could go watch by the cool riverbank. She invited Xiao Huayong along, who gladly went and ended up catching several fish. They returned only at sunset, and just as they entered, they happened to see Xiao Changqing coming out.

Gu Qingchi had come along as well. While traveling, it was common for the ladies to share quarters – she, Gu Qingchi, Shen Xihe, and the two princesses were in the same courtyard.

Since they’d met, greetings were necessary. Shen Xihe gave a graceful curtsy, and as Xiao Changqing made a gesture to support her, his sleeve fell back, revealing his wrist. That seal pendant dropped into Shen Xihe’s view.

In that instant, she understood everything!

How Xiao Changtai had convinced Xiao Changqing to help, and how Xiao Changqing had conjured an escape route out of thin air!

Chapter 423: Eavesdropping
It was a waterway hidden behind towering mountains. With their thousand-foot cliffs, few people ever climbed them, let alone imagined that beyond them lay a river running through the mountain ranges that could provide escape from the capital.

Gu Qingchi liked climbing mountains to collect spices and search for rare flowers. She had accidentally reached the peak once and nearly fell. Later, Xiao Changqing found branches with pieces of her clothing and, thinking she had fallen, rushed down the mountain to search for her. Finding nothing on the mountain, he searched the water on a bamboo raft, accidentally discovering this secret waterway.

Very few knew of this. These past days, Xiao Changqing must have used many tricks to scatter Xiao Huayong’s men, then secretly found a route. Without this secret waterway, he could only choose paths that would mislead Xiao Huayong, making him certain they were the only options.

Shen Xihe initially moved to find Xiao Huayong, but quickly calmed herself. Xiao Changqing was likely monitoring Xiao Huayong’s every move.

After giving Xiao Changqing a slight nod, she returned to her room and immediately summoned Mo Yuan, sending him racing back to the capital under the pretense of retrieving something she had left behind.

With Xiao Huayong in the capital, Xiao Changqing hadn’t dared move rashly, which was why they were departing today. Having to cross mountains secretly while traveling with Ye Wantang would slow their pace. If Mo Yuan hurried, he might intercept them in time.

“Princess, what’s happened?” Zhenzhu asked, watching Shen Xihe gazing at the moon by the window as she moved the candlestick closer.

Since the Princess had met Prince Xin, she had grown serious, remaining silent after dispatching Mo Yuan.

“I know how Prince Xin is helping Xiao Changtai escape. I sent Mo Yuan back to ambush them.” Shen Xihe didn’t hide much from her confidantes, not wanting to leave them anxiously speculating, which would harm the trust and understanding between master and servants.

“Princess, shouldn’t we inform the Crown Prince?” Zhenzhu asked after hesitating.

Zhenzhu didn’t distrust Shen Xihe, nor had she grown dependent on Xiao Huayong. It was just that this matter had been a contest of wits between Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqing from start to finish, and Shen Xihe had always stayed out of it.

“No need,” Shen Xihe shook her head.

Besides worrying that telling Xiao Huayong would alert Xiao Changqing once he acted, Shen Xihe mainly didn’t know how to explain to Xiao Huayong how she knew such secret information.

Should she lie? Xiao Huayong was too clever; he would surely judge whether she spoke the truth or not.

Would these plant seeds of discord between them, hiding future trouble?

If asked directly, it would be impossible – she hadn’t even planned to tell her father and brothers, let alone Xiao Huayong.

But without telling Xiao Huayong, relying on her power alone to ambush Xiao Changtai against the combined forces of him and Xiao Changqing, the chances of success were slim.

Fortunately, she hadn’t counted on killing Xiao Changtai this time, only doing what she could.

“Princess, are you waiting for news instead of resting?” Zhenzhu asked, “Shall I prepare some tea and snacks?”

“No need to trouble-“

“What are you doing here?” Before Shen Xihe could finish, Shen Yingruo’s voice rang out from outside.

Shen Xihe and Zhenzhu quickly went out to find Shen Yingruo with Lady Tan and two maids on the other side of the carved window in the wall, confronting Gu Qingchi, who had arrived first.

This was a corner outside her room, only accessible by going around her quarters, though Gu Qingchi’s adjacent room also had window access. She was alone, without servants.

Shen Yingruo’s room faced Gu Qingchi’s window. While packing, she had seen Gu Qingchi jump down from her window and crouch there motionless for a long time. She then brought her maids and Lady Tan over. Though separated by a wall, they could faintly hear sounds from Shen Xihe’s room, prompting her warning.

“I lost my cat. I heard it meowing and came here,” Gu Qingchi explained softly.

“I saw you jump down from my room. I walked here from inside – this space is barely big enough to turn around in. Why did it take so long?” Shen Yingruo stood on the other side of the wall, her gaze through the window lattice particularly aggressive in the darkness. “If you were looking for your cat, why didn’t you call for it?”

“I…” Gu Qingchi was momentarily speechless. Ignoring Shen Yingruo, she turned her clear eyes to Shen Xihe, “Princess, I was looking for my cat.”

Shen Xihe glanced around. She could indeed smell the scent of Gu Qingchi’s cat, proving it had recently darted through here. She smiled slightly: “Looking for your cat is true, eavesdropping is also true.”

Gu Qingchi wouldn’t have deliberately jumped down to this corner to eavesdrop. Before this, none of them knew this spot was suitable for eavesdropping, much less what secrets might be overheard.

She must have jumped down to look for her cat, then possibly heard Shen Xihe mention Xiao Changqing, leading her to let the cat run while she stayed to listen.

Following Shen Xihe’s gaze to the bent grass and footprints facing toward Shen Xihe’s room – marks that could only have formed from extended standing – Gu Qingchi remained composed: “Princess, my cat was trapped here earlier. I crouched here to help free it, but Second Lady Shen startled me, allowing it to escape.”

Shen Yingruo’s voice had indeed startled Gu Qingchi, causing the captured cat to break free and dart away. Shen Yingruo, Lady Tan, and the maids had all witnessed this, but the truth was different.

“You…”

As Shen Yingruo began to speak, Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop her, turning to say through the window: “It’s late. Return to your room to rest. Tomorrow’s journey is long, and it’s hard to nap in the carriage in this heat.”

As the elder sister, Shen Xihe’s instructions wouldn’t be contradicted by Shen Yingruo in front of others. Moreover, she understood Shen Xihe’s methods better than most. She complied and left with Lady Tan and the maids.

After they left, Shen Xihe turned to Gu Qingchi: “County Princess Liyang, just this once. Don’t let it happen again.”

Leaving these words, Shen Xihe returned to her room with Bi Yu and Zhenzhu, disregarding Gu Qingchi.

Since all were noble ladies, guards couldn’t stay inside their rooms. Mo Yu had returned to the capital with Mo Yuan, leaving only Zi Yu, Bi Yu, and Zhenzhu attending Shen Xihe closely, while Hong Yu remained in the capital to watch over the Independent Living Tower.

There were bound to be oversights.

“Princess, could she have heard…” Zhenzhu worried.

“What if she did?” Shen Xihe was unconcerned. “Even knowing now, it’s too late.”



Chapter 424: Tell Me, Who You Are
Shen Xihe thought that Xiao Changqing, being such a meticulous person, would surely figure out who had intercepted Xiao Changtai. It would inevitably cause some trouble.

She decided not to dwell on it further and instructed Zhenzhu, who was on night duty, to watch for any messages while she rested peacefully.

The next morning, as Zhenzhu helped her dress, she reported, “The person escaped.”

The white signal meant they had failed to capture the target. Shen Xihe nodded and went about her morning routine as usual. Just as her morning meal was being served, Xiao Huayong arrived, and they dined together.

Gu Qingshu, who had tossed and turned all night, went to find Xiao Changqing as soon as dawn broke. She hadn’t heard much, only that Shen Xihe had mentioned Xiao Changqing. This reminded her of when Xiao Changqing had come asking whether her sister knew Shen Xihe.

She had grown wary of Shen Xihe, and now hearing Xiao Changqing’s name from her lips—even though Shen Xihe had formally referred to him as Prince Xin—made Gu Qingshu hesitate. Would speaking up cause Xiao Changqing to think differently about Shen Xihe?

Though Shen Xihe was betrothed to Xiao Huayong, she had heard that he wouldn’t live long. Was Shen Xihe trying to keep her options open?

The current dynasty wasn’t particularly strict about marriages. As long as it wasn’t between people of the same surname, brothers marrying their brothers’ widows, or fathers marrying their sons’ widows, it was legally permissible. While such arrangements might draw strange looks, they didn’t violate any laws.

“You’ve been distracted all morning. What’s troubling you?” Xiao Changqing couldn’t help but notice Gu Qingshu’s obvious preoccupation.

“Brother-in-law…” Gu Qingshu’s gaze wavered.

“Is it about Princess Zhaoning?” Xiao Changqing asked. “Last night’s events have spread.”

Though the guards hadn’t been alerted, there were others besides the three of them in the courtyard—the Princesses of Anling and Pingling, along with their maids and eunuchs.

Surprised that the matter was already known, Gu Qingshu spoke directly: “Last night, while looking for Li’er, I happened to hear the Princess mention knowing how you helped someone escape, and that she sent Mo Yuan…”

That was all she had heard, not even catching Xiao Changtai’s name.

Xiao Changqing fell silent for a moment. He understood Shen Xihe’s meaning but didn’t believe she could know. He calmly reassured Gu Qingshu: “You must have misheard. Princess Zhaoning and I have no grievances.”

As Gu Qingshu was about to say more, Xiao Changying arrived. She held her tongue, knowing the Prince of Lie disliked her and held prejudices against her. His volatile nature meant he could do anything, never considering it beneath him to bully women.

Halfway through the meal, a guard rushed in and whispered something to Xiao Changqing with a troubled expression.

Xiao Changqing’s hand froze mid-air holding his chopsticks. After a moment, he regained his composure and instructed the guard to escort Gu Qingshu back. Then he told Xiao Changying, “Fourth Brother was ambushed at the lake.”

“It wasn’t me,” Xiao Changying immediately stood up to deny. “I set up my ambush outside the capital, not at the lake…” He suddenly asked, “Where is Fourth Brother now?”

If the ambush was at the lake, and if Xiao Changtai died, that would be that, but if he survived, wouldn’t he have accidentally avoided Xiao Changying’s trap?

Xiao Changqing gave Xiao Changying a look: “He probably anticipated your ambush. The men reported that either he or the Ye family jumped into the river when ambushed. From their behavior, it seems they had prepared for this.”

This meant that even without encountering the ambush, Xiao Changtai would have escaped via the river. He was an excellent swimmer, having escaped by the river before. He must have extremely capable swimmers among his men to be so confident.

“Who could have known the escape route Brother arranged?” Xiao Changying asked in surprise.

The route Xiao Changqing had chosen was incredibly intricate. If he hadn’t told Xiao Changying himself, he would never have thought of such a path. That uninhabited area below the mountain had a gap through the mountain underwater. Unless someone had personally swum there like Xiao Changqing had, they wouldn’t know that beneath the thick walls, the mountain roots split into two with a path cutting through the mountain.

Shen Xihe’s image floated in Xiao Changqing’s mind, and he recalled Gu Qingshu’s words. Though he had dismissed it earlier, now he had to take it seriously. How could Shen Xihe know of such a route?

She had grown up in the Northwest and hadn’t even visited that place since coming to the capital. How did she know?

Moreover, sending Mo Yuan back for the interception seemed spontaneous, as if she had just learned of the route. How could she suddenly know and be so certain that she immediately dispatched her trusted aide to rush back?

There had been no indication before, yet after seeing him, she quickly sent Mo Yuan back to retrieve what she had supposedly left behind.

They had merely exchanged greetings at the courtyard entrance without further conversation, yet she had immediately thought so far ahead…

Xiao Changqing closed his eyes, carefully recalling every detail of yesterday’s encounter with Shen Xihe. He unconsciously touched the seal on his wrist, then suddenly opened his eyes and looked down at it.

He had always maintained distance from Shen Xihe, so he hadn’t paid attention to her expression at the time. Now he had a wild thought—had Shen Xihe figured it out after seeing this seal?

How could that be possible?

This belonged to Qingqing. How could Shen Xihe recognize it? Even if she did, how could a mere seal lead her to know about that route?

He abruptly stood up, his clenched fist at his forehead. He felt he was going mad—how could he have such an unrealistic notion?

“Brother, what are you—”

Before Xiao Changying could finish, Xiao Changqing had rushed out. He ran straight to Shen Xihe’s courtyard. The eunuchs thought he was looking for Gu Qingchi, but he turned toward Shen Xihe’s quarters, pushing past the guards to burst inside.

He found Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong approaching together, apparently having heard the commotion.

“Fifth Brother, what are you doing? Barging into the women’s quarters? What’s your reason?” Xiao Huayong subtly positioned himself in front of Shen Xihe, disliking the complex, searching, almost manic look in Xiao Changqing’s eyes as he stared at her.

“Who are you?” Xiao Changqing seemed not to hear Xiao Huayong’s words and strode toward Shen Xihe behind him. “Who are you!”

“Brother!” Xiao Changying rushed up to restrain Xiao Changqing, narrowly avoiding a strike from Xiao Huayong.

“Tell me, who are you?” Xiao Changqing struggled to break free from Xiao Changying, his eyes red as he continued staring at Shen Xihe.

“Guards! Prince Xin has lost his mind. Take him before His Majesty,” Xiao Huayong called out coldly.

As the palace guards rushed in and forcefully seized Xiao Changqing according to the Crown Prince’s orders, he kept his eyes fixed on Shen Xihe, shouting: “Who are you!”

Chapter 425: Another Cup of Green Tea
When Shen Xihe sent Mo Yuan back, she had instructed him to disguise the assassination attempt. Originally, this could have been seamless, but Gu Qingshu had overheard and informed Xiao Changqing. That hidden path was something she, having grown up in the Northwest, shouldn’t possibly have known about.

“Youyou, are you alright?” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand, asking softly.

Shen Xihe looked at him, her gaze calm as she studied him for a moment before shaking her head gently. “Let’s follow them.”

Since Xiao Huayong was taking Xiao Changqing before Emperor Youning, they would need to determine right from wrong. As involved parties, they naturally had to attend.

Before they even reached Emperor Youning, he had already learned the basics from his eunuchs. This was no small matter—Prince Xin barging into Shen Xihe’s quarters like a madman. If not handled properly, rumors of two dragons fighting over a pearl would spread, and it wouldn’t be as pleasant as the saying suggested.

“Prince Xin, how do you explain yourself?” Emperor Youning questioned directly.

Now calmer, Xiao Changqing ignored the emperor’s gaze and turned to Shen Xihe. His deep gaze was full of suspicion, inquiry, and confusion, but he only looked briefly before Xiao Huayong subtly stepped forward to block his view.

“Prince Xin.” Emperor Youning’s tone carried a warning.

Lowering his eyes, Xiao Changqing’s expression returned to its usual composed state. He spoke evenly: “I simply realized Princess Zhaoning bears many similarities to my late wife. I acted impulsively and disturbed the Princess. I ask for her forgiveness.”

Xiao Huayong turned sharply, his unmasked gaze carrying a sharp, cold light as he stared at Xiao Changqing.

Xiao Changqing appeared not to notice, keeping his head lowered in silence.

Emperor Youning’s gaze moved between his two sons, whose superficial calm barely masked their hostility, before settling on Shen Xihe, his expression softening: “Zhaoning, Prince Xin has disturbed you. How would you have us handle this?”

Though not a major incident, it wouldn’t be appropriate for the emperor to dismiss it entirely.

There was no need to pursue such matters too far. Not because Shen Xihe was being magnanimous, but because if she truly wanted to move against Xiao Changqing, she wouldn’t focus on such a minor incident: “Prince Xin didn’t harm me. However, I’ve heard of Prince Xin’s wife’s grace. I wonder in what way do I resemble her?”

Emperor Youning’s gaze followed Shen Xihe’s to Xiao Changqing. This time, Xiao Changqing didn’t look at Shen Xihe, only saying softly: “The Princess doesn’t understand that when one misses someone desperately, they become obsessed. Even without similarities, they see resemblance everywhere.”

Shen Xihe didn’t argue but nodded slightly: “Prince Xin’s devotion runs deep. Let’s consider this matter settled. However, if the Prince is lovesick, I advise him to practice self-cultivation in seclusion. To prevent today’s events from recurring—if next time I react in fear and show disrespect or harm to the Prince, Your Majesty must testify that I acted in self-defense.”

Once was enough; there wouldn’t be a second time.

Emperor Youning smiled: “I will testify for you. If Prince Xin behaves inappropriately again, you may protect yourself. I won’t blame you.”

Shen Xihe curtsied gracefully: “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Emperor Youning symbolically rebuked Xiao Changqing and ordered him to apologize to Shen Xihe, thus concluding the matter. Xiao Huayong remained silent throughout and quietly accompanied Shen Xihe as they left the emperor’s residence. Due to their urgent departure schedule, Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe parted ways at the entrance.

Over the next two days’ journey, Xiao Huayong still came early each morning to share breakfast with her. Nothing had changed—he remained himself, never failing to tease her, his attitude unchanged from before. He never mentioned that day’s events, contrary to what Shen Xihe had expected.

Two days later, they arrived at Linyou Palace. Under Xiao Huayong’s arrangements, Shen Xihe stayed in a small courtyard adjacent to the Crown Prince’s quarters. Though tiny with only three rooms, she was the only lady with a private courtyard.

Despite Linyou Palace’s vast grounds, it wasn’t possible to give everyone their courtyard. Both officials’ wives and the officials themselves shared quarters with others. Even Princesses Anling and Pingling shared a courtyard.

Nevertheless, everyone wore smiles, as the place was pleasantly cool without being cold. The ladies could gather to play ball, swing on swings, and play hide-and-seek without worrying about breaking into sweat. The officials also felt more clear-headed.

“Why haven’t you asked me about that day’s events, Your Highness?” Shen Xihe watched as Xiao Huayong stood up to stretch after finishing his official duties.

“Which day’s events?” Xiao Huayong’s lips carried a knowing smile.

“Your Highness is pretending not to know,” Shen Xihe exposed him.

“No, I have no right to ask,” Xiao Huayong corrected. “We are only betrothed. I can help solve your troubles, but I can’t interfere in your private matters. You and Fifth Brother don’t have a romantic relationship, so what right do I have to question you?”

He hoped that neither their betrothal nor their future marriage would become her constraint.

Though he desperately wanted to know, he respected her more.

Although he was serious, his words generous, and his understanding evident, Shen Xihe somehow heard an undertone of unspoken grievance and restraint. Was she judging a gentleman’s heart with a petty person’s mindset?

Meeting his understanding and gentle eyes, Shen Xihe felt her suspicion of his tactical retreat was excessive.

“Xiao Changtai successfully left the capital,” she said. She brought this up because Mo Yuan and Mo Yu had returned. They had pursued along the river, attempting several interceptions, but Xiao Changtai had prepared escape routes in advance, so they had failed.

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong responded. Though he had been outmaneuvered by Xiao Changqing this time, he didn’t care much about success or failure, but before Shen Xihe, he still felt some loss of face.

“Your Highness needn’t mind,” Shen Xihe comforted, noticing Xiao Huayong’s mood. “Anyone would have been deceived by Prince Xin. Prince Xin knew of a hidden path out of the capital…”

“Youyou knew about it,” Xiao Huayong said.

“Yes, I knew and knew early enough to send Mo Yuan and Mo Yu to intercept. However, Xiao Changtai was cunning. He must have feared Prince Xin would leave some contingency, so he didn’t fully follow Prince Xin’s arrangements and chose his escape strategy early.” Xiao Changtai’s intelligence and methods were not inferior, otherwise he couldn’t have caused such turmoil.

“It’s a pity he escaped.”

Though this time returning to the capital with Ye Wantang, he had suffered heavy losses.

“These people, he never wanted them anyway,” Xiao Huayong sneered. This was Xiao Changtai’s usual tactic.

Chapter 426: He Is The Most Fortunate
After being removed from the royal family, Xiao Changtai lost any chance of ascending to the throne. Some of his followers would naturally waver, but since they hadn’t actively left him or sought better prospects, he couldn’t move against them directly if he wanted to maintain the loyalty of those who remained.

However, these people couldn’t stay by his side forever. Once their hearts firmly turned to betrayal, they would influence others. Finding a way to remove these disloyal followers without disheartening his loyal supporters was likely one reason Xiao Changtai sought out Ye Wantang.

If these people hadn’t shown signs of wavering, even with his deep feelings for Ye Wantang, he wouldn’t have come to take her while injured. He would have waited until he was settled, then found an opportunity to secretly return—both to take Ye Wantang and accomplish other goals.

“I hadn’t thought of this angle,” Shen Xihe laughed softly. A prince’s thoughts were truly unfathomable.

“That’s because Youyou is upright and underestimated his baseness,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t merely flattering her—he truly believed Shen Xihe would never set up such an abandonment scheme against those who had devoted their lives to her.

Xiao Changtai had anticipated the dangers of entering the capital. Whether from him, the Xiao Changqing brothers he’d sought help from, or others, everyone wanted him dead. Even if they hadn’t acted, he would have orchestrated it himself, letting those followers who thought they were simply providing ordinary protection die gloriously, fulfilling their final master-servant relationship.

“This achieves three benefits,” Xiao Huayong analyzed for Shen Xihe. “First, he eliminates followers with divided loyalties. Second, such heroic sacrifices will strengthen the resolve of those who never considered betrayal, stabilizing morale at a critical time. Third…”

He let out a light laugh with a touch of mockery: “His great sacrifice for the Ye family will appear as deep love and loyalty in their eyes, dissolving any previous barriers.”

Shen Xihe nodded in agreement, then looked at Xiao Huayong with a meaningful smile: “Your Highness, see how tragic and terrifying it is when a lady falls for someone so deeply calculating and impure of heart?”

Was Xiao Changtai not sincere toward Ye Wantang?

Of course, he was sincere, but knowing what she feared, he still chose to constrain her while pursuing his ambitions, using love as an excuse to trap her.

Priceless treasures are easier to find than true love.

In this world, men who are single-minded and devoted to one woman for life are extremely rare. Ye Wantang found such love, so even knowing this deep affection was like grabbing embers, she still couldn’t let go and chose to fly into the flames.

“It is tragic and terrifying,” Xiao Huayong nodded. “Youyou must have noticed that I’m the same type of person as Xiao Changtai—I want both the world and the beauty. The difference is that Lady Ye and Youyou are not the same type of person.”

Lady Ye sought peace and tranquility, pursuing conjugal bliss—a typical modest woman. If she had met someone like Xiao Changyu, they would have had a harmonious marriage, and she would certainly have been a virtuous wife and mother.

Shen Xihe was different. She had no ambition to pursue power, but she didn’t fear its pursuit either. She was forced onto this path of contention, with no choice but to remain ordinary.

As long as he didn’t betray or harm her, in this life, whether in success or failure, she would neither complain nor be hurt.

In success, she would accompany him as he ruled the world; in failure, she would follow him to the yellow springs.

Looking at all the brothers: the Second Brother’s primary wife died early, and he later loved but couldn’t obtain; the Third Brother married his beloved but was destined never to share true love; the Fourth Brother got what he wanted, but their desires differed.

Fifth Brother loved but couldn’t have, now torturing himself into a neither-living-nor-dead state.

Sixth Brother’s union came at a huge price, hidden from light, without even a proper wedding ceremony.

Though he hadn’t yet won Shen Xihe’s heart, their efforts aligned. With Shen Xihe’s nature, as long as he remained faithful, they would share life and death.

How fortunate was he to meet a companion who captured his heart so completely?

“Therefore, between men and women, mutual affection alone isn’t enough for a lifelong partnership,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “Sentiment and love aren’t important.”

“They are important,” Xiao Huayong quickly replied. “For me, meeting you is a fortune; staying with you is grace; growing old with you is a blessing; being loved by you would be perfection.”

Fortune, grace, blessing, perfection.

He had piled all of life’s most beautiful words upon her. She couldn’t help but lower her head and smile: “Thank you for your deep affection, Your Highness.”

Yet no one’s life is perfect, and Shen Xihe never made promises about things too far in the future.

He understood her nature thoroughly. Her heartfelt smile showed she was pleased. Expecting words of devotion from her would be asking too much. Xiao Huayong was already satisfied: “How did Youyou know about the route Fifth Brother used to help Xiao Changtai escape?”

Shen Xihe was silent for a moment before raising her obsidian eyes, clear and lustrous: “I don’t want to say.”

I don’t want to deceive you, but I also don’t want to tell you the truth, so I choose not to speak.

Xiao Huayong was slightly startled, his eyes momentarily dark like nightfall, lonely and dim. But he quickly understood her meaning, and a smile gradually spread across his lips and into his eyes, as if injected with vitality, making his eyes suddenly gather silvery light, more dazzling than stars.

“May there never be deceit between Youyou and me in the future.” She could choose not to speak, but should not lie.

Everyone should have their secrets, just like his background—he had deliberated for a long time, only finding the courage to tell her because his background could bring them closer.

Tenderness suddenly welled up in Shen Xihe’s eyes, her ethereally beautiful face becoming gentle: “This promise, I can agree to.”

Never deceiving each other—this was their pre-marriage sincerity to each other.

Although Xiao Huayong had no reservations about Shen Xihe before these words were spoken, afterward, they seemed to grow closer. This intimacy wasn’t in words or actions, but in spirit—an indescribable, invisible drawing together.

The palace was extremely lively. If the spring banquet was for princes to meet potential matches, the summer retreat at the palace essentially concluded the selection of consorts. The noble ladies were very active. The dynasty’s women were traditionally frank—reserve wasn’t their style. Thus, the princes received various tokens of affection almost daily, and even Xiao Huayong wasn’t exempt.

The Crown Prince had his primary consort, but no secondary consorts yet. Moreover, Xiao Huayong’s tenderness and attentiveness toward Shen Xihe since their betrothal had made many ladies envious.

Chapter 427: Coaxing the Childish Crown Prince
Shen Xihe didn’t have much reaction to this situation. After all, few men in the world refrained from taking concubines, let alone those in the royal family. While Xiao Huayong had promised her a relationship like Pan and Yang, Shen Xihe neither doubted nor truly believed it – sometimes his desires might not overcome his position as Crown Prince.

Zhenzhu, Biyu, and the others had completely different reactions, each more indignant than the last, as men from the Northwest typically practiced monogamy. This wasn’t due to custom or law, but rather because of the gender imbalance in the Northwest. Women were scarce, and most men were soldiers who spent half their lives in military camps. Their proper wives lived almost like widows – where would they find concubines?

This environment had shaped Zhenzhu, Biyu, and the others to be particularly demanding of men. They looked down on women who actively sought to become concubines. Every day they reported news about which lady had tried to curry favor with the Crown Prince, which ones had engineered “chance” encounters when he came to visit the Princess, and who had pretended to fall to attract his heroic rescue.

Today, Zhenzhu ran in, barely containing her laughter, and said to Shen Xihe who was reading: “Princess, His Highness won’t be coming today.”

“Oh?” Shen Xihe looked up to see Zhenzhu’s eyes sparkling with mirth. “Good news?”

“I’m not sure if Your Highness will consider it good news,” Zhenzhu couldn’t help sharing. “The daughter of the Vice Minister of War dared to fall from a tree in front of the Crown Prince. Her clothes were all disheveled, barely covering her body. It frightened His Highness into fainting…”

These days had truly opened their eyes. These ladies, whether seeking wealth or other purposes, used every trick imaginable, their boldness shocking even to women raised in the Northwest.

The incident soon had consequences. The War Ministry Vice Minister was stripped of his position, his family was ignominiously expelled from the temporary palace, demoted from a high official in the capital to a magistrate in a remote region. His daughter was branded with improper conduct by the Empress Dowager.

Shen Xihe felt obliged to visit Xiao Huayong. She found him leaning sideways against his desk, reading a scroll. Seeing her arrive, he spoke plaintively: “So Youyou still have some conscience after all.”

His sarcastic tone made Shen Xihe study him carefully – when had she offended him?

Seeing her confusion, Xiao Huayong grew more irritated: “As my betrothed, you remain completely unmoved by these frivolous women harassing your future husband. Don’t you feel any remorse?”

His angry expression didn’t make Shen Xihe feel guilty; instead, she wanted to laugh. But Xiao Huayong was glaring at her, and she knew if she laughed, he would become even more upset. Yet she wanted to see that, so she didn’t hold back and let out a smile.

Sure enough, Xiao Huayong threw down his scroll and stood up abruptly, striding towards the exit. As he passed Shen Xihe, he deliberately let out a loud “Hmph!”

Shen Xihe turned to watch his departing figure, deliberately stomping his feet to make noise, and couldn’t contain her laughter anymore.

[Translation continues as this is one complete chapter]

Xiao Huayong stopped just before leaving Shen Xihe’s sight, standing with his hands behind his back, maintaining a pose of anger and unwillingness to acknowledge her. It reminded Shen Xihe of childhood playmates who would turn their backs on each other after arguments.

After laughing for a moment, she coughed lightly and walked over, deliberately trying to peek at his face. Xiao Huayong quickly turned away. She moved to the other side, and he turned again. She good-naturedly tried once more, and he turned away again.

Tianyuan and Zhenzhu watched the two from afar, finding their childish behavior quite remarkable.

After circling a few times, Shen Xihe gave up: “I trust that Your Highness wouldn’t let me be labeled as a jealous woman.”

This was meant to appease him, and it wasn’t deception. Even if she became the Crown Princess, she wouldn’t have the right to target women who expressed affection for Xiao Huayong. Her current level of care for him only extended to accepting if he took concubines, though she would no longer be able to share her heart with him; if he handled these situations himself, she would be happy and treat him better, but it hadn’t reached the point of being jealous over him.

“I’m just someone dispensable to you,” Xiao Huayong said dejectedly.

His dejection was half-genuine, half-false, and she knew it. She suppressed her smile: “How could Your Highness think so little of yourself? You are certainly not dispensable.”

Xiao Huayong’s lips twitched, but he held back, still staring ahead, waiting for Shen Xihe to comfort him.

A glint of playfulness flashed in Shen Xihe’s eyes: “Your Highness is…”

She deliberately dragged out the last syllable, clearly seeing Xiao Huayong’s ears perk up, his body even leaning slightly toward her, his anticipation obvious. Then she quickly said: “Your Highness is making something out of nothing, as there was never anything to begin with.”

Xiao Huayong froze, then immediately turned around, his handsome face tense with anger, but when he met Shen Xihe’s face trying to suppress her laughter, she burst out: “Hahaha…”

She laughed freely and joyfully. Realizing he’d been teased, Xiao Huayong didn’t know whether to be angry or laugh. To hide his embarrassment, he lunged at Shen Xihe, who was already prepared to dodge.

“Don’t let me catch you, or else…”

He couldn’t even finish his threat. Shen Xihe ducked under his grasp, provocatively raised her eyebrows at him, and ran again.

Tianyuan and Zhenzhu watched with twitching lips, especially Tianyuan. Seeing the Crown Prince unable to catch the Princess, he seemed like a different person from the one who had once persistently chased a goshawk until it submitted to his authority.

Unable to watch anymore, Tianyuan turned away and looked at the sky – as long as His Highness was happy.

After Shen Xihe had successfully appeased the childish Crown Prince, she left smiling, only to find Xiao Changqin waiting by the small lake, hands behind his back.

Xiao Changqin had been quiet lately, presumably investigating her.

Hearing movement, Xiao Changqin turned around, his black pupils penetrating as if trying to see through Shen Xihe.

He soon withdrew his gaze and walked toward her: “Princess, may I have a word?”

“I know what Your Highness wants to ask, but I have nothing to say,” Shen Xihe refused coldly.

As she walked past him, he called out loudly: “The day Qingqing died was also the day of your misfortune!”

Chapter 428: Returning Soul to a Borrowed Body
Shen Xihe stopped and turned around calmly, her eyes placid: “What do you mean by that, Your Highness?”

Xiao Changqin’s dark eyes locked onto Shen Xihe: “I just want Princess Zhaoning to explain something to me – how did you know about that escape route?”

Shen Xihe laughed softly: “Prince Xin, when two armies face each other, who would reveal their sources of intelligence to the enemy?”

After a moment of silence, seeing Shen Xihe impatiently about to leave, Xiao Changqin asked: “Princess, with your vast knowledge, do you know what the fourteenth strategy of the Thirty-Six Stratagems is?”

“Borrowing a corpse to resurrect the soul?” Shen Xihe answered without hesitation, then laughed as if at something absurd. “So that’s what Your Highness meant. How ridiculous. You must have investigated Zhaoning these past few days and should know that Zhaoning never believed in Buddhism, Taoism, or heaven. The educated don’t speak of supernatural things. Your Highness is well-versed in classics – don’t let grief lead you to such unrealistic fantasies.”

“Is it truly unrealistic?” Xiao Changqin stepped closer, his gaze fixed on her. “I heard the Western King always cherished and valued you, never hiding important military matters from you. All major decisions were discussed among fathers and sons.

When you came to the capital and my brother investigated the rouge case, encountering all sorts of dangers, why were you the one to save him? Can you truly deny the deeper meaning behind this?

Would the King make such a major decision without informing you? Acting without considering your wishes? I don’t believe it.

If you knew everything beforehand, why did you change your mind at the last moment?”

He was referring to how Shen Yueshan had arranged Shen Xihe’s “chance” encounter with Xiao Changying – something truly difficult to explain.

Though Shen Yueshan hadn’t stated it explicitly, he had hinted to Shen Xihe that Xiao Changying was the best choice. At that time, Shen Xihe was seriously ill, knowing she hadn’t long to live, and completely trusted Shen Yueshan while knowing little about the capital. So she had indeed tacitly agreed.

This led to the scene where Shen Xihe saved Xiao Changying after their collision, though she did change her mind at the last moment.

If it had truly been just for the evidence in Xiao Changying’s possession, she could have acted when he was being hunted. At that chaotic time, neither Xiao Changying nor anyone else could have determined who was responsible.

There would have been no need to waste effort waiting until Xiao Changying fell into Shen Xihe’s hands.

To this, Shen Xihe remained composed, neither playing dumb nor feigning ignorance: “Your Highness, a charge as serious as killing a prince isn’t something to be undertaken rashly without absolute necessity and foolproof planning.

Compared to harming Prince Lie during the chaos, making an enemy of you, and risking the Emperor’s thorough investigation while possibly not even obtaining evidence of the rouge case – my method was bloodless and achieved the goal. Both you and Prince Lie had to swallow this bitter pill, didn’t you?”

Her rebuttal was logical and reasonable, watertight, yet failed to convince Xiao Changqin: “I sent people to the Northwest. Everyone spoke of a Princess who was refined, gentle, and tender as water. Yet after entering the capital, you’ve been quite different.”

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Changqin as if he were a fool before speaking: “People say Prince Xin is learned in both ancient and modern ways, a proper gentleman of refined manners. May I ask, Your Highness, are you truly such a person?”

Before Xiao Changqin could respond, Shen Xihe laughed coldly: “In the Northwest, my homeland where everyone loved and supported me, of course, I was gentle with them. But the capital is like a tiger’s den and wolf’s lair to me. If I remained as gentle as I was in the Northwest, I likely wouldn’t be standing here today listening to Your Highness’s nonsense.”

Xiao Changqin’s gaze grew heavy, but he said nothing more, though he remained unconvinced.

Shen Xihe didn’t care what he thought: “Your Highness, that day I had His Majesty as a witness – if you harass me again, don’t blame me for being ruthless.”

She didn’t care about Xiao Changqin’s thoughts but didn’t want to be disturbed by him.

With that, Shen Xihe curtsied and turned to leave. This time Xiao Changqin didn’t stop her, but called out: “I will uncover everything.”

Shen Xihe ignored him, walking away composedly until she disappeared from his sight.

“Princess, why not tell Prince Xin about the Princess Consort?” Biyu couldn’t help asking.

The Princess didn’t want Prince Xin’s entanglement. He just wanted to know how she had known about Xiao Changtai’s escape route, which Biyu and the others understood came from the Princess Consort.

Shen Xihe had a close friend surnamed Gu in the capital, they all knew. The King and Crown Prince had investigated – it was Gu Zexiang from the current Imperial Wardrobe Service but was the Princess Consort using Gu Zexiang’s name.

Just telling Xiao Changqin this would resolve everything.

“Who is he that I should explain myself to him?” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Rushing to explain would only make one less credible. If Xiao Changqin wanted to investigate, let him investigate thoroughly.

Back in her courtyard, Shen Xihe went to play with Baisui, the white parrot Xiao Huayong had given her. She had brought both it and Duanming to the temporary palace this time.

She had already arranged everything, including Gu Zexiang. The Princess’s residence had letters exchanged between Shen Xihe and Gu Qingchi over the years, written after sending Zhenzhu and others away. As for Gu Zexiang’s letters, Shen Xihe had already burned them.

Fortunately, over the years, Gu Zexiang had been like a secret confidante for Shen Xihe. Though her letters passed through the maids’ hands, they never saw the contents or handwriting, and Shen Xihe rarely mentioned Gu Zexiang to others.

As for Gu Qingchi, Xiao Changqin was very busy after marriage, and the couple barely saw each other most days. Xiao Changqin hadn’t arranged for people to watch Gu Qingchi – whatever she wanted to do without his knowledge, he absolutely wouldn’t know.

When Xiao Changqin finally obtained those letters after great effort, he would naturally resolve his doubts, rather than having her change her usual way of handling things by anxiously explaining herself, which would only make the suspicious Xiao Changqin more distrustful.

When Xiao Huayong heard that Xiao Changqin had confronted Shen Xihe again, he hurried over. Thinking of Shen Xihe’s independent nature, he dismissed Tianyuan and the others, approaching quietly himself. He intended to not intervene unless necessary, only worried about Shen Xihe.

But he heard every word Xiao Changqin said to Shen Xihe.

Such absurd talk should have made him sneer, given his personality, yet for some reason, an inescapable heaviness weighed on his heart, making him unconsciously reach for books of strange tales like the “Records of Divine Marvels” when he reached his study.

Chapter 429: As Long As It’s You
Xiao Huayong suddenly came to his senses and threw the book away as if scalded. Staring at it lying on the floor, he was lost in thought before finally bending down to pick it up. After a wry laugh, he returned it to its place.

The next day when Xiao Huayong visited Shen Xihe, he appeared normal, though she glanced at him several times during their casual conversation. This made him feel she had something to say: “Youyou, speak freely. Though I’m as handsome as Pan An and refined in manner, I can’t bear you stealing such glances.”

This was the Crown Prince whom court officials saw as humble, cultured, and gracious – yet before her, he knew nothing of restraint or modesty. Shen Xihe could only shake her head helplessly, unaware of how indulgent her expression was.

“Your Highness forgets my keen sense of smell. Yesterday when I was speaking with Prince Xin, you were nearby.” He had arrived early, and she was certain he had heard everything Xiao Changqin said, yet he showed no reaction.

In their six months together, Xiao Huayong had not only abandoned propriety before her but would become emotional over trivial matters. If he had heard Xiao Changqin’s words, he couldn’t possibly have remained unmoved, nor could he have concealed his feelings if troubled.

“I was somewhat shocked,” Xiao Huayong answered honestly. “I even foolishly went to read some books of strange tales.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows, waiting for him to continue.

“Then I thought about how Fifth Brother has gone mad – should I follow him into madness?” Xiao Huayong laughed. “If I were to doubt you over his baseless talk, how could we speak of a future together?”

There will undoubtedly be more people trying to drive them apart in the future.

After a moment of silence, Shen Xihe asked with a faint smile: “Your Highness, what if Prince Xin’s words were true?”

His deep, ocean-like eyes, gleaming like stars, gazed at her intently: “I’ve traveled far and wide, seen countless strange occurrences. Some things in this world truly can’t be explained by ordinary logic. But it’s you I love, you I wish to spend my life with. As long as it’s you, nothing else matters.”

At that moment, Xiao Huayong realized he loved Shen Xihe herself, attracted to her inside and out – not Princess Zhaoning, not the Western King’s beloved daughter. Status and position didn’t matter; she did.

Shen Xihe laughed softly, her obsidian eyes clear and pure: “Your Highness, I will always be just myself.”

This was a subtle explanation and reassurance. Xiao Huayong beamed – her bringing up the matter was enough to make him happy: “The sun isn’t too harsh today. Shall we go mushroom hunting?”

Mushrooms were starting to appear in June. Shen Xihe loved such delicacies but had never gathered them herself. Intrigued, she gladly agreed, changing into light men’s clothing and bringing her bow and arrows. Though she still lacked strength and accuracy despite never neglecting Xiao Huayong’s archery lessons, she enjoyed it nonetheless.

Xiao Huayong knew many types of mushrooms, many of which Shen Xihe had never seen.

“When I visited Nanzhao, they had even more varieties and many ways of preparing them. I’ll have Jiuzhang make some for you to try later.” Xiao Huayong had once wanted to learn cooking himself but ultimately gave up, admitting no one could be perfect at everything.

“What are the customs and culture of Nanzhao like…” Shen Xihe followed behind Xiao Huayong, wearing a sachet to repel snakes and insects.

Since the tiger incident, they often went out alone, though Tianyuan and others followed at a distance. On steep terrain, Xiao Huayong would climb up first, then turn and extend his hand to Shen Xihe, who now took it naturally.

Both dressed simply, they added a poetic touch to the summer as they walked on the green grass, discussing distant lands amid laughter.

Who would have thought these two casual figures carrying bamboo baskets through the forest were among the most noble in the world?

Watching them, Tianyuan and Zhenzhu felt these two possessed an innate vitality – they could be lofty and decisive, yet also peaceful and approachable.

Before they knew it, they had walked far. The two sat on clean rocks, drinking from water skins when suddenly they heard the clear cry of the goshawk circling high above. Shen Xihe looked up: “It always follows you. His Majesty might grow suspicious.”

During last autumn’s hunt, Emperor Youning had wanted to capture this goshawk, but his attention was diverted by the giant snake.

“It doesn’t matter. Even if His Majesty suspects, can’t I keep a bird?” Xiao Huayong wasn’t concerned.

Shen Xihe said no more. Although the goshawk was revered as the king of birds with extraordinary significance, unlike common birds, Xiao Huayong had his plans. She needn’t worry.

One benefit of being with Xiao Huayong was that she didn’t need to worry about him.

“When does His Majesty plan to act?” Shen Xihe changed the subject.

“Not soon. His Majesty likes to strike unexpectedly.” Xiao Huayong turned to smile at her.

With three to four months left at the temporary palace, His Majesty had plenty of time to plan. He wasn’t in a hurry – the longer he waited, the more his prey would let down their guard.

Shen Xihe nodded in understanding. Just as she was about to speak of other matters, Duanming darted out from the forest where it had been foraging, rushing straight toward her. Xiao Huayong quickly caught it by the scruff of its neck – knowing they were going to the mountains, Shen Xihe had brought it for training, but after all its jumping around, it was filthy, and she was fastidious about cleanliness.

Restrained by Xiao Huayong, Duanming made angry sounds from its throat.

Shen Xihe tapped its head and signaled to Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness can release it.”

Once freed, Duanming didn’t jump on Shen Xihe, but they seemed unhappy. Just then, hearing the goshawk’s cry, it jumped onto a high rock and tilted its head back, howling at the sky like a wolf.

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Xiao Huayong was also amused: “Where did it learn such arrogance?”

“Perhaps… it was like this before meeting me,” Shen Xihe wondered what made Duanming so lacking in self-awareness.

The goshawk circled for a while as Duanming continued its ignorant barking. Seemingly annoyed, the goshawk soon disappeared into the forest. Not seeing it anymore, Duanming called out twice more, its voice proud.

Just then, worried it might fly out again, they saw the goshawk with a struggling rabbit in its talons.

When Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong looked up, they saw the goshawk, perhaps deliberately, drop the rabbit, only to catch it again with lightning speed in mid-air.

Duanming watched in stunned silence, its head tilting further and further back until it quietly retreated, curling up by the rock at Shen Xihe’s feet.

“Hahaha…”

Their joyous laughter echoed through the forest at this scene.

Chapter 430: He’s Jealous Again
Life at the temporary palace was quite pleasant for Shen Xihe. She exchanged letters with her father and brothers, and while Xiao Huayong visited her almost daily, Bu Shulin could only come occasionally.

Shen Xihe spent most of her time reading, making incense, and discussing state affairs with Xiao Huayong as he showed her various government matters he was handling. She also enjoyed cooking and playing with Duanming and Baisui. Her days passed peacefully like flowing water.

The noble ladies constantly sent her invitations – today for a tea party, tomorrow for a flower banquet, and the day after for poetry gatherings. Though the invitations arrived without fail, she never attended a single one. Given her noble status, secured position as the future Crown Princess, and her strong, commanding personality, no one dared criticize her for this.

During this time, Xiao Changqin hadn’t disturbed Shen Xihe, though he had managed to obtain the letters exchanged between her and Gu Qingchi through his methods, giving him some understanding of their connection. However, like the praying mantis hunting the cicada unaware of the oriole behind, shortly after he obtained them, Xiao Huayong’s people retrieved the letters from him. While Xiao Huayong was reluctant to investigate Shen Xihe himself, his curiosity got the better of him. Knowing Xiao Changqin would investigate thoroughly, he simply reaped the benefits – this way, he wasn’t technically investigating her himself.

When the letters were returned and placed on his desk, he didn’t open them. Though the envelopes bore no names, they each had distinct markings – those belonging to Gu Zexiang were marked with a fish, while Shen Xihe bore a Pingzhong leaf. The Pingzhong leaf was drawn by Shen Xihe, but Xiao Huayong, unfamiliar with Gu Qingchi, couldn’t determine if the fish was her mark, though Fifth Brother’s reaction suggested it was. Therefore, knowing Shen Xihe was Shen Xihe and Gu Qingchi was Gu Qingchi, he left the letters unopened and brought them back to Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness, you…” Shen Xihe was surprised to see these items. She had expected Xiao Changqin might return them, but never imagined it would be Xiao Huayong.

“I took them from Fifth Brother,” Xiao Huayong explained. “I was curious, but also didn’t want your belongings in his hands.”

Seeing his cautious manner, afraid she might doubt his trust in her, Shen Xihe smiled slightly. “I intentionally let Prince Xin obtain these letters to resolve his doubts, and also…” her smile deepened, “to test his influence.”

Gu Qingchi never interfered with Xiao Changqin. The Gu family’s fate was chosen by their patriarch, and she had always quietly waited for judgment, never struggling or resisting. Naturally, she never concerned herself with Xiao Changqin’s power base. Thus, Shen Xihe didn’t know Xiao Changqin’s true capabilities. Since they might clash in the future, she wanted to understand more.

“If Youyou wanted to know his capabilities, you could have just asked me. Why set up such a scheme?” Xiao Huayong said softly.

He was jealous again about a lady’s letters, especially custom-made ones, falling into others’ hands, particularly a man’s. Though he tried to keep his tone neutral, how could Shen Xihe miss the sourness in his voice?

“I also wanted to know how Prince Xin would manage to infiltrate my residence,” she explained. If anyone around her had been bought, it would have been extremely dangerous, and this way she could have eliminated such threats early.

Xiao Changqin was indeed capable. Though he hadn’t managed to buy any of Shen Xihe’s people, despite the Princess’s mansion being heavily guarded and even with Moyu and Mo Yuan absent, he had employed a highly skilled wandering warrior. This warrior was rumored dead, having been absent from the jianghu for many years, but had unexpectedly become Xiao Changqin’s shadow guard.

Hearing this explanation, Xiao Huayong’s expression finally softened. He craned his neck to look at the drink beside Shen Xihe: “What new refreshment has Youyou made?”

The color was deep and clear, something he hadn’t seen before.

Shen Xihe poured him a cup: “Apricot Kernel drink, made by brewing eleven medicinal ingredients including apricot kernel, Peucedanum, Schisandra, Pinellia, white mulberry bark, ginseng… It helps regulate yang energy, stops night sweats, improves appetite, and reduces meridian heat. How does Your Highness find the taste?”

This was Shen Xihe’s first time brewing it. She had planned to taste it before sharing it with Xiao Huayong, but he happened to visit today.

Xiao Huayong tasted it – cool and refreshing, as thirst-quenching as plum juice: “Excellent. Youyou’s maids are truly capable.”

Given the numerous medicinal ingredients involved, Xiao Huayong assumed Zhenzhu had figured it out, so he glanced at her with praise.

Shen Xihe smiled gently: “This is Doctor Qi’s recipe, obtained by chance…” she paused briefly before continuing, “Your Highness has traveled far and wide, haven’t you encountered such drinks before?”

Xiao Huayong’s face, which had just brightened, immediately clouded over. He spoke with an odd tone: “Indeed, I’ve traveled across the land but never heard of such a fine drink. This recipe must have been kept quite secret.”

He didn’t believe it was simply well-hidden. What coincidental discovery? It was probably carefully concocted by certain people who were too embarrassed to admit it. He remembered how Xie Yunhuai had given Shen Yunan miraculous wound medicine recipes and Shen Yueshan treatment for internal injuries. Such attentiveness exceeded even his own as the future son-in-law.

Shen Xihe looked strangely at the sulking Xiao Huayong, utterly helpless: “Doctor Qi and I are close friends.”

She wasn’t insensitive – she could tell when someone had feelings for her, like Xiao Changying and Xiao Huayong himself. Xie Yunhuai was caring, friendly, and casual with her, but he maintained proper boundaries and etiquette. While he admired her, there was no desire.

“You may view him as a close friend, but who knows what he thinks,” Xiao Huayong snorted softly.

Shen Xihe watched him silently, saying nothing.

Xiao Huayong felt somewhat guilty under her gaze but didn’t want to back down on this matter.

After a moment of deadlock, Shen Xihe said: “If it bothers you, I will be more mindful of making male friends in the future. However, my friendship with Doctor Qi began before our engagement. It would be uncouth to coldly dismiss someone who has shown me kindness simply because of you. Of course, I will be mindful of maintaining appropriate boundaries with Doctor Qi in the future.”

Though she had conceded, somehow his heart felt even more blocked. Faced with her frankness, her magnanimity, her grace – he felt a sense of helpless despair, as if full of strength but with nowhere to direct it.

After she finished speaking calmly, Shen Xihe noticed Xiao Huayong still had a stern expression and was quite puzzled: “Is there something else bothering Your Highness?”

His heart caught, and Xiao Huayong took a deep breath: “I don’t want you to restrict yourself because of me, but I also don’t like you being so good to others. I know this isn’t appropriate, but I can’t control it.”

Chapter 431: The Crown Prince’s Fifty-Sixth Regret
He desperately wanted to be magnanimous, to pretend he didn’t care who she associated with, but he couldn’t bring himself to lie to her face. Though he knew such pettiness would displease her, he couldn’t fake generosity.

Shen Xihe had never been stumped by anyone or anything before. This was the first time she felt somewhat at a loss, unsure how to proceed. Previously, she could have disregarded Xiao Huayong’s feelings, but now she was gradually becoming mindful of them. She hoped that in their future life together, they could be more understanding and tolerant of each other. Of course, their goals differed – Xiao Huayong hoped they would become loving partners, while she strived to make him like family, similar to her father and brothers.

Regardless of their purposes, they seemed to be heading in the same direction. But now she discovered that Xiao Huayong was clearly different from family – he cared deeply about her male friendships, and even after she compromised, he remained unsatisfied.

Unable to figure out a solution herself, Shen Xihe didn’t avoid the issue. She asked directly: “What would Your Highness have me do?”

This question left Xiao Huayong speechless, making him feel as if he was being unreasonable. He knew his jealousy was petty, yet he couldn’t help but care and fret about it.

After a long while, he said softly: “Youyou, could you… embrace me?”

He didn’t want her to cut ties with Xie Yunhuai. He simply lacked confidence and hoped she would show him somehow that he was different from other men, to soothe his vulnerable and sensitive heart in her presence.

Shen Xihe had never expected such a request from Xiao Huayong. She was stunned, then became suspicious and hesitant.

Normally, she would firmly refuse Xiao Huayong’s attempts to take liberties with her. But at this moment, she saw the light in his eyes wavering, as if her refusal would shatter it completely.

Yet her upbringing and learned propriety made such an action seem quite inappropriate, causing her hesitation.

The trees were still, the wind silent, as if the world had fallen into complete stillness.

The long wait caused Xiao Huayong’s long lashes to droop, casting shadows beneath his eyes, like a lone figure abandoned in the late autumn sun, leaving only a lingering shadow and endless solitude and desolation.

Shen Xihe stood up without realizing it. When she came to her senses, she was already beside Xiao Huayong. She paused briefly, then smiled in resignation and wrapped her arms around his shoulders as he sat upright. She spoke gently at his side: “Your Highness, I cannot speak for other women, but I will only have one husband in this life.”

Though she had initially planned for Xiao Huayong’s early death, she had never considered remarrying. The current dynasty encouraged widows to remarry, even imperial daughters-in-law, though common people usually dared not marry them, leading to marriages with uncles and elder relatives.

“I will only have one husband in this life.”

Perhaps this was comfort born from her compassion; perhaps it was the appropriate gesture from a future wife.

Even without the love he yearned for, her words flowed like a gentle stream into his heart, making him unable to resist leaning his head against her waist, breathing in her scent: “Youyou…”

He simply sighed her name softly, a thousand words hidden in that single breath.

“Playing pitiful, playing pitiful.” The tender moment was broken by a discordant voice.

Shen Xihe smoothly stepped away as Xiao Huayong glared darkly at Baisui on its perch. For the fifty-sixth time, he regretted giving this stupid bird to Shen Xihe – it was more trouble than it was worth!

Baisui showed no fear. It turned its head to one side, stretched its neck, and called out: “Youyou is soft-hearted, Youyou is soft-hearted!”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe’s beautiful obsidian eyes regarded Xiao Huayong with amusement.

Even thick-skinned Xiao Huayong couldn’t quite handle this. These were indeed his words, somehow memorized by this stupid bird, though he certainly hadn’t been playing pitiful just now: “I… it… I…”

The usually eloquent Crown Prince was now tongue-tied, unsure how to quibble… er, explain!

“I… I have an appointment with Master Tao. It’s about time. I’ll come see you tomorrow.”

This was the first time Xiao Huayong had fled in such disarray before Shen Xihe, making her laugh out loud. Did he think she lacked judgment? If he had truly been playing pitiful earlier, would she have fallen for it so easily?

She admitted she treated him differently from others, but not to the point of losing her reason.

Yet he felt he couldn’t explain himself and didn’t know how to face her, so he fled in panic.

Turning back, Shen Xihe gently tapped Baisui’s head: “You…”

“Youyou calls like a deer, forever united in heart; harmonious as zither and se, phoenix pair singing!” Baisui began to sing.

These were probably the words Xiao Huayong repeated most often to it, which Baisui recited to her several times daily.

When Xiao Huayong was training it, it likely pretended to be slow to avoid being drilled with too much information. Thus, Xiao Huayong let his guard down when saying certain things, probably not even remembering how much the bird had overheard and memorized.

“Princess’s greetings,” it started singing again.

After playing with it for a while, Shen Xihe turned to see Duanming crouching in a corner, looking fierce with sharp eyes glaring hostilely at Baisui.

Just as Zhenzhu had said, Duanming and Baisui – their names alone marked them as natural enemies. Weren’t cats and birds always foes?

“Princess, Prince Xin requests an audience,” Zhenzhu entered to report.

Shen Xihe was about to refuse, but considering Xiao Changqin’s likely purpose, she changed her mind: “Please show him to the main hall.”

After entrusting Baisui to Ziyu, Shen Xihe tidied herself and walked to the main hall.

Xiao Changqin arrived before her. After they exchanged formal greetings, he bowed in apology: “I came today to apologize to the Princess. I was impulsive and rash before, causing you trouble. Please forgive me.”

Shen Xihe sat down slowly: “I thought Your Highness came to apologize for the theft.”

Xiao Changqin didn’t defend himself against her mockery. He had indeed sent someone to steal the letters between Shen Xihe and Gu Qingchi. After marrying Gu Qingchi, he had been busy with various matters, and she never opened her heart to him. He had no way to verify this correspondence between Gu Qingchi and such a friend.

But the two different handwritings, the personalities revealed between the lines – he couldn’t help but believe.

Xiao Changqin said: “Would the Princess allow me to keep my late wife’s letters as a memento?”

This was his purpose in coming. He had intended to return Shen Xihe’s letters personally, but Xiao Huayong had intercepted them.

“These belonged to Princess Xin and me,” Shen Xihe had no intention of giving them to Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Changqin seemed to have expected this response. He didn’t insist but said: “If the Princess ever needs help in the future, you need only bring the letters to me. I will do everything in my power to assist.”

Chapter 432: A Common Calming Incense
Shen Xihe merely smiled politely as she sent her guest off. She would never need to use the letters to bargain with Xiao Changqin. Neither she nor Xiao Huayong needed others’ help. Even if they faced powerful enemies one day, she would never trade Gu Qingchi’s letters with Xiao Changqin. Thus, as soon as he left, she burned them.

Just as when she had received the letters kept by Gu Zexiang, these letters supposedly from Gu Qingchi were her forgeries. How could she use fake items to deceive, bind, or manipulate another person?

Though she didn’t approve of Xiao Changqin’s devotion, and Gu Qingchi didn’t need it, it was still a sincere sentiment. Others might use this to attack, pressure, or constrain Xiao Changqin, like Ye Wantang and Gu Qingshu had, but she couldn’t.

Shen Xihe took some of the Apricot Kernel drink she had made to the Empress Dowager. Due to her engagement to Xiao Huayong and knowing the Empress Dowager was his only elder relative, Shen Xihe had grown closer to her, treating her as an elder. Whatever treats she made for Xiao Huayong, she would invariably send some to the Empress Dowager as well.

As she arrived at the Empress Dowager’s chambers, she heard laughter from within. Lady Qin, the Empress Dowager’s female official, came personally to receive her and explained, “These days, the Empress Dowager often summons noble ladies for entertainment.”

In truth, it was to play matchmaker and better understand these potential daughters-in-law.

Inside, Shen Xihe saw four or five young ladies, all familiar faces, including the Yu sisters from the Marquis of Pingyao’s family and even Qin Zijie. They exchanged formal greetings.

“What has Zhaoning brought today? In this palace, you’re the most thoughtful of this old woman,” the Empress Dowager smiled upon seeing her.

“Just some cooling drinks,” Shen Xihe smiled gracefully. “Your Highness speaks too modestly. His Majesty and the princes would disagree. Everyone in the palace cares for your health and longevity.”

The Empress Dowager’s eyes were kind as she pointed at Shen Xihe and addressed the group: “I hear people say Zhaoning is unsociable and unreasonable. These people must never have met her.”

“Those are just jealous rumors. Your Highness need not worry; we’ll defend the Princess if we hear such talk,” Yu Sangning spoke with a smile.

Shen Xihe glanced at her. Yu Sangning’s smile was neither fawning nor shy, but natural and graceful.

The others finally understood the Empress Dowager’s intention and had to agree.

“You are good,” the Empress Dowager praised Yu Sangning, her gaze sweeping over the sisters. “The Marquis of Pingyao truly knows how to raise ladies, each one clever and bright.”

“Your Highness is too kind,” Yu Sangzi and Yu Sangning rose and bowed humbly.

Everyone understood now. Yesterday’s flower banquet gossip about Princess Zhaoning being arrogant and aloof had reached the Empress Dowager’s ears. Today was a chance to clear her name, so the conversation centered around Shen Xihe, full of praise.

Shen Xihe understood the Empress Dowager’s kind intentions, though she didn’t care.

Soon the Empress Dowager dismissed the others, keeping only Shen Xihe. She enjoyed the Apricot Kernel drink Shen Xihe had brought, finding it quite soothing after a few sips: “Have the imperial kitchen make some tomorrow.”

At her age, the Empress Dowager couldn’t have many cooling items, even plum juice was restricted. Though the temporary palace was cool, it was still midsummer, and she inevitably felt inner heat. Knowing the Empress Dowager loved sweets, Shen Xihe had added extra cane sugar.

“I’ll give the recipe to Lady Qin later,” Shen Xihe replied.

The Empress Dowager asked, “What do you think of those ladies just now?”

“Zhaoning rarely interacts with them and doesn’t know their characters well enough to judge,” Shen Xihe avoided the topic.

The Empress Dowager laughed softly: “You’re being slippery with me.”

Shen Xihe smiled slightly without further comment.

The Empress Dowager didn’t press her, knowing she wasn’t one to gossip. She leaned back on her cushion: “These are potential matches for Second Prince, Fifth Prince, and Ninth Prince. For the Second and Fifth Prince’s remarriages, we can consider ladies of slightly lower status. I think the Yu family’s concubine-born daughter is quite good, but their legitimate daughter is also virtuous. I’m considering her for Ninth Prince, so I’m undecided.”

Shen Xihe understood – the Empress Dowager liked both Yu sisters, but one family couldn’t produce two imperial daughters-in-law. Yu Sangning’s status was somewhat high for a remarriage match. She wondered why the Empress Dowager favored her.

Thinking of Yu Sangning’s methods, Shen Xihe remarked casually: “The Yu ladies must have exceptional qualities to earn Your Highness’s favor so.”

“Are you jealous?” the Empress Dowager teased, patting Shen Xihe’s hand. “Don’t worry, no one can surpass you.”

Shen Xihe knew she wasn’t particularly likable. The Empress Dowager said this because in her heart, no one could surpass Xiao Huayong, so naturally no one’s wife could surpass Xiao Huayong’s wife – love extending to all connected to him.

“The second Yu daughter is clever and skilled. When I wasn’t sleeping well recently, she visited several times and noticed my fatigue. After privately inquiring about the cause, she made me a fragrance sachet to hang by my bed. I truly slept well with it,” the Empress Dowager smiled.

Elderly people naturally sleep lightly, and insomnia is torturous. The imperial physicians only attributed it to summer heat, and she didn’t want to trouble His Majesty and risk the physicians being punished. Those days were truly difficult.

Shen Xihe didn’t visit daily, especially knowing the Empress Dowager was meeting other ladies to choose daughters-in-law, she kept her distance to avoid suspicion. Thus, she hadn’t known about recent events.

“A fragrance sachet?” Shen Xihe showed interest. “Could Your Highness show it to Zhaoning? I’m quite passionate about fragrances.”

The Empress Dowager, knowing Shen Xihe’s expertise in making fragrances, had a palace maid fetch it. Shen Xihe took a gentle sniff – it was common calming incense, which couldn’t possibly treat illness.

Shen Xihe returned the sachet to the maid: “Please let Zhenzhu check Your Highness’s pulse, so Zhaoning can be at ease.”

Given her show of concern, the Empress Dowager naturally agreed. Zhenzhu checked her pulse and gave Shen Xihe a confirming look – the Empress Dowager was neither ill nor poisoned.

After chatting a while longer, the Empress Dowager needed her afternoon rest, so Shen Xihe left with Zhenzhu.

“The Empress Dowager shouldn’t have suddenly developed insomnia,” Zhenzhu whispered to Shen Xihe.

The Empress Dowager’s pulse was steady, showing no illness or emotional instability, unless there was an external cause.

Instead of returning directly, Shen Xihe went to find Xiao Huayong to tell him about this.

“Do Youyou suspect someone means harm to the Empress Dowager?” Xiao Huayong asked after hearing the story. “What would be their purpose?”

“To scheme for wealth and position,” Shen Xihe smiled. “When I first met the second Miss Yu…”

Chapter 433: Scheming for Glory and Riches
Yu Sangning had someone push Old Madam Yu into the lake and then poisoned that person with the Water Guanyin poison. She emerged as the hero who fearlessly rescued Old Madam Yu from the lake, thus earning the old lady’s favor.

Later, to advance her position, she drugged Yu Sangzi at the Empress Dowager’s birthday banquet, causing red rashes to appear on Yu Sangzi’s face. She then suggested that Yu Sangzi perform a masked dance, and changed the music at the last moment. When the palace musicians couldn’t accompany them properly, Yu Sangning stepped in to perform alongside her, establishing their reputation as the Yu sisters’ duet.

From then on, Yu Sangzi, who had always been her rival, changed her view and truly accepted her as a sister.

Yu Sangning was skilled at appearing as a benefactor before her chosen prey, winning favor through displays of kindness. These people never realized that all their misfortunes were orchestrated by her hand.

If Empress Dowager hadn’t mentioned the sachet was from Yu Sangning, and if Shen Xihe hadn’t witnessed Yu Sangning’s previous two exploits, she wouldn’t have harbored such baseless suspicions about someone.

Although she might be overthinking, she still felt it necessary to warn Xiao Huayong, lest Yu Sangning, having tasted success, become insatiable and escalate her schemes.

The Empress Dowager held a special place in Xiao Huayong’s heart. Shen Xihe didn’t want his oversight to lead to future regrets.

“Youyou, thank you,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand. “As her son, I visit her daily for greetings, but she only shares good news, never troubles. I couldn’t place spies in her palace without damaging our relationship, so inevitably there are things I miss.”

Shen Xihe smiled gently: “I will look after the Empress Dowager more in the future, and prevent others from harming her.”

If you treat my loved ones as your own, I will naturally treat your loved ones as mine.

This was what Shen Xihe considered the highest state of marriage – mutual understanding, tolerance, honesty, and protecting each other’s family and loved ones.

“Stay for dinner, Youyou. Twelfth Brother sent a roe deer, and I’ve asked Jiuzhang to prepare some fresh dishes,” Xiao Huayong invited.

Recently, the Prosperity Emperor had begun taking people hunting in the mountains near the temporary palace, always bringing several princes but never Xiao Huayong. Instead, he assigned more and more government affairs to Xiao Huayong. The emperor’s intentions were clear – when he truly wanted someone to be respected, he had countless ways to achieve it.

Roe deer meat was tender and delicious, which Shen Xihe particularly enjoyed. Even in the cool temporary palace, she had a hearty appetite for roasted meat. By the time she finished dinner, Tianyuan had quietly investigated the details of the Empress Dowager’s sleepless nights.

“Your Highness, there was nothing unusual in the Empress Dowager’s palace from the twelfth to the fifteenth,” Tianyuan reported.

“Nothing unusual?” Xiao Huayong turned to look at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe pondered for a moment: “Were there any changes in the items placed in the Empress Dowager’s chambers?”

“The items?” Tianyuan considered carefully. “They change daily.”

The Empress Dowager’s and consorts’ chambers were decorated with fresh flowers daily. These arrangements changed without pattern, distributed by palace servants or according to specific requests from their masters.

“What was placed there from the twelfth to the fifteenth?” Shen Xihe asked in detail.

Having been here for some time, she understood that with her upcoming marriage to the Crown Prince, the palace servants treated her like a princess. Each day, young eunuchs would bring flowers for her to choose from to decorate her chambers.

It was a good arrangement – the masters who received flowers usually gave rewards, making everyone happy.

Tianyuan consulted his records: “Princess, there were peonies during the day and roses at night.”

Elderly people preferred large, luxurious flowers, and the Empress Dowager particularly loved peonies and peonies.

“Roses, only those three nights had roses?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Tianyuan checked again and nodded: “Only those days had roses.”

“What’s wrong with roses?” Xiao Huayong asked. He had grown roses himself and knew they weren’t poisonous.

“Your Highness may not know that roses are fine in the courtyard,” Shen Xihe explained to Xiao Huayong. “But if doors and windows are tightly closed at night, or if there isn’t enough ventilation, the rose fragrance can make it difficult to sleep.”

Not many people knew this because noble ladies who kept roses indoors would open their windows. But the Empress Dowager was elderly, and at night in the cool temporary palace, she would only leave a small gap – not enough to disperse the rose fragrance.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes grew cold: “Investigate this. I want to see how many people have been compromised!”

To accomplish this required more than just one or two bribed individuals – first, the person delivering flowers, then those arranging them, and finally, those managing the windows. Perhaps even more.

“Your Highness, this is the temporary palace,” Shen Xihe reminded him.

Unlike the main palace, the temporary palace was for occasional residence. They had only brought one or two personal servants, so it was natural that others might find opportunities to exploit them. There was no need for anger.

“Go back and rest. I’ll inform you when I have news,” Xiao Huayong escorted Shen Xihe to her quarters.

Shen Xihe wasn’t optimistic. Yu Sangning was cautious and calculated. After realizing at Ye Wantang’s birthday banquet that Shen Xihe wasn’t someone to be trifled with, she never dared scheme against her again. This risky move must have been meticulously planned, and after so much time, evidence would likely be gone.

Indeed, Xiao Huayong’s second report confirmed her expectations: “She’s quite bold.”

“It might not be her,” they had no evidence, even if Yu Sangning was the prime suspect.

“Aspiring to be a Prince’s consort?” Xiao Huayong sneered. “I’ve already informed the Empress Dowager of all suspicious aspects.”

The lack of evidence didn’t matter. Xiao Huayong’s words carried enough weight for the Empress Dowager to believe completely. Yu Sangning hadn’t calculated how much influence Xiao Huayong’s words had on the Empress Dowager.

Sure enough, the Empress Dowager stopped summoning the Yu sisters and rarely received other noble ladies. Yu Sangning must have grown anxious because, within days, rumors spread throughout the temporary palace that the Empress Dowager intended to match a Yu family daughter with a prince – the Yu family would produce a Prince’s consort.

Shen Xihe didn’t know how Yu Sangning managed it, but more and more people came to congratulate the Marquis of Pingyao.

“Princess is this… Second Lady Yu’s doing?” Biyu felt this approach seemed disadvantageous to Second Lady Yu.

“It is her doing,” Shen Xihe was certain. “And she didn’t use the Pingyao Marquis’s influence. Even if the Empress Dowager and Emperor investigate thoroughly, they won’t trace it back to her or the Yu family. The Marquis of Pingyao commands two armies and holds a crucial position. With these rumors spreading so widely, yet not originating from the Yu family, the Emperor may have no choice but to allow a Yu family daughter to become a Prince’s consort.”

Chapter 434: You’re Simple-Minded and Need to Grow
The Yu family had become the victim. The Emperor needed to appease them, save face for the Marquis of Pingyao, and ensure the Marquis’s future loyalty. A Prince’s comfort from their family was inevitable.

“But it won’t be her,” Biyu’s face paled as she thought about it. “She’s…” She trailed off, remembering Yu Sangning was a concubine’s daughter and the Empress Dowager despised her.

Shen Xihe smiled approvingly, pleased that her teachings hadn’t been wasted – Biyu now understood these intricacies: “It doesn’t matter if it’s not her now. Once things settle and something happens to Yu Sangzi, forcing her to step in as a replacement, she won’t incur the Yu family’s hatred. Instead, she’ll become their merit-maker and gain her natal family’s support.”

“It won’t be easy,” Zhenzhu was more thoughtful. “Marrying into the royal family isn’t like common families.”

Common families could use bride substitution – once in the bridal chamber, they’d have to accept it since the girl’s virtue would be compromised. But trying to switch brides with the royal family would be treasonous.

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way. I’m certain she’ll succeed,” Shen Xihe had inexplicable confidence in Yu Sangning’s abilities in this regard.

As a concubine’s daughter, Yu Sangning wouldn’t receive the Empress Dowager’s favor for marriage arrangements. With Empress Dowager’s dislike of her stemming from trust in Xiao Huayong, she wouldn’t hint to the Marquis’s wife about arranging Yu Sangning’s marriage early.

Even the royal family needed evidence. Without proof, if Yu Sangning threatened suicide to prove her innocence, the royal family would be at fault with the Yu family. While being in the wrong wasn’t a major issue, the Marquis of Pingyao was the Emperor’s trusted official.

The Empress Dowager couldn’t act rashly, or it would appear she was at odds with the Emperor. At this crucial time, it might make the suspicious Emperor overthink – wondering if the Empress Dowager was paving the way for the Crown Prince. A small matter could escalate.

Thus, Yu Sangning was safe for now, with time to scheme and maneuver.

Yu Sangning was merely a minor distraction. Even Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, who knew the truth, didn’t take her seriously. Whatever she plotted couldn’t touch the Eastern Palace, and her schemes against others didn’t concern Xiao Huayong – as long as she didn’t target the Empress Dowager again, he wouldn’t interfere.

However, Yu Sangning’s forced-hand strategy was brilliant. When rumors of a Yu family daughter becoming a Prince’s consort spread convincingly, the Prosperity Emperor’s investigation revealed the mastermind wasn’t the Yu family but their political enemies trying to frame the Marquis of Pingyao. To make an example, the Emperor immediately stripped the perpetrator of all positions.

“Princess, what are we waiting for here?” Shen Xihe had left the temporary palace early, waiting at a teahouse in the small town outside.

“The Mu family has been dismissed and expelled. This is their route,” Shen Xihe sat by the window watching below. “Young Master Mu was manipulated and caused his father to lose his position. Whoever directed him will surely come to comfort him.”

Because the two houses were political enemies, even if Young Master Mu implicated Yu Sangning now, no one would believe him. They’d see it as slander. But if Yu Sangning wanted to enchant him, she’d need to offer sweeteners, and evidence might have fallen into others’ hands.

“Princess came out just for this?” Ziyu gave Shen Xihe an odd look.

Shen Xihe took a sip of tea: “I have nothing else to do. I want to see just how capable this Lady Yu is.”

“She bewitched her father’s enemy’s son, made him her weapon, and he still won’t slander her – that’s already quite skillful,” Bu Shulin said. “What more could there be?”

Shen Xihe hadn’t planned to come – Bu Shulin had heard about Yu Sangning and, curious, dragged Shen Xihe along.

Shen Xihe hadn’t explored the surrounding towns before. With pleasant weather today, she came along for the exercise.

“Achieving all that shows only three-tenths of her ability,” Shen Xihe wasn’t impressed by Yu Sangning’s methods. “If she remembers to come comfort Young Master Mu and succeeds in consoling him, that’s five-tenths skill; if she doesn’t come personally but still manages to comfort him, that’s eight-tenths skill.”

“What would be full marks?” Bu Shulin asked, munching on a flatbread.

“If she can make Young Master Mu commit suicide without coming personally, that’s full marks,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Bu Shulin froze mid-bite, blinking: “Wouldn’t Young Master Mu have to be stupid to commit suicide?”

“We shall see,” Shen Xihe smiled meaningfully.

Soon, the Mu father and son passed by, pale-faced and hollow-eyed, leading their horses. Shen Xihe sent people to follow them. Being a day’s journey from the capital, they would surely stop here.

Shen Xihe also took a room at their inn. After a quiet day, when Bu Shulin had grown impatient, there was finally movement. She flipped into Shen Xihe’s room and beckoned.

Surprisingly, it wasn’t Yu Sangning who came for Young Master Mu, but Gu Qingshu. Bu Shulin was confused, rubbed her eyes to confirm, and looked questioningly at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe remained composed. After a brief conversation, Young Master Mu left with Gu Qingshu.

“Should we follow?” Bu Shulin felt her mind lacking. Why did the Princess of Huaiyang come? How was she involved? Was Prince Xin pulling strings behind the scenes?

Gu Qingshu was the late Princess Xin’s concubine-born sister, saved by Xiao Changqin. Now people associate her with Xiao Changqin, and some of her actions might be attributed to him.

“There’s a good show, and you should watch it,” Shen Xihe had already guessed what would happen.

“Why am I suitable?” Bu Shulin pointed at herself.

“You’re simple-minded and need to grow,” Shen Xihe gave her a false smile, closed the door, removed her shoes and socks, and lay back on the bed.

Left outside, Bu Shulin’s expression soured. She turned angrily toward her room – she didn’t need to grow, she was clever!

But before entering her room, curiosity struck again. Unable to fully understand the situation and remembering Shen Xihe’s mockery, she defiantly entered her room, hesitated at closing the door, struggled for a moment, then closed it and ran out.

With excellent lightness skills, she quickly caught up to Gu Qingshu and Young Master Mu. Gu Qingshu led him to a forest entrance, said something, and left.

Young Master Mu walked into the forest without looking back. Bu Shulin hesitated briefly before following.

They hadn’t gone far when Bu Shulin caught up and saw two people – Young Master Mu and Yu Sangning, who had been waiting!

Chapter 435: The Most Sophisticated Murder Cover-up
“Er Lang, I’m so sorry. I never knew things would turn out like this.” Yu Sangning wept bitterly, tears streaming down her face. “It’s all my fault. If I hadn’t harbored feelings for you, and if our families didn’t have their old grudges… Knowing my father wanted my elder sister to become a Prince Consort, I thought I could help ease his worries. I hoped that given how we helped him achieve his wish, he wouldn’t refuse when your father came to propose…”

Young Master Mu stood there awkwardly, looking at Yu Sangning with complicated emotions. While not extraordinarily clever, he wasn’t foolish either. At this point, he had his suspicions about whether Yu Sangning had used him, though he hadn’t expected her to come see him again.

Seeing her cry so sorrowfully, his heart softened. “Don’t cry. This has nothing to do with you. I was just careless.”

He hadn’t intended for the rumors to spread so intensely. Someone had been fanning the flames, though he never suspected that person might be Yu Sangning.

“How can you say it has nothing to do with me?” Yu Sangning expressed deep regret and self-reproach. “We were never meant to be together. I shouldn’t have forced it. If I had given up my foolish dreams earlier, how could I have ended up in such trouble? Now, Uncle Mu will never allow me to marry you.”

Young Master Mu’s eyes dimmed. She had come to bid farewell. When the wall falls, everyone pushes it; when the tree falls, the monkeys scatter. In just one day, their former family friends had avoided them like the plague, giving him a thorough taste of society’s fickleness.

“I… I know, in the future you…”

“Er Lang!” Before he could finish, Yu Sangning threw herself into his arms, holding him tightly. “I love you, I can’t live without you, I don’t want to leave you. But now I’m a sinner, and even becoming a slave wouldn’t atone for my crimes. Er Lang, just thinking about being separated from you tears my heart apart. What should I do?”

Bu Shulin watched from afar as these heartfelt words carried on the wind to her ears, leaving her dumbfounded.

Had she not already learned Yu Sangning’s true nature from Shen Xihe, she might have believed the sincerity of Yu Sangning’s grief-stricken cries and passionate declarations.

Young Master Mu stumbled back half a step from her embrace, his hands steadying her shoulders. His heart was deeply moved – even now, she hadn’t thought of leaving him. Under the moonlight, the handsome young man’s eyes reddened with emotion.

“Aning, wait for me. After I earn my honors in the imperial examinations, I’ll come to marry you!” At that moment, Young Master Mu made his resolution to strive for success.

But Yu Sangning shook her head tearfully, choking back sobs before speaking: “I can’t wait. I’m about to come of age, and you’re only a provincial scholar now. It will take three years before you can take the provincial examinations, and even if you succeed in the spring examinations, it will be four years before you achieve an official rank. I could wait one or two years, but can I wait three? After three years, would my father still be willing to betroth me to you?”

Young Master Mu’s earlier passion deflated instantly, leaving him suddenly lost and powerless.

Noticing his change, a flash of cold mockery crossed Yu Sangning’s lips. She rested her head against his chest, her eyes cold while her voice remained gentle and pained: “Er Lang, I don’t want to be separated from you. We’re both sinners – we caused Uncle Mu to lose his position. What face do we have to live in this world? Let’s atone for our sins together, shall we?”

“Atone?” Young Master Mu didn’t quite understand.

Yu Sangning took out a medicine bottle from her sleeve, pouring out two identical pills. “Let’s stay together forever, never to part.”

Young Master Mu stared blankly, even stepping back in fear. Yu Sangning smiled disappointedly. The desolate moonlight illuminated her grief-stricken face, making her appear so lonely and sorrowful. A tear rolled down her cheek as she unhesitatingly took one pill and swallowed it.

“Aning—” Young Master Mu rushed forward to catch Yu Sangning as she fell, staring at her pale face.

Shock, astonishment, and fear mingled with an indescribable touch of being moved.

Yu Sangning looked down at the remaining pill in her hand: “I… I was wrong… You still have your father, your brother, and so many people tying you down. But I… I’m just an unwanted person in the Yu family. Without you… no one will cherish me… what reason do I have to live…”

These words cut into Young Master Mu’s heart like knives, making him hate his cowardice and regret his hesitation. He couldn’t even match a young woman’s courage – she was willing to die for love, and he was her everything.

He was a sinner who caused his father to lose his position. Even if he returned home with his father, he couldn’t face his brother and sister-in-law, having to depend on them for survival while enduring the blame of their clan. His father had his elder brother, but the person in his arms only had him.

His father’s angry, disappointed gaze; the clan’s resentful, condemning faces; his brother’s coldness and sister-in-law’s harshness – these imagined scenes swirled in his mind. He instantly lost his will to live, grabbed Yu Sangning’s wrist, and swallowed the poison.

Bu Shulin almost rushed out to stop them, but she hesitated, sensing another presence in the grove. This person was highly skilled and had been hiding for a long time, likely an assassin hired by Yu Sangning.

If she went out to stop them now, Yu Sangning might decide to finish her off too…

A man so easily manipulated by a woman that he’d throw away his life wasn’t worth risking herself to save.

But Yu Sangning’s methods truly terrified Bu Shulin. She watched as Young Master Mu and Yu Sangning collapsed together, and after about fifteen minutes, Yu Sangning got up again.

Bu Shulin’s guess wasn’t wrong – a dark figure followed Yu Sangning from afar in a protective stance. The person’s build and gait confirmed her suspicion that they were highly skilled in martial arts.

After they left, she approached Young Master Mu, who had already stopped breathing. The cold wind made Bu Shulin shiver.

Back at the inn, she couldn’t sleep, tossing and turning until she heard Shen Xihe stirring, then quickly ran over.

“Don’t disturb me while I’m washing up,” Shen Xihe preemptively stopped her as she was about to speak.

While Shen Xihe washed up, Bu Shulin also freshened herself. When Shen Xihe started doing her makeup, Bu Shulin tried to speak again, but a glance from Shen Xihe made her close her mouth obediently.

Only after Shen Xihe had finished preparing and ordered breakfast, sitting down in the private room to eat, did Bu Shulin finally burst out: “You don’t know what I witnessed last night! How can there be such a ruthless and vicious young lady in this world!”

Chapter 436: A Heart-Piercing Mind That Instills Fear
“I know,” Shen Xihe said calmly, taking a sip of meat soup.

“You don’t know!” Bu Shulin desperately needed to share with someone. Her curiosity was satisfied, but she felt chilled to the bone as if she’d seen a ghost.

Glancing at her, Shen Xihe took a bite of pastry and said, “Young Master Mu is dead.”

Bu Shulin froze. “You… how did you know?”

“I told you yesterday, that if she had enough skill, she would make Young Master Mu take his own life,” Shen Xihe said matter-of-factly. “The Mu family just experienced a major upheaval. If Young Master Mu were murdered, they would immediately file charges, and the matter wouldn’t end easily. His Majesty would certainly investigate deeply, which would call into question the earlier rumors the Mu family spread about the Yu family.

After all her careful planning, how could Yu Sangning leave loose ends at the final step? Whether for long-term considerations or immediate safety, Young Master Mu had to die – willingly. His death would confirm that he had harmed the Yu family and brought shame to his own, making life unbearable.

This would make the Yu family complete victims, with no possibility of further complications. His Majesty wants to show favor to Marquis Pingxiao, and with Yu Sangzi’s excellent reputation, preserving the Yu family’s face and naturally arranging for Yu Sangzi to become a Prince Consort would be the logical course of action.”

Bu Shulin swallowed hard. She looked at Shen Xihe, who maintained her elegant composure while taking small bites of breakfast and felt unsettled.

Yu Sangning was already frightening enough, but now she realized there was someone even more terrifying – someone who could easily see through Yu Sangning and predict her actions!

“Then… do you know how Second Lady Yu made Young Master Mu take his own life?” Bu Shulin quickly picked up her soup bowl and took a large gulp, letting the warm fullness in her stomach calm her nerves.

Shen Xihe lifted her eyes slightly, noting Bu Shulin’s unease. After eating a bit more, she hesitated: “Should I let you remain fearless? Or should I make you feel that with me here, Second Lady Yu is nothing to worry about?”

“What?” Bu Shulin didn’t understand.

“If I want you to not fear me, I’ll say I don’t know and let you tell me,” Shen Xihe explained. “If I want you to see me as your protector, believing that no one can scheme against you while I’m here, I’ll tell you the truth.”

Bu Shulin, who had been very nervous, immediately calmed down: “Right, what am I afraid of? You’re my person!”

“Oh?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow.

“I mean, I’m your person,” Bu Shulin quickly corrected herself with a flattering smile. “We’re on the same side.”

Shen Xihe didn’t criticize her choice of words but set down her chopsticks: “For Yu Sangning to make Young Master Mu willingly die, there was only one way…” Under Bu Shulin’s anticipating yet anxious gaze, Shen Xihe’s smile deepened as she silently mouthed the words: “Peacock Flies Southeast.”

Bu Shulin stood up in shock, not from fear of Shen Xihe, but from astonishment at her penetrating insight into human nature.

If she hadn’t witnessed everything herself, she wouldn’t have imagined Yu Sangning could devise such a method – causing death without leaving a trace, even if officials discovered the body and investigated, they could only conclude it was suicide.

Yet Shen Xihe, without seeing anything, could guess Yu Sangning’s method. How could Bu Shulin not be shocked?

Shen Xihe smiled gently and resumed eating at a measured pace.

It took Bu Shulin quite a while to compose herself. She sat obediently across from Shen Xihe, quiet as a mouse, pecking at her food, making Zhenzhu and Biyu smile at her behavior.

“Second Lady Yu has someone with excellent martial arts skills following her,” Bu Shulin felt compelled to warn Shen Xihe.

Yu Sangning desperately wanted wealth and status. Now she aimed to be a Prince Consort, but who knew if she might harbor greater ambitions after achieving that position? Wouldn’t that put her at odds with Shen Xihe?

Although Bu Shulin considered Yu Sangning perhaps the most ruthless and cunningly demonic among young ladies, Shen Xihe had long surpassed comparison with other women – she could stand proudly even among men.

While Yu Sangning couldn’t compare to Shen Xihe, Bu Shulin still worried about Shen Xihe being careless.

“That’s not her person,” Shen Xihe said softly. “That’s Princess Huaiyang’s person.”

Xiao Huaxiong had already investigated Yu Sangning’s past, and she had glimpsed it too. Yu Sangning currently had no one at her disposal.

“Why would Princess Huaiyang get involved with her? Even lending her person?” Bu Shulin was confused.

“It’s easy for Yu Sangning to get close to someone,” Shen Xihe replied. Not everyone could see through deception as easily as she could.

In fact, if not for her keen intuition, she might not have randomly suspected a girl who hadn’t even come of age and who had saved her clan mother’s life. She too might have been deceived by Yu Sangning’s hypocrisy.

“If I’m not mistaken, she has her eye on Prince Xin,” Shen Xihe added.

“She’s targeting Prince Xin by first approaching Princess Huaiyang?” Bu Shulin couldn’t believe it.

“A stepping stone,” Shen Xihe could fully understand Yu Sangning’s thoughts.

Gu Qingzhu was also born to a concubine. No matter how well she fared in the Gu family, she would always be one step below Gu Qingchi, just as Yu Sangning had Yu Sangzi above her. They would share a kindred spirit, and if Yu Sangning created some “accidents” similar to those of the Yu family’s Old Madam and Yu Sangzi, it wouldn’t be difficult to win Gu Qingzhu’s trust.

Through Gu Qingzhu, she could learn more about Xiao Changqing and have more opportunities to see him.

“How dare she let Princess Huaiyang’s person see her true face!” Wouldn’t that expose her?

Shen Xihe shook her head at Bu Shulin and sighed with affected gravity: “I think you’ve survived all these years partly because you can play dumb, and partly because His Majesty also realized you’re truly not clever.”

Bu Shulin: …

Previously, Bu Shulin might have argued back, but after recent events, she didn’t dare contradict at all.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile slightly: “If she dares to borrow this person to protect her while doing such things, it means she has also done favors for this person. Even if they won’t betray Princess Huaiyang, they won’t betray her either. Do you understand?”

Bu Shulin nodded, suddenly feeling that Yu Sangning was truly terrifying. Then she said: “If the Prince Xin’s wife were still alive, it would be quite a show.”

Gu Qingchi wasn’t Gu Qingzhu – how could Yu Sangning have any good days if she fell into Gu Qingchi’s hands?

“If Prince Xin’s wife were alive, Second Lady Yu wouldn’t target Prince Xin,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

Once a concubine, always a concubine.

Yu Sangning’s ambitions reached the sky – she would never resign herself to being a concubine for life. Not even being an Imperial Prince’s secondary wife, or even the Emperor’s Noble Consort, would satisfy her.

Chapter 437: The Winter Daphne Blooms Again
After breakfast, Shen Xihe didn’t immediately return. Having ventured out, and with no harsh sun today, she went exploring with Bu Shulin.

Perhaps due to its proximity to the capital, this small town had the prosperity of a county seat. Among unfamiliar foods and folk crafts, they eventually reached a street selling flowers and trees, where Shen Xihe spotted winter daphne.

The large blooms were well-preserved by the flower seller, likely picked last night, and still fresh. “Elder, how much for the winter daphne?” Shen Xihe asked.

The flower seller was a gaunt man in his fifties with darkened skin. Noting their clean clothes of indiscernible but fine quality, his dull eyes brightened: “One… one tael of gold per plant.”

“How much?” Bu Shulin’s voice rose in disbelief.

As the flower seller lowered his head timidly, a younger vendor nearby spoke up: “Please don’t be offended, noble ones. Old Chen’s family has fallen on hard times and needs twenty taels of silver to survive. That’s why he carefully tended these two winter daphne plants, hoping for a good price. He’s not trying to cheat you. If you find it too expensive, please just treat it as a jest.”

One tael of gold equaled ten taels of silver – two to three years’ income for a farming household, let alone twenty taels of silver.

Shen Xihe glanced at both men, then around at the surroundings. Her gaze held sympathy when looking at the Chen flower seller. It seemed everyone knew of his family’s dire situation, as they defended rather than mocked him.

“Where were these flowers picked? Are there more?” Shen Xihe asked.

The flowers had been picked at peak bloom. Xiao Huaxiong still needed winter daphne – last year they’d learned of this too late when the blooming season was ending. This year, the season was just beginning. Shen Xihe had sent people searching, but this variety was rare.

“Yes, if the noble ones want, this old man can take you there, though they won’t bloom for some time,” the flower seller said hoarsely.

“Then please lead the way, Elder,” Shen Xihe smiled. “I’ll pay you for guiding us.”

Winter daphne could only ease Xiao Huaxiong’s poisoning, reducing episodes or making them more bearable. This was the solution Axi had provided. The Crown Prince had also sent people to collect the flowers, though their poor timing had wasted many.

Some guide money was better than nothing. Selling Winter Daphne was just a desperate attempt at hope, though they knew it was unlikely to succeed – all potential buyers had walked away.

On the way, Shen Xihe asked the old man if he knew of other places with such flowers, and skillfully inquired about their expertise in harvesting them.

Satisfied with the answers and finding a small grove of about ten to twenty plants, Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu give the old man one tael of gold: “This is a deposit. These two plants aren’t worth two taels of gold, but if you can watch over this grove until each plant blooms…”

Shen Xihe held up the two flowers: “Just like these, pick them at peak bloom and deliver them to the temporary palace. I’ll give you another tael of gold.”

The old man fell to his knees, repeatedly kowtowing until Zhenzhu and Biyu helped him up. After giving detailed instructions, Shen Xihe left.

“What do you need so many winter daphne for?” Bu Shulin felt Shen Xihe wasn’t purely doing charity, or she wouldn’t have asked someone to guard the flowers – a grueling task requiring sleepless nights.

It was a farming season too, so the farmers couldn’t make up sleep during the day.

“They’re beautiful,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Regarding Xiao Huaxiong’s poisoning, Shen Xihe couldn’t explain the details to Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin understood everyone had secrets they couldn’t share, so she naturally changed the subject: “Shall we head back?”

“No hurry, there’s still something to do,” Shen Xihe said, lowering her head to smell the winter daphne.

“Oh?” Bu Shulin was confused at first, then huffed, “Who was reluctant to come out earlier? Now you have things to do?”

Shen Xihe glanced at her: “It just occurred to me.”

With that, she left Bu Shulin behind, who pouted pitifully.

This person had no sense of romance, not knowing to act coy or yield a little to make her happy.

She only dared complain in her heart, not aloud. After walking a few steps, Shen Xihe noticed no one following and turned to see Bu Shulin’s dejected face. She smiled ambiguously: “Are you complaining about me in your heart?”

Bu Shulin immediately perked up and smiled: “No, not at all.”

Chuckling softly, Shen Xihe returned to the inn in good spirits with the winter daphne, instructing Moyu to send them to the temporary palace.

“Your Highness, Princess Liyang and Second Lady Yu will return to the temporary palace this evening,” Zhenzhu reported after Shen Xihe’s midday rest.

Yu Sangning had come here under the cover of Gu Qingzhu. Returning during daylight would draw attention, but a day’s absence from dusk till tonight, with Yu Sangzi’s cover, would go unnoticed.

“We’ll depart tomorrow. Arrange tonight’s matters carefully. Princess Liyang has guards – they need to be drawn away,” Shen Xihe instructed.

“Yes,” Zhenzhu withdrew.

Bu Shulin, just entering, heard this and her eyes lit up: “Are you going to deal with Second Lady Yu?”

“What? You want to do it?” Shen Xihe asked, eyeing her.

“Yes, yes!” She was bored anyway.

“Fine, you can help me draw away Princess Liyang’s guards,” Shen Xihe said.

This wasn’t what she wanted! She wanted to teach Yu Sangning a lesson herself – that lady was too vicious.

She wasn’t seeking justice; if Shen Xihe didn’t act, neither would she. But since Shen Xihe was acting, she wanted to join in.

Shen Xihe wasn’t one to meddle needlessly. Yu Sangning must have provoked her somehow to make her take action.

Seeing her dissatisfaction, Shen Xihe smiled: “Or should I leave it all to you, and wait for your good news?”

“No, no, I’ll draw away Princess Liyang’s guards,” Bu Shulin quickly agreed.

Without Shen Xihe’s involvement, she wouldn’t act alone. Princess Liyang was backed by Xiao Changqing, and Prince Xin was mysterious – she didn’t want unnecessary trouble.

Looking out the window at the overcast sky with white clouds, it seemed unlikely to rain: “Let’s go enjoy the lotuses at Ten Mile Pavilion.”

There was a Ten Mile Pavilion built by a wealthy man of the previous dynasty, sitting a mile out on the Yangsheng River, which stretched ten miles and was filled with lotus flowers. In midsummer when the lotuses bloomed, their leaves stretched endlessly green to the horizon, rivaling West Lake’s beauty.

Bu Shulin loved going out to play and happily agreed.

As the two went out together, the winter daphne was delivered to Xiao Huaxiong.

Chapter 438: Never Learning One’s Lesson
“Tianyuan, even when Youyou goes out, she doesn’t forget to find jade orchids for me,” Xiao Huayong lowered his head, gently inhaling the cool fragrance of the jade orchids.

The snow-white flowers complemented his closed-eyed face – his long lashes like silk curtains, his features like fine jade, his flower-adorned visage like a painting scroll, beautiful beyond direct gaze.

“The Princess naturally thinks of Your Highness,” Tianyuan chose words that Xiao Huayong liked to hear.

Standing beside them, Sui Axi kept his eyes down, not daring to make a sound. The flowers had been delivered to him to use as medicine for the Crown Prince, but His Highness happened to come looking for the Princess, only to learn she had gone to town with Prince Bu without even saying goodbye. His face had darkened considerably.

If not for someone bringing the jade orchids, who knows what the Crown Prince would have done. Sui Axi didn’t dare remind His Highness to use the flowers as medicine, and could only shoot meaningful glances at Tianyuan.

Tianyuan abruptly turned away, ignoring him.

This distressed Sui Axi greatly – this was a task the Princess had entrusted to him. How could he explain to her if he didn’t speak up? But if he did speak, the Crown Prince might demand an explanation right now…

After careful consideration, he decided to cling to life for as long as possible.

So Sui Axi could only watch as the Crown Prince carried away two jade orchid plants, smiling all the way, so absorbed in the flowers that he barely watched where he was going, leaving passersby bewildered.

Though jade orchids were rare, how could they entrance the noble Crown Prince to such an extent?

After brief inquiries, people learned these were gifts from Princess Zhaoning. Recalling how the Crown Prince had gazed at the flowers as if trying to embed his eyes in them, everyone felt their teeth ache from the sweetness of it all.

The Crown Prince placed the two jade orchids in a specially commissioned long-necked Pingzhong leaf vase on his desk. He lit the cool incense that Shen Xihe had newly blended for him, which provided refreshing clarity in the summer heat. He touched the five-colored thread on his wrist before finally beginning to review the official memorials.

This series of actions made even Tianyuan’s lips twitch. He thought he had grown accustomed to it, but apparently, he simply hadn’t witnessed the full extent. He wanted to remind His Highness that these flowers were meant to treat his illness, but after opening his mouth several times, he still lacked the courage.

His Highness seemed to have forgotten that jade orchids could alleviate the strange poison in his body, preferring to remember only that the Princess had thought of him and sought these flowers for him.

One usually heard of men giving flowers to women, but this was the first instance of a woman giving flowers to a man, and the Crown Prince not only sought them out but happily accepted them. Tianyuan didn’t know what expression to wear.

Lost in these thoughts for three hours, and seeing it was time for the evening meal, the Crown Prince finally completed the tall stack of tasks assigned by His Majesty.

“Your Highness, what would you like for dinner? The kitchen has sent today’s menu…”

“No, no, quickly fetch me some clothes. I’m going down the mountain to find Youyou in town…” Xiao Huayong interrupted Tianyuan’s chatter, his long legs carrying him out of sight in a few strides.

Tianyuan: …

He could only reluctantly hurry to the sleeping palace, where he found Xiao Huayong already rummaging through clothes, seemingly dissatisfied with everything – and these were all pieces approved by the Crown Prince himself and made by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau.

“Your Highness, yesterday the Princess wore a moon-white dress,” Tianyuan said softly.

These words immediately gave Xiao Huayong direction. He swiftly found several moon-white outfits: “Did you notice the pattern?”

The pattern…

Tianyuan lowered his head and replied: “Jade orchids.”

As it happened, Shen Xihe had indeed worn a moon-white dress embroidered with jade orchids yesterday, but Tianyuan had never seen the Princess wear the same outfit twice. She certainly wouldn’t be wearing it today, but he didn’t dare say this. If the Crown Prince kept choosing, he might select clothes until nightfall.

Xiao Huayong had no robes patterned with jade orchids, so he chose a plain moon-white round-collared robe, then instructed Tianyuan: “Have the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau make me a moon-white robe with jade orchid patterns.”

Tianyuan: …

Very well, he understood now – henceforth he would need to remember everything the Princess wore whenever he saw her, to prepare accordingly for His Highness.

After dressing properly, Xiao Huayong informed Emperor Youning and openly descended the mountain with Tianyuan.

By this time the sun was setting, and Gu Qingqiu was preparing to depart. Their carriage had left town and entered the broad official road. They needed to reach the temporary palace gates before 8 PM to enter that night.

Shen Xihe followed, her carriage maintaining a steady pace. After two hours of travel, at 6 PM, dusk had fallen. The official road was deserted, growing quieter as they approached the temporary palace.

At this point, Shen Xihe’s carriage accelerated. Soon, though separated by some distance on the road, they could see each other. Just then, one wheel of Gu Qingqiu’s carriage suddenly split. As the carriage jolted, a headless arrow shot from the roadside, striking the horse heavily. Though not wounded, the pain made the horse neigh loudly and bolt.

The guards immediately responded with practiced skill – some chasing the carriage on horseback, others charging into the grass.

Shen Xihe’s carriage accelerated to catch up. Zhenzhu and Biyu faces uncovered, directly engaged Gu Qingqiu’s guards. Moyu galloped forward, pursuing the carriage. When someone tried to block her, Bu Shulin leaped into action, dragging the person away.

The frightened horse galloped wildly, hitting a roadside boulder. With one wheel missing, the carriage lost balance and began to tip toward the cliff. Fortunately, Moyu arrived in time, throwing out an iron hook that caught the carriage cover as it tilted toward the cliff. Her cloth-wrapped hands gripped the carriage tightly.

The force of the carriage dragged her a long distance before she managed to stop its tipping. Shen Xihe’s carriage driver stopped and came to help Moyu share the burden.

The two stabilized the carriage but couldn’t pull it back up.

Supported by Ziyu, Shen Xihe unhurriedly descended from her carriage and walked to the roadside, ignoring the trembling of both parties.

Half suspended over the road’s edge above the unfathomable forest below, the carriage contained only Gu Qingqiu and Yu Sangning. Each had brought only one maid, who had jumped out when the carriage lost control, sustaining injuries of varying severity.

The two people gripping the carriage side were pale-faced. When the curtain was lifted, revealing Shen Xihe’s face illuminated by lantern light, Gu Qingqiu hurriedly begged: “Princess, save us!”

Yu Sangning, her face equally tense, turned pale only now. Even at this moment, her first reaction was to scrutinize Shen Xihe.

“Give me your hand,” Shen Xihe said flatly.

Gu Qingqiu carefully extended one hand. Ziyu gripped her wrist and pulled her out with no gentleness, though she prevented her from falling. Gu Qingqiu stumbled before finally steadying herself, still shaken.

Only Yu Sangning remained in the carriage. Meeting Shen Xihe’s cool gaze, her heart sank uncontrollably.

Sure enough, through the night wind came her calm yet chilling voice: “Second Young Lady Yu, my warning at the Crown Princess’s birthday banquet was too gentle, causing you to never learn your lesson.”

Chapter 439: An Unforgettable Warning
Indeed, her unease was confirmed – Shen Xihe had come for her. Yu Sangning’s heart leaped to her throat.

She recalled how Shen Xihe had made Liang Danpu kneel on broken porcelain that day in front of everyone, sending her back to the Liang residence with bleeding knees. Yet the Liang family didn’t dare make a sound, and even Noble Lady Liang didn’t seek accountability from Shen Xihe.

After a year in the capital, she understood that in this supreme imperial city, there remained a group of people born noble who could act willfully. Everyone had to show them respect and even the emperor had to show more tolerance to them than to others.

She was Shen Xihe.

Born into a non-imperial noble family, her father commanded one-third of the empire’s military power, and she married the dynasty’s heir apparent. Whatever she desired, countless people would rush to present it before her with just a wave of her hand.

“Sangning doesn’t know how she has offended the Princess. Please enlighten me,” Yu Sangning struggled to remain calm.

She sensed no killing intent from Shen Xihe, but knowing her unpredictable nature, even with Gu Qingqiu as a witness, she couldn’t be certain Shen Xihe wouldn’t kill her.

“You haven’t offended me,” Shen Xihe said flatly. “But you’re too presumptuous, daring to scheme against anyone you please.”

Yu Sangning’s mind raced at these words, trying to determine whom Shen Xihe meant. She knew enough about Shen Xihe to understand that if something didn’t concern her, she wouldn’t act even against a mass murderer.

The only person connected to Shen Xihe who could make her “presumptuous” must be… the Empress Dowager.

To gain the Empress Dowager’s favor, she had risked using a subtle method, believing it well-hidden, yet Shen Xihe had discovered it. She was certain Shen Xihe had no evidence, or she wouldn’t use such methods. But she also knew that even without evidence, once Shen Xihe was convinced of her guilt, denying it now would only anger her.

Admission was impossible, so she bit her lip in silence, her vigilant, uneasy, and nervous gaze fixed on Shen Xihe, not missing the slightest reaction.

“Princess, murder is a crime,” Gu Qingqiu realized it was Shen Xihe who had caused their terrifying ordeal and spoke gravely.

Shen Xihe turned her eyes, their color light but gaze profound, creating an intangible pressure that made Gu Qingqiu’s heart sink, as if something were pressing on her chest, making it hard to breathe.

This gaze, seemingly gentle yet suffocating, appearing humble yet full of contempt, filled her with an irrational fear.

Her sister was similar, but where Shen Xihe was indifferent, Gu Qingchi was icily cold.

“Whether I kill one person or two makes no difference to me,” Shen Xihe replied calmly to Gu Qingchi.

Her eyes lifted slightly, passing over Moyu, who instantly released her grip. The horse grew restless and began to move, causing the carriage to drop suddenly, crashing against the locked rear door. Yu Sangning’s nails dug deep grooves into the wooden wall as terror overwhelmed her.

The creaking of the unstable carriage was like a death knell, torturing her heart and pushing her fear to its peak.

Seeing this, Gu Qingqiu couldn’t help but step back in horror. Meanwhile, Zhenzhu and Biyu had subdued all her guards and joined Bu Shulin, the three of them engaging the shadow guards assigned by Xiao Changqin.

Faced with such a dire situation, though filled with resentment and hatred, Gu Qingqiu had no choice but to remain silent.

“Princess… Princess, please make it quick!” Yu Sangning was terrified, her eyes glistening with barely contained tears. Yet she knew pleading with Shen Xihe was useless – once she decided someone should die, nothing would change her mind.

Don’t ask how she knew; a strong intuition told her this was exactly who Shen Xihe was.

“Let go,” Shen Xihe’s words barely scattered in the wind before the guard holding the rope released it, and the carriage instantly plunged over the cliff.

In the night wind, Yu Sangning’s scream pierced the darkness as she flew from the carriage. Just as she thought she would be crushed, a strong hand grabbed hers, preventing her from falling into the thorny underbrush.

Her heart pounded violently, nearly jumping out of her throat. In that moment of falling, she had experienced a soul-shattering terror. Yu Sangning, who had forbidden herself to cry, broke down sobbing.

Moyu used the rope’s leverage to pull her up, then tossed her aside.

The pain from the impact brought Yu Sangning back to her senses. Tears streaming down her face, she quickly knelt before Shen Xihe, repeatedly kowtowing: “Princess, spare me… I… I’ll never dare again, never dare again…”

Shen Xihe observed Yu Sangning, who was begging for mercy in extreme fear, then glanced at the shadow guards who were still holding their own against Bu Shulin and the others. She hadn’t intended to kill today.

Yu Sangning’s methods were vicious, tricking people into poisoning themselves, but it wasn’t her place to deliver justice.

Killing Yu Sangning would mean killing Gu Qingqiu too, or things would become increasingly complicated. She had no grudge against Gu Qingqiu and couldn’t justify silencing her just to cover up a murder.

“Remember today. There won’t be another chance to beg for mercy,” with this final warning, Shen Xihe turned and returned to her carriage.

Bu Shulin and the others disengaged from the shadow guards, who were also unwilling to continue fighting. Each side returned to their charges.

The carriage passed Gu Qingqiu and the others, departing into the distance. Gu Qingqiu looked at the fallen carriage, the scattered guards, and Shen Xihe’s group disappearing into the night, her gaze cold and resentful.

Never had anyone been so brazen. She once thought her elder sister was the most arrogant woman in the world, but today she learned what true contempt for everything looked like.

Shen Xihe had left them in this state, an hour’s carriage ride from the temporary palace. For two delicate noble ladies to walk back would take until dawn, making them appear disheveled before others.

Surrounded by mountains, even if they sent guards to inform Xiao Changqin to collect them, it would take two hours. Despite having skilled shadow guards with them, they were afraid of these wild mountains.

Even if they told His Majesty that Shen Xihe had done this to them, he wouldn’t believe it. They had no evidence, and they had no previous grievances with Shen Xihe, who was known in the capital as someone not to be trifled with but who never caused trouble without reason.

Shen Xihe had barely left the two behind when she stopped in a place they couldn’t see: “Your Highness if you don’t come out now, don’t blame me for using sleeping incense or poison needles.”

As soon as she finished speaking, a figure flew over, landing steadily before her carriage, smiling at her with indulgence and tenderness.

Chapter 440: A Different Kind of Romance
Bu Shulin, who had been on high alert, initially thought it might be some other royal. She truly hadn’t sensed anyone following them. Seeing the Crown Prince’s lightning-fast martial arts skills with her own eyes, even Bu Shulin, who prided herself on her lightness techniques, stared in amazement.

What happened to him being sickly, coughing every few steps, and panting constantly?

Even knowing there had been some exaggeration, this was far beyond her expectations!

The Crown Prince before her, though pale-faced, had sharp features and bright eyes, radiating vitality. His gaze, whenever it left Shen Xihe, became as deep and unfathomable as the ocean. If one didn’t look carefully, he seemed like a completely different person from the one she usually saw!

“When did Youyou discover my presence?” Xiao Huayong asked while sniffing himself. He hadn’t bathed in fragrant water today, and the medicinal scent wasn’t strong. He had deliberately stood where there was no wind, so when had he given himself away?

“Moon’s Cold Fragrance – I’ve only ever given it to one person,” she replied. If not for that scent, she would have attacked already.

Moon’s Cold Fragrance was a perfume Shen Xihe had created from a different variety of jade orchid. Since the jade orchid was known as the Beauty Under the Moon, Shen Xihe named this fragrance “Moon’s.” It had a unique characteristic – its scent would linger persistently after extended use, and places, where someone wearing it had passed, would retain the fragrance for a long time, though it was so subtle that ordinary people couldn’t detect it.

She had caught this scent on her way to deal with Yu Sangning. Xiao Huayong had stopped there, presumably moving aside when he heard the horse hooves, then watched Yu Sangning and her carriage arrive one after another, choosing to observe from the sidelines.

“So Youyou want me to be completely covered in your scent.” Xiao Huayong smiled tenderly.

Bu Shulin: ??

Was she being ignored? She was standing right there, and not just her – there were also Zhenzhu, Biyu, and Ziyu. How could the Crown Prince say such things in front of so many people?

She had thought herself quite frivolous, unmatched in all of the capital in this regard, but now she felt far inferior to the Crown Prince.

What amazed her most was that Shen Xihe, usually so proper and dignified, showed no anger. Instead, she seemed accustomed to it, as if Xiao Huayong hadn’t said anything flirtatious at all.

“Has Your Highness come to find me?” Though Shen Xihe phrased it as a question, her tone was declarative.

“Of course,” Xiao Huayong seized the opportunity without hesitation. “Besides Youyou, who else could make me skip dinner, disregard my weak health, brave the cold night, and journey thousands of li… all just to see you sooner and ease the pain of longing?”

Bu Shulin shuddered, her spine turning cold. She tactfully moved backward, quietly opening the rear door of the carriage from inside and silently slipping out.

She felt that if she stayed a moment longer, she wouldn’t be able to control herself from showing disrespect to the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe watched him as he stood there by the carriage, his gaze fixed intently on her.

Unable to resist his stare, Shen Xihe had to step down from the carriage. Seeing her wearing lilac purple instead of moon white, Xiao Huayong completely forgot that Tian Yuan had been referring to yesterday, and turned to give Tian Yuan a cold smile.

Tian Yuan felt bitter – he had only suggested that outfit to get His Highness to leave earlier. If he had let His Highness continue choosing, they probably wouldn’t have even left the palace residence yet.

“Alin, go hunt some game,” Shen Xihe instructed Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin, who had retreated to a tree intending to climb it and rest, being unable to handle the flirtatious atmosphere, was directly called out by Shen Xihe. She doubted her ears and turned to look at Shen Xihe, pointing at herself: “Me?”

“Is there a problem?” Shen Xihe asked directly.

A problem? Of course, there was! She was a lady too! Sending a delicate lady into the deep forest to hunt in the middle of the night, just because this man hadn’t eaten dinner?

What kind of logic was this?

But thinking of Shen Xihe’s methods and her unpayable debts, Bu Shulin could only lower her head.

Seeing Bu Shulin being dispatched by Shen Xihe for his sake, Xiao Huayong was pleased: “I love rabbit meat.”

Bu Shulin gritted her teeth but had to bow: “This subject accepts the command.”

As Bu Shulin went hunting, Shen Xihe sent Moyu to accompany her. The guards and Tian Yuan went to gather firewood, while Zhenzhu and Biyu began clearing a space. Ziyu quickly checked the spices for cooking and prepared the utensils. Shen Xihe took out a box of snacks from the carriage: “Have some of these first.”

Opening the snack box revealed flower-patterned rice cakes, reminding Xiao Huayong of around this time last year when he had disguised himself as Guo Daoyi and followed Shen Xihe to the wilderness, trading a box of these rice cakes for some grilled meat.

How cold and distant Shen Xihe had been then, shocking even him with her aloofness.

“Do Youyou always keep flower-patterned rice cakes ready?” Xiao Huayong asked contentedly.

Shen Xihe mercilessly poured cold water on his happiness: “I’ve probably tried every dessert in the Eastern Palace. Whatever I prepare, how can it be special to Your Highness? If Your Highness thinks I’m being thoughtful, just say so.”

“Pfft-“

Biyu didn’t mean to laugh out loud. She knew it was greatly disrespectful, but she couldn’t help it. Even Zhenzhu, known for her composure, had to struggle to keep from laughing, her lips twitching with effort.

Being laughed at by his beloved’s maids didn’t bother Xiao Huayong at all. He was being magnanimous, so he chose to immediately tattle: “Youyou, your maids are laughing at me!”

Biyu felt mortified – where was Your Highness’s dignity as Crown Prince?!

Though she thought this, Biyu quickly fell to her knees: “This servant was improper, please forgive me, Princess.”

Shen Xihe knew Biyu hadn’t meant any disrespect and certainly had no intention of slighting the Crown Prince: “Go fetch some water for His Highness.”

Biyu gratefully withdrew, as if granted amnesty.

Xiao Huayong let out a slight huff that only the nearby Shen Xihe could hear, expressing his dissatisfaction: “I’m not hungry.”

He set aside the rice cake box without eating.

Shen Xihe quietly watched him before saying just four words: “I made them myself.”

Coughing lightly, Xiao Huayong’s expression changed faster than an opera performer’s, picking up the box again: “I’m hungry after all.”

He then proceeded to eat every single rice cake in the box. When Tian Yuan returned from gathering firewood, having also missed dinner, he could only watch helplessly. Xiao Huayong didn’t even spare him a glance, and even when Tian Yuan’s stomach growled audibly, Xiao Huayong pretended not to hear.

When Bu Shulin returned with rabbits, Shen Xihe had Ziyu roast them, and only then could Tian Yuan eat most of his share.

After eating and drinking his fill, the Crown Prince began to act spoiled, refusing to move or leave. Shen Xihe knew he just wanted to spend the night outside with her, even with so many people around. Though he couldn’t take any liberties, he wanted to share a different kind of night with her.

In his words, this was a different kind of romance.

Though Shen Xihe didn’t understand this type of romance, she indulged him, accompanying him as they watched the stars for most of the night.

Chapter 441: Don’t Provoke Her
Shen Xihe never expected that when she and Xiao Huayong departed at first light, they would encounter Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangning at the entrance of the palace residence, limping and supporting each other while leaning on their maids.

It surprised her that they hadn’t sent anyone back to the palace residence for help, instead forcing themselves to walk back.

Casting them a glance, Shen Xihe’s carriage went straight inside to her courtyard. After a simple meal and washing up, she lay down to catch up on sleep. Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangning weren’t so fortunate – these delicate noble ladies had walked for three to four hours (两个时辰), their feet covered in blisters. The Imperial Physician was called to lance the blisters and apply medicine.

While Yu Sangning could grit her teeth and bear it, Gu Qingshu’s tears kept falling. When the medicine was applied, the stinging pain finally made her break down sobbing. Yu Sangning was taken home by the Yu family, and after court, Xiao Changqin, having heard about the incident, came personally to visit.

“Brother-in-law, Princess Zhaoning went too far!” Overwhelmed by grievance, pain, exhaustion, and lingering fear, Gu Qingshu could no longer contain her resentment and anger upon seeing Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Changqin frowned slightly: “Weren’t you and Second Lady Yu going to the temple in town to pray for blessings? How did you end up in such a state? And what does Princess Zhaoning have to do with it?”

“Princess Zhaoning also went to town. On the way back, I don’t know what grievance she had with Anin, but she damaged my carriage and nearly made us fall off a cliff to intimidate Anin…” Gu Qingshu told Xiao Changqin everything in detail.

She still didn’t know what conflict existed between Yu Sangning and Shen Xihe, but that was their dispute – why should she suffer such an unwarranted disaster because of it?

Xiao Changqin watched Gu Qingshu cry tearfully in grievance, letting her sob for quite a while without speaking.

No comfort, no support, no consolation.

Gu Qingshu raised her head to look at Xiao Changqin, whose dark eyes were calm but devoid of warmth or emotion. Her heart caught, her breathing hitched, and she found herself unable to cry anymore.

When Gu Qingshu stopped crying, Xiao Changqin finally spoke: “Second Lady Yu is deep and calculating. I told you long ago to keep your distance from her. But since you rarely find close friends, I didn’t interfere. After Qingqing passed, there was naturally more distance between us, and it wasn’t my place to restrict you.

“Princess Zhaoning has a magnanimity not inferior to men and would never quibble over minor matters. Second Lady Yu must have done something unforgivable for Princess Zhaoning to give her this light punishment. Your involvement surely came from unwittingly committing wrongs while secretly helping Second Lady Yu.”

Gu Qingshu’s tear-filled almond eyes widened as she stared at Xiao Changqin in disbelief.

Xiao Changqin was defending another woman!

For all these years, he had always sided with family regardless of right or wrong. He was extremely protective of his own, and except for his sister, no one could change his ways. Yet now he was taking Shen Xihe’s side!

His words were full of praise and understanding for Shen Xihe, which Gu Qingshu found difficult to accept or comprehend: “Brother-in-law, she harmed me like this, won’t you stand up for me?”

“Stand up for you?” Xiao Changqin let out a soft, derisive laugh. “Do you know who she is?”

Gu Qingshu opened her mouth but said nothing, biting her lip stubbornly.

“When Changling and Yangling tried to trip her up, it reached His Majesty and His Majesty made Yangling bow and apologize to her,” Xiao Changqin said flatly. “Do you think I’m more capable than His Majesty, or that you’re more noble than a princess?”

These blunt and piercing words made Gu Qingshu uncomfortable. Her hands, hidden in her sleeves, clenched tightly as she lowered her head in silence.

Xiao Changqin shook his head almost imperceptibly: “You’d best forget today’s events. Don’t provoke Princess Zhaoning, or even I won’t be able to protect you.”

With that, Xiao Changqin stood and left.

His only connection to Gu Qingshu was that thin blood tie to Gu Qingzhi. Had Gu Qingshu been Gu Qingzhi’s full sister, he might have shown more affection and care, but they were only half-sisters, and their features barely resembled each other, which didn’t stir his protective instincts.

The person he tried to save years ago couldn’t be saved, leading to the loss of his beloved. Gu Qingshu was the only one he managed to save, but her survival couldn’t keep Gu Qingzhi with him. He wanted to arrange for Gu Qingshu to be far away, far from this chaotic and dangerous capital, fulfilling this obligation and doing his last duty to his late wife.

Yet fate was cruel, and she had returned here.

He would protect her within his means, but if she took this as a license to act willfully, he would show no mercy.

After leaving Gu Qingshu’s courtyard, Xiao Changqin sent people to investigate what Yu Sangning had done.

The death of Young Master Shu had already been reported to the authorities and the case closed, as the suicide by poison was obvious. Xiao Changqin quickly learned of this and reviewed the case files. Though the suicide seemed without suspicion, he found it strange that it coincided with Yu Sangning and Gu Qingshu’s trip to town.

He summoned the shadow guard assigned to Gu Qingshu and finally learned what Yu Sangning had done.

“Investigate Second Lady Yu thoroughly.”

Shen Xihe was independent by nature, neither chivalrous nor one to meddle in others’ affairs. This incident alone wouldn’t have prompted her to act against Yu Sangning – at most, she would have kept her distance in the future.

Shen Xihe was unaware of Xiao Changqin’s private actions. She had enjoyed a good sleep, and when she woke, Xiao Huayong was already sitting in her bedroom, separated by a screen. She could see his tall figure reclining on the couch by the table, holding a teacup in one hand and reading a book with the other.

Anyone who didn’t know better might have mistaken them for husband and wife!

Shen Xihe’s good mood instantly vanished. Her movement in rising alerted Zhenzhu and Biyu, who hurried forward to attend her. Though Xiao Huayong heard, he didn’t turn around, continuing to read his book – perhaps this was the last trace of gentlemanly behavior he could maintain.

“Your Highness, you show such disregard for propriety and avoiding suspicion. Do you know what consequences there could be if this spreads?” Shen Xihe dressed properly and came out to question him directly.

Xiao Huayong closed his book and looked up at her, his deep ocean-like eyes swimming with amusement: “Only Youyou and I know of this. Youyou’s people are all tight-lipped – no one else will know.”

If not for this, he wouldn’t dare act so unbridled. He wasn’t afraid of others using this to attack him, but he didn’t want anyone to slander her.

“You’re just burying your head in the sand,” Shen Xihe said coldly. “Your Highness knows this will bring me criticism, so why do you persist in doing as you please?”

Xiao Huayong propped his face on one hand, tilting his head to look at Shen Xihe, his smile taking on a playful edge: “Naturally, it’s to help Youyou get used to how we’ll interact after our wedding.”

Chapter 442: His Majesty Finally Makes His Move
He was always this confident and unrestrained. Knowing that she had no choice but to marry him, he became increasingly unbridled in his behavior.

Yet he always managed to strike the perfect balance – leaving her feeling uncomfortable but unable to sharply criticize him. He was incredibly eloquent, able to argue three points of reason even when he was clearly in the wrong.

In truth, Xiao Huayong rather enjoyed seeing Shen Xihe’s displeasure when she could do nothing about his actions. It gave him a strange sense of secret delight, stemming from her silent indulgence of him.

Therefore, he constantly tested her boundaries, step by step. Even knowing she might be displeased, he couldn’t help but act this way.

“I’ve had the kitchen prepare some food. Shall I accompany Youyou for the meal?” Xiao Huayong offered her a graceful exit.

Shen Xihe had no desire to continue this pointless exchange. She left the room without a word, with Xiao Huayong following behind, his face full of smiles.

The following days were peaceful. Shen Xihe’s daily life was completely comfortable – if only Xiao Huayong would annoy her a little less, it would have been perfect. After July ended, early autumn arrived at the temporary palace. The early autumn here was colder than in the capital. While the days were still suitable for outdoor activities, the nights grew quite chilly.

Shen Xihe continued living her peaceful and content days. The court was experiencing rare harmony, unlike the string of unfortunate events from the previous year.

The Emperor’s mood was particularly good. The autumn hunt yielded excellent game, and Emperor Youning would leave early and return late, taking princes and ministers hunting. When the hunt was bountiful, they would hold outdoor evening banquets. The ministers would gather around bonfires, roasting their games, while enjoying songs and dances for entertainment.

When the harvest season arrived, Emperor Youning took a two-day break. Dressed as common folk, he led Xiao Huayong and the princes away from the temporary palace to experience harvesting in the nearest village.

The dynasty had always emphasized agriculture, and its emperors were never ignorant of farming. Personally participating in farming was a virtue passed down from their ancestors.

However, this tradition has been lost for several generations. The Late Emperor had sneered at it, but Emperor Youning revived it. This was because, in his youth, Emperor Youning had farmed and mined in the northwest with the Empress Dowager and Prince Qian – their punishment from the Late Emperor.

After not seeing Xiao Huayong for several days, Shen Xihe initially enjoyed peace for the first two days, finally free from his pestering.

But after those two days, she found herself distracted while reading, feeling that something was missing from each day. This was probably the terrifying power of habit.

His relentless pursuit, rain or shine, had made her accustomed to his presence. Now that he was suddenly gone, she felt a strange sense of loss.

“Princess, the wife of Duke Xie is with child,” Zhenzhu, noticing Shen Xihe’s lack of interest in anything, tried to share the news that might catch her attention.

Shen Xihe, who had been lazily leaning against the railing and staring into space, raised an eyebrow. “Hasn’t Duke Xie been here at the temporary palace with His Majesty for over two months?”

It was now August, and they had arrived at the temporary palace in June. Xie Ji had come with the imperial entourage but hadn’t brought his family, as Lady Yuan had been unwell.

Shen Xihe had heard this while overhearing Ziyu and Zhenzhu’s casual conversations.

“The Duchess is three months pregnant,” Zhenzhu nodded. “The news just arrived. Everyone is congratulating Duke Xie. He’s beaming with joy and has already gone to request leave from His Majesty to return to the capital early.”

Duke Xie was over forty and had only one child, Xie Yunhuai. He was an only child, making the Xie family’s main line quite thin. For the sake of continuing the family line, Duke Xie had taken a concubine at the beginning of the year. Now that Lady Yuan was pregnant, regardless of the child’s gender, he would face less pressure from the Xie clan.

“Pass this news to Doctor Qi,” Shen Xihe instructed.

She wasn’t sure how Xie Yunhuai planned to handle the Xie family affairs. He had only halfway completed his mission to seek justice for his mother when he went to find the antidote for her and Xiao Huayong, which wasn’t in his best interest.

If Lady Yuan remained childless, the Xie family would have to force Xie Ji to reconcile with Xie Yunhuai for the sake of inheriting the title, as only Xie Yunhuai could inherit it. But if Lady Yuan bore a son, given Xie Yunhuai’s previous severance of ties, her son could inherit the title instead.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe added another instruction to Zhenzhu: “Have someone watch the Duke Xie residence… Wait until we receive Doctor Qi’s reply before taking any action.”

She didn’t want her situation with Xiao Huayong to interfere with Xie Yunhuai’s plans, which was why she considered helping. But then she realized that the astute Xie Yunhuai must have already considered these possibilities and made arrangements. Her well-intentioned but presumptuous help might expose and ruin his plans, so she changed her mind.

Just then, Tianyuan came running to Shen Xihe: “Princess, His Highness has disappeared.”

Shen Xihe stood up abruptly, her expression tense. “What did you say?”

“The Crown Prince has disappeared…” Tianyuan anxiously explained the situation to Shen Xihe.

During this period, Emperor Youning often took the princes down the mountain to experience farming. He hadn’t brought guards, only secret guards following in secret. The princes naturally couldn’t bring their guards either – a grand procession would defeat the purpose of mingling with the common people.

With the Emperor’s secret guards following, neither Xiao Huayong nor Xiao Changqin and the others could bring their secret guards without being exposed. Everything had been fine until this afternoon, when His Majesty took several princes hunting in the mountains on a whim, only to be ambushed.

They didn’t know the exact details, only that several princes were wounded. The attackers were of unknown origin but numerous and skilled. The “defenseless” Crown Prince was the first to fall.

Prince Xin, Prince Zhao, and the Third Prince had been protecting His Majesty, and the Emperor’s secret guards had appeared in time, though the princes were all seriously wounded.

The Crown Prince had been captured, and Prince Lie had pursued them relentlessly – both were now missing.

“His Majesty has made his move,” Shen Xihe realized the gravity of the situation.

How could such a large force suddenly appear in ambush at the foot of the temporary palace? Even if they could fool Emperor Youning, how could they escape the notice of Xiao Changqin and Xiao Huayong? Unless they had noticed…

Perhaps Xiao Huayong had been aware but knew the confrontation was unavoidable, so he went along with it. He just hadn’t informed Shen Xihe beforehand.

Facing assassins, the Crown Prince, who had no martial arts skills, would naturally be better off falling early to minimize injury and scrutiny.

His Majesty wouldn’t try to kill him. Seeing him fall, He wouldn’t believe it so easily, so He simply had people kidnap Xiao Huayong, waiting for someone to attempt a rescue.

Even though Shen Xihe understood the cause and effect, how could she not go to his rescue?

Of course, she had to!

Emperor Youning indeed wouldn’t kill Xiao Huayong, but He would certainly ensure everything went according to plan, making some arrangements for Xiao Huayong – firstly to test him, and secondly to ensure he couldn’t escape His control.

Leaving Xiao Huayong in His Majesty’s hands for too long would not end well.

“Where?” Shen Xihe asked.

Tianyuan replied, “Just outside the temporary palace.”

“Have him replace my guards with his men, then search for His Highness in my name.”

Xiao Huayong’s people couldn’t move, but hers could!

Chapter 443: He Had Already Set the Stage
Emperor Youning’s goal was to test Xiao Huayong – not to verify whether his lack of power was genuine, but to probe his true depths. He was already certain that Xiao Huayong wasn’t as simple as he appeared.

At this point, any unusual movement from Xiao Huayong wouldn’t escape Emperor Youning’s eye. Shen Xihe was different – it was natural for the Northwestern Prince’s Manor to have a foundation and maintain secret networks in the capital. As long as they didn’t cross His Majesty’s bottom line, even their exposure wouldn’t be too concerning.

“Princess, if we expose all our people to search for the Crown Prince, it will make it easier for His Majesty or others to harm you in the future,” Zhenzhu quietly reminded Shen Xihe after Tianyuan left to arrange the personnel.

These were the hidden pieces Shen Yunan had given to Shen Xihe when he came to the capital last year – people who had been buried in the capital for many years. No one had ever imagined that one day they would be exposed for the Crown Prince’s sake.

“Desperate times call for desperate measures. We can cultivate new people,” Shen Xihe replied with composed features.

“Your servant isn’t suggesting we abandon His Highness to danger,” Zhenzhu expressed her thoughts. “The Crown Prince is exceptionally strategic and knew His Majesty would move against him. He must have countermeasures…”

Therefore, they didn’t need to expend all their resources. She agreed with Shen Xihe’s plan to mix the Crown Prince’s people with their northwestern guards under Tianyuan’s leadership for the rescue but felt it unnecessary to commit everything they had.

“I understand your concerns. This is…” Shen Xihe thought of the registry Xiao Huayong had given her, filled with his people. Had he anticipated His Majesty’s sudden move, or had it caught him off guard? She couldn’t be certain. “His Majesty isn’t just testing the Crown Prince this time.”

He was testing her too. She and Xiao Huayong were always seen together, clearly very close. If she remained indifferent to his current predicament or only made a show of concern, it would raise His Majesty’s suspicions. If Xiao Huayong escaped unharmed, it would suggest she had been confident in his safety all along, inadvertently exposing him.

“He must have known this was coming, which is why he compensated me early,” Shen Xihe smiled softly.

Knowing His Majesty wanted to kill two birds with one stone by gauging both their strengths before allowing their marriage, he had given her a list of unexposed contacts in exchange for her having to expose the Shen family’s people.

Zhenzhu hadn’t thought that far ahead. Regardless of whether Shen Xihe’s assessment was accurate, she could sense her determination to help Xiao Huayong with all her might, so she stopped trying to dissuade her: “Princess, should we send out Mo Yuan as well?”

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded, sitting down to look at the chessboard. The sealed game remained unfinished. She wanted to know how Xiao Huayong would break out of this situation.

The Crown Prince’s kidnapping and the Emperor’s ambush were no small matters. Soon the entire temporary palace’s guard was alerted. Emperor Youning quickly summoned military guards stationed nearby to pursue along the route where Xiao Huayong had been taken.

But the surrounding mountains were endless, and these people were skilled at concealing their tracks. By the time the army arrived, they had no idea which direction the kidnappers had fled. Searching the mountains inch by inch would be like finding a needle in the sea, and every day Xiao Huayong remained in their hands increasing the danger.

Shen Xihe furrowed her brows upon receiving the news.

“Princess, why not let Short Life search?” Biyu suggested. The Crown Prince wore the Moon’s Cold Fragrance that Shen Xihe had prepared – Short Life could find him within a day.

Even if the Crown Prince knew these were His Majesty’s men and couldn’t fight back, he was still a living person who could use his wit to escape if he wanted to.

“Something’s not right,” Shen Xihe caught a whiff of something amiss.

“What’s wrong?” Zhenzhu asked.

“Where is Prince Lie?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Prince Lie is also missing…” Zhenzhu replied.

“Prince Lie is highly skilled in martial arts. When various forces united to hunt him down in the past, they fought for days and nights, yet he escaped several times, leaving marks behind. How could he leave no trace this time?” Shen Xihe questioned.

If he had fought these people, there would be signs of combat. The fact that all traces were perfectly concealed could only mean that Xiao Changying had also fallen into their hands early on.

Among the princes, Xiao Changying’s martial arts were second only to Xiao Huayong’s, apart from the unseen Prince Jing, Xiao Changyan. How could he be subdued so easily unless…

“Did the Crown Prince secretly move against Prince Lie?” Zhenzhu reached an incredible conclusion from Shen Xihe’s words.

“Why would His Highness move against Prince Lie who came to rescue him?” Biyu was completely confused.

Shen Xihe lowered her gaze to the chess board, where black and white pieces lay like two giant pythons. The black pieces were surrounded on several sides but had carved out an escape route, in turn surrounding the white pieces. Yet the white pieces weren’t without options. Both sides were deadlocked, the outcome uncertain.

“Because… he had already set the stage, and Prince Lie’s intervention would have ruined his plans. So he had to disappear along with these people,” Shen Xihe concluded, with another piece of evidence – the absence of the Gyrfalcon.

When Biyu mentioned using Short Life to find Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe thought of the Gyrfalcon. While it might not be able to find people in general, it could certainly find Xiao Huayong. If she hadn’t seen the Gyrfalcon at the temporary palace, she might have thought it was out of reach. But she had seen it nearby, meaning finding Xiao Huayong would have been extremely simple – yet he hadn’t used the Gyrfalcon.

“What exactly does His Highness plan to do?” Biyu and the others were even more confused. When it came to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, they truly couldn’t fathom their masters’ thoughts.

Shen Xihe remained silent, pondering why Xiao Huayong had deliberately allowed himself to be captured by Emperor Youning’s men. She had a strong feeling that His Majesty had likely sent members of the Divine Brave Army this time – people among whom Xiao Huayong couldn’t possibly have planted his pieces. Falling into their hands was extremely dangerous, even if His Majesty wouldn’t take his life.

They might poison him again, or injure an arm or leg. Throughout history, Crown Princes could be frail or die young, but they couldn’t be physically disabled.

Why would he make this move? It couldn’t be to investigate the Divine Brave Army – Xiao Huayong wasn’t that naive. Even if His Majesty had sent members of the Divine Brave Army, it would only be a small squad of a hundred or so men. His Majesty wouldn’t have them take Xiao Huayong to the army’s hidden location.

If it wasn’t to gain an advantage through scheming, then it must be to break the deadlock.

How would not being found help break the deadlock?

If she were facing this situation, how would she break it?

Shen Xihe pondered deeply, her eyes fixed on the chessboard.

Chapter 444: Captured Together
The intense battle on the chessboard, where each side encircled the other in ever-larger circles, made Shen Xihe’s eyes flash. She stood up abruptly: “Zhenzhu, strengthen our defenses. Tell the remaining guards to be especially vigilant at night.”

Zhenzhu didn’t understand why Shen Xihe suddenly gave such instructions, but noting her grave expression, she quickly responded: “Yes, Princess.”

As her gaze followed Zhenzhu’s figure disappearing into the pale daylight outside, Shen Xihe momentarily lost focus before breaking into a smile, her obsidian eyes filled with deep admiration.

Her entire body finally relaxed, and she instructed Ziyu to prepare some delicious dishes in her courtyard’s small kitchen.

In stark contrast to Shen Xihe’s leisurely state, Xiao Huayong was trapped in a deep cave in the mountains, tied back-to-back with Xiao Changying. The unconscious Xiao Changying gradually awakened to find them both bound tightly.

“Don’t move,” Xiao Huayong warned coldly, uncomfortable by Xiao Changying’s struggles.

Xiao Changying tried to look back but couldn’t see Xiao Huayong. His expression was extremely unpleasant: “What exactly are you planning?”

Xiao Changying was furious. He had rescued Xiao Huayong and, while they might not have broken through completely, they could have escaped partially. If he had drawn the pursuers away, Xiao Huayong might have saved himself. He never expected Xiao Huayong to trip him as they rolled down through the bushes. Just as he was about to stand, realizing Xiao Huayong’s intentional act, he felt a prick.

A thin needle entered his body, draining his strength, and creating the illusion that he had fallen and knocked himself unconscious on a rock.

Before losing consciousness, Xiao Changying had thought these people were Xiao Huayong’s men, perhaps part of his scheme. His foolish rescue attempt had only complicated matters, leading to this outcome. Now awake and in this state, Xiao Changying didn’t believe these well-trained men were Xiao Huayong’s.

“What’s it to you?” Xiao Huayong knew exactly why Xiao Changying had tried to rescue him. He felt no gratitude toward this brother who had only complicated matters, only anger at his coveting of his beloved.

The cave was empty, and their keen hearing told them the guards were some distance away at the entrance. They kept their voices low, ensuring their words wouldn’t carry.

Xiao Changying spoke without restraint: “Did you tell her this was all you’re doing?”

If Shen Xihe knew of Xiao Huayong’s disappearance, she would surely be very anxious.

“That’s none of your concern!” Xiao Huayong warned.

“You didn’t tell her. You’re always so calculating, and she’s not skilled at pretense. If you had told her, she wouldn’t show anxiety, and your act wouldn’t be effective.” Xiao Changying gritted his teeth. Thinking about how Xiao Huayong’s selfish schemes were causing her distress, he couldn’t help but twist his body, seemingly ready to fight.

Xiao Huayong let him struggle, then suddenly smiled: “Why are you angry? Because I kept it from her, or because she cares about me?”

The words hit their mark. Xiao Changying stopped moving, his face ashen.

If Shen Xihe didn’t care for Xiao Huayong, she wouldn’t worry or frantically search for him. If anyone else disappeared, she would remain indifferent, but Xiao Huayong’s disappearance affected her.

In a better mood now, Xiao Huayong raised his chin victoriously: “Put aside those inappropriate thoughts. Don’t anger me, or neither you nor your brother will come to a good end.”

Considering that Xiao Changying had come to save him, albeit with impure motives and only for Shen Xihe’s sake, Xiao Huayong gave this warning instead of taking direct action as he would with others.

“Isn’t the Crown Prince always calculating, planning victories from thousands of miles away, confident of success?” Xiao Changying calmed down and responded sarcastically. “What’s this? Afraid of others admiring her?”

Xiao Huayong shrugged his shoulders, forcefully jostling Xiao Changying behind him: “It disgusts me!”

What man could tolerate others coveting his woman?

“Heh.” Xiao Changying scoffed. “If the Crown Prince has such a narrow mind, you’ll never find peace. This humble brother doesn’t know how long he can maintain his feelings, but he knows that for a lady like her, even after she marries you and becomes the mother of the nation, there will always be those who admire her, just keeping it in their hearts. Moreover… Crown Prince, you still…”

The latter words were deeply meaningful, clearly hinting at his short life expectancy. Xiao Huayong’s eyes turned cold.

He knew these people were all waiting for his demise so they could marry his widow!

Without a doubt, he wouldn’t let himself succumb. Someone with such wolfish ambitions as Xiao Changying needed to be married off quickly!

Thinking this, he decided to urge the Empress Dowager to arrange a marriage for Xiao Changying as soon as this matter was settled, to keep him in line. He couldn’t be bothered to continue their war of words.

While Xiao Huayong fell silent, Xiao Changying didn’t feel he had won their verbal sparring. He sensed Xiao Huayong was secretly plotting something sinister against him. Just as he was about to speak, he noticed someone entering and reluctantly closed his mouth.

Two burly men entered clearly trained fighters. They wore black cloth over their heads, revealing only their eyes. One asked in a muffled voice: “Water?”

Xiao Huayong stared ahead expressionlessly, ignoring them.

Xiao Changying also paid them no attention.

The two men exchanged glances and left.

When they were far enough away, Xiao Changying asked: “Who are these people?”

He was confused. These people had kidnapped them – no, had kidnapped Xiao Huayong, who seemed willing. They showed concern for Xiao Huayong, unlike how one would treat a prisoner. Xiao Changying couldn’t sense any malice from them.

“His Majesty’s men,” Xiao Huayong answered truthfully.

Xiao Changying’s body suddenly stiffened. He hadn’t realized it before, but now he understood. If these were indeed men sent to deliberately kidnap Xiao Huayong as he claimed, it explained why Xiao Huayong continued his act even away from His Majesty’s sight, carefully concealing any trace of his martial abilities.

What he had thought was mere caution was full awareness of the situation.

In this light, he had been truly foolish to get involved in the contest between His Majesty and the Crown Prince.

When he saw Xiao Huayong being taken, instead of hoping for his demise or that he couldn’t be rescued, which might have given himself a chance, he had immediately given chase – afraid that she would be caught in an awkward and helpless situation upon learning of Xiao Huayong’s predicament.

Chapter 445: Counter-Assassination
Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong’s imperial marriage decree had already been issued. If Xiao Huayong met with misfortune before the wedding, it would be entirely different from if he died after marriage – the former could lead to whispers that she was cursed and had brought death to Xiao Huayong.

How would His Majesty treat Shen Xihe then? Would he make her marry Xiao Huayong and observe mourning before remarrying, or would the marriage be canceled altogether? Either way, Shen Xihe couldn’t remarry for three years, even if not officially in mourning – she couldn’t marry her betrothed’s brother right after his death.

Shen Xihe, who was once betrothed to the Crown Prince, could marry no one except the imperial brothers. For these three years, she would be like a hostage in the capital, with even her freedoms restricted.

In three years, much could change. Who knew when His Majesty would move against the Shen family, or how this confrontation would end? His only thought had been to keep her from trouble, to prevent her from being implicated at all.

She was like a phoenix soaring in the ninth heaven – she should be free, respected, looking down upon the world.

“His Majesty moves against you, and you just drag things out with him to hide your true strength?” In Xiao Changying’s mind, Xiao Huayong was cunning and proud – he would never submit to being someone’s pawn.

Xiao Huayong smiled faintly without answering, his gaze deep and quiet as he stared at the stone wall.

“Say something!” Xiao Changying urged.

Xiao Huayong ignored him until annoyed by Xiao Changying’s nagging, he said impatiently, “Be quiet, or I’ll ensure you never leave this place.”

Xiao Changying fell silent, gritting his teeth. Xiao Huayong wasn’t threatening idly – they were bound by His Majesty’s men. If something happened to Xiao Changying, His Majesty couldn’t blame Xiao Huayong. His brother probably guessed these were His Majesty’s men and would hate him more, likely contemplating treason.

Xiao Huayong had considered this: “I could let your brother clear a path for me with all his might.”

If anything happened to Xiao Changying in this incident, Xiao Changqing would surely go mad. There were few in this world that Xiao Changqing cared about, and if they died one by one at the emperor’s hands, he might lose patience for careful plotting.

Snorting coldly, Xiao Changying said, “Your Highness should also pray not to fall into my hands.”

If the Crown Prince could use this to assassinate him, couldn’t he do the same?

“If your brother were here, he wouldn’t speak such foolish words,” Xiao Huayong mocked.

The Crown Prince’s death would be different from a prince’s death – it would be a matter of state. His Majesty would need to answer to the realm. Not only would Xiao Changying be unable to move against him without leaving traces, but if even the slightest evidence were found, he would become His Majesty’s scapegoat. Even if Xiao Changying could act cleanly, if things escalated, His Majesty might still make him take the blame.

Closing his eyes, Xiao Huayong said lazily, “Conserve your strength – we’ll be imprisoned for at least three to five days.”

He worried about Emperor Youning poisoning him, so he wouldn’t touch any food or water their captors brought. One couldn’t die from not eating or drinking for three to five days.

His Majesty had started this game, but he wouldn’t let His Majesty decide its end.

Shen Xihe hadn’t sent Duanming to search for Xiao Huayong, and Tianyuan, who also knew Duanming’s capabilities, seemed to have forgotten this option. He still diligently led the search party Shen Xihe had assigned to find the Crown Prince, while Xiao Changqing had people searching for Xiao Changying.

As Xiao Changying had guessed, Xiao Changqing had figured out who moved against Xiao Huayong. Since His Majesty had acted, Xiao Changying’s life wasn’t in danger. But he couldn’t openly show he had seen through the emperor’s scheme, so he had to pretend ignorance and search everywhere, though even searching earnestly yielded no results.

She didn’t know about Duanming and the sea eagle and didn’t know how easily Xiao Huayong could be found if he wished. Thus, she didn’t realize Xiao Huayong had deliberately led Xiao Changying into His Majesty’s trap. That night, when a group of assassins stormed the temporary palace, it was when the guards were at their weakest.

Most people had been sent to search for the Crown Prince and Prince Lie, and no one, not even Emperor Youning, had expected so many assassins to attack the temporary palace.

Shen Xihe awoke from her sleep, hearing the sounds of fighting outside. Her anxious heart finally settled – everything was proceeding as she had anticipated.

Emperor Youning kidnaps Xiao Huayong to force him to reveal his true capabilities to save himself. Since Xiao Huayong wouldn’t show his hand, Emperor Youning kept him confined. Perhaps with Xiao Changying’s addition, the plan would change slightly, but the basic approach toward Xiao Huayong wouldn’t change.

It was the Crown Prince who was missing, not the emperor – someone could still handle state affairs. No matter how anxious the officials were, the country wouldn’t be leaderless.

Emperor Youning was determined to wage a prolonged battle. Even if Xiao Huayong could endure, he surely had another move planned, like targeting Shen Xihe to force Xiao Huayong to resist.

Everyone had seen how Xiao Huayong treated Shen Xihe lately. Xiao Huayong never regretted declaring his feelings for her to the world – he was confident he could protect her.

Therefore, in this game with His Majesty, he never intended to remain in a deadlock, letting the flames of war spread to Shen Xihe.

However, if he moved, he couldn’t escape His Majesty’s eyes. He had long wondered how His Majesty would move against him and how best to respond.

Since neither resistance nor rescue would work, why not follow His Majesty’s wishes and arrange his assassination? But assassinating him alone wouldn’t be enough – His Majesty needed to feel the same threat.

The attackers weren’t all his men – some were the son of the late emperor’s most beloved Noble Consort, who had nearly become emperor himself: His Majesty’s half-brother, the former Crown Prince Jiachen.

When Emperor Youning killed the assassins at the city tower that day and staged another assassination to cover it up, Crown Prince Jiachen realized Emperor Youning was killing two birds with one stone. He had surrendered to protect himself, believing Prince Qian and his family wouldn’t dare harm him with all the civil and military officials watching – at worst, he could surrender his power and live as a wealthy commoner.

But when Emperor Youning tried to pin the murder of Prince Qian and his family on him, how could he not flee?

With help from eunuchs hoping to hedge their bets and Princess Ruyang and Prince Consort Wei, who suspected foul play after hearing of Prince Qian’s death, Crown Prince Jiachen escaped the palace during the chaos.

These people have shown no movement since then. Everyone, including Xiao Huayong, thought Crown Prince Jiachen had perished – how else to explain twenty years without stirring up the slightest trouble? Had he truly accepted a quiet life as a wealthy commoner?

Only after Xiao Huayong obtained the Rouge Case list, exposed Prince Consort Wei, and saved Princess Ruyang and Xiao Fuxing’s mother and son did he truly understand the background. Thus, the Rouge Case evidence Shen Xihe gave him was far more important than she realized.

Chapter 446: Which Play Is Being Acted Out
Through Wei Prince Consort and Princess Imperial Ruyang, Xiao Huayong unexpectedly found Crown Prince Jiachen still alive. The Crown Prince even had his plans, though he knew his persistence in cultivating forces stemmed merely from unwillingness to give up. However, the forces he had built were insignificant, and couldn’t even get close to Emperor Youning.

Since he had no opportunity, Xiao Huayong would provide one. Whether it succeeded or failed didn’t matter much to Crown Prince Jiachen – he just wanted one attempt against Emperor Youning. Success would bring overwhelming joy; failure would let him end his precarious existence with dignity.

“Princess, these people’s identities are unrecognizable. Their killing methods are extremely cruel, yet they don’t seem like trained death squads or assassins,” said Zhenzhu. She and Moyu were protecting Shen Xihe as they evacuated the temporary palace. They had encountered these skilled fighters on the way.

Had their target been Shen Xihe, and had she not been prepared, they likely would have been injured.

“Just focus on evacuating the temporary palace. Those searching for the Crown Prince will return soon,” Shen Xihe instructed.

These people weren’t Xiao Huayong’s men, nor were they sent by him. He had somehow drawn in the Emperor’s enemies – this would reverse all disadvantages.

This group knew time was tight and opportunities were fleeting. As long as bystanders didn’t rush in, they wouldn’t kill indiscriminately, instead heading straight for the Emperor’s location. Shen Xihe easily found the Empress Dowager and, along with her attendants, helped escort her to safety.

While retreating with the Empress Dowager, they briefly passed an elderly man on horseback in the shadows. The Empress Dowager’s pupils contracted, and even as she was supported away in another direction, she couldn’t help turning back to look at the retreating rider.

Shen Xihe noticed this and knew the Empress Dowager must recognize that elderly man. Though it was a deep night, the attackers held high torches, illuminating the old man’s face. Even through a wall, Shen Xihe caught a glimpse of his features through a window.

He appeared weathered, about the same age as the Empress Dowager. Shen Xihe wondered – could this be a grudge from the Empress Dowager’s generation?

After leaving the temporary palace, they could still hear the deafening sounds of combat, no different from a battlefield between two armies. Under the Imperial Guards’ protection and without deliberate interference, the imperial women safely evacuated the temporary palace, gathering anxiously at the mountain’s foot.

They all knew that if His Majesty fell, they would not escape death. Yet no one dared suggest fleeing to the capital now – the crime of abandoning one’s sovereign was too grave to bear.

Fortunately, as Shen Xihe had predicted, the military guards who had been ostensibly searching for Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changying, but suppressing Xiao Huayong’s remaining forces, quickly returned from their search to protect the Emperor at the temporary palace.

This confrontation held little suspense. Though these attackers seemed fierce, their chances of successful assassination were practically zero. Even without the military guards, basic palace patrols remained. Emperor Youning had several princes protecting him, along with Marquis Pingyao, General Pei, and other commanders. Reaching the Emperor was impossible in such a short time.

Through the thick night, Shen Xihe watched the flickering lights at the mid-mountain temporary palace. The sounds of fighting gradually weakened until they could no longer be heard. This was a one-sided battle; they could return to the palace soon.

Xiao Huayong’s true objective wasn’t here. If assassination attempts were happening here, then where Xiao Huayong was…

“Drip-drip-drip—”

Just then, the gyrfalcon’s cry came from afar. Everyone’s attention was on the temporary palace, and the sound was distant – only Shen Xihe turned to look. Under the night sky, its spread wings traced a fleeting shadow before vanishing into the dark void.

Its appearance confirmed Shen Xihe’s thoughts – Xiao Huayong intended the Emperor’s elite troops to never return!

Unlike the one-sided battle at the temporary palace, where Xiao Huayong was turned into a true bloodbath with flashing blades. Even though he and Xiao Changying were bound in the cave, both were martial artists with heightened senses.

Besides hearing the intense fighting, and clashing of blades outside, they could smell the thick scent of blood.

Xiao Changying’s expression darkened with gravity. “Your men?” he asked.

Xiao Huayong didn’t answer directly, but his calm composure gave Xiao Changying his answer and brought him relief.

They had been trapped for two days, yet Xiao Huayong remained unruffled. Xiao Changying knew he must have everything planned out.

Soon, two black-clad masked men rushed in. They only covered their lower faces, and their black clothes bore embroidered flames on the chest. Upon seeing Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changying, they both raised their blades to strike at their faces.

Xiao Changying instinctively dodged. Bound together with him, Xiao Huayong seemed to anticipate his movement and followed his force to dodge the attack.

The two rolled to the ground, then simultaneously kicked up at the descending blades, striking the assassins’ wrists and forcing them back. Supporting each other, they jumped up together and stood firm.

Xiao Changying completely forgot about Xiao Huayong’s presence. Xiao Huayong calmly followed his movements against the assassins, waiting for the right moment. With his feet planted, Xiao Huayong suddenly spun, ramming Xiao Changying into one assassin. After knocking the assassin down, he kicked up the fallen blade, shouting, “Catch!”

Xiao Changying looked up, turning his body to follow the blade’s trajectory. His bound hands’ fingers precisely caught the handle. While Xiao Huayong engaged the other person, he quickly rotated his wrist, using the blade to cut through their bonds.

Once separated, he gripped the blade and moved to slash one black-clad man’s throat, but Xiao Huayong grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the exit.

“What… what play are you acting out?” Xiao Changying couldn’t understand. “These people – are they your men or not?”

If they were, why did they attack them and why did Xiao Huayong fight back? If not, why did they seem to pull their punches, and why wouldn’t Xiao Huayong let him kill them?

Xiao Huayong didn’t answer, just dragged him outside where two groups fought fiercely. All wore black masks, but one side had only two holes for eyes, while the other was exposed above the nose bridge.

Xiao Huayong discreetly exchanged glances with someone before leading Xiao Changying in one direction. Both groups pursued them, leaving Xiao Changying even more confused!

However, he no longer needed Xiao Huayong’s pulling to cooperate in moving forward.

Of the two groups, whoever caught up would attack them, though the first group only blocked without killing, while the latter group used lethal force.

Xiao Huayong again pretended to be unskilled in martial arts, making Xiao Changying suspect someone else was watching from the shadows.

Chapter 447: Let Her Be at Ease
Was someone watching from the shadows?

If not for the palace assassination attempt, there certainly would be watchers. But now Xiao Huayong was almost certain there weren’t any. Still, his actions had their purpose. He acted like dead weight behind Xiao Changying, only managing weak, ineffective kicks when Xiao Changying held opponents at bay.

Xiao Changying persisted, his handsome face drawn long with frustration. He wanted to ignore Xiao Huayong – if pushed too far, let’s see how he’d keep up his act!

However, Xiao Huayong seemed to anticipate his thoughts, staying constantly behind him, making it impossible to shake him off.

Dodging a horizontal blade, Xiao Changying kicked away the assassin before him, twisted his wrist to grip the captured sword handle, and blocked three simultaneous sword strikes. The immense pressure forced him to continuously retreat.

Behind him, Xiao Huayong pretended to flee past, but his palm struck Xiao Changying’s lower back, pushing forcefully. With this support, Xiao Changying withdrew first, bending backward as his extended arm swept across, drawing trails of bright red blood through the night.

As more pursuers approached, he turned to see Xiao Huayong had vanished, and quickly gave chase.

He soon caught up with Xiao Huayong, running alongside him, and couldn’t help mocking him: “Your Highness pretends not to know martial arts, but don’t forget you’re supposed to be physically weak as well.”

Running so fast – who wouldn’t know he was pretending? If he was going to act, why only go halfway?

Hearing the dense footsteps behind them, Xiao Huayong saw two forking paths ahead: “One person per path.”

With those words, Xiao Huayong ran left. Instinct told Xiao Changying that Xiao Huayong’s performance wasn’t over – choosing this path meant seeing his unfinished plan through to the end. After a moment’s hesitation, Xiao Changying ignored Xiao Huayong’s arrangement and followed him instead.

Xiao Huayong knew Xiao Changying had followed but ignored it, running to the planned reed thicket. The reeds reached their chests, dense enough in places to completely conceal them.

When Xiao Changying caught up, he heard heavy footsteps behind them – at least fifty or sixty people. He watched Xiao Huayong disappear into the reeds and quickly dove in himself. Just as he concealed himself, a group rushed past.

As a military commander, Xiao Changying knew soldiers better than anyone. These men’s movements, rear-guard formation, and vigilant gazes all revealed them as well-trained military men.

They wore black, faces uncovered, but were accompanied by two masked men with only eye holes – the ones who had captured him and Xiao Huayong, the Emperor’s men.

Xiao Changying’s heart raced. He had thought the Emperor hadn’t sent many men, but now faced with such numbers, he understood why Xiao Huayong hadn’t attempted escape. This was about drawing everyone out for complete elimination.

Having crossed blades with them, Xiao Changying knew these men were far more skilled than his elite troops. The Emperor had sent over two hundred men – all to be lost here. Just thinking about losing two hundred of his own carefully trained elite soldiers would make his heart bleed.

As these thoughts crossed his mind, the reeds swayed, carrying killing intent on the night wind.

Sure enough, as the wind bent the reeds, tall black-clad figures emerged among the swaying stalks, wearing night-walking clothes, lower faces masked, with flame emblems embroidered on their chests.

More and more appeared, a dark mass rising as if filling the muddy reed thicket. The formerly fierce Imperial Guards realized they’d been trapped. They tried to retreat, but black-clad figures blocked their rear as well.

Blocked front and back, these black-clad warriors were prepared, raising arm crossbows. Sharp, short arrows flew, several precisely striking Imperial Guards between the eyes. They fell, blood flowing, eyes wide in death.

The Imperial Guards drew unusually long curved blades from their waists. In the moonlight, their cold gleam made Xiao Changying close his eyes – these were no ordinary soldiers’ weapons.

Fierce combat shattered the mountain night’s silence, though no one lived nearby to hear the sky-shaking battle. Hot blood splattered Xiao Changying’s face as he watched the slaughter cold-eyed. When an Imperial Guard fell nearby, he picked up the long blade within reach, feeling its weight and sharpness.

“This is not for you to touch,” Xiao Huayong’s voice echoed behind him.

Xiao Changying whirled around, instinctively raising the blade in defense, facing Xiao Huayong’s half-smile. He was shocked – despite the deafening battle sounds, Xiao Huayong had approached silently. If he hadn’t spoken, if he’d wanted Xiao Changying dead…

He’d known Xiao Huayong was highly skilled, but hadn’t realized the depths of his abilities.

“Knowing too much doesn’t benefit you.” Xiao Huayong’s distinct-knuckled hand reached out, gently pulling the blade from Xiao Changying’s grip.

Before the handle fully left Xiao Changying’s hand, Xiao Huayong’s eyes turned cold. He pulled Xiao Changying aside, throwing the blade. A short arrow flew past Xiao Changying’s face – he turned to see someone aiming their weapon fall with the blade in their chest, splashing bloody mud.

“Go this way, straight ahead, to leave the mountain. Someone will soon escort you back to the temporary palace,” Xiao Huayong said, indicating a direction.

“What about you?” Xiao Changying asked.

“Me?” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved up, seeming to smile though it didn’t reach his unfathomable eyes. “That’s none of your concern.”

“If you don’t leave, I can’t either,” Xiao Changying said gravely.

It wasn’t that he wanted to interfere with Xiao Huayong or was still worried about him – the entire situation was under Xiao Huayong’s control, requiring no concern from him. But returning without explanation would leave too many questions unanswered.

Xiao Huayong looked him up and down: “I won’t allow you to stay. If you won’t leave on your own, I’ll have to knock you unconscious and have someone leave you by the roadside.”

The mountain held many wild beasts – if anything happened, he couldn’t be blamed for harming his brother.

Understanding Xiao Huayong’s meaning, Xiao Changying gritted his teeth, staring at Xiao Huayong’s calm but unyielding expression, knowing every word wasn’t a joke but a promise.

He snorted coldly and strode away.

Turning aside, Xiao Huayong watched Xiao Changying’s retreating figure: “Let her be at ease.”

Chapter 448: Two Groups of Forces
Xiao Changying’s footsteps faltered, his body stiffening as though he hadn’t heard anything. He strode away quickly, soon disappearing into the wind-swaying reed thickets. Following Xiao Huayong’s directions, he made his way out of the mountain, encountering no fierce beasts along the way. Upon reaching the main road, he met the guards who had remained behind to search for them.

They rushed forward, and one asked, “Your Highness Prince Lie, where is His Highness the Crown Prince?”

Xiao Changying swept a cold glance at him and icily uttered two words: “Don’t know.”

The guards had no choice. Seeing Xiao Changying’s disheveled state, they could only dispatch several men to escort him back to the temporary palace while continuing their search.

The assassination attempt at the temporary palace quickly drew to a close. Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin and Prince Xin Xiao Changqing were ordered to escort the Empress Dowager back. Others naturally returned to their respective residences in the temporary palace, yet except for Shen Xihe, none could find sleep.

After experiencing such a major incident, they were terrified of the temporary palace, but without Emperor Youning’s order to leave, no one dared speak up.

When Shen Xihe woke from her two-hour rest, she heard news of Xiao Changying’s rescue. She merely responded coolly, “I see. Prepare breakfast.”

She ate her morning meal methodically while listening to Zhenzhu’s report. News had emerged about the assassins from the previous night. It involved the Crown Prince appointed by the previous emperor, who had favored his Noble Consort. However, since the Noble Consort was a remarried widow of low status, despite the previous emperor’s willfulness and having a primary wife, he couldn’t elevate her position. Instead, he banished the Empress Dowager and her three children to the northwest on fabricated charges.

At one point, he had wanted to depose the empress, causing great turmoil in court. The Empress Dowager’s maternal clan also faced repeated persecution. Eventually, the previous emperor failed to achieve his wish. Only on his deathbed did he establish the Noble Consort’s son as Crown Prince.

Unfortunately, this Crown Prince wasn’t accepted by the court officials. Before he could ascend to the throne after the previous emperor’s death, Prince Qian and Emperor Youning returned. He ultimately submitted a letter of surrender and disappeared within the palace. Many claimed Emperor Youning had him secretly executed.

Shen Xihe had never believed this. If Emperor Youning wanted to kill him, he had the perfect reason: the assassination attempt on Prince Qian.

However, she had never paid much attention to this matter or this person, yet she hadn’t expected him to possess such capabilities. The timing of displaying these capabilities was particularly intriguing.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile slightly. She was certain that the Jichen Crown Prince’s ability to infiltrate the temporary palace was inseparable from Xiao Huayong’s involvement. However, Xiao Huayong’s capabilities far exceeded her expectations. The Jichen Crown Prince, whom everyone believed dead, was alive.

Not only alive, but he had become a blade in Xiao Huayong’s hand, delivering a heavy blow to Emperor Youning at this crucial moment.

Her instincts told her this matter wasn’t over. Xiao Huayong would make Emperor Youning feel intense pain.

“The one who led the attack last night wasn’t the Jichen Crown Prince, but rather his servant, who took his own life after being captured,” Zhenzhu informed Shen Xihe of the circumstances now known to all.

Shen Xihe nodded, then lowered her head to continue eating methodically.

She had barely finished her meal when Mo Yuan hurriedly came to report: “Your Highness, the Crown Prince may have fallen into the Jichen Crown Prince’s hands.”

She was washing her hands in a basin of water that carried a tranquil, pleasing fragrance with several vibrant flower petals floating in it. Shen Xihe extended her hand from the basin, accepting a clean cloth from Biyu, and slowly dried her hands. “Oh?”

Mo Yuan couldn’t help but glance at Shen Xihe, seeing her composure undisturbed, he repeated: “The Crown Prince has fallen into the Jichen Crown Prince’s hands. The people who ambushed His Majesty and the Crown Prince that day were the Jichen Crown Prince’s men. After Prince Lie’s rescue, the guards searching the mountain discovered many corpses. Two groups had engaged in fierce combat. These bodies have all been brought back, with some wearing attire identical to those who invaded the temporary palace yesterday.”

“Is that so.” Shen Xihe remained unmoved upon hearing this. After drying her hands, she applied hand cream, then took a wrap and draped it over her shoulders. With one hand holding it in place, she left the courtyard, heading toward the Emperor’s chambers.

At this moment, many guards were posted, preventing ordinary people from entering. Shen Xihe showed her golden token and gained passage amid the envious looks of both civil and military officials and their wives.

With her keen sense of smell, Shen Xihe detected the heavy scent of blood and decay as soon as she stepped inside. She slightly furrowed her brow but maintained her composure as she walked around the courtyard to the open yard. Bodies were arranged in two sections. One side, notably fewer in number, wore black clothes with flame emblems embroidered on their chests.

The other side also wore black, some faces uncovered, others masked with only two round holes for eyes. This site had significantly more bodies – Shen Xihe roughly estimated two to three hundred.

Coroners and Imperial Physicians were examining the bodies. Emperor Youning stood at the front, his expression colder than Shen Xihe had ever seen.

“Quick, go back. How can a young lady like you witness such bloody scenes?” The Empress Dowager was also present, and upon seeing Shen Xihe, immediately urged her to leave.

Shen Xihe performed a respectful bow: “Zhaoning thanks the Empress Dowager for her concern. When Zhaoning was in the northwest during the Tujue invasion, I witnessed the deaths of fathers and brothers from the city walls. How could that compare to this?”

As she spoke, she maintained a calm expression while facing the courtyard full of corpses, her gaze steady.

Seeing this, the Empress Dowager patted her hand: “The Seventh Prince needs a Crown Princess with such courage as yours.”

“Your Majesty, our investigation shows these are two separate groups. One from yesterday’s incident, the other of unknown origin. We cannot confirm which group abducted the Crown Prince first,” Cui Jinbai stepped forward to report the preliminary findings to Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning’s gaze remained fixed on the nearly three hundred fallen elite soldiers. Last night, his men had engaged with Xiao Juezong’s forces, but how could Xiao Juezong’s men possess such skill to eliminate his troops, leaving none alive?

These soldiers had required immense effort and resources to train. They were elite warriors capable of fighting ten men each on the battlefield, yet they had died so silently.

“Your Majesty, the Crown Prince is blessed by heaven. You need not worry,” Liu Sanzhi quickly raised his voice, noticing Emperor Youning’s distraction.

Emperor Youning finally snapped back to attention: “Investigate the origins of these men thoroughly.”

“Yes,” Cui Jinbai accepted the order. “Your Majesty, I request permission to examine the battlefield where the two forces clashed. Perhaps we can find clues to the Crown Prince’s whereabouts.”

Emperor Youning absently hummed in agreement.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe stepped forward: “To locate His Highness the Crown Prince, we must first clarify who has taken him. With two groups of forces present, if we misjudge, we might delay His Highness’s rescue. Since Prince Lie has returned, perhaps we should summon him for questioning.”

Emperor Youning seemed to notice Shen Xihe only now. Her suggestion was reasonable, and with so many people present, Emperor Youning had no choice but to agree: “Summon Prince Lie.”

Some matters needed no concealment. Emperor Youning showed no concern whatsoever.

Chapter 449: All Just Pawns After All
Only now did Xiao Changying understand why Xiao Huayong had let him return—to serve as a witness. When he learned this was Shen Xihe’s suggestion, he couldn’t help but look at her. At that moment, he felt she knew everything, that they had planned this together, coordinating to trample the Emperor’s face into the ground.

“Have you seen the Seventh Prince these past few days? What exactly transpired? Explain in detail,” Emperor Youning commanded.

Xiao Changying lowered his eyelids, suddenly feeling weary. He knew those men were all His Majesty’s, and His Majesty knew everything, yet still put on this show before him. He felt no resentment or disgust—he could understand something of an emperor’s helplessness and calculations, even though he’d never been one himself. With someone like Xiao Huayong, once suspicion arose, it was only natural to exhaust every means to test the truth.

He merely found it tragic that in an imperial family, the struggle between father and son could be more terrifying than that between mortal enemies. The feeling flashed by quickly.

Xiao Changying swiftly composed himself and bowed as he replied: “Your Majesty, I was captured alongside the Crown Prince. We were initially held in a mountain cave. Last night another group arrived—we thought they were coming to rescue us, but these men intended to kill us both. During the fierce battle between the two groups, the Crown Prince and I managed to break free. We fled to the reed thickets where I lost sight of His Highness, so I quickly made my escape…”

Xiao Changying described the general course of events, omitting Xiao Huayong’s role—he was telling almost the complete truth.

He wasn’t protecting or covering for Xiao Huayong. Rather, Xiao Huayong was simply too enigmatic and frightening. Since he’d openly allowed Xiao Changying to return, he must have made thorough preparations. Even if Xiao Changying exposed him, it might not bring any benefit—everything required evidence.

He recalled Xiao Huayong’s words in the cave: if he harmed the Crown Prince, he would become His Majesty’s scapegoat. Who knew if he revealed Xiao Huayong’s involvement now without proof, whether Xiao Huayong might return with strange evidence making him appear to be the mastermind?

If so, better to stay uninvolved from the start.

Moreover…

Xiao Changying glanced imperceptibly at Shen Xihe. He didn’t want to help Xiao Huayong, nor did he wish to be her enemy—they would be husband and wife after all.

Although he knew she neither needed his help nor would feel the slightest gratitude for his consideration.

“Of these two groups, which one captured you and the Crown Prince?” Emperor Youning asked again.

Xiao Changying naturally answered truthfully. His Majesty was questioning him while already knowing the answer. If he lied, His Majesty would suspect him first—this was the root of Xiao Huayong’s confidence.

Why would he lie? Cover for those who kidnapped him? Wouldn’t His Majesty suspect he knew these people’s origins? Would His Majesty want anyone to know about his private army? Of course not.

If Xiao Changying dared lie, he would surely be digging his own grave.

“So you’re saying the Crown Prince was taken by people of unknown origin? While… the Jichen Crown Prince’s men came to silence you?” After speaking, Shen Xihe asked further, “Did these people question Your Highness and the Crown Prince? Does Your Highness have any speculation about their background?”

Xiao Changying raised his eyes, looking deeply at Shen Xihe: “No.”

“Did they harm Your Highness or the Crown Prince?” Shen Xihe pressed.

“No.”

Shen Xihe returned Xiao Changying’s gaze with surprise and suspicion: “Your Highness means to say these people kidnapped you both, just kept you confined, without torture, without disrespect, without questioning… while providing food and drink?”

Xiao Changying: “Yes.”

As Shen Xihe questioned and Xiao Changying answered, the officials present began to discuss among themselves.

Shen Xihe decided to voice their doubts aloud: “What did these people intend by kidnapping both Your Highnesses?”

It wasn’t to deal with Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changying, nor to use them to threaten His Majesty—after all, in three full days, His Majesty hadn’t received any threatening messages. Could they have kidnapped the Crown Prince and Prince Lie merely for amusement?

Moreover, these people were well-trained and skilled, acting under orders. It was intriguing—someone had kidnapped the Crown Prince and Prince Lie, and just kept them confined without doing anything. What kind of person would undertake such a thankless task?

This question buried itself deep in everyone’s minds, though they hadn’t yet found the answer, as they hadn’t conceived of a shocking possibility. But there was no rush—once planted, the seeds of doubt would eventually be exposed.

While others looked confused, the Empress Dowager had already turned a profound gaze toward Emperor Youning, if only for a moment.

Just then, the Capital Prefecture Mayor arrived with several men carrying two corpses. These bodies wore identical clothing to those who had kidnapped Xiao Changying and Xiao Huayong. Anyone with sharp eyes could see their clothes’ fabric and shoes were the same—clearly from the same group.

“Your Majesty, these two were found in the temporary palace,” Prefecture Chief Zhang announced proudly, unaware of the earlier discussion.

Shen Xihe slowly lowered her head, fidgeting with the jade pendant at her waist.

“Found in the temporary palace?” The Minister of Justice immediately stepped forward to ask, “How could such people be in the temporary palace?”

Prefecture Chief Zhang explained: “People below reported seeing them pursue the rebels when they attacked.”

This statement made many people’s eyelids twitch, their gazes toward Prefecture Chief Zhang changing.

“Is that so?” Emperor Youning asked in a deep voice.

Prefecture Chief Zhang could sense the emperor’s poor mood. Looking at the corpses arranged nearby, as someone who had served as prefect for so long, he still had his wits about him and vaguely sensed this matter was unusual. Could these men be working with the rebels?

He quickly shifted responsibility: “Two ladies said these men saved them.”

“Which two?” Shen Xihe hurriedly asked, already having her suspicions.

“County Princess Liyang and Miss Yu,” Prefecture Chief Zhang replied.

It was Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangzi. Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised. If Xiao Huayong wanted two witnesses, Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangning would have been most appropriate. Something must have gone wrong, with Yu Sangning escaping the plan.

Emperor Youning summoned the two: “Do you recognize these two men?”

Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangzi had no idea what was happening. The Marquis of Pingyao wasn’t here, Xiao Changqin ignored Gu Qingshu, and Xiao Changqin had been sent by Emperor Youning to handle other matters. They had indeed been saved by two men in black during yesterday’s chaos.

They had already reported this to Prefecture Chief Zhang, and there was no possibility of retracting their statement now—that would be obstruction of justice and deceiving imperial officials. Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangzi carefully examined one man’s hand, which bore a scar.

“Your Majesty, these two men did indeed save this humble one and Miss Yu,” Gu Qingshu gathered her courage to speak truthfully.

“Why would they save you?” the Empress Dowager asked sternly.

Chapter 450: She’s Just Going Through the Motions
The Empress Dowager released the pressure of her authority, making the perceptive Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangzi sense impending trouble. But having reached this point, they could only tell the truth.

Yu Sangzi said: “In reply to the Empress Dowager, these two men came with covered faces. This humble one was also worried they might be assassins. Seeing we were frightened, they said they were His Majesty’s secret guards and showed us and County Princess Liyang the way out. Only then did we escape the temporary palace.”

The words “His Majesty’s secret guards” created waves of shock. Every official’s mind buzzed, forcefully restraining themselves from instinctively looking up at the Emperor with shocked or suspicious gazes.

It was an incredible statement, yet it logically explained everything—the strange behavior after the Crown Prince and Prince Lie’s capture. There were no rebels at all; His Majesty had suspected the Crown Prince or intended him harm, and so had him kidnapped.

Prince Lie, unaware, had foolishly stumbled into it. Then the Jichen Crown Prince’s remaining followers, who had been lurking in wait, seized the opportunity—sending men to assassinate His Majesty while kidnapping the Crown Prince. Why would they take the Crown Prince?

Those quick enough to connect the dots all reached a possibility, realizing this matter would likely explode.

“Your Majesty!” The Empress Dowager’s gaze turned sharp as she stared at Emperor Youning.

“Nonsense.” Emperor Youning coldly rebuked, “These men were not my secret guards. The Ministry of Justice, Court of Judicial Review, and Censorate shall investigate this thoroughly together!”

Emperor Youning remained composed and calm. He showed no trace of embarrassed anxiety, instead maintaining the stance of wanting a thorough investigation.

Who would dare easily suspect the Emperor? Even if it truly was the Emperor’s doing, what of it? Emperor Youning held absolute power—what could they do besides contemplate in their hearts?

Some believed this was rebels trying to sow discord, while others felt it was likely true, but none dared criticize in front of His Majesty. After the three judicial offices gathered evidence, the bodies were quickly disposed of.

Shen Xihe didn’t press further—she had merely acted as a guide. Xiao Huayong had set his trap and would naturally reveal His Majesty’s true face step by step. Undoubtedly the most pleased was Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin.

Had he known Xiao Huayong intended to tear away His Majesty’s facade, he would have helped more, lending aid to the Crown Prince.

Gu Qingshu remained anxious, wondering if she had said something wrong. Seeking comfort from Xiao Changqin, she found him eagerly anticipating what would happen next. His instincts told him the Crown Prince would not disappoint.

“Brother-in-law, will His Majesty and the Empress Dowager punish us?” Gu Qingshu noticed Xiao Changqin’s joy—though he wasn’t smiling, his eyes held light, an excited gleam.

“You didn’t give false testimony, His Majesty and the Empress Dowager won’t punish you,” Xiao Changqin replied perfunctorily.

There certainly wouldn’t be punishment, but His Majesty would surely despise them, as their words had nearly exposed His Majesty’s greatest secret.

Many people were likely muttering, harboring doubts, especially about last year’s matter with Minister of Revenue Dong Biquan. His corruption case involved a huge sum of missing money still unaccounted for.

Using that money to maintain a secret army seemed logical—everyone knew Dong Biquan was His Majesty’s man.

Some had dared to imagine such things but had never pursued that line of thinking. Once given a thread, their thoughts could reach depths that frightened even themselves.

His Majesty undertaking such actions harmful to the country and people, doing it secretly, nearly being exposed, making his confidant take the blame—how ugly it all appeared.

“If only we’d encounter a year of natural disasters…” Xiao Changqin murmured regretfully.

The national treasury wasn’t wealthy now. If famine struck, His Majesty would need emergency funds, forcing him to squeeze merchants and officials. He could then fan the flames, stirring up public resentment against His Majesty.

“If you’re fine, stop crying here,” Xiao Changying suddenly said coldly to Gu Qingshu.

Gu Qingshu was startled. She opened her mouth to speak to Xiao Changqin, but Xiao Changying cut in first: “Someone comes to escort County Princess Liyang back.”

Xiao Changqin didn’t speak, so the servants naturally followed Xiao Changying’s orders. After Gu Qingshu was reluctantly escorted away, Xiao Changying said coldly: “Elder Brother, don’t treat her too much like family.”

He disliked Gu Qingshu—appearing soft and weak, seemingly always needing protection, but harboring schemes.

Xiao Changqin had dared speak of hoping for natural disasters in front of her, unconcerned she might later speak carelessly to others out of spite.

Xiao Changqin dismissed it carelessly: “It doesn’t matter. Even if she tells others, it’s nothing serious.”

“These words might not be serious, but being so careless, who knows what you’ll say next?” Xiao Changying’s tone was harsh.

Xiao Changqin glanced at him, pouring himself tea: “Fine since I’m your elder brother, speak freely of any discontent.”

He could see Xiao Changying was troubled, and quickly realized why: “Shortly, the one you care about will come looking for you.”

“Why would she look for me?” Xiao Changying feigned indifference, turning halfway away from Xiao Changqin. “What doesn’t she already know?”

“You think Princess Zhaoning and the Crown Prince planned this together?” Xiao Changqin asked amusedly.

“Aren’t they?” Look at their coordination—one maneuvering outside, one composed inside, surrounding His Majesty, giving him no chance to maintain control.

Xiao Changqin chuckled softly.

Xiao Changying’s expression soured further at his brother’s laughter.

Covering his mouth with a loose fist, Xiao Changqin coughed lightly, looking at Xiao Changying helplessly, appearing to hold back words.

“Elder Brother, why look at me so?” Xiao Changying examined Xiao Changqin.

“I’m hesitating whether to tell you the truth,” Xiao Changqin showed a sympathetic expression.

“What truth?” Xiao Changying asked suspiciously.

After a moment’s hesitation, Xiao Changqin said: “Well, it’s just my guess. Knowing the Crown Prince, he wouldn’t have told Princess Zhaoning about this. He worried she wouldn’t let him act as bait if she knew he might truly fall into our uncle’s hands.

Therefore, the Princess likely just learned of it recently, and their minds simply aligned—she deduced the Crown Prince’s entire plan herself.”

Xiao Changying’s face darkened further.

Just then, a servant came to report: “Your Highness, Princess Zhaoning has come to visit Prince Lie.”

“Don’t see her!” Xiao Changying suddenly shouted.

The messenger shrank back in fear, but Xiao Changqin told him: “Please invite the Princess in.”

Standing, he patted his brother’s shoulder: “Don’t flatter yourself. She knows everything. Coming to see you is just completing the act, making people think she knows nothing and needs to learn the Crown Prince’s whereabouts from you. It’s just going through the motions.”

Chapter 451: No Trace of the Crown Prince
Was Shen Xihe just going through the motions?

Of course.

She was Xiao Huayong’s fiancée and had always been seen as a pair with him. Who in the capital didn’t think she and Xiao Huayong were a loving couple?

At this time, when both Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changying had disappeared, and Xiao Changying had returned confirming they had been kidnapped together, it would seem odd if she didn’t come to inquire about what happened.

Upon entering the room, she found Xiao Changqin was also there. It was only natural for an elder brother to visit and watch over his younger sibling who had returned from hardship. Shen Xihe greeted them, and Xiao Changqin tactfully took his leave.

This left only Shen Xihe with her maids Zhenzhu and Ziyu, and Xiao Changying in the room. With the doors wide open, Shen Xihe drew her gaze back from the sunny blue sky and politely inquired, “Has Your Highness sustained any injuries?”

“Thank you for your concern. This prince was not injured,” Xiao Changying’s tone was somewhat stiff, his expression not particularly pleasant.

Shen Xihe knew she hadn’t offended him, and naturally wouldn’t serve as his outlet for anger. She gave a slight nod and turned to leave.

“You won’t ask anything else?” Xiao Changying suddenly stood up and called out as he saw her leaving.

Shen Xihe stopped and turned to face Xiao Changying: “Did Zhaoning not just ask a question?”

Xiao Changying was momentarily stumped, suppressing his anger: “Did the Princess truly come only to show concern for this prince?”

“Of course not,” Shen Xihe replied frankly, “but I have nothing else to say to Your Highness.”

It was all just for show, especially for His Majesty to see. Shen Xihe saw no need for pretenses – her mere presence was enough.

“So sure of everything that even your pretense is this perfunctory. Aren’t you afraid there are His Majesty’s ears in this courtyard, and that such behavior would be self-defeating?” Xiao Changying stared intently at Shen Xihe, his beautiful eyes dark.

“Prince Xin was here earlier,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Xiao Changying: “??”

“Since Your Highness was with Prince Xin, surely brothers would have discussed everything openly, and Prince Xin must have asked about the events of Your Highness’s disappearance,” Shen Xihe explained softly. “If both princes could speak so freely, this must be the safest moment.”

This was precisely why Shen Xihe didn’t want to put on more of an act. She was certain that when Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying were together, they must have discussed politics, Xiao Huayong, and the current situation – surely things they wouldn’t want His Majesty to know about.

It didn’t matter if His Majesty had people in this courtyard; they certainly weren’t around at this moment.

Seeing Xiao Changying’s frozen expression, Shen Xihe added: “If there truly were ears beyond these walls, Your Highness wouldn’t have questioned me so.”

Her intelligence, her perceptiveness, her composure – like golden sunlight at high noon, they enveloped her entire being, giving her the breadth of mind and bearing of a young man.

At this moment, Xiao Changying had to admit he wasn’t worthy of her. Standing before her, he felt ashamed. Their thoughts, their concerns, their perspectives – they weren’t on the same level. He needed to look up to her.

Suddenly, he didn’t want to see her. As a prince, he excelled in both civil and martial arts and was used to people bowing and scraping before him. This was the first time he realized he truly couldn’t stand as her equal.

The dense pain in his heart made him turn away awkwardly: “He wants you to rest assured.”

These words must have been what Xiao Huayong asked Xiao Changying to convey to her. Shen Xihe’s expression softened slightly: “Thank you.”

She waited a moment, but when Xiao Changying said nothing more, Shen Xihe finally took her leave.

His attention was completely drawn by the sound of her departing footsteps. Only when he could no longer hear any trace of her movement, when not even a hint of her presence remained in the cool breeze, did he collapse into his seat?

Why couldn’t he let go?

Even though they had no future together, even though she had never shown him the slightest warmth, why was he unable to erase her image from his heart?

He was just thinking about going back to a year ago – if he had never met her, would he be caught in such emotional turmoil today?

No sooner had Shen Xihe left Xiao Changying’s courtyard than the news reached Emperor Youning’s ears. Emperor Youning’s expression remained cold: “What do you make of it?”

Emperor Youning was asking Liu Sanzhi, who no longer dared to equivocate. He bowed solemnly and replied: “Your Majesty, this servant personally investigated the mountain and examined all the fallen Imperial Guards. There was no trace of the Crown Prince engaging in combat in the mountains. The sword wounds on the dead all showed they were inflicted by the same group, with no evidence of any special individual taking action.”

Xiao Changying had never understood why Xiao Huayong escaped without anyone watching him, yet still pretended not to know martial arts. That was because any combat would leave traces, and Liu Sanzhi was not only highly skilled in martial arts but also adept at detecting the smallest clues.

The cause of death for these men would be investigated; the wounds on their bodies, the force, and angles, could all reveal who was responsible.

Only one person was killed by Xiao Huayong, and that was with a thrown knife from a distance – something many people could do. Moreover, Xiao Huayong erased the traces afterward, and the cause of death matched with another group of bodies that had been dragged back.

They could reconstruct the battle scene from that night and deduce that no other single highly skilled martial artist had been involved.

Furthermore, after Xiao Huayong’s disappearance, Liu Sanzhi kept a close watch on Shen Xihe, and her various reactions proved she had no prior knowledge.

“You mean Old Three’s appearance was pure coincidence?” Emperor Youning’s “Old Three” referred to Crown Prince Xiao Juesong of Jiachen.

Liu Sanzhi lowered his head, thinking carefully before responding: “Your Majesty, Crown Prince Jiachen has been missing for over twenty years. If he had been conspiring with the Crown Prince all along, His Highness would never have exposed him today.”

Keeping him hidden would have allowed for greater schemes in the future. The men Xiao Juesong had trained were no ordinary soldiers – although they were suppressed by the Imperial Guards, they had also suffered heavy losses. No one knew Xiao Juesong’s whereabouts; if he had remained hidden, he would surely have become a serious threat in the future.

If the Crown Prince were truly so deep, he wouldn’t have failed to see this point.

Liu Sanzhi dared not conclude whether today’s events were a coincidence, but he could be certain that the Crown Prince and Xiao Juesong were not allies. When Xiao Juesong captured the Crown Prince, perhaps…

Emperor Youning turned the jade ring on his thumb. He believed that Xiao Huayong and Xiao Juesong were not conspirators, but he couldn’t rashly conclude whether today’s situation was due to Xiao Huayong’s luck in encountering the opportunistic Xiao Juesong, or if Xiao Huayong had played a key role – the difference between the two possibilities was vast.

Xiao Juesong had been missing for twenty years, and he had considered him dead. He had sent many people to search, but there had been no trace. His sudden appearance disrupted all his plans and caused such massive losses. At this moment, he wished he could immediately capture Xiao Juesong and subject him to death by dismemberment!

Chapter 452: It Was Like Cutting His Majesty’s Own Flesh
“Empress Dowager, Empress Dowager, please allow this servant to announce you, Empress Dowager…”

At that moment, the pleading voice of the eunuch grew closer from outside. Hearing this, Emperor Youning immediately stood up to welcome her. At the doorway, facing the furious Empress Dowager, he quickly bowed: “Mother…”

“I don’t deserve such courtesy.” The Empress Dowager avoided Emperor Youning, her face cold as she refused to look at him.

Liu Sanzhi, seeing the situation was unfavorable, immediately dismissed the palace servants and eunuchs, leaving only the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning in the room.

“Mother, I never intended to harm Seventh Brother,” Emperor Youning explained in a low voice.

The Empress Dowager turned around, her gaze sharp, staring at him in prolonged silence: “Isn’t betraying your allies your usual method? Seventh Brother isn’t your flesh and blood. You poisoned him, brought him to this state, and he’s already not long for this world. Yet you’re still not at ease? Must you push him to his death?”

“Mother, the poison in the candied cherries back then wasn’t administered by me,” Emperor Youning explained once again, feeling utterly exhausted. “The poison in the candied cherries was meant for me, but Seventh Brother ate them by mistake.”

“By mistake?” The Empress Dowager let out a mocking laugh, looking at Emperor Youning’s bitter smile with what seemed like both ridicule and sarcasm. She continued, “Fine, let’s say Seventh Brother ate them by mistake. He saved your life then, didn’t he? If he hadn’t eaten those candied cherries, think about it – if you had eaten them, could you have survived until today?

“Do you know how much torture he’s endured all these years because of that strange poison? Only in these past two years has he improved somewhat. In previous years, when the poison flared up, his entire body would turn ice-cold. Even submerged in a vat of hot water, he would still be delirious from the cold. Come autumn, he would cough incessantly, and at the poison’s worst, he would cough up handfuls of blood…

“If this had happened to you, could you have achieved your great accomplishments today? Could you have focused on state affairs?

“He’s struggled to survive until today, and merely staying alive has been difficult enough. What more do you need to guard against?

“The Empress Dowager’s eyes reddened as she spoke, her voice choked with emotion: “How much did your elder brother owe you in his previous life to deserve such treatment in this one?

“You killed him out of greed, and now you won’t even allow a trace of his bloodline to remain? If you don’t wish to pass the throne to him, I won’t blame you. When he was made Crown Prince back then, you know very well who benefited the most!

“You could have deposed him if you wanted. But you couldn’t bear to, because his presence helps keep your empire stable for a few more years. You want to use him, yet you guard against him, torturing him like this. Is your heart still made of flesh?”

As long as Xiao Huayong remained Crown Prince, the other princes knew he wouldn’t live long, and though they schemed privately for succession, they dared not do so openly. The officials hadn’t yet taken sides either, most still loyal to His Majesty.

This benefited His Majesty’s control over the court, allowing numerous policies to be implemented and promoted with maximum efficiency.

This was why Emperor Youning, despite having evidence of Xiao Huayong’s color blindness and disability – grounds enough to easily depose the Crown Prince – didn’t do so, but instead chose to test Xiao Huayong.

“Mother…” Emperor Youning called out heavily and lengthily, his tone revealing deep exhaustion and helplessness. “Whether Mother believes it or not, I have never treated Seventh Brother differently from my other sons.

“If he could live a long life, I would truly be willing to pass the throne to him. This is my debt to my elder brother. I just wanted to know…” Emperor Youning looked up, gazing deeply at the Empress Dowager, “If Seventh Brother… hates me.”

He suspected Xiao Huayong already knew about his true identity. He could return the throne to Xiao Huayong if he could handle it, but he couldn’t tolerate Xiao Huayong plotting against his life at every turn.

He was the emperor – he could give, but he wouldn’t allow others to take by force.

The Empress Dowager caught his deep, probing gaze and said coldly: “Are you suspecting that I poisoned your ‘father-son’ relationship?”

Indeed, she had revealed Xiao Huayong’s true identity after the candied cherry incident. The sensitive, intelligent, and suspicious Xiao Huayong – only eight years old then – had already deduced that the poison might have been administered by Emperor Youning. It was a devastating blow to him.

He couldn’t understand why his father, whom he had admired and respected, who had shown him such favor and protection, would try to poison him. He coughed blood daily, feeling abandoned by the whole world. Such a small child, with no more will to live – what could she have done?

If this knot in his heart hadn’t been untied, Xiao Huayong might have perished that year at age eight.

He was the only blood remaining of her eldest son. In her life, she had wronged her eldest son the most. How could she watch his only child give up on himself, allowing the poison that clung to his bones to consume him?

Looking back at his daily struggle against the deadly poison, she regretted her decision. Perhaps it would have been better to let him pass quickly back then.

“Mother, it was indeed my men who took Seventh Brother, I won’t hide this from you. But I truly meant him no harm,” Emperor Youning withdrew his gaze, explaining in a softer tone. “I hadn’t expected Old Three to interfere at this time, causing Seventh Brother to fall into his hands.”

“Heaven sees all our deeds. It’s because you’ve done too many evil things that heaven is making you face the consequences,” the Empress Dowager spoke harshly. “If anything happens to Seventh Brother, I will hang myself at the palace gates.”

With that, the Empress Dowager left without further argument with Emperor Youning, striding away.

When Shen Xihe returned to her residence, she heard that the Empress Dowager had gone to see His Majesty, and they had parted on bad terms.

“The Empress Dowager understands His Majesty far better than we do,” Shen Xihe thought of Emperor Youning’s past actions in pursuing the throne.

In truth, if anything happened to Xiao Huayong, the Empress Dowager would naturally assume it was His Majesty’s doing.

His Majesty had only wanted to force Xiao Huayong to show his true colors but hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to counter every move and make such a big scene of it.

Now Xiao Huayong’s fate was unknown, and rumors spread that his disappearance was the work of His Majesty’s secret guards. People’s hearts were turbulent, and everyone was anxious and unsettled. How many court matters would be delayed because of this?

“When will His Highness return?” Biyu was quite worried about Xiao Huayong.

This time, His Highness had undoubtedly played with fire – how could the Crown Prince of Jiachen let him go?

“The Crown Prince of Jiachen won’t harm him,” Shen Xihe was the least concerned about Xiao Huayong’s safety.

Just as Li Yanyan hadn’t betrayed Xiao Huayong that day, the Crown Prince of Jiachen, knowing this was Xiao Huayong’s scheme, would believe in Xiao Huayong’s true identity. They shared a common enemy – His Majesty.

The Crown Prince of Jiachen couldn’t bring down Emperor Youning by himself. Like Li Yanyan, he hoped for conflict between Xiao Huayong and Emperor Youning. Not only would he not harm Xiao Huayong, but he would follow and assist him.

He wouldn’t think this was a plot by Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong working together as father and son to lure him into total defeat because from the moment Xiao Huayong sought him out, he understood that if Xiao Huayong had meant him harm, there would have been no need for such a roundabout approach, no need to make His Majesty sacrifice so much.

Those sacrificed men were genuine elites – it was like cutting out His Majesty’s flesh.

Chapter 453: He Will Return Safely
Xiao Huayong was indeed treated as an honored guest by Xiao Juesong, provided with the finest food and accommodation. Though only a few years older than Emperor Youning, who as emperor was busy managing countless affairs of state, Xiao Juesong’s temples were already streaked with gray, his frame gaunt – all due to a grave illness that left him with little time to live.

If not for this, he wouldn’t have aligned with Xiao Huayong so readily, becoming his blade to break the deadlock. He had no time left, and this was his only chance before death to cause trouble for Emperor Youning. Moreover, Xiao Huayong had promised that if he ascended the throne, he would ensure Xiao Juesong was buried in the imperial tombs, honored by the Xiao family’s offerings.

Returning like a fallen leaf to its roots – nothing could have moved his heart more than this.

“Kha kha kha…” Xiao Juesong broke into violent coughing, unsurprisingly coughing blood onto his handkerchief. His voice was weak: “Have you made up your mind?”

“Would Uncle allow it if I refused?” Xiao Huayong calmly countered.

After his coughing fit, Xiao Juesong laughed softly, his coarse laughter sounding eerily disturbing: “Of course… not.”

“In that case, I have no choice, do I?” Xiao Huayong smiled wryly.

“You would… find a way… if you wanted to,” Xiao Juesong’s clouded eyes looked at Xiao Huayong with admiration.

Even now, his brother sitting on the throne remained under this nephew’s control. If he wanted to break free from Xiao Juesong’s grasp, he surely wouldn’t lack methods.

“What would be the point?” Xiao Huayong said casually. “Uncle and I are collaborating just this once in our lives – why turn against each other at the end? Uncle need only proceed according to your plan; your nephew has his ways of self-preservation.”

“You’re like your father,” Xiao Juesong praised, thinking of his brother who had been the same age as him.

In their youth in the palace, their father had treated them worlds apart. He could humiliate and bully Prince Qian at any time, but Prince Qian was a man of countless schemes. He always managed to escape Xiao Juesong’s traps, then used every advantage and person he could to exact revenge.

Never fearing that this would only make things worse, Prince Qian never compromised, never submitted, never bowed. He was proud yet confident. Xiao Juesong had hated him, taking great pleasure in hearing of his exile to the Northwest.

But he had been young then – if he had grown a few years older, he would never have allowed the mother and her three children to hide in the Northwest.

Xiao Huayong didn’t respond. He had no desire to inquire about the father he had never met. He had his image of his father in his heart; he didn’t need to learn about him from others.

Xiao Huayong’s restraint made Xiao Juesong think even more highly of him. A true ruler would never easily be swayed by others’ desires or follow others’ thoughts. A ruler was always the one in control.

Word spread that the Crown Prince had been kidnapped by Xiao Juesong’s men. A day had passed, and during this time, something unfortunate had occurred – many villagers’ unharvested wheat fields had been set ablaze, causing the common people to wail in despair. This was their year’s labor, their year’s harvest – without it, all hope for the year was lost.

They angrily reported it to the authorities, but before the officials could handle it, someone left a message: to learn who burned the wheat, come to Banhe tomorrow.

Meanwhile, someone delivered an invitation to Xiao Changying at the temporary palace. Upon reading it, his expression changed dramatically, and he immediately presented it to Emperor Youning. The handwriting was unmistakably Xiao Juesong’s.

It demanded Emperor Youning meet at Banhe, or else Xiao Huayong would be thrown into the river.

This news couldn’t be suppressed, as Emperor Youning had to attend personally. If anything happened to Xiao Huayong, the Empress Dowager would never let it rest. So they informed the court officials, who all tried to dissuade Emperor Youning from risking himself, but to no avail.

When Shen Xihe heard the news, she sought out His Majesty, pleading to accompany him.

Xiao Juesong hadn’t specified that the emperor must come alone, nor had he limited how many people could accompany him.

Therefore, Emperor Youning agreed to Shen Xihe’s request.

Having obtained what she wanted, Shen Xihe went to find the Empress Dowager, who was already heading their way. Shen Xihe supported her to a shaded pavilion: “Empress Dowager, Zhaoning will accompany His Majesty. Please wait for our return at the temporary palace.”

“You think I’m just old bones that would burden you,” the Empress Dowager wanted to go along and was unwilling to be persuaded.

“Empress Dowager, the sun is harsh. If you come with us, His Highness will feel guilty and worried seeing you like this, which might distract him,” Shen Xihe gently persuaded. “His Highness often says you’re his closest family. He couldn’t bear to see you suffering on his account. Surely you wouldn’t want him to blame himself for this?”

The Empress Dowager looked at Shen Xihe: “You’ve said all there is to say, both good and bad. If I insist on going, I would be in the wrong.”

She worried about Xiao Huayong but knew her presence wouldn’t help matters. If fighting broke out, she would become a burden. She clasped Shen Xihe’s hands in both of hers: “Zhaoning, you must bring Seventh Brother back safely.”

Despite knowing Xiao Huayong could protect himself, the Empress Dowager didn’t know what role he played in all this, hence her endless worry.

“Please rest assured, Empress Dowager. Zhaoning will return safely with the Crown Prince,” Shen Xihe solemnly promised.

After comforting the Empress Dowager and escorting her back to the palace, Shen Xihe returned to her quarters to prepare some things. She instructed Biyu and the others to stay and protect the Empress Dowager, taking only Zhenzhu and Moyu with her.

News from outside the temporary palace hadn’t reached inside. The local officials knew of the Crown Prince’s disappearance and the recent assassination attempt on His Majesty. Everyone in the temporary palace was walking on eggshells. Moreover, the burned wheat fields weren’t a life-threatening emergency, so they wanted to solve the case before reporting it to the temporary palace, hoping to make up for their previous failures.

The meeting time was set by Xiao Juesong, with Emperor Youning’s appointment slightly earlier than the commoners’. The villagers were strictly warned that if they came early, they wouldn’t receive any compensation, but if they came at the appointed time, they would be compensated for their losses.

Money being crucial, the villagers watched each other carefully, fearing someone might break the rules and cost them their compensation.

Banhe was a river not far from the temporary palace, its surface wide, flowing into the Yellow River with swift, turbulent, yellowish waters.

At the meeting place Xiao Juesong had chosen stood a rickety suspension bridge. On the opposite bank was a small mountain town that rarely interacted with outsiders. The neglected bridge, showing signs of age and disrepair, swayed precariously over the river like a swing, making people uneasy.

Emperor Youning hadn’t brought many people – his main forces were hidden in the trees behind them. He brought the Xiao Changqin brothers and Shen Xihe who had insisted on coming, along with their attendants, making a group of about ten standing at one end of the bridge.

As soon as they took their positions, figures appeared at the other end: Xiao Huayong bound in ropes, and Xiao Juesong surrounded and supported by his men. The brothers, separated for twenty years, gazed at each other from a distance, sharp gleams in both their eyes.

Chapter 454: The Crown Prince’s Superb Acting
Emperor Youning spoke first, his voice carrying implicit authority: “Xiao Juesong.”

“It’s been a while, Your Majesty.” Xiao Juesong showed no signs of weakness; in fact, his face was glowing and his eyes were bright with vigor – the effect of taking powerful stimulants.

“Release the Seventh Prince. Whatever you want, just name it,” Emperor Youning said straightforwardly.

“Hahaha, what do I want?” Xiao Juesong laughed. “How generous. I wish Your Majesty wouldn’t return today, after all…” He paused meaningfully before continuing, “Your Majesty personally delivered the Crown Prince into my hands.”

“Since you’re using the Seventh Prince to negotiate with me, you must have demands. Surely you didn’t arrange this meeting just to spread malicious rumors,” Emperor Youning naturally denied Xiao Juesong’s accusations.

“Demands?” Xiao Juesong shook his head with a smile. “I have no more demands. I came today to let your officials and your subjects see what a despicable and shameless person you truly are!”

As soon as Xiao Juesong finished speaking, rustling sounds could be heard as numerous civilians inexplicably came running from afar. The military guards hidden in the shadows immediately sent leaders to block them.

However, food was more important than anything else. The civilians were rushing for a year’s worth of provisions. Few had extra money, and most relied on this food for survival. When they saw government officials blocking their way, they became desperate and clashed with the guards.

Under normal circumstances, these soldiers would have killed a couple of people to establish authority. But with Emperor Youning right ahead, how dare they use real force? They found themselves at a disadvantage and were broken through by these civilians.

Seeing this, Xiao Juesong’s smile grew even more satisfied. “That year, you killed your brother to seize the throne, intending to frame me for it and have me eliminated as well. You forced me to flee the imperial city and spend these years in hiding.”

Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying’s bodies trembled. They had never imagined that the death of Prince Chen twenty years ago might have been a plot set by His Majesty to seize power. They weren’t the only ones who had never thought this way – the military commanders hidden in the shadows, ready to protect the emperor at any moment, were also incredulous. While most didn’t believe Xiao Juesong’s words, some of Prince Chen’s former subordinates fell into deep contemplation as they recalled the events of those years.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes, looking across the suspension bridge and flowing river at Xiao Huayong on the opposite shore. His scheme had reached this point, with the ultimate goal of shaking the loyalty of Prince Chen’s former subordinates.

Twenty years had passed, and perhaps many would think that past connections had faded. But what if these people, because they were once Prince Chen’s followers, had suffered numerous injustices over the past twenty decades? How would they feel now?

Their resentment would only grow stronger. Perhaps right now they only felt resentment, but once Xiao Huayong’s identity was exposed in the future, he would only need to raise the call, and these people would surely respond in unison.

No matter how well Xiao Huayong cultivated his power base, he could not escape His Majesty’s eyes. Building influence within the military was his greatest weakness. If he could compensate for this deficiency, even if he had to openly oppose His Majesty, he would have a much greater chance of success.

He was paving a very long road.

“You fled because you were guilty,” Emperor Youning tightly gripped the jade ring on his thumb.

“Fled because I was guilty?” Xiao Juesong gave a light snort. “You are the Emperor, naturally whatever you say goes.”

He glanced at the approaching civilians and spoke loudly: “You won’t admit to killing your brother, but what about killing your son? Even tigers don’t eat their cubs, yet Your Majesty could harm your son. Or perhaps the Crown Prince isn’t…”

“Xiao Juesong!” Emperor Youning coldly interrupted.

Xiao Juesong fell silent. The civilians who had rushed over stood frozen in place, realizing these were no ordinary officials. The words “Your Majesty” were enough to make their legs weak – commoners had an innate reverence and fear of the royal family.

They had heard everything – heard someone say their Emperor had killed both his brother and son. Every word made their ears ring, frightening them into standing rigidly in place, not daring to breathe.

“It would be extremely simple for Your Majesty to prove the Crown Prince’s identity,” said Xiao Juesong as he beckoned.

The men restraining Xiao Huayong pushed him forward. One stood behind Xiao Huayong, shorter than him, preventing any archers from getting a clear shot. After they had taken just three steps, Xiao Juesong ordered someone to strike the suspension bridge with the back of a blade. Though the bridge wasn’t cut, it shook violently, causing Xiao Huayong to stumble several times.

Xiao Changying’s gaze was sharp. When Xiao Huayong lunged for the bridge ropes again, he suddenly drew his crossbow and fired, precisely killing the man behind Xiao Huayong.

Before Xiao Huayong could step forward, arrows shot from behind him, each landing at his feet, preventing him from moving. These weren’t missed shots – they were deliberately blocking his path.

With Xiao Huayong on the bridge blocking the way, those on this side didn’t dare shoot freely. If they fired and Xiao Juesong killed the Crown Prince, wouldn’t they be guilty of conspiring to harm the heir apparent?

Emperor Youning wouldn’t give the order, because Xiao Juesong had already implied that Xiao Huayong wasn’t his son. Disregarding Xiao Huayong’s safety now would confirm the accusation. If Xiao Huayong died, it might not matter even if people understood everything, since these supporters hadn’t yet turned disloyal. However, regarding the Empress Dowager…

Emperor Youning felt the Empress Dowager might truly hang herself at the palace gates. This wasn’t just about his reputation – it could shake the foundations of the imperial court. The empire’s scholars would surely condemn him with bitter criticism. Powerful officials who commanded troops, like Shen Yueshan and Bu Tuohai, could use this to rebel and win popular support.

“Your Majesty, are you worried about the Crown Prince?” Xiao Juesong smiled sinisterly and confidently as his men continued damaging the bridge. Wooden planks could be seen coming loose and being washed away by the river. Xiao Juesong said, “If Your Majesty comes personally to receive him, I promise not to destroy the bridge.”

“Your Majesty must not!” Marquis Pingyao and others could no longer hide, springing forward to stop him.

Not destroying the bridge didn’t mean there wouldn’t be treacherous arrows.

Emperor Youning barely hesitated, his face cold: “The Crown Prince is my flesh and blood. I am his father – how could I leave my son in danger?”

With so many civilians watching and so many officials listening, Emperor Youning had to let the whole world know that Xiao Huayong was his flesh and blood. If Xiao Huayong wasn’t His Majesty’s son, why would His Majesty make him Crown Prince?

There was only one possibility – that Prince Chen had indeed been killed by His Majesty back then, and making Xiao Huayong Crown Prince was the condition for the Empress Dowager’s compromise.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to look at Xiao Huayong, who was carefully holding onto the bridge ropes. He called out earnestly: “Your Majesty, your son doesn’t believe the nonsense of these villains! Your Majesty has always shown me a special favor. Please don’t come over – don’t fall into these scoundrels’ trap!”

He seemed to have been drugged, unable to muster much strength. His steps had been unsteady earlier. Several times he tried to jump down but was prevented by Xiao Juesong’s men shaking the bridge.

Shen Xihe watched quietly. After this incident, Emperor Youning would surely show even more favoritism toward Xiao Huayong and wouldn’t dare test him so easily again. One misstep and the emperor’s authority would crumble completely.

Chapter 455: Don’t Hurt Him
Today, if Xiao Huayong truly fell from the bridge or lost his life in this incident, even if His Majesty showed the slightest hesitation in attempting a rescue, rumors of His Majesty killing his brother would spread. With so many civilians present, would they have to slaughter them all in one night?

With so many civilians present, anyone could spread rumors, as it would be difficult to trace who was stirring up trouble behind the scenes.

Emperor Youning’s firm acknowledgment of Xiao Huayong’s identity prevented him from using this incident to depose the Crown Prince in the future. He would certainly never admit to killing his brother but could have concealed that aspect while questioning Xiao Huayong’s parentage. This way, it would have been much easier for His Majesty to depose the Crown Prince.

Xiao Huayong was already paving the way for his future confrontation with His Majesty, systematically destroying each method His Majesty might use to attack him.

“Such touching father-son devotion,” Xiao Juesong said mockingly, his eyes growing cold as he tilted his head slightly.

His men drew their bows and fired arrows in one fluid motion. Several arrows flew towards them. Despite Xiao Huayong’s best efforts to dodge, one arrow still grazed his shoulder, blood quickly seeping through the light-colored fabric on his arm.

Shen Xihe’s eyes turned cold. She snatched a bow and arrow from a nearby guard, nocked the arrow, and fired. The arrow flew high over Xiao Juesong and his men, striking a guard holding a bow who tumbled from the bushes, an arrow through his brow, blood flowing freely.

Everyone was stunned by this sight, including Shen Xihe herself. She knew her archery skills, and this bow even exceeded her usual training load. She had barely managed to fire the arrow with all her might, and her lowered arm was still trembling uncontrollably.

She hadn’t expected to hit anyone, but Xiao Juesong had angered her, especially the blood on Xiao Huayong’s shoulder, which had inexplicably filled her chest with rage, leading to her impulsive shot.

Xiao Huayong gripped the bridge ropes tightly and turned to see this scene. He couldn’t suppress the upward curve of his lips, his eyes filled with dancing starlight.

Xiao Changying was momentarily dazed, gazing at the person Shen Xihe had killed before slowly turning to look at her.

Xiao Juesong also stared at the corpse that had rolled nearby before raising his head to look at Shen Xihe through narrowed eyes: “Like father, like daughter. The daughter of the unmatched heroic King of the Northwest hasn’t let down your father’s reputation.”

“Don’t hurt him,” Shen Xihe raised her chin slightly. Her back was straight, her expression calm, her voice cold and clear. “That arrow just now was payback. If he suffers even the slightest injury from you or your men again, I will desecrate your corpse inch by inch; if he falls from here, I will have your bones ground to dust, denying you peace even in death.”

The young woman’s voice was like clouds beneath the blue sky, natural and serene. She didn’t speak through gritted teeth or with harsh words but stated her unwavering determination in the most level tone.

Xiao Juesong was stunned for a moment, and surprisingly, he wasn’t angry. For a man near death, what was there to be upset about?

However, Shen Xihe’s words did threaten him. He didn’t want to be tormented after death, unable to even receive a dignified burial.

Before Xiao Juesong could respond to Shen Xihe’s words, Emperor Youning had already stepped onto the bridge. He moved with steady steps, quickly approaching Xiao Huayong. Everyone was tense, and Xiao Changying had already prepared for combat.

Xiao Juesong’s lips flattened as he watched Emperor Youning approach, their gazes meeting, both containing hidden depths.

When Emperor Youning was only five or six steps away from Xiao Huayong, Xiao Juesong gave the order: “Fire!”

“Protect His Majesty!”

Arrows rained down. Xiao Huayong quickly gripped the bridge rope with force, and almost simultaneously, Xiao Changqing rushed to the other side of the bridge. Following Xiao Huayong’s force, the bridge swung into the air, allowing both Xiao Huayong and Emperor Youning to dodge this volley of arrows as they fell onto the bridge.

With this violent swing, some of the loosened planks fell completely away. Xiao Huayong’s entire body dropped, his hands tightly gripping the rope connecting the planks, his whole body suspended in mid-air with his feet dipping into the river water.

Emperor Youning’s situation was similar to Xiao Huayong’s. To prevent Xiao Juesong’s men from hitting them, the soldiers on this side, under cover of their archers, quickly swung the bridge, not daring to stop for a moment.

The bridge couldn’t withstand such heavy swinging. The military guards on this side had already jumped into the river, preparing to assist from below. The opposite shore’s men not only wanted to kill Emperor Youning but also prevent these people from helping in the river. Many were shot in the water. At this point, Xiao Juesong personally took up a crossbow, raising the small weapon and aiming at Emperor Youning. Seeing this, Xiao Changying quickly drew his bow as well.

Xiao Juesong’s swift bolt was deflected by Xiao Changying’s arrow just before it could strike Emperor Youning. This shot, amid the fierce battle between both sides, amazed everyone, even Shen Xihe couldn’t help but be shocked.

A crossbow’s power far exceeded that of a regular bow. Under these conditions, Xiao Changying to shoot accurately was already as difficult as ascending to heaven, yet he had managed to deflect Xiao Juesong’s bolt. Such skill was possessed by very few in the world.

No wonder he had managed to evade capture for so long when being hunted back then, facing so many pursuers and blockades. Xiao Changying’s martial prowess was truly awe-inspiring.

Xiao Juesong merely glanced at Xiao Changying before suddenly raising his crossbow again, and aiming at Emperor Youning. Xiao Changying’s arrow was already nocked, though bow arrows were far slower than crossbow bolts, but Emperor Youning was closer to Xiao Changying.

His prediction was extremely precise. When Xiao Juesong first moved, making several feints, he didn’t release his arrow. Only when Xiao Juesong was truly about to fire his second shot did he release first, once again accurately deflecting Xiao Juesong’s bolt?

Xiao Juesong had thought the first arrow was mere luck, but now he couldn’t help but look at Xiao Changying with admiration.

Suddenly, he felt an indescribable jealousy toward Emperor Youning. The first half of his life had been spent in glory, yet before he could have a single child, he was forced into exile. Meanwhile, Emperor Youning had many children, and not one was incompetent.

With Xiao Changying keeping Xiao Juesong in check, Emperor Youning felt greatly relieved. However, at this moment, the sound of ropes snapping rang out.

Xiao Huayong’s body fell rapidly. Seeing this, Shen Xihe no longer paid attention to the battle here and headed downstream.

The river current was extremely swift. Once in the water, it would be impossible to control oneself against the rushing water. Even those who had jumped in to help could barely avoid being swept away by the current.

“Zhenzhu, go ask the civilians if anyone has fallen from the bridge before, and where they found the person afterward.” Shen Xihe continued downstream with Mo Yu, another idea occurring to her.

Zhenzhu hurriedly turned back, circling the battlefield toward the civilians who seemed frozen, neither daring to advance nor retreat.

Chapter 456: Is Your Majesty Satisfied?
Xiao Huayong would certainly have to jump down – even if he didn’t, the suspension bridge wouldn’t last much longer. With the distance between the shores and no way to cross the river horizontally, this confrontation wouldn’t end easily. The only solution was to jump into the river.

However, the rapid current was extremely dangerous. There was no telling where they would be swept to after falling, or whether they would hit rocks in the river…

If not for so many uncertainties, Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong would have already jumped into the water.

As Shen Xihe walked downstream, Xiao Changying’s gaze followed her almost imperceptibly for a moment. This was caught by Xiao Juesong, who was watching him intently. Xiao Juesong recalled the information passed up to him – when their people went to rescue along with Xiao Huayong, Xiao Changying had been with Xiao Huayong.

Was this Emperor Youning’s trap for Xiao Huayong? Had Xiao Huayong allowed himself to be captured while Xiao Changying pursued relentlessly?

Was their brotherly affection truly so deep?

Xiao Juesong’s gaze circled between Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying – these were true blood brothers, while Xiao Huayong…

With this thought, he aimed his crossbow at Xiao Huayong. Xiao Changying’s pupils contracted as his grip on his bow unconsciously tightened. Xiao Juesong’s expression deepened slightly as he pulled the trigger. Xiao Changying quickly shot an arrow, but Xiao Juesong held back his bolt at the crucial moment.

This bolt wasn’t fired – instead, he turned to aim at Emperor Youning. Xiao Changying had no time to nock another arrow, and could only cry out in anguish: “Your Majesty—”

When Xiao Changying’s empty arrow flew past him, Xiao Huayong already knew Xiao Juesong’s intentions. Before Xiao Juesong could fire his bolt, Xiao Huayong released the rope and lunged from beneath the bridge toward Emperor Youning nearby, managing to grab the emperor’s dangling legs. The weight dragged Emperor Youning, who still had half his body on the bridge, down just as Xiao Juesong’s bolt grazed his shoulder, drawing a spray of blood.

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t pulled him down in time, that bolt would have pierced his chest.

Both men rolled into the river water. Huge splashes washed over them as murky water flooded their nose and mouth, quickly separating them. In just a few blinks, they disappeared into the surging waves.

With Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong gone, the imperial forces were no longer constrained. People who were excellent swimmers and had been standing ready jumped into the river, while others quickly pursued along the shore. The remaining forces launched an ambush on Xiao Juesong.

Xiao Juesong immediately cut the bridge and they quickly retreated to the manor behind them. Emperor Youning had already secretly sent people to infiltrate from another direction, though the detour was quite long – it was uncertain whether they would intercept Xiao Juesong in time.

Shen Xihe was the first to head downstream. Halfway there, Zhenzhu caught up with her, driving a carriage and bringing a young civilian: “Princess, His Highness, and His Majesty have fallen into the river. Please get in the carriage quickly.”

Shen Xihe quickly boarded the carriage with Mo Yu. The carriage sped along the official road, raising dust all the way. After about the time it takes to burn an incense stick, they reached a spot downstream where they were led to find the river had turned a bend. If lucky, people could be intercepted here; if unlucky, they would be swept further downstream.

Shen Xihe found neither Xiao Huayong nor Emperor Youning here. The water’s speed should have been faster than their travel, not slower. If Xiao Huayong wasn’t here, it meant both he and His Majesty had been swept further downstream. Even though the current here wasn’t as rapid as upstream, Shen Xihe was still extremely worried.

The civilian Zhenzhu brought did not know other locations, so Zhenzhu had Mo Yuan escort him back.

“Princess, don’t worry. His Highness must have been prepared,” Zhenzhu consoled Shen Xihe.

“He was wounded.” Such river water would worsen his injuries. In such surging rapids, there were too many uncontrollable factors. No matter how meticulous his preparations, what if something went wrong?

“Princess, don’t forget that you and His Highness first met in a river, and His Highness was unharmed then. This means His Highness must be an excellent swimmer,” Bi Yu quickly added.

Shen Xihe glanced at them both. Indeed, Xiao Huayong was a good swimmer, and his external injuries weren’t severe enough to prevent him from protecting himself. At worst, he still had his gyrfalcon – wherever he went, the bird could find him. Shen Xihe felt slightly reassured but didn’t give up searching, continuing down the road.

The carriage continued downstream and soon encountered Prince Zhao, Xiao Changwen, who was waiting with several boats. It seemed not only Xiao Huayong had made preparations, but Emperor Youning had also planned.

As Shen Xihe approached, she found Emperor Youning had already been rescued. She quickly asked: “Where is the Crown Prince?”

“Princess, His Highness the Crown Prince is over there,” Xiao Changwen pointed to another small boat.

Xiao Huayong was pale and unconscious, with imperial physicians surrounding him, while Emperor Youning remained conscious, sitting in the boat allowing physicians to treat his wound. “Zhenzhu!”

At Shen Xihe’s command, Zhenzhu immediately jumped onto the boat. The Imperial Medical Office was familiar with this medical woman from Princess Zhaoning’s household and didn’t stop her. After checking the pulse themselves, they made way for Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu’s expression wasn’t good. She turned to tell Shen Xihe: “Princess, it seems His Highness has been poisoned again.”

Not only Shen Xihe, but even Emperor Youning’s expression changed as he looked over. He immediately turned to the physician checking his pulse. The physician hurriedly explained: “Your Majesty need not worry, you have not been poisoned.”

Emperor Youning’s expression eased slightly as he called over the physician who had examined Xiao Huayong: “The Crown Prince has been poisoned again?”

“In reply to Your Majesty,” the physician answered truthfully, “His Highness the Crown Prince was already… weak, and now being wounded by a poisoned arrow is truly misfortune upon misfortune.”

Emperor Youning ordered Liu Sanzhi: “Take the Crown Prince back to the palace immediately.”

In the ensuing chaos, most people escorted Xiao Huayong back to the temporary palace. Shen Xihe followed. Court Physician Sui Axi was also watching over him – he needed to continuously perform acupuncture on Xiao Huayong. He had come to the temporary palace directly with the Eastern Palace, counted among their staff.

Shen Xihe stood outside waiting anxiously. Soon after, the Empress Dowager rushed over.

She had no patience to comfort the anxious Empress Dowager, not knowing whether Xiao Huayong’s poisoning was accidental or his own doing. She was truly worried about his condition. About half an hour later, Emperor Youning returned to the temporary palace, and only then did the physicians and Sui Axi emerge.

“How is the Crown Prince?” the Empress Dowager asked urgently.

The physicians remained silent with lowered heads. Only when Sui Axi caught Shen Xihe’s gaze did he say: “Two deadly poisons are conflicting within the Crown Prince’s body. Whether he will wake is unknown.”

The Empress Dowager staggered backward, and Emperor Youning quickly moved to support her. When the Empress Dowager looked up to see it was Emperor Youning, she pushed him away, falling instead against her palace maid. She stared at Emperor Youning with a look of heart-wrenching grief: “Is Your Majesty satisfied?”

Chapter 457: Never Thought You Would Worry About Me Like This
“Is Your Majesty satisfied?”

Everyone present except Shen Xihe lowered their heads.

The Empress Dowager’s accusations were too obvious. Combined with Xiao Juesong’s words and the two imperial guards exposed by Yu Sangzi and Liyang County Princess, they were all subtly revealing a truth that was about to emerge.

They had never thought of it this way before, but thinking about it now – when the Crown Prince Jiachen submitted his surrender letter, His Majesty’s plot to assassinate Prince Qian and frame Crown Prince Jiachen had accomplished multiple goals at once.

Back when Prince Qian was suddenly assassinated, they didn’t dare think this way. Firstly, because Prince Qian and His Majesty had always shared deep brotherly affection, and secondly, because the Empress Dowager had testified.

Now thinking back, could brotherly affection outweigh the supreme imperial throne? In such circumstances, if the Empress Dowager hadn’t painfully supported His Majesty, what kind of fate would she have faced?

“Mother, it was my fault for not protecting Seventh Brother well enough,” His Majesty said with guilt in his low voice.

“Depose him then, let him live out his remaining few days in peace,” the Empress Dowager closed her eyes in anguish. She seemed to have used all her strength, leaning against her female official, her tone carrying a hint of pleading.

At this time, what would be the reason for deposing the Crown Prince?

Poor health? After such an incident, no matter how legitimate the reason given for deposing the Crown Prince, the fact that the Crown Prince wasn’t his flesh and blood, and his past deed of killing his brother to seize the throne would inevitably be exposed.

How would the court officials view him? And how would the common people present today spread the news?

Xiao Juesong had escaped – was he waiting for this outcome to spread rumors and seize the opportunity to usurp the throne?

There were too many factors to consider. The Crown Prince couldn’t be deposed.

“Mother, nothing will happen to Seventh Brother. As long as he lives, as long as I live, he will remain Crown Prince. He is my only legitimate son,” Emperor Youning made his promise in front of everyone.

The Empress Dowager opened her eyes, coldly staring at him for a very long time before finally letting out a cold laugh and entering the chamber.

Shen Xihe had already entered the chamber earlier. She was now sitting by the bed, watching Xiao Huayong whose face was as pale as paper. She just watched quietly, no one knowing what she was thinking.

When the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning entered, she stood up and performed the proper courtesies, appearing respectful, but with an air of perfunctoriness and dissatisfaction that everyone could sense but couldn’t criticize.

In the bedchamber, they remained silent. Emperor Youning had countless state affairs to handle, plus Xiao Juesong’s matters to deal with. He left first. The Empress Dowager wanted to stay longer, but being advanced in age, she couldn’t endure. After several persuasions from the palace maids, she finally left.

The moon rose to the western tower, but Shen Xihe hadn’t left. She remained in the bedchamber, and only after everyone had left did she ask, “Was he poisoned again?”

“Yes,” Zhenzhu and Sui Axi lowered their heads simultaneously.

Shen Xihe didn’t speak again. She kept watching over Xiao Huayong. He woke up in the dead of night when everything was silent, only to see Shen Xihe asleep leaning on the edge of his bed. He was stunned for a moment, forcefully closed, and opened his eyes again. In the dim, scattered light, she was still lying there quietly, making him quickly sit up, carefully wanting to embrace her, but ending up startling her awake.

Meeting her sleepy gaze, before she could react, he pulled her into a tight embrace, holding her close.

Holding Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong’s gaze was somewhat lost as he stared at one spot, initially not even noticing her struggles.

“Let go!” Shen Xihe had never been held so tightly by anyone before, as if he wanted to embed her into his bones, making it difficult for her to breathe. No matter how she struck at him, this seemingly frail person had strong bones. He didn’t feel the pain, but her hands hurt.

Suddenly coming to his senses, Xiao Huayong loosened his grip slightly but didn’t let Shen Xihe break free from his restraint. He still held her tightly: “I’m sorry, Youyou…”

His voice, like a murmur, carried deep worry and guilt.

Shen Xihe frowned, not understanding why he was suddenly acting crazy.

But he nuzzled against her, repeatedly saying those five words: “I’m sorry, Youyou…”

Shen Xihe was helpless. If it weren’t for the fact that the bracelet she wore today was full of poison needles, she would have given him one!

“If you don’t let go of me now, I guarantee you’ll never see me again,” Shen Xihe disliked being held like this, with a man’s strong, hot breath filling her nostrils, making her very uncomfortable. She could only resort to threats.

This threat was very effective. Xiao Huayong let go of her as if startled, his movement so swift he almost pushed her over. Fortunately, he reacted in time to pull her back, and then gave her a silly smile, feeling guilty.

Shen Xihe pulled away from his hand and stood up, only to find that sitting on the footstool for too long had made her legs numb and weak. Her feet gave way and she fell, but Xiao Huayong quickly caught her in his arms.

Having caught such a soft, fragrant beauty in his arms, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but grin.

“Let go,” Shen Xihe commanded in a low voice.

Usually, he would have stubbornly held on, refusing to let go, but now sensing Shen Xihe’s anger, Xiao Huayong obediently released her. Seeing her about to leave, he quickly grabbed her wrist: “Youyou, you can be angry and upset with me, but please don’t ignore me, alright?”

What he feared most was her cold indifference. Her coldness was more terrifying and painful to him than being pierced by ten thousand arrows.

“How dare I be angry with Your Highness the Crown Prince, who plays everyone like puppets in his hands?” Shen Xihe said coldly.

“You say you’re not angry, but those words come from anger,” Xiao Huayong mumbled softly. Noticing Shen Xihe trying forcefully to break free from his grip, he said quietly, “I wasn’t trying to hide things from you, nor did I want you to play along with my act to deceive others. It’s just that… I never thought you would worry about me, personally watch over me.

If I had known I held such importance in your heart, I would have told you earlier – I was indeed poisoned, but this poison doesn’t harm me. Rather, it’s a poison that controls the strange poison in my body…”

Only Linghu Zheng and he knew about this matter, not even the Imperial Physician knew.

The strange poison in his body had improved somewhat in recent years because Linghu Zheng had found this kind of powerful poison. Every year, he would use poison to counter poison once, which could suppress the strange poison in his body. When this poison first enters the body, it creates a clash between two types of poison.

No one would think it was used to counter poison. Xiao Huayong did this to eliminate His Majesty’s last doubts about him because he had been poisoned again. His Majesty wouldn’t think he would pay such a great price just to put on an act.

In this game, there was no possibility that he was a participant anymore.

Shen Xihe stood by the bed, looking down quietly at him sitting on the bed. Though usually full of schemes and tactics, his gaze now looking at her was as bright as a child’s, his smile so radiant it put the moonlight outside the window to shame.

He blinked at Shen Xihe: “The one who was poisoned wasn’t me, but…”

The words “His Majesty” were mouthed silently, his expression occasionally showing a self-satisfied yet cold and sinister smile.

Chapter 458: Your Highness Lacks Self-Awareness
“How could His Majesty be poisoned?” Shen Xihe was bewildered.

At the time, both Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong were injured, but after the Imperial Physicians diagnosed Xiao Huayong as poisoned, they took turns carefully checking Emperor Youning’s pulse, all confirming that he wasn’t poisoned.

“The crossbow arrows weren’t poisoned. I administered the poison when I went to save him…” Xiao Huayong said with a soft laugh. “Rather than calling it poison, it’s more accurate to call it gu. The reason the Imperial Physicians haven’t diagnosed it yet is because the gu worms haven’t hatched. They’ve only just infiltrated His Majesty’s body and haven’t stirred up trouble yet, so how could they be detected?”

“This guy…” Shen Xihe frowned.

Witchcraft and gu had always been intertwined. Shen Xihe had never dealt with this field, though she had seen brief mentions in leisure books, but nothing detailed. Yet Xiao Huayong wielded these things with ease.

It wasn’t that she considered herself above such things, but rather that Shen Xihe subconsciously didn’t want people close to her getting too involved with these matters, always feeling they could backfire. Perhaps it was ignorance that led to this instinctive wariness of the unknown.

“It’s something Crown Prince Jiachen gave me. These gu worms are like seeds entering the soil, absorbing nutrients from the soil to grow,” Xiao Huayong, sensing Shen Xihe’s aversion, hurriedly explained, concisely describing the gu’s effects.

“He doesn’t want His Majesty to die quickly?” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

“His days are numbered,” Xiao Huayong suddenly said.

“Hm?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand.

“He’s been tormented by illness for ten years,” Xiao Huayong explained. “He doesn’t want His Majesty to pass away quickly and painlessly. Nor does he want to help me easily seize the throne.”

If Emperor Youning were to pass away, Xiao Huayong would naturally succeed to the throne. Not only would Emperor Youning die cleanly without suffering, but Xiao Huayong would also smoothly inherit the throne. After learning that Xiao Huayong wasn’t Emperor Youning’s son, Xiao Juesong only wanted to watch them destroy each other. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t live to see it, but that didn’t stop him from creating such a situation. Even in death, he would have fewer regrets with this satisfaction.

Therefore, he had given Emperor Youning a type of gu. These gu worms would feed on the body’s nutrients, quietly coexisting with Emperor Youning. Once Emperor Youning fell ill and couldn’t provide enough nutrients, they would begin to devour his internal organs.

No physician could discover the cause of illness or detect their presence. At most, they would only sense the imbalance in Emperor Youning’s organs. And these gu worms were extremely small, consuming limited amounts each day. It wouldn’t take Emperor Youning’s life for eight to ten years.

And for five or six years, Emperor Youning wouldn’t even notice. By the time he did notice, it would be too late to save him. His remaining years would be spent taking medicines and struggling daily in excruciating pain that made life unbearable.

Shen Xihe felt somewhat uncomfortable hearing this. She wasn’t a good person, nor was she particularly compassionate. She dealt with people swiftly and decisively, disliking torturing people for pleasure, partly because she didn’t want to waste energy and partly because she didn’t want to give people a chance to retaliate.

Therefore, she disliked this method of slowly torturing someone to death. However, this was merely her personal opinion, and purely about the method itself. As for Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe didn’t despise him for it.

“Are you certain his days are numbered?”

Now that Xiao Juesong had escaped, such a vicious and ruthless person – if still alive – would make not only Emperor Youning but even her feel uneasy. Currently, Xiao Juesong’s hatred was focused on Emperor Youning, but who knew if he might turn his attention to others once he felt certain Emperor Youning couldn’t escape his deadly trap.

Back then, Prince Qian had also been his enemy. If not for Prince Qian’s military genius, he might have been the one ascending to the throne now.

“Long illness makes one a doctor. Though my long illness hasn’t made me a physician, I can still discern whether someone is beyond hope,” Xiao Huayong reassured her. “Moreover, after I found him, I investigated him. The person treating him has some old connections with Old Man Linghu, making it quite easy to discover the truth about his condition.”

When it came to meticulous planning, Shen Xihe trusted Xiao Huayong. He never failed.

“I never thought you would reveal your ancestry yourself,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Smiling gently, Xiao Huayong’s expression remained composed: “By taking this opportunity to make it known, His Majesty will have to act out father-son devotion with me in the future, saving me much trouble.”

His ancestry was a thorn in His Majesty’s heart. Sooner or later, His Majesty would use it to make a big issue. Moreover, he had sensed that His Majesty might suspect he already knew about his ancestry. Rather than hiding and testing each other about it, better to put it in the open.

Whether or not His Majesty concluded that he knew about his ancestry, His Majesty would try his best to make him believe it was all Xiao Juesong’s fabrication.

If His Majesty were to use it, he would certainly try to distance himself from the fratricidal act, so he simply tied the two issues together. From now on, to avoid being labeled a fratricide, His Majesty would have to make everyone accept his ancestry – that he was the legitimate son of the Empress.

“Haven’t you… thought about reclaiming your true identity in the future?” Shen Xihe asked.

Being bound like this meant he would forever be His Majesty’s son.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes, deep as the ocean, silently gazed at Shen Xihe for a moment before laughing: “Youyou, since I was ten, I’ve been roaming everywhere. I’m quite unrestrained by nature, not the elegant and refined person you see. Some things and matters, I view much more lightly than others. Returning to one’s ancestors leaves returning to their roots – these aren’t indispensable to me.”

He didn’t know if he was cold-hearted, but he had never seen his birth parents and felt no attachment or longing for them. In his childhood, he had experienced too much despair and helplessness, countless times hovering at death’s door. No one had reached out to help him then, no one had taken him into their arms.

So, even towards his birth parents, he felt no blood ties.

It didn’t matter whose child he was. To him, he was simply himself, and everything about him belonged only to him.

Of course, things were different now. He had her, and he could belong to her.

He dared not speak these words too directly, fearing it would frighten her with his cold-bloodedness and shatter the concern she had finally developed for him. Yet he didn’t want to deceive her, so he expressed his thoughts indirectly.

He stared at her intently, very anxious and worried.

Though concerned about his noble image in her heart crumbling, he still chose to tell the truth.

Shen Xihe laughed lightly: “Your Highness, you truly lack self-awareness.”

“Hm?” This seemingly random statement made Xiao Huayong’s unease vanish without a trace, and he looked at Shen Xihe with confusion.

His puzzled expression, tinged with self-reflection, made Shen Xihe’s gaze soften, and she couldn’t help but tease him: “Elegant and refined? I’ve never experienced those four words from Your Highness. Your unrestrained nature, however, I see quite clearly.”

In front of her, he was just a rake, yet he had no self-awareness about it!

Chapter 459: Compromising for Him
Shen Xihe teased, making Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparkle with starlight. He couldn’t help but lower his head and smile – a gentle, clear smile that carried an intoxicating warmth: “In this world, only you can truly know me, see my genuine nature.”

He slowly raised his eyes. In the long night with its warm lamplight, the glow softened his features, his gaze clear and revealing a depth of tenderness: “And only you can make me lower my defenses and shed my facade.”

Though his eyes weren’t naturally phoenix-shaped or inherently amorous, they constantly held such deep emotion that people dared not meet his gaze. Shen Xihe slightly averted her eyes, glancing at the sky: “Your Highness should rest more.”

A soft laugh and gentle smile – she was avoiding him. Xiao Huayong wasn’t frustrated at all; instead, a secret delight crept into his heart. He said softly: “I still need to remain unconscious tomorrow. Youyou needn’t worry about my lack of sleep, but you should rest.”

Shen Xihe nodded compliantly, her gaze falling on the five fingers gripping her wrist, using her eyes to signal him to let go.

Suddenly, Xiao Huayong’s smile took on a wicked, mischievous edge. Not only did he not release her, but he pulled her onto the bed instead.

As if in the blink of an eye, Shen Xihe’s head was resting on the pillow, surrounded by the familiar scent of Pingzhong leaves. Xiao Huayong lay on his side next to her, propping up half his body to hover above her, meeting her angry eyes while still smiling unrestrained.

Knowing she wouldn’t make a sound to attract others, he slowly lowered his head, his ocean-deep eyes filled with ambiguous light.

Shen Xihe stared at him intently, her pupils as if covered in frost, silently warning that if he dared to misbehave, he would face consequences.

His breath, tinged with medicine, brushed warm against her face as he lay down close beside her, his lips almost touching her earlobe. His lowered voice carried an indescribable intimacy: “If Youyou leaves now, people might suspect I’ve awakened. I’m afraid you’ll have to make do here for the night. I promise not to offend you.”

“Having read all the sage texts, could it be Your Highness the Crown Prince doesn’t understand what ‘offend’ means?” Shen Xihe said coldly.

Sharing a bed, their hair intertwined – did this not count as offensive?

“It’s not that I don’t understand,” Xiao Huayong’s chest rumbled with a low laugh, “Rather… one who has been indulged by Youyou… becomes fearless.”

Shen Xihe’s face reddened with anger, regretting that her childhood weakness had prevented her from learning martial arts. If she had her father and brothers’ fighting skills, she would surely teach this shameless fellow a harsh lesson right now.

Knowing that she always prioritized the bigger picture and wouldn’t easily put him at a disadvantage, he brazenly pushed the boundaries of her tolerance, even proudly admitting to it.

Xiao Huayong knew he had touched Shen Xihe’s forbidden line. Before she could react, he obediently rolled inward, pressing himself against the inner edge of the bed, leaving plenty of space between them.

Shen Xihe quickly sat up. Her sense of propriety wouldn’t allow her to easily share a bed with a man, even if he was her betrothed, even with distance between them. She coldly moved to the nearby couch, shifted its small table to one end, lay down fully clothed, and quickly fell asleep.

Her breathing became deep and even. Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but turn his head to look at her. As he watched, some thought made him smile with genuine happiness, and he fell asleep still watching her.

In the early morning, Xiao Huayong woke first. Detecting footsteps, his movement to sit up also awakened Shen Xihe.

They exchanged a meaningful glance before Xiao Huayong lay back down. Shen Xihe walked to the door and opened it to find Liu Sanzhi, with three Imperial Physicians and Tianyuan behind him.

“Princess,” Liu Sanzhi bowed to Shen Xihe. “This servant comes by command to check on His Highness.”

Shen Xihe stepped aside: “The Crown Prince hasn’t awakened yet.”

Liu Sanzhi led the physicians to take turns checking Xiao Huayong’s pulse. After much muttering among themselves, they shook their heads at Liu Sanzhi, who then respectfully said he would return to report and left.

Shen Xihe returned to her quarters. She already lived quite close to Xiao Huayong, and after washing up and changing clothes, she took her morning meal at his residence.

This place wasn’t like the Eastern Palace, especially at this crucial time. Even if there hadn’t been people watching before, who knew how many eyes were hidden in the shadows now? During the day, Xiao Huayong didn’t wake up to speak with Shen Xihe.

Tianyuan had prepared some medicinal soup – it was for nourishment, as even the strongest body couldn’t endure going without food indefinitely.

When Tianyuan tried to feed him, nothing would go in. Shen Xihe remembered how at the Empress Dowager’s palace, this fellow would only eat dumplings if she fed him. Not wanting to indulge him, she strode out of the room – surely he would learn better if she wasn’t there.

But Xiao Huayong simply wouldn’t drink. After Tianyuan spilled a bowl of medicine, she had to dejectedly seek Shen Xihe’s help. Shen Xihe, reading a book, simply said: “When he’s hungry enough, he’ll drink.”

It wasn’t her going hungry – she wanted to see how long he could hold out.

Shen Xihe had underestimated Xiao Huayong’s endurance. Even with his stomach growling at midnight, he could still pretend to be unconscious, lying in bed with his eyes closed. At first, Shen Xihe still chose to ignore it, but his stomach kept rumbling.

Finally, thoroughly annoyed, Shen Xihe warmed a bowl of medicine and scooped up a spoonful: “Drink properly, and don’t push your luck.”

As she brought the spoon to Xiao Huayong’s lips, he obediently opened his mouth. Though his eyes were closed, his eyelashes and lids trembled, and his lips couldn’t suppress their upward curve. That smug expression nearly made Shen Xihe lose control and dump the entire bowl of medicine on his face.

After finishing the medicine, once everyone had left, Shen Xihe asked: “How long do you plan to keep up this act?”

She didn’t want these days to continue too long. Withdrawing her care would raise suspicions, but staying here to help him maintain this pretense – what kind of behavior was this?

“This poison was never meant to be taken in one dose,” he told her truthfully.

Being poison, even when using poison to counter poison, it had to be administered in stages. Otherwise, if the two poisons failed to suppress each other and instead activated together, it would cost him his life.

Shen Xihe frowned, not from disbelief in Xiao Huayong, but suddenly feeling sympathy for him: “It must have been very bitter before.”

These words made Xiao Huayong’s heart bloom with joy. Beaming, he immediately forgot himself and grabbed Shen Xihe’s hand: “Not bitter at all. If it can earn even a fraction of Youyou’s sympathy, any hardship is worthwhile.”

Thinking of it this way, he felt grateful for being poisoned. If not for the poisoning, he probably wouldn’t have gone into hiding and feigned illness, nor would there have been the pronouncement of his short life expectancy. How else could he have gained Shen Xihe’s favor?

This chain of cause and effect delighted him greatly.

“If experiencing all manner of hardships was necessary to meet you, I would be grateful even for the depths of hell.”

Chapter 460: Willingly Being Your Chess Piece
There had been complaints, there had been hatred for fate’s unfairness, but all that past resentment and anger suddenly dissolved the moment I met you.

My eyes no longer held hatred or grievances, only longing and desire for you.

You are the one who makes me forget all unhappiness and pain, filling my heart with tenderness and gratitude.

Shen Xihe suddenly regretted her earlier unconscious sigh. At the time, she had only thought of his childhood experiences and spoke without thinking, causing him to beam with joy and speak in that glib manner.

With an almost inaudible sigh, Shen Xihe found a new topic: “There’s something I’ve never been able to understand.”

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong’s interest was piqued, his silver-bright eyes turning, “There’s something in this world that puzzles Youyou?”

Shen Xihe didn’t play along with his flowery speech, speaking seriously: “I’m neither Zhuge Liang reborn nor a prophet – how could I figure out everything?”

“Youyou speak truly. Just ask, and I hope I can help clear your confusion,” Xiao Huayong said ingratiatingly.

“Why did you arrange for two secret guards?” This was the one thing about Xiao Huayong’s plans that Shen Xihe couldn’t comprehend – why he arranged for two secret guards to save Yu Sangzi and Gu Qingshu.

Using them to expose His Majesty’s private army? But that couldn’t be openly stated – how could mere speculation among court officials be worth such effort? Was it necessary to go to such lengths?

Shen Xihe couldn’t believe Xiao Huayong’s sole purpose was to push forward Gu Qingshu and Yu Sangzi. His vision and mindset – how could he care about two unremarkable young ladies whose minds were filled only with romance?

By now, Shen Xihe somewhat understood why Xiao Huayong was drawn to her. It had nothing to do with beauty. For someone like Xiao Huayong, only a woman whose intellect, capability, and vision matched his own could move his heart.

But he was born to walk the path of an emperor – how could any woman in this world focus on such a path? Even Yu Sangning, who yearned for wealth and glory, still thought like an ordinary woman, scheming only for a good marriage and using men to elevate herself. Such women were countless, and he, having seen both prosperity and hardship, naturally wouldn’t be attracted to them.

Therefore, this move of Xiao Huayong stood out oddly in his overall strategy, making it incomprehensible to Shen Xihe.

After listening, Xiao Huayong laughed softly, looking at Shen Xihe as if at an endearing lost child, his smiling eyes full of tender affection and doting warmth: “My Youyou, you’re missing the forest for the trees.”

“Please enlighten me, Your Highness.” Shen Xihe wasn’t annoyed; she truly hadn’t grasped the key point.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze grew increasingly gentle. He loved her, though her personality wasn’t particularly likable – she lacked the vibrancy and coquettishness of other ladies, lacked their softness and fragility. She was the type of woman who rarely inspired men’s protective instincts or affection.

Most times she even surpassed countless men, and such a Shen Xihe was destined to make countless men step back. Thus, despite her exceptional beauty, after arriving in the capital, no one expressed admiration for her – not because everyone knew she was destined to marry into the royal family, but because few men would willingly take such a wife.

Her wisdom, breadth of mind, vision, and capability would make countless men pale in comparison.

But he loved her, feeling that in this world only she was worthy of him, and only he was worthy of her. Only in daily interaction could one discover how many virtues she possessed that even great scholars and those honored as sages lacked.

For instance, she never avoided her shortcomings, never considered ignorance shameful, and demonstrated the principle of learning from others without reserve.

“Do Youyou think that all this effort was merely to pit Crown Prince Jiachen against His Majesty? That I was just breaking the deadlock?” Xiao Huayong asked softly.

“I never said Your Highness was merely breaking the deadlock. No matter when Your Highness is never passive – you are always the chess player,” Shen Xihe said.

Someone like Xiao Huayong would never become a mere chess piece. He wouldn’t be used by others. No matter how unfavorable the situation, regardless of who initiated the challenge, the ending was always in his control.

Raising his hand, he showed the five-colored thread Shen Xihe had woven on his wrist, wrapped around that black chess piece. He waved his wrist before her: “If Youyou is the chess player, I’m willing to be a chess piece, to be directed by you, to be invincible for you, as long as you keep me in your palm and never discard me.”

Shen Xihe silently looked at Xiao Huayong with an expression of speechlessness.

Xiao Huayong enjoyed teasing her, but when seriousness was called for, he answered properly. After clearing his throat twice, he sat upright: “No, no, Youyou forgot – even before coming to the summer palace, I said His Majesty harbored suspicions about me and would surely test me…”

He paused, his eyes slightly curved, pupils drifting toward Shen Xihe, smiling like a successful thief: “From the moment I captured the Xun Prince but gained nothing, I was already planning a scheme – a scheme to ensnare His Majesty.”

The mention of the Xun Prince suddenly enlightened Shen Xihe. She had an epiphany, followed by shock and trepidation: “Your Highness deliberately aroused His Majesty’s suspicions, forcing him to move against you. From dealing with Xiao Changtai onward, Your Highness deliberately left traces, because the more His Majesty found you unfathomable, the more things seemed questionable, the more cautious His Majesty would become.

Too many things happened last year, making His Majesty feel surrounded by crisis. He believes everything was Your Highness’s doing, so he dares not easily use the people around him because His Majesty can’t be sure where your eyes and ears aren’t present.”

Since he didn’t dare move these people, he had to use the Divine Warrior Army – first for secrecy, and second to test if the blade he’d been nurturing for so many years was sharp enough.

His Majesty probably still hasn’t realized that from beginning to end, Xiao Huayong’s target was the Divine Warrior Army.

As he spoke, his eyes turned back, fixing on a point, his gaze sharp as an eagle’s: “I captured His Majesty’s men.”

The number of bodies brought back matched, but His Majesty hadn’t seen each of these men, and couldn’t remember every face. He had captured eleven people, and given His Majesty’s cautious nature, he would surely want their trainers to verify their identities.

To prevent His Majesty from bringing people to identify them at this time, they had to make His Majesty afraid to act rashly. They needed to let the court officials know about His Majesty’s private army, maintained with treasury funds, to keep the officials watching His Majesty.

After three to five days, whether or not His Majesty had someone secretly dispose of the bodies, at this transition between summer and autumn, the bodies would have already decayed, making identification impossible.

This was the purpose behind having secret guards rescue them.

Chapter 461: You Are Heaven’s Mercy/Punishment to Me
Using substitute tactics and fishing in troubled waters, when Xiao Huayong captured the Divine Warrior Army soldiers, he would surely torture them one by one. Although these men had undergone rigorous training, they hadn’t been baptized on the battlefield. Their willpower would inevitably be limited, and they certainly wouldn’t be as unbreakable as Prince Xun.

“This move might arouse His Majesty’s suspicions,” Shen Xihe wasn’t certain whether the Emperor would grow suspicious.

After all, they were soldiers who couldn’t move without orders, so how could they suddenly withdraw and come to the temporary palace to protect the Emperor? Especially that particular phrase, which seemed extremely deliberate.

“Hehehe…” Xiao Huayong laughed with pleasure, “Those two men were merely disguised as Divine Warrior Army soldiers, but were Crown Prince Jiachen’s men. Why would Crown Prince Jiachen do this? Naturally to expose His Majesty’s private intentions. What does that have to do with me?”

Shen Xihe suddenly looked at Xiao Huayong. His expression was composed; everything was under his control.

His Majesty wouldn’t think that Xiao Juexong and Xiao Huayong had conspired together beforehand because His Majesty couldn’t know that Xiao Juexong was already terminally ill and near death. Therefore, in His Majesty’s view, if Xiao Juexong wanted to join forces with Xiao Huayong, he wouldn’t expose himself so suddenly – there would surely be a grand scheme to justify his years of lurking in the shadows, busily maneuvering.

Since there was no suspicion of their collusion, His Majesty wouldn’t think that those two who impersonated his secret guards and deliberately came to the temporary palace to rescue people were Xiao Huayong’s attempt at covering up. He would only think it was purely Xiao Juexong’s method of antagonizing him.

What a masterful move of deceiving heaven and crossing the sea. Xiao Huayong had leveraged Xiao Juexong, disrupting His Majesty’s line of sight. By using Xiao Juexong to absorb all of His Majesty’s attention, while playing the role of a victim on both sides, he controlled the entire situation and gained all the benefits.

“In the future, Your Highness will have an additional mask,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but admire Xiao Huayong’s foresight.

Xiao Juexong was dying, and only Xiao Huayong knew this. His Majesty couldn’t imagine it. In the future, whatever Xiao Huayong wanted to do, he could disguise it as Xiao Juexong’s doing, gradually using Xiao Juexong to cover himself.

In this move, without expending a single soldier, Xiao Huayong had caused His Majesty to lose over two hundred elite soldiers, with more than ten captured alive, and His Majesty remained unaware.

His Majesty’s elite troops could fight a hundred men each. Xiao Huayong had no army, and he couldn’t let His Majesty act recklessly at this time. If the Divine Warrior Army were to be deployed and achieve a great victory, His Majesty would gain tremendous confidence and would surely launch a massive campaign against Shen Yueshan or Bu Tuohai, or perhaps directly attack foreign tribes, using military achievements to legitimize the Divine Warrior Army’s acceptance by the people and their support, thereby naturally replacing the Northwestern Army or the Shu Southern Army.

Xiao Huayong’s single strike killed hundreds, leaving no survivors for His Majesty, which would make His Majesty doubt the Divine Warrior Army’s capabilities and hesitate to act rashly, buying himself effective time to continue plotting.

To annihilate these two hundred-plus men, Xiao Juexong had almost lost his entire force. Xiao Huayong had indeed expended considerable effort, but His Majesty wouldn’t see it that way because Xiao Juexong had escaped unscathed. How many men must he have had to accomplish this?

His Majesty naturally wouldn’t imagine that the escape was possible because Xiao Huayong acting as an inside man – an inside man who had been poisoned. Given the lethal poison aimed at taking his life, he would need to continue lying low for a long time, perhaps even facing several critical moments, to let His Majesty see how pitiful and miserable he was, making it increasingly implausible that he would collaborate with Xiao Juexong.

Xiao Juexong’s effortless disappearance would make His Majesty deeply wary. In the future, when Xiao Huayong acted under Xiao Juexong’s name, no matter how much bloodshed he caused, His Majesty would find it credible and grow increasingly fearful of someone already dead, never seeing clearly that the true troublemaker was right before his eyes daily, playing the role of a weak lamb awaiting slaughter.

“One who knows me is Youyou,” said Shen Xihe, easily realizing that from now on, Xiao Juexong would be his outer skin, a facade to deceive others. This pleased him, giving him a sense of their tacit understanding.

“Your Highness once said, fortunately, I am not your enemy,” Shen Xihe sighed. “Today, I return these words to Your Highness.”

She too was grateful they weren’t enemies. Otherwise, having such an enemy would truly be impossible to guard against, causing constant terror and sleepless nights.

“I am frank with you not because I want you to fear or dread me, but because I hope you can know and understand me,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“I admire Your Highness’s wisdom, respect Your Highness’s methods, and am convinced by Your Highness’s superiority.” Shen Xihe smiled faintly, with a naturally confident light flowing about her. “I do not fear Your Highness.”

Her radiance was captivating, making it impossible for him to look away. He gazed at her deeply, with both affection and intensity: “You are heaven’s mercy upon me.”

He was always like this, never going three sentences without flirting with her, yet speaking as if from the depths of his heart. She didn’t want to respond to this, yet didn’t feel right questioning him. Seeing his smug expression irritated her, and she couldn’t help but retort: “Then you must be heaven’s punishment upon me.”

Xiao Huayong’s smile instantly froze on his face. He lay down and turned his back to Shen Xihe.

Now it was Shen Xihe’s turn to suppress her amusement, though she held back her laughter. She had no intention of coaxing him – his behavior was aimed at getting her to do just that. She hadn’t even brought up his earlier refusal to take medicine, and now he was throwing another tantrum. Coaxing him too much would only spoil him. Shen Xihe simply turned around, pushed the small table on the couch to the end, pulled over a thin blanket, removed her outer robe, and lay down still clothed.

Xiao Huayong was waiting to be coaxed, but after waiting a while and hearing rustling sounds, he wanted to secretly turn his head to peek, but his upbringing and Shen Xihe’s reaction restrained him.

Though he could be glib and occasionally made nighttime visits to ladies’ chambers, he still observed proper male-female boundaries and hadn’t thought of taking liberties with her before marriage. His stirring heart gradually settled, and that bit of petulance also instantly vanished.

Soon he felt her breathing become deep and even with sleep. He slowly turned around and saw Shen Xihe lying on her side on the couch. Only one lamp remained lit, its dim light falling on her face, which was peaceful and gentle in sleep.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but smile, his gaze softening. He adjusted his position to lie on his side facing Shen Xihe.

Suddenly he felt that the greatest benefit from this scheme against His Majesty wasn’t the Divine Warrior Army, nor the ability to stir up trouble under Xiao Juexong’s name in the future, but rather the opportunity to spend each day with her while pretending to be poisoned.

This was an unexpected joy. Now that Shen Xihe had started this, she couldn’t abandon it halfway. Her every move influenced others’ speculation about his illness.

“Hmm, must think of a way to delay returning to the palace,” Xiao Huayong muttered to himself.

Only here could Shen Xihe continue caring for him like this. Once back at the palace, she would have a reason not to come anymore.

Chapter 462: He Just Wanted Her to Revolve Around Him
During the day, Shen Xihe had complete freedom since Xiao Huayong couldn’t cause trouble then. The only thing that didn’t go her way was having to feed him medicine – he would only take it from her.

However, this only happened twice a day, so Shen Xihe tolerated it. Though she had thought he would be uncooperative today after angering him last night, for some unknown reason, his mood had improved on its own.

Seemingly aware of Shen Xihe’s emotions, after taking his medicine and when no one else was present, Xiao Huayong opened his eyes to look at her, silently mouthing: “How can married couples hold grudges overnight?”

Shen Xihe’s hand, which was wiping his lips with a handkerchief, suddenly pressed down hard, causing Xiao Huayong to grimace in pain, though he didn’t dare make a sound.

Only then did Shen Xihe smile with satisfaction before getting up to leave.

Each day she only needed to watch over Xiao Huayong; she didn’t even try to investigate other matters. Emperor Youning was throwing all his effort into pursuing Xiao Juexong, wanting to probe his strength while using the pretext of finding an antidote for Xiao Huayong. Thus, no matter how much commotion he caused, no one found it inappropriate, as Xiao Huayong was bedridden and no one dared to advise against it.

Unfortunately, Xiao Juexong seemed to have mastered the art of earth escape, vanishing into thin air. After half a month of investigation, Emperor Youning hadn’t found any traces, making him increasingly wary of Xiao Juexong’s power. No one knew what kind of force this man who had disappeared for twenty years had accumulated in secret.

After half a month of pursuit, Emperor Youning knew continuing would be fruitless, so he let it go. However, since Xiao Huayong’s poisoning remained unresolved, someone still needed to persist in the pursuit publicly.

But Emperor Youning hadn’t ordered a return to the palace, still keeping to the original September return date. Though the temporary palace appeared calm on the surface, everyone had become extremely cautious, losing the earlier freedom and ease. Even the noble ladies had suddenly become well-behaved, staying in their courtyards to appreciate flowers, embroider, brew tea, and paint.

Even when gathering in the same courtyard, they didn’t dare to be as loud as before. An invisible oppression hung over the temporary palace, making it difficult to breathe.

“Why doesn’t His Majesty return to the palace?”

That night, while it was still early, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong chatted quietly.

Logically, after such an incident – an assassination attempt at the temporary palace, with so many corpses seen by everyone, and the careful behavior of all residents – which he had observed, it was surprising he didn’t find it inauspicious.

“His Majesty’s thoughts are profound; how could I fathom the royal intention?” Xiao Huayong said pompously.

Shen Xihe almost rolled her eyes at him. Such words might fool those who hadn’t seen his true face, but not her, nor would Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changgeng believe them: “Does Your Highness even believe yourself?”

Xiao Huayong tried to get by with a foolish smile, but Shen Xihe just watched him silently until he finally conceded: “The Empress Dowager is unwilling to return to the palace because I haven’t recovered yet.”

Since the Empress Dowager wouldn’t return because Xiao Huayong shouldn’t be moved, neither she nor the Crown Prince would go back. With no particularly urgent matters requiring a return to the capital, how could Emperor Youning leave Xiao Huayong and the Empress Dowager to return with his large retinue?

He couldn’t. Rumors were already spreading that the Crown Prince wasn’t his son. If he abandoned Xiao Huayong here at this time, these rumors would be hard to suppress.

Shen Xihe nodded; it was understandable that the Empress Dowager would think this way out of concern for Xiao Huayong.

Here, even the clever Shen Xihe overlooked a key point – Xiao Huayong and Xiao Juexong’s collaboration hadn’t been disclosed to the Empress Dowager. Being completely unaware that everything was Xiao Huayong’s doing and having just experienced such turmoil, she should have been more concerned about the temporary palace’s safety.

Unfortunately, Shen Xihe assumed the Empress Dowager knew all of Xiao Huayong’s actions, so she didn’t find the Empress Dowager’s insistence on staying somewhat unusual.

Naturally, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t tell her this was all his doing. He wanted to stay in the temporary palace, to share a room with her daily, to have her revolve around him all day. This feeling, indescribably beautiful, intoxicated him.

“Lately, it seems someone has been stirring up rumors that you’re not His Majesty’s son,” Shen Xihe asked.

This was also Xiao Huayong’s doing, meant to make Emperor Youning more determined to stay, though there was another purpose: “Once seeds of doubt are planted, people will want to test them. Better to let them see His Majesty’s attitude clearly, saving some trouble.”

Since it was indeed Xiao Huayong’s doing, Shen Xihe asked no more.

However, seeing her silence, Xiao Huayong suddenly said: “The Empress Dowager and His Majesty plan to arrange some joyous events to counter the recent misfortunes.”

“Joyous events?” Shen Xihe’s first thought was the Empress Dowager’s birthday, but that would be at the end of next month.

“The Empress Dowager and His Majesty have decided to arrange a marriage between the Marquis of Pingyao’s eldest legitimate daughter and Second Brother,” Xiao Huayong informed Shen Xihe in advance.

With the Marquis of Pingyao’s house producing a prince’s consort, after Yu Sangning’s maneuvering, His Majesty indeed wanted to give face to the Marquis’s house. Whether in quelling the temporary palace uprising or pursuing Xiao Juexong, the Marquis of Pingyao had performed admirably and deserved reward for his merit.

“So it’s Prince Zhao…” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised. She didn’t mean to look down on Prince Zhao, but since Xiao Langmin already had a legitimate eldest son, matching him with a noble lady might seem somewhat unfair to her.

She had thought it might be Prince Xin and his brothers since one had no children and one wasn’t yet married.

“Originally, they planned to bestow the marriage on Little Nine,” Xiao Huayong explained. “However, after exposing His Majesty’s secret guards, there was that matter with her and County Princess Liyang, so His Majesty developed some misgivings, and naturally it fell to Second Brother.”

That day, he had wanted to find a witness, and it had to be from among the women to avoid suspicion. If it were court officials, they might not reveal the matter, and even foolish ones might tell their fathers or brothers before the bodies were returned, leading to interference.

Only the women, isolated from the news, would work. When such a major event occurred, their fathers and brothers were busy handling the aftermath, wanting to stay by His Majesty’s side at all times to share his burdens. The women would hardly see their fathers and brothers, making it extremely unlikely they’d reveal anything quickly.

When the incident happened, there were two of them, unable to lie for fear of being exposed by the other, and unable to sense political implications, making them likely to tell the truth.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t specifically targeted anyone. As Shen Xihe thought, he didn’t care about these ladies at all. He had just instructed to find two who were together but isolated, and Yu Sangzi and Gu Qingshu happened to be alone.

Because of this one incident, Yu Sangzi missed out on a better marriage.

“This marriage won’t fall to her,” Shen Xihe didn’t have a deep impression of Yu Sangzi.

This prince’s consort position was schemed by Yu Sangning, and she was probably more satisfied that it was Prince Zhao rather than Prince Lie.

If it were Prince Lie, it would be harder for her to substitute someone else, as her status wasn’t sufficient. With Prince Zhao, there was more room for maneuvering.

“Ah, if I had known they wanted a happy event, I would have set up my scheme later,” referring to planning their grand wedding.

Chapter 463: Let’s Make a Fake Emperor for Fun
His tone was full of regret and his glance toward her full of suggestions made Shen Xihe immediately understand what he was thinking.

Giving him just a faint look, Shen Xihe asked, “These past few nights, Your Highness has been going out. What for?”

Xiao Huayong was about to answer reflexively when a mischievous light flashed in his eyes: “So Youyou want me to account for my whereabouts.”

Shen Xihe slightly furrowed her brows, instinctively knowing he would say something frivolous. Just as she was about to stop him, he didn’t give her the chance, saying first: “Youyou are just like a new bride inquiring after her husband.”

Shen Xihe: …

She wanted to challenge him – how was she like a new bride? But meeting his eyes full of mirth, even the small mole at the corner of his eye seemed infinitely charming. She chose to remain silent; if she argued further, who knew how many more flippant remarks he had waiting.

Since she didn’t respond, Xiao Huayong, having anticipated her reaction, had already prepared his words: “Strike while the iron is hot, probing the Divine Warrior Army’s depths.”

Having captured His Majesty’s men, Xiao Huayong naturally needed to extract useful information from them.

Shen Xihe understood and nodded silently.

She didn’t ask what he had learned, which surprised Xiao Huayong. Thinking it might be because of his earlier teasing, he carefully observed her expression: “Are you… are you angry with me?”

Shen Xihe was equally surprised: “Why would Your Highness say that?”

“You must be curious about the Divine Warrior Army, yet you don’t ask me.”

The Divine Warrior Army existed largely to counter the Northwestern Army; no one would be more interested in knowing about them than Shen Xihe.

They had unconsciously developed a relationship of trust and ease; if Shen Xihe wanted to know something, she would ask directly without reservation.

Shen Xihe smiled, her obsidian-like eyes looking at him with amusement: “Your Highness, what I wish to know, I will eventually learn. We can complement and benefit each other, but I will never merely take from Your Highness.”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong smiled, his eyes full of tender affection.

Thinking carefully, she was indeed like this – when he treated her well, she responded with equal sincerity. Perhaps for her, it was just about not being indebted, but for him, this give-and-take was love and affection.

“It seems Youyou already has everything planned,” Xiao Huayong’s soft laughter escaped from the corner of his mouth.

Otherwise, even if Shen Xihe learned from him, she would have found other ways to repay him.

“Does the Crown Prince know anything about Prince Xun?” Shen Xihe didn’t beat around the bush.

Prince Xun had been Xiao Changfeng for a while now, inheriting the prince title not long after his father’s staged death.

The secret guard Shen Xihe had sent, disguised as the wandering knight Lu Bing, had already met with Xiao Changfeng. Just recently, when Xiao Huayong was missing and the temporary palace was in chaos, Xiao Changfeng and Lu Bing met in Huangzhou.

At that time, Xiao Changfeng had just finished relocating and reburying his parents together. In Huangzhou’s wilderness, a landslide had nearly buried Xiao Changfeng alive, but Lu Bing pulled him from the mud.

After saving him, and seeing people approaching, Lu Bing handed him over to Xiao Changfeng’s subordinates and left. With this heaven-sent opportunity, they would arrange another scenario where Lu Bing faced a martial arts vendetta with nowhere to retreat, meeting Xiao Changfeng again. Xiao Changfeng would surely keep him close, and after a trial period, would entrust him with important tasks.

“Youyou want to start with my cousin?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows. “Cousin is…”

After pondering for a moment, Xiao Huayong continued: “Silent and reserved, highly skilled in martial arts, brilliant in military strategy, very sophisticated, suspicious by nature, and hard to approach.”

After inheriting the title, Xiao Changfeng was personally raised by Emperor Youning. Whether to appease his father or to prepare Xiao Changfeng for great responsibilities, His Majesty had put in genuine effort. Xiao Changfeng was no ordinary person.

He also knew that given His Majesty’s high regard for Xiao Changfeng and trust in Prince Xun’s household, the Divine Warrior Army was very likely Xiao Changfeng carrying on his father’s work. He had thought about sending people to get close to Xiao Changfeng, but Xiao Changfeng hadn’t confided in or relied on any of his people.

Xiao Changfeng was naturally solitary, perhaps to ease His Majesty’s mind, and no one could get close to him.

Shen Xihe smiled lightly: “Even if Your Highness’s people are completely clean, they need an identity. With an identity comes a traceable background, and if their abilities match their identity, they become suspicious. Since Prince Xun is naturally suspicious, he won’t easily make friends. To make Prince Xun lower his guard, this person must have a completely verifiable background, be able to win Prince Xun’s appreciation of talent, and make him feel comfortable relying on them.”

“How easy is that?” Xiao Huayong laughed. “Cousin values martial arts and only favors those with strong skills. But as soon as one displays martial arts, their background is revealed. Cousin is deeply versed in various martial arts styles, very hard to fool.”

“It’s not difficult,” Shen Xihe’s eyes held a mysterious light.

Xiao Huayong grew interested: “Since Youyou says so, you must have already planned it out. Please enlighten me.”

A few days ago she had sought his advice, and now Xiao Huayong was asking for hers, even imitating her manner from that day. Shen Xihe glanced at him but didn’t hide anything: “It starts with bone-reshaping techniques…”

Shen Xihe then honestly told Xiao Huayong about A Xi’s special skill and her scheme and its results after a year.

Xiao Huayong listened with his heart feeling as sweet as honey – she was truly confiding in him.

If she didn’t trust him, how could she tell him about such an unimaginable skill?

After Shen Xihe finished speaking, she saw Xiao Huayong smiling somewhat dazedly as if lost in thought: “Did Your Highness hear what I said?”

“Of course,” Xiao Huayong immediately came back to himself, earnestly replied, then showed a bitter smile. “I never thought I was showing off before an expert.”

He had gone to great lengths to capture the Divine Warrior Army soldiers and extracted useful information through severe torture, but these were just low-ranking soldiers with limited knowledge. He had barely scratched the surface of the Divine Warrior Army, while Shen Xihe was already moving closer to its core.

He felt somewhat embarrassed thinking about how proud he had been before Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness’s scheme – the Divine Warrior Army is just one part. Breaking His Majesty’s plan and gaining Crown Prince Jiachen’s reputation is the greatest benefit,” Shen Xihe said. “Besides, we don’t know when Lu Bing will make contact with the Divine Warrior Army. Your Highness now at least has an initial assessment of them, no need for excessive modesty.”

Usually, such praise from Shen Xihe would have made Xiao Huayong ecstatic, but now he thought of something else: “Is this bone-reshaping technique so miraculous?”

He was skilled in disguise, though already masterful, but could only maintain it for brief encounters, not prolonged contact.

“Choose someone with similar features, especially similar eyes, and they can be reshaped to look identical,” Shen Xihe was still amazed thinking about seeing the reshaped Lu Bing.

Xiao Huayong suddenly clapped his hands: “Youyou, shall we make a fake emperor for fun?”

Shen Xihe: …

Chapter 464: Untitled
“Your Highness, do you understand what you’re saying?” Shen Xihe rarely found herself speechless from shock, but Crown Prince Xiao Huayong always seemed to say the most startling things.

To present a false Emperor!

What was he planning to do?

Was it rebellion?

Kill the real Emperor? Replace him like substituting a peach tree with a plum tree, using a fake?

If they could capture or kill the Emperor, why would he need to control a fake one? He could simply ascend to the throne himself.

Controlling a fake Emperor would be precarious – one wrong move would lead to eternal damnation.

They couldn’t even get close to the Emperor’s trusted confidants. While she believed Xiao Huayong could understand Emperor Youning’s temperament, how could anyone hope to imitate the Emperor’s habits, experiences, and imperial dignity and strategy that belonged uniquely to him? This couldn’t be accomplished overnight.

This was completely different from Lu Bing’s situation.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s serious vigilance, Xiao Huayong felt somewhat helpless. “Youyou are thinking too far ahead. I never intended to control a fake Emperor.”

Setting aside all of Shen Xihe’s concerns, the throne was tempting. Anyone who sat on it, unless they were completely incompetent, would inevitably desire to become the true Emperor. And how could an incompetent person possibly imitate His Majesty?

“Then why does Your Highness want to present a false Emperor?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

“I have no long-term plans. I simply want to witness the art of impersonation firsthand, thinking it might prove useful someday,” Xiao Huayong replied candidly.

Shen Xihe didn’t know what expression to show him, so she simply tilted her chin upward, her gaze lifting to merge with the orange candlelight.

Though she hadn’t rolled her eyes – her pupils and jaw merely lifted upward – even her dismissive look was elegant and enchanting. Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but break into a besotted smile.

Unable to tolerate the Crown Prince’s infatuated state, Shen Xihe simply stood up and went to the side chamber. She had already discovered Xiao Huayong’s little schemes and the Imperial Physician had reported that the Crown Prince’s condition was gradually stabilizing, so she no longer stayed in the bedroom of the wing chamber.

A few days later, news arrived that made Shen Xihe happy – Shen Yun’an and Xue Jinqiao had set their wedding date for next May, after Shen Xihe’s wedding. Her father would come to escort her to her wedding, while Shen Yun’an would remain in the Northwest to prepare for his wedding.

Shen Xihe knew this was meant to provide some comfort to Shen Yun’an. He surely wanted to personally carry her bridal sedan chair, but he and Shen Yueshan inevitably couldn’t come together. Letting him prepare for the wedding gave him an excuse not to enter the capital, beyond just the political situation – a self-deceptive comfort.

Therefore, although Shen Xihe didn’t show it these past few days, Xiao Huayong could tell she seemed somewhat melancholy.

He remembered she became emotionally subdued after receiving a family letter, so he inquired about matters in the Northwest. Within days he learned there were only joyous events and no misfortunes there. After pondering for a moment, he largely figured out her thoughts.

“I’ll accompany you to the Northwest for your brother’s wedding,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

Shen Xihe was slightly stunned. She somewhat doubted her ears: “Your Highness, what did you say?”

“I said, I’ll accompany you to the Northwest to personally witness your brother’s wedding,” Xiao Huayong repeated.

“Your Highness, the journey would be arduous, and it’s not proper,” Shen Xihe had never dared to hope for such a thing.

Being able to attend her cousin’s wedding was already pushing the boundaries, barely justifiable under the pretense of her status as a hostage giving her some freedom. Her brother’s wedding was after hers – how could she act so willfully as the Crown Princess?

“Proper? I only set rules for others, I never follow others’ rules,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward, his eyes gleaming. “I want you to marry me and find joy and peace because of me. I’ll do everything in my power to ensure that from the day you marry me, you’ll have fewer regrets in life. When we’re both old and gray, looking back on the past, if you can feel that marrying me was life’s blessing, that will be my life’s fulfillment.”

The prospect of attending her brother’s wedding made even the usually composed Shen Xihe’s heart flutter. She didn’t want to be insincere, knowing that for this to happen, Xiao Huayong would have to go into considerable trouble.

If she directly expressed unwillingness to let him trouble himself, he would likely be annoyed and ask what he wanted. He would surely be displeased. What he wanted was to exchange hearts with her, not make transactions and discuss pros and cons, but she couldn’t reach the level he desired right now.

She could only keep his thoughtfulness in her heart, and smiled gently: “Alright.”

She said “alright” without using distant and polite phrases like “thank you, Your Highness” or “I trouble Your Highness,” nor did she ask what he wanted in return. Like a cool breeze blowing into Xiao Huayong’s heart, it dispersed the gloom, making his heart instantly brighten.

Their interactions subsequently became less constrained by formalities, with Shen Xihe growing more at ease with him, treating him with increasing attentiveness and care.

Early that night when he awoke to find her slouched by his bedside, Xiao Huayong knew he would willingly sacrifice everything for this woman who treated him with genuine tenderness and concern.

At the beginning of August, Emperor Youning indeed granted marriage between Yu Sangzi and Prince Zhao. Shen Xihe witnessed Yu Sangzi’s thunderstruck expression before everyone’s eyes.

As the legitimate daughter of the Pingyao Marquis’s household, marrying a prince as his second wife wasn’t technically beneath her status, but in reality, how could she be willing to become a stepmother in her prime years?

Moreover, she wasn’t malicious-hearted and had never thought about mistreating Prince Zhao’s legitimate son. She realized that with a legitimate eldest son already present, even if she bore legitimate sons in the future, they couldn’t inherit the prince’s title. From her perspective, this was an unacceptable marriage.

She had dreamed of a husband who would understand her feelings. Prince Zhao already had a primary wife – no matter how she stood in Prince Zhao’s heart or others’ eyes in the future, she would always be compared to his previous wife. During festivals and holidays, she would even have to pay respects to a memorial tablet as a concubine.

Just thinking about it made Yu Sangzi feel stifled.

No one cared about Yu Sangzi’s thoughts. Besides arranging this marriage, Emperor Youning also planned to hold a coming-of-age ceremony for Shen Yingruo in October. Shen Yingruo was exactly ten months younger than Shen Xihe.

Many people secretly observed Shen Xihe, but she remained completely unconcerned. She was more puzzled by another matter: “The Empress Dowager held a spring banquet, yet besides the royal clan members like Prince Xun, neither Prince Xin nor Prince Lie, nor even Prince Jing who is away, were granted marriages. Why is this?”

This wasn’t normal – typically all thunder but a little rain.

“Just received news that Tubo is sending a princess for a political marriage,” Xiao Huayong explained to Shen Xihe.

At the beginning of the year, Tubo wanted to request a princess in marriage. After Munuha was manipulated by Shen Xihe, creating the incident of Munuha killing Princess Yangling, Emperor Youning originally didn’t want to agree to the marriage alliance and planned to turn hostile, though he hadn’t succeeded. Tubo was determined to establish marriage ties with the celestial dynasty – if they couldn’t take a bride, they would send a princess.

The princess would necessarily have to marry into the royal family, at minimum someone like Prince Xun Xiao Changfeng from the royal clan.

“Another bloody storm is coming,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Whoever married the princess would be cut off from succession to the throne, unless it was the Emperor or Crown Prince who married her.



Chapter 465: Untitled
If it only involved eligibility for the throne, it wouldn’t cause such a stir. After all, even those who secretly coveted the throne wouldn’t dare show it now – making too much fuss about not wanting to marry the Tubo princess would only reveal their ambitions as clearly as Sima Zhao’s intentions that all could see.

The greatest hidden danger lay in the possibility of being rejected by the new Emperor in the future. Having a Tubo princess as a primary wife, unlike Li Yanyan who was a princess of a fallen nation, could be exploited at any time since Tubo still existed. With slight manipulation, one could be charged with collaborating with the enemy and betraying the country.

Moreover, the Tubo princess, born in Tubo, shared neither language nor customs, making marital harmony difficult. Thus, Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin was currently the happiest – he had gained a noble primary wife and avoided the potential trouble of marrying a Tubo princess.

The Tubo princess could only become His Majesty’s consort; she couldn’t be a concubine to a prince.

“His Majesty will return to the palace soon, right?” The Tubo princess coming for a political marriage was a major state affair.

“We’ll set out after the Mid-Autumn Festival,” Xiao Huayong nodded, somewhat regretfully. He preferred spending time with Shen Xihe at the temporary palace.

However, thinking that it was already August, and in half a year they would have their grand wedding, his heartfelt somewhat better.

Within days, news of the Tubo princess’s political marriage spread, capturing the attention of the entire court. The officials involved in this intricate web of relationships, especially those already aligned with certain princes, were full of calculations.

Shen Xihe noticed that this matter quickly diluted the chaos Xiao Juesong had created earlier, making the court gradually forget the rumors about whether the Crown Prince was truly His Majesty’s son.

This was probably one of the reasons why His Majesty approved the marriage.

Unlike last year when envoys came to the capital seeking a marriage alliance, when families were busy with weddings and feared their daughters might be named princesses for distant political marriages, this time the noble ladies were all waiting to watch the drama unfold. The temporary palace returned to its initial cheerful atmosphere.

As the sun grew cooler, the First Month arrived in the blink of an eye. Last year at this time, Shen Yun’an had accompanied her; this year she celebrated with His Majesty and the Empress Dowager at the temporary palace. Emperor Youning, along with the princes and high officials, hunted plenty of game. The First Month had more escorts and less of the usual palace restraint.

Even from the temporary palace, one could see fireworks rising into the sky in various places, as common people celebrated the festivities.

After the First Month, His Majesty led everyone on a magnificent three-day journey back to the palace. Shen Xihe continued living in seclusion, only emerging on the last day of the month for the Empress Dowager’s birthday. Unlike last year’s decennial celebration, this year’s affair was modest, with only some royal relatives and noble officials invited, not particularly grand.

Emperor Youning wasn’t extravagant; neither he nor the palace people would hold large celebrations unless it was a decennial birthday.

In October, late autumn painted the Eastern Palace’s maple leaves red. Shen Xihe remembered first meeting Xiao Huayong last year when he stood waiting for her under these two red maples, eagerly anticipating – though then he was pretending, while now his feelings were genuine and passionate.

“Your maple-colored cloak and skirt are extremely beautiful today,” Xiao Huayong praised softly after entering the palace.

Shen Xihe paused her steps, turning to look at Xiao Huayong with surprised joy in her eyes: “Your Highness, you…”

“Thanks to Youyou, I can see colors again,” Xiao Huayong said with smiling eyes.

He had recovered – he could see all colors, amazing even Linghu Zheng. Upon hearing of his recovery, Linghu Zheng had set out to come see Sunaxi. Moreover, Shen Xihe had collected many jade flowers this year, and now in late autumn, approaching winter, his lungs no longer had the previous years’ itching and burning pain, just slight coughing.

Only now did he experience how pleasant winter could be without illness and pain.

“Your Highness, what color is this?” Shen Xihe asked somewhat skeptically, lifting the jade pendant at her waist.

To match her clothes, it was a yellow jade.

“Apricot yellow,” Xiao Huayong answered with a gentle smile.

Only then did Shen Xihe beam with joy: “Congratulations, Your Highness.”

“I called you here today to try on your wedding clothes,” Xiao Huayong said, his eyes also showing happiness.

The Imperial Wardrobe Bureau had spent several months rush-producing Shen Xihe’s wedding dress and crown. They were originally meant to be sent to the Princess’s mansion, but Xiao Huayong intercepted them, inviting Shen Xihe to try them on at the Eastern Palace. The Bureau naturally couldn’t ask for better – the clothes were precious, and if damaged while being taken out of the palace, the entire Bureau would face punishment. Having Shen Xihe try them on in the palace was ideal.

It was October now – after another season, in March of next year, when the weather warmed and flowers bloomed, they would have their grand wedding.

Shen Xihe suddenly felt time moved so quickly. Though she saw through Xiao Huayong’s private intentions, this was official business, so she didn’t act coy and tried on the clothes straightforwardly.

When she saw the crown, she was stunned – it was inlaid with pearls, all round but varying in size, with a slight golden luster characteristic of northern pearls. Weren’t these northern pearls supposed to be extremely rare?

“Why did Your Highness spend so extravagantly?” Thinking this crown must be one of a kind, Shen Xihe assumed Xiao Huayong had paid for it himself, spending a fortune to have it made.

“It wasn’t extravagant – these are all pearls brought back by the gyrfalcon,” Xiao Huayong said casually.

Standing behind him, Tianyuan’s lips twitched – he made it sound as if the gyrfalcon had willingly gone to dig them up.

Remembering she had one such pearl given by Xiao Huayong, allegedly also brought back by the gyrfalcon, Shen Xihe didn’t think more of it. She very much liked it, and wearing the elaborate wedding dress, casually arranging her hair, and putting on the crown, she exuded both gentleness and nobility from her very bones.

Xiao Huayong carefully examined every detail, leaving no flaw unnoticed. Once he was sure everything was perfect, he ordered a reward for the Imperial Garment Bureau.

The next day, Princess Tubo arrived in the capital. That evening, His Majesty held a banquet at Qingliang Hall to welcome the princess and her envoys. Shen Xihe was also present.

The princess was exceptionally beautiful. Her features had a certain heroic spirit that was absent in the women of the Heavenly Empire. She was tall, with a swan-like, long neck. Below her autumn-water-like brows were eyes that, with a mere glance, exuded an infinite charm and captivating expressiveness. Her lips were red, her teeth white, and her cheeks carried a delicate flush. She smiled gently, with an indescribable grace.

What was even more impressive was that she spoke fluent Chinese. She raised a cup of wine to His Majesty, then turned and offered a toast to Xiao Huayong. “Your Highness, I trust you have been well.”

Her words caused the entire hall to fall silent, and curious gazes were directed toward her. Even Emperor You Ning couldn’t help but ask, “When did Princess Yao Xi meet the Seventh Prince?”

Shen Xihe, who was seated not far from Xiao Huayong, clearly saw Princess Yao Xi’s shrewd eyes sweep over Xiao Huayong. She replied to Emperor You Ning, “Your Majesty, three years ago, Princess Yao Xi traveled to the Heavenly Empire with her elder brother. In Luoyang, she had a brief encounter with His Highness the Crown Prince. She was almost deceived, but it was His Highness who helped her out of danger. She had no idea it was the Crown Prince who assisted her. Now that they’ve met again, she couldn’t help but express her gratitude.”

Shen Xihe’s intuition told her that Princess Yao Xi’s words were half true and half false.

Chapter 466: I Admire Your Highness
At that moment, everyone’s gazes fell simultaneously on Xiao Huayong, some meaningful, some ambiguous, and some deeply probing.

Xiao Huayong maintained his customary pallor, responding with composure, “Princess Yaoxi must have mistaken me for someone else. Though I indeed lived in Luoyang for over ten years, I rarely left the Taoist temple. I don’t recall ever meeting the Princess.”

The Crown Prince’s complete candor made people instinctively believe him somewhat.

Yaoxi hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to deny their past meeting so blatantly, and she was momentarily stunned.

Before she could speak, Xiao Huayong touched his face thoughtfully and said, “Princess Yaoxi isn’t the first person to speak to me this way upon first meeting.”

His tone and gestures led everyone to connect with Princess Yaoxi’s earlier words – that she was purely coveting the Crown Prince’s beauty, boldly using this to try to forge a connection between them.

Most young men, faced with such an expression of interest from a noble and exceptionally beautiful young woman, would have graciously accepted, making it a romantic tale while preserving the lady’s dignity. Yet Xiao Huayong remained insensitive to the situation.

Yaoxi’s expression changed from stunned to embarrassed anger. Her Chinese cultural education had been excellent – she understood Xiao Huayong was saying she lacked a maiden’s propriety, lusting after a handsome young man!

He knew they had met before, yet showed no fear of her revealing the truth.

Princess Yaoxi stared at Xiao Huayong for a moment before breaking into silver bell-like, hearty laughter. Speaking somewhat playfully, she said, “How embarrassing that Your Highness saw through my little scheme.”

She instead gracefully admitted to being attracted by his looks, diffusing the awkward situation while showing her forthright nature.

“Hahaha…” Emperor Youning laughed with pleasure. “All of my sons have their charm, like spring flowers and autumn moons. But the Seventh Prince most resembles me.”

The Empress Dowager also helped smooth things over: “When Your Majesty was young, many ladies pursued you.”

Youning Emperor and Xiao Huayong did indeed share some resemblance. Shen Xihe thought perhaps Emperor Youning also looked like Prince Qian, but Prince Qian had been dead for twenty years, spending most of his time before death in the Northwest. The court had changed many people in twenty years – even Prince Qian’s old subordinates now found their memories of his appearance eroded by time.

Looking at Emperor Youning, and then at Xiao Huayong, she did feel they truly shared some similarities.

This small interlude at the banquet wasn’t taken seriously by anyone, including Shen Xihe.

From the second day onward, Xiao Huayong waited for Shen Xihe to come to ask him about it. He couldn’t believe someone as clever and perceptive as her wouldn’t sense something strange about it – after all, a lady had openly tried to get close to him, surely she should feel some concern.

After returning to the capital, Shen Xihe usually entered the palace every five days. The next scheduled day, Shen Xihe didn’t come, but Zhenzhu seemed to have something she wanted to say.

“If you have something to say, just say it,” Shen Xihe noticed Zhenzhu’s lips moving several times, words reaching her mouth before being swallowed back. She was quite surprised. “Is it about your upcoming marriage to Axi?”

Shen Xihe could hardly imagine what else could make Zhenzhu so hesitant to speak.

The feelings between these two, right under her nose, couldn’t be hidden at all.

Zhenzhu blushed and hurriedly said, “This servant must accompany the Princess into the Eastern Palace. Please don’t tease me, Princess.”

The Eastern Palace was where dangers lurked. How could Shen Xihe do without her? She had to at least wait until Shen Xihe had established a firm footing in the palace before she could marry with peace of mind. Fortunately, Axi was also loyal to the Princess – even after marriage, she could still serve at Shen Xihe’s side.

“Eastern Palace, Eastern Palace, Youyou, Youyou!” Baisui started singing again.

Shen Xihe smiled at it, and then Zhenzhu said, “Princess, about Princess Yaoxi’s matter last night – won’t you go to the Eastern Palace to ask about it?”

“Why should I ask?” Shen Xihe was puzzled. “There’s nothing between His Highness and Princess Yaoxi.”

She could see this clearly, and since she knew there was nothing between them, why should she go asking questions? It would seem rather unreasonable.

Zhenzhu: …

Zhenzhu had thought Shen Xihe didn’t ask because she didn’t care, or felt her position wasn’t secure enough, given she wasn’t yet married to Xiao Huayong. Now she understood – Shen Xihe saw no need because she trusted Xiao Huayong.

Perhaps the Crown Prince didn’t need this trust or didn’t know whether to find this trust bitter or sweet.

Since Shen Xihe wasn’t unconcerned, Zhenzhu didn’t feel right pressing further.

As Zhenzhu had guessed, the Crown Prince was indeed craning his neck in anticipation. From sunrise to sunset, Tianyuan watched the Crown Prince’s face grow increasingly dark, nothing going smoothly, everyone displeasing him, keeping everyone on edge.

Tianyuan considered whether to send someone with a message requesting the Princess to visit, but couldn’t think of any proper pretext. If he falsely conveyed the Crown Prince’s message, even if the Crown Prince was placated, he wouldn’t receive praise; if things went poorly, wouldn’t he be the first to face punishment?

After weighing the pros and cons, Tianyuan decided to carefully shrink his neck and endure the Crown Prince’s dark looks.

On the second day, Shen Xihe still didn’t come, but instead, someone who shouldn’t have come arrived. Tianyuan reported softly, “Your Highness, Princess Yaoxi requests an audience.”

“Denied!” Xiao Huayong snapped out the two words irritably.

“Yes…”

“Wait.” Before Tianyuan could turn around, Xiao Huayong called him back. He looked down at the five-colored thread on his wrist, a glimmer of deep light crossing his eyes. “Please invite the Princess in.”

Though puzzled, Tianyuan sensed Xiao Huayong’s poor mood. He dared not ask more and hurriedly withdrew to invite Princess Yaoxi in.

Princess Yaoxi wore the Tubo royal family’s clothing, colorful and adorned with exquisite jewelry, looking noble but not extravagant.

“Greetings to Your Highness,” Princess Yaoxi performed the Tubo greeting.

“Princess.” Xiao Huayong returned the greeting politely. “Please be seated.”

After they sat, palace maids served tea and refreshments. Then Xiao Huayong asked, “What brings the Princess to see me?”

“Your Highness, we met before in Tubo,” Princess Yaoxi said instead of answering.

Xiao Huayong lowered his long black lashes: “And so?”

“Your Highness keeps a low profile, surely not wanting others to know your true face,” Princess Yaoxi said with a probing tone.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly upward, but he remained silent as if he hadn’t heard Princess Yaoxi’s words.

Princess Yaoxi gripped her dress hem, waiting quietly for a moment before saying, “I know that even if I speak of it, no one will believe me. Your Highness surely has many ways to make people think I’m speaking nonsense. But my admiration for Your Highness comes from the bottom of my heart.”

Xiao Huayong’s slight smile instantly vanished.

Chapter 467: Rumors Reach Her Ears
“Princess, the King of Tubo is gravely ill. Your younger brother is too young and lacks ambition. The royal authority in Tubo is precarious. You must forge a marriage alliance with our dynasty to consolidate the throne and expel the Da Lun (Chancellor),” Xiao Huayong said calmly.

Princess Yaoxi’s face turned slightly pale. Her father’s illness had been kept extremely confidential. Even the powerful Xiazha family in Tubo couldn’t determine the true extent of the King’s condition, making them hesitant to take any rash actions.

Earlier in the year, when they came to discuss the marriage alliance, due to the mysterious incident of the Tujue prince killing a Tang princess, the marriage negotiations weren’t straightforward. Her father couldn’t appear too eager, fearing the Xiazha family would grow suspicious. Moreover, her father’s condition had shown some improvement at the beginning of the year.

Unexpectedly, her father’s illness had recently taken a severe turn. It was time to revisit the marriage alliance – if they couldn’t receive a princess in marriage, they would offer one instead.

Compared to being coveted by the Xiazha family in Tubo, she preferred to shoulder her family’s mission by coming to the Tang dynasty. Furthermore, there was a young man here whom she had grown fond of. At that time, she didn’t know Xiao Huayong’s identity, only that he must be either wealthy or noble, perhaps a capital aristocrat. Since princes couldn’t casually travel to other countries as it might cause international conflict, she never dared hope Xiao Huayong was a prince.

At the welcoming banquet, when she saw Xiao Huayong seated at the highest position among all princes, her heart pounded uncontrollably.

She felt they might be destined for each other.

Other princes might lose something by marrying her, but the Crown Prince was different. He was the heir. Yesterday, she had inquired about many of Xiao Huayong’s deeds. Aside from matters concerning Shen Xihe, everything else she heard made her heart increasingly restless.

“Tubo has strong military forces. Wouldn’t it benefit Your Highness to take me into the Eastern Palace? It would be like adding wings to a tiger,” Yaoxi couldn’t understand. Didn’t all men desire both beauty and power?

She considered herself a rare beauty. Marrying her would be equivalent to gaining half of Tubo’s support. Her younger brother followed her words completely – in the future, Tubo would surely be wholeheartedly loyal to Tang.

The previous emperor had been licentious and neglected state affairs. If he was so negligent internally, he paid even less attention to external matters. During his reign, the Western Regions were lost twice, only to be reclaimed later by Shen Yueshan.

The Northwestern Army maintained its deterrent power between Tujue and Tubo. This was why Emperor Youning still couldn’t easily move against Shen Yueshan and needed to secretly build up the Shenyong Army to gradually replace him, lest the empire’s territories be lost.

The fact that Emperor Youning had been forced to painfully part with his beloved for a marriage alliance with Tubo years ago showed how powerful they were. Although there were no signs of internal political division, taking hasty action might not guarantee success.

“A tiger is the king of the jungle. Its domain is the forest. There’s no need to reach too high or gaze at the skies – what use are wings?” Xiao Huayong’s expression was cold. “Princess, if you quietly await marriage and live peacefully with whoever you wed, neither I nor His Majesty will cause trouble for you or Tubo. His Majesty will surely support your brother’s claim to the throne. But if you harbor inappropriate thoughts… Just as I could make the Tujue prince disappear without return, I can make the Tubo princess die without a sound.”

Yaoxi’s expression changed dramatically as she stared at Xiao Huayong in terror.

She had already heard various accounts about the Tujue prince. Thinking back to the beginning of the year, the prince had mentioned meeting Xiao Huayong. He must have discovered Xiao Huayong’s true identity just as she had, which led to Xiao Huayong silencing him.

To avoid war between the two nations, Xiao Huayong had turned the Tujue prince into a fugitive murderer who had killed a princess – truly a brilliant strategy. She had already vaguely suspected that the Tujue prince had likely met with misfortune and that Xiao Huayong was involved. That night, she had gone along with Xiao Huayong’s version of events, fearing he might deal with her similarly.

Having it confirmed by Xiao Huayong himself still made her heart constrict involuntarily.

Xiao Huayong didn’t spare another glance at Princess Yaoxi. He stood up and walked out to the eaves, where he instructed Tianyuan: “Escort the Princess from the Eastern Palace in a quarter hour.”

He didn’t lower his voice, and Yaoxi, sitting in the main hall, heard every word. She didn’t know why Xiao Huayong wanted her to stay a while longer, but fear prevented her from requesting to leave. She sat stiffly for a quarter-hour before Tianyuan finally escorted her out.

“Your Highness, the Princess has been escorted away,” Tianyuan reported back.

Xiao Huayong made a sound of acknowledgment without further comment.

Tianyuan hurriedly added, “This servant has arranged for news of the Princess’s quarter-hour visit to the Eastern Palace to be spread. The County Princess will surely hear of it.”

“Meddlesome,” Xiao Huayong cast a downward glance at Tianyuan.

Tianyuan kept his head lowered. His Highness wanted this news to reach the County Princess’s ears – why else would he have kept Princess Yaoxi for a quarter-hour?

Though thinking this privately, His Highness said the opposite aloud. Weren’t women supposed to be the ones whose words didn’t match their hearts? How was it that between His Highness and the County Princess, it was His Highness whose words didn’t match his heart?

Just as Tianyuan couldn’t figure it out, neither could Shen Xihe. That afternoon, she received news that Princess Yaoxi had visited the Eastern Palace and stayed for quite some time. Palace sources claimed the Princess and the Crown Prince had engaged in pleasant conversation.

Shen Xihe merely listened to this news while continuing to blend incense. Occasionally, she would create some fragrances to place in the Duhuo Tower. If they were well-received, she would give the formula to Hong Yu, who would instruct the perfume makers to produce them.

“County Princess, does this Princess wish to marry His Highness the Crown Prince?” While Shen Xihe remained calm and composed, Hong Yu was anxious.

She wholeheartedly supported the County Princess marrying the Crown Prince, believing them perfectly matched. With the wedding date approaching, she worried something might go wrong.

“Even if she wishes to marry him, it would only happen if His Highness the Crown Prince is willing,” Shen Xihe replied without looking up from grinding her incense powder.

“What if she petitions for an imperial decree of marriage?” Hong Yu worried.

As a princess, even if she didn’t insist on status and agreed to be a secondary consort to the Crown Prince, His Majesty might not refuse. At worst, she would enter the Eastern Palace half a year later, which would still save face for Shen Xihe.

Most importantly, Tubo and the Northwest were at war, with the Tubo royal family having suffered several defeats at the hands of the Prince. The Tubo Princess and the County Princess could never coexist peacefully – wouldn’t His Majesty be pleased to see such an outcome?

“Publicly speaking, if you can see that she and I cannot coexist, how could His Highness the Crown Prince not know? Would he allow such a situation to develop?” Shen Xihe looked helplessly at her maids. They weren’t foolish, so why couldn’t they understand this point? “Even if His Majesty tried to force it, your Crown Prince has his ways. No one can force him to do something he doesn’t want to do.”

Privately, Xiao Huayong had promised her love like Pan and Yang. Although Shen Xihe didn’t believe this promise would ever change, she knew Xiao Huayong’s character wouldn’t change so quickly.

“County Princess is again saying ‘your Crown Prince’ – it truly saddens us,” Bi Yu complained.

Every time they worried about the County Princess and the Crown Prince, the County Princess would use these words to remind them that their hearts had turned toward the Crown Prince. It was as unlikely as snow in June – they had always been loyal to the County Princess.

Chapter 468: Not Showing Jealousy Doesn’t Mean I Don’t Care
“Exactly! If not for the County Princess, who would care who the Crown Prince is?” Zi Yu chimed in emphatically.

“We’re not speaking on behalf of the Crown Prince,” Pearl declared, then added, “County Princess always thinks we favor His Highness, but between you and him, His Highness is in the weaker position. When we speak of him, we naturally become a bit gentler.”

“His Highness is in the weaker position?” This phrase was quite novel, and Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile.

The weaker position?

Thinking carefully, Shen Xihe realized there might be some truth to it.

Xiao Huayong had been considerate of her in every way. Though he often teased her verbally, he had never done anything truly intolerable. Instead, he considered her feelings in everything he did.

“County Princess, you lack a maiden’s softness toward His Highness,” Pearl said carefully after some consideration.

“I was never born with a maiden’s softness,” Shen Xihe replied quietly. “I know what you’re all thinking. Princess Yaoxi’s feelings for His Highness are obvious, and by all rights, I should have some reaction rather than appearing so indifferent.”

Pearl and the others all lowered their heads silently, as this was exactly what they thought.

Shen Xihe didn’t blame them, knowing the issue lay with her difference from others: “I simply don’t feel the need to take it to heart. Firstly, I trust him. Secondly, even if he hesitates to act, as long as he truly intends to refuse her, I can step in. Princess Yaoxi is someone I could deal with at the lift of a finger – why should I feel troubled or concerned about her?”

She felt it unnecessary, or rather, Shen Xihe didn’t consider Princess Yaoxi worthy of attention – she wasn’t even a worthy opponent.

Though Pearl couldn’t fully grasp Shen Xihe’s thinking, she understood her meaning and couldn’t help but sigh: “County Princess, forgive this servant’s presumption, but perhaps what seems trivial and unreasonable to you might be crucial to others. Like this matter with Princess Yaoxi – this servant thinks His Highness wants you to care.”

This wasn’t about trust or overwhelming strength – it was something else entirely.

Shen Xihe lived too straightforwardly, too logically, and completely ignorant of matters of the heart. Sometimes these didn’t require excessive rationality – they needed impulse, needed to set aside reason, needed to forget about weighing pros and cons.

If Shen Xihe hadn’t shown any softening toward Xiao Huayong, if Pearl didn’t think he was worthy of trust, she would never have said these things to Shen Xihe, lest she harm her mistress.

Now the County Princess was beginning to feel differently about the Crown Prince, showing unconscious care from her heart, and they had all witnessed Xiao Huayong’s actions toward her. If the County Princess hadn’t realized this by now, it would surely have caused conflicts after their marriage.

Then, as the County Princess’s maid, Pearl naturally couldn’t side with the Crown Prince, and if the County Princess hadn’t understood this aspect, she might think herself blameless, potentially causing a rift between them.

Pearl’s words made Shen Xihe pause her work. After careful thought, she suddenly smiled: “If the rumors grow stronger tomorrow, we’ll go to the palace to see His Highness the Crown Prince.”

When she first heard about Princess Yaoxi’s lengthy stay at the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe had assumed Xiao Huayong was being straightforward, unafraid of rumors. But after hearing Pearl’s words, she wondered if perhaps Xiao Huayong had deliberately let her hear about it.

As for his purpose…

Just as Pearl said, he wanted her to care about Princess Yaoxi. Perhaps only her showing concern would make him feel she cared about him. At this moment, he wanted her concern, not her trust.

Although Shen Xihe felt that men were truly difficult creatures to understand, and couldn’t fathom why Xiao Huayong was being so… well, sensitive.

But since he treated her so well, she didn’t mind being tolerant and understanding, even trying to comprehend his sensitivity.

The next day, the rumors indeed grew stronger, eventually suggesting that Princess Yaoxi would be equal to Shen Xihe as a consort in the Eastern Palace. Shen Xihe was certain that without Xiao Huayong’s allowance, such rumors could never have spread so far.

He had done it deliberately, wanting her to hear.

Shen Xihe brought carefully prepared food boxes to the Eastern Palace. Xiao Huayong deliberately sat sideways, holding a book, pretending not to see her, making his sulking clear.

After setting down the food boxes, Shen Xihe sat down on a long couch and quietly watched him, her expression gentle.

At first, Xiao Huayong tried to resist, waiting for Shen Xihe to speak first. But after waiting for the time it takes an incense stick to burn, and seeing that Shen Xihe remained silent, just quietly watching him, he couldn’t hold back anymore and put down his book.

He spoke sarcastically: “Why are you here? To question me about the position of Crown Princess?”

“Pfft.” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh when she heard him speak.

She hadn’t understood his feelings the past two days, so she hadn’t come to the Eastern Palace to see him. Now that rumors were spreading about her position as Crown Princess being threatened, she came. He thought she was here for her interests, so he put on this face and wouldn’t even look at her while speaking.

“Yes, I’m very concerned about the position of primary consort,” Shen Xihe said seriously.

Though Xiao Huayong was sitting sideways to her and trying not to show it too obviously, Shen Xihe could still see his chest heaving dramatically and his nostrils slightly flaring – clear signs of anger.

His hand resting on his leg instantly clenched into a fist.

Shen Xihe stood up, walked slowly to his side, and gently sat down beside him. She placed her soft hand on his tightly clenched fist, feeling his body momentarily stiffen.

She spoke softly: “That day at the banquet, I knew there was nothing between you and her. So I’m not here to question you. Later when she came to seek you out and you received her in the Eastern Palace, I could guess that she must have come to express her feelings, wanting to marry into the Eastern Palace, and that you must have warned her harshly. No matter how unpleasant the rumors outside become, I always trust you.”

Xiao Huayong slowly turned his head, his deep eyes gathering a piercing silver light.

Shen Xihe met his gaze, her hand on his tightening slightly: “Your Highness, I am a woman who doesn’t understand romance. I don’t know how to be passionate about someone, I only know how to be sincere. Some of the jealousy you want to see – I might never show you in this lifetime.

If I care for you, I’ll trust you even if the whole world doubts you; if I don’t care for you, I wouldn’t mind even if you had three thousand concubines.”

Shen Xihe was such a person without romantic sensibilities, her rationality far exceeding her sensitivity.

Yet she had met Xiao Huayong, a man whose heart and eyes were full of only her, and who could handle anything with his vast power. She believed there was nothing he couldn’t resolve unless he chose not to.

Such a person as her could not produce jealousy.

His heart beating rapidly, Xiao Huayong asked quietly: “Therefore?”

Her obsidian-like bright eyes filled with smiles as she said: “Therefore, not showing jealousy doesn’t mean I don’t care about Your Highness.”

Chapter 469: She Is Not Someone To Be Bullied
Like countless flowers crackling into bloom in his heart, Xiao Huayong excitedly gripped Shen Xihe’s hand in return, his voice trembling slightly: “You… Youyou, you are saying that you… Care about me?”

The final three words emerged in an extremely low voice as he gazed into her eyes, which rippled with silver light while flickering with uncertainty.

“Yes, Your Highness is someone I care about,” Shen Xihe responded without any hesitation.

If she hadn’t cared, how could she have stayed by his side through the night when she mistakenly believed him poisoned that day? For the proper and decorous Shen Xihe, such behavior had been quite extraordinary.

Xiao Huayong spread his arms and embraced Shen Xihe fully, exclaiming with excitement: “Youyou, I am overjoyed!”

Shen Xihe had never before uttered the words “care about.” Her reserved and rational nature often left him feeling powerless and helpless. In his dreams, he had hoped to one day become irreplaceable and indispensable to her. Hearing her say she cared about him was like obtaining a priceless treasure, his joy overflowing beyond expression.

Shen Xihe allowed him to hold her as she said softly, “I made wontons for Your Highness.”

Xiao Huayong’s love for wontons was genuine, not merely due to their connection with Shen Xihe. He had loved them even before knowing her, though this fondness had only deepened after their acquaintance.

Since wontons shouldn’t be left sitting too long, Xiao Huayong reluctantly released Shen Xihe. She brought out the wontons and placed them before him.

Xiao Huayong gazed at the white wontons floating in the soup bowl and ate them with a smile, not leaving a single drop of soup behind.

The Crown Prince’s mood quickly improved, and he took Shen Xihe to see their wedding chambers. The rooms were almost completely furnished. Shen Xihe noticed that all the chairs were carved with Pingzhong leaves – some freely spreading, some clustered together like blooming flowers, and others floating like dancing butterflies.

Xiao Huayong had also created an incense room especially for her, fully equipped with all necessary tools and many rare fragrances. Outside the room stood two Pingzhong trees, their golden leaves falling in the wind. When the window was opened, the fresh, subtle fragrance of Pingzhong leaves would drift in.

“Your Highness, you needn’t accommodate me to such an extent,” Shen Xihe said after seeing everything. Though she liked it, she felt that every detail reflected her preferences without considering Xiao Huayong’s own needs.

“I only want you. When you’re here, I see nothing else,” Xiao Huayong said tenderly.

With her present, everything else was merely decorative – as long as it was functional and viewable, that sufficed.

“Your Highness, don’t you have any particular preferences?” Thinking carefully, Shen Xihe realized that besides knowing Xiao Huayong’s love for wontons, she hadn’t discovered any other special preferences of his.

“Before I was eight, I loved candied cherries,” Xiao Huayong said, his smile fading. “It was precisely because of that preference that I couldn’t resist eating that bowl of candied cherries. Since then, I’ve never again indulged myself.”

Only by having no preferences could one be without joy or sorrow, and avoid falling easily into traps.

Shen Xihe suddenly felt heartache. She understood that this was how the strong should be, which was why powerful people were often lonely. When a person has no likes or dislikes, they lose the flavor of life. He had probably even faced the prospect of a short life with composure.

“It didn’t matter that I had none before, but now I do,” Xiao Huayong looked down at their clasped hands, raising hers. “Youyou is my preference.”

This was the first time Xiao Huayong’s words of affection weren’t met with Shen Xihe’s speechlessness or intentional avoidance. She said, “I am deeply honored.”

In Shen Xihe’s view, a living person should have their preferences – only then could they truly be vibrant and have the motivation and joy to live. She felt deeply honored to become the preference of someone like Xiao Huayong, a man who commanded heaven and earth.

She allowed Xiao Huayong to hold her hand as they strolled through every corner of the Eastern Palace. Unlike previous times when she would quietly listen, Shen Xihe now actively offered her suggestions and expressed her requirements. This made Xiao Huayong even more delighted, remembering every word she said clearly, and asking for her thoughts at each location they visited.

Shen Xihe stayed at the Eastern Palace until having the evening meal before departing. On her way back, the sunset’s remaining light outlined the bustling crowds. The capital’s streets remained extremely lively, with restaurants at their busiest hour.

“Princess, it’s Second Young Lady and Second Young Lady Yu.” Hong Yu was also looking outside when she spotted Yu Sangning and Shen Yingruo together, apparently engaged in pleasant conversation.

Shen Xihe looked in the direction Hong Yu indicated, seeing them at a silver shop. The two seemed to be discussing jewelry, appearing to share similar interests.

“Isn’t this Second Young Lady Yu from outside? How does she know about hairpins and pearls?” Bi Yu asked in surprise.

“She’s been in the capital for a year.” Yu Sangning had arrived in the capital around the same time. Though Yu Sangning might not have had anyone to teach her before, in this past year, especially after her dance performance, Yu Sangzhi had helped her in every way. Being clever and hardworking, these things weren’t difficult for her to learn.

“Princess, Second Young Lady Yu is cunning and devious. Should we warn the Second Young Lady?” Zhenzhu asked.

Although Shen Xihe didn’t care about Shen Yingruo or interfere with her affairs, Yu Sangning was different. This was a young lady whose hands were stained with several lives. If she intended to harm Shen Yingruo, Shen Xihe would certainly have to intervene.

“No need,” Shen Xihe rejected softly. As the carriage moved forward, leaving Shen Yingruo and Yu Sangning behind, she continued, “She isn’t as easily bullied as you imagine. Second Young Lady Yu wouldn’t dare to harm her.”

Yu Sangning had long feared her, and after that time at the temporary palace, she had been thoroughly frightened. Though she might still dare to approach people connected to Shen Xihe, she wouldn’t easily scheme against them.

“Princess, Prince Zhao favors the Second Young Lady, and we don’t know if the Second Young Lady still has feelings for Prince Zhao. Now that First Young Lady Yu has been bestowed marriage to Prince Zhao, and as you’ve said, Second Young Lady Yu has long had her eyes on this marriage…” Zhenzhu continued, “This servant worries that Second Young Lady Yu might incite First Young Lady Yu and Second Young Lady into fighting each other.”

“Fighting each other?” Shen Xihe slightly pursed her lips. “That won’t happen.”

Shen Xihe’s certainty left Zhenzhu confused.

“First Young Lady Yu is already dissatisfied with this marriage, and she (Shen Yingruo) has already given up her feelings for Prince Zhao,” If she hadn’t given up, last year when Shen Yueshan was present and they both fell into the icy lake when Prince Zhao offered to take responsibility, Shen Yingruo wouldn’t have firmly refused.

How could there be a fight when neither person had any interest in Prince Zhao?

As long as Yu Sangzhi wasn’t foolish, she wouldn’t plan such a thing.

“Second Young Lady Yu has shown no movement yet, this servant can’t help but overthink,” Zhenzhu said.

“There’s no rush,” Shen Xihe said softly. “Neither of their wedding dates has been set – they must wait until after my wedding to the Crown Prince. She has plenty of time to plan slowly. Moreover… she may have already made moves where we cannot see.”

After a pause, Shen Xihe continued: “She’s likely waiting for Shen Yingruo’s coming-of-age ceremony.”



Chapter 470: The Crown Prince Is Not Your Best Choice
The Emperor had decreed arrangements for Shen Yingruo’s coming-of-age ceremony. Though not as grand as Shen Xihe’s and not held in the palace at the Shen residence, it would still be officiated by the Ministry of Rites and the palace’s Department of Internal Affairs and Six Offices. Shen Xihe would also attend.

Distinguished officials and nobles would certainly attend. For Shen Xihe’s ceremony, the guest list had been personally reviewed by Shen Yueshan and Emperor Youning – not everyone qualified to attend. Shen Yingruo’s was different; she could invite whomever she wished.

Yu Sangning wanted to attend the ceremony. Since Yu Sangzhi had already been betrothed and had no relationship with Shen Yingruo, she naturally wouldn’t be invited. Yu Sangning couldn’t tag along with her sister and had to find her way.

“Why… why is she still pondering these things?” Bi Yu was puzzled.

If her target was Yu Sangzhi’s marriage, and Yu Sangzhi wasn’t going, could she be aiming for Prince Zhao?

Even Shen Xihe couldn’t fully understand Yu Sangning’s intentions. Her guess about Yu Sangning wanting to attend Shen Yingruo’s ceremony was merely speculation – she never wasted thought on insignificant people.

However, she hadn’t expected someone would be waiting when she returned to her residence.

The warm orange light divided the Princess’s residence in half, one side in light and one in shadow. A slender, graceful figure stood before the gates hidden in darkness, wearing the colorful, splendid attire of the Tubo royal family, strikingly different from the capital’s ladies and immediately catching the eye.

Shen Xihe ascended the steps silently, reaching the entrance where she faced Princess Yaoxi.

“Princess,” Shen Xihe greeted first.

Princess Yaoxi, clearly well-versed in Han etiquette, must have prepared thoroughly for the marriage alliance. She returned Shen Xihe’s greeting: “Princess, I have something to discuss with you.”

Shen Xihe could roughly guess her intentions. After a moment’s consideration, she nodded in agreement and invited Princess Yaoxi inside.

“I wish to speak with the Princess privately,” Princess Yaoxi said when they reached the main hall, as Shen Xihe had servants prepare tea and refreshments, looking at the surrounding servants.

Shen Xihe gave Zhenzhu a look, and Zhenzhu led all the servants out in succession, leaving only Shen Xihe and Princess Yaoxi in the room.

“I beseech the Princess’s help in entering the Eastern Palace,” Princess Yaoxi stood and made a deep bow to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe also stood, supporting Princess Yaoxi: “Princess, I regret I cannot help.”

“Princess, His Highness the Crown Prince is the heir apparent. He will eventually take consorts; the Eastern Palace won’t have just you,” whether in the Celestial Dynasty or their Tubo, rulers never had just one wife or concubine. “If I enter the Eastern Palace, I will certainly respect you as primary and won’t compete for favor. Princess should know that even if I bear sons, they won’t have the right to inherit the throne.”

She needed support, and Shen Xihe needed a reputation for virtue – they could benefit each other.

Princess Yaoxi didn’t understand Shen Xihe. Shen Xihe didn’t need a virtuous reputation. Though not jealous, she wasn’t someone who would use Xiao Huayong to demonstrate wifely virtue without regard for his feelings.

If one day Xiao Huayong personally told her he wanted to take a consort, she would certainly fulfill her duties as Crown Princess. She wouldn’t make decisions for Xiao Huayong for her benefit.

If it were someone else, even a lady who had feelings for Xiao Huayong as the future Crown Princess, they would be tempted by Princess Yaoxi’s proposal.

In ladies’ conventional thinking, even ordinary men had more than one wife, let alone the heir apparent. Knowing they would eventually share a husband with others, why not choose early someone most beneficial to themselves?

With Princess Yaoxi coming to ask today, she would owe a great debt. Later, entering the Eastern Palace, Princess Yaoxi herself knew that even if she bore children, they would have no right to inherit the throne. She and her sons would have to rely on the Crown Princess, naturally following her lead and orders. When new people came, she could intervene to control and suppress them. The Crown Princess would remain above it all, forever a virtuous Eastern Palace consort, all the unsavory matters unrelated to the magnanimous and virtuous Crown Princess.

“Please return, Princess,” Shen Xihe dismissed her guest.

Princess Yaoxi stared at Shen Xihe with confused, uncomprehending eyes. She had taken the initiative to offer herself as a pledge, yet Shen Xihe remained unmoved.

“Does the Princess have feelings for His Highness?” Princess Yaoxi probed.

“My affairs are not the Princess’s concern,” Shen Xihe didn’t answer.

Princess Yaoxi didn’t leave. After hesitating for a moment, she bit her lip: “I can accept just the title.”

If Shen Xihe minded sharing a husband, she could be a consort of the Eastern Palace in name only. What she sought was the identity of becoming the future imperial consort of the Celestial Dynasty’s Crown Prince, so that the Xiazha family would fear her and not dare harm her brother.

As long as she held an important position in the Celestial Dynasty, Xiazha wouldn’t dare usurp the throne, or else the Celestial Dynasty would have reason to march on Tubo.

A flash of surprise crossed those obsidian-bright eyes. Shen Xihe hadn’t expected Princess Yaoxi would go to such lengths. At this moment, there was urgency and sincerity in her eyes. Shen Xihe believed she was genuine – she just wanted to find support.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe had a thought: “Princess, have you heard that His Highness the Crown Prince suffers from a serious illness that affects his longevity?”

“He’s pretending,” Princess Yaoxi immediately refuted, not concealing anything from Shen Xihe. “I saw him in Tubo. He not only possesses extraordinary wisdom but is also martially skilled, completely unlike the rumors in the capital.”

So she had met Xiao Huayong in Tubo. Shen Xihe understood but said: “He indeed isn’t seriously ill, but he has an unresolved strange poison. Until now, neither he nor I have found an antidote. If we still can’t find one in three to five years, he will certainly become as the rumors say…”

Princess Yaoxi frowned slightly, scrutinizing Shen Xihe, trying to judge the truth or falsehood of her words.

Shen Xihe met her gaze calmly.

Unable to discern Shen Xihe’s truth from fiction, Princess Yaoxi simply asked: “Why are you telling me these things?”

“I am informing you that His Highness the Crown Prince is not your best choice,” Shen Xihe’s expression was composed. “His Highness isn’t yet the sovereign. If Dalun wants to usurp the throne, even if you enter the Eastern Palace, it will only provoke him to secretly conspire with other princes for imperial power.

In the struggle for the throne, if His Highness the Crown Prince loses…” Speaking thus, Shen Xihe smiled faintly and changed her words, “No, he won’t lose, but he might have to exit midway.”

If Xiao Huayong could find the antidote, the throne would undoubtedly be his, but Shen Xihe didn’t want anything to happen to him, and still couldn’t be certain they would find the antidote.

“You want me to…” Princess Yaoxi instantly understood Shen Xihe’s meaning.

The Crown Prince wasn’t the best choice; the Crown Prince might not ascend to the throne, and then any prince might not ascend to the throne. The best solution would be to marry Emperor Youning, who was already emperor.

Since she could choose to enter the Eastern Palace in name only for power, why couldn’t she marry Emperor Youning, who was many years her senior, for power?



Chapter 471: Scheming Against His Majesty Together
“This is your best choice,” Shen Xihe nodded, confirming her speculation.

“Why don’t you make this choice?” Princess Yaoxi countered.

Weren’t their situations quite similar? Knowing the Crown Prince was afflicted with an unsolvable strange poison, why would she choose him?

Was it just for love?

Princess Yaoxi didn’t believe it. With her father’s poor health, she had handled many of Tubo’s state affairs on his behalf. She had seen many people, and Shen Xihe wasn’t a woman trapped by love. She possessed a proud aloofness that set her above others, a transcendence that didn’t sink into worldliness.

Shen Xihe’s flower-like soft lips lifted slightly: “I am more noble than you. I cannot choose your path.”

One-third of military power was in Shen Yueshan’s hands, controlling the Turks above and restraining Tubo below.

For Emperor Youning to marry her, he would have to open the Vermillion Bird Gate and welcome her into the back palace with the honor of Imperial Mother.

Let alone Emperor Youning’s vow to never establish another empress in this life, even without this oath, he could never make her empress.

The Imperial Mother of this dynasty, if the Emperor agreed, had the right to participate in court politics, far more complex than previous dynasties where she only managed the back palace.

Therefore, she could only marry a prince. Choosing Xiao Huayong was merely an accident of fate.

Naturally, Shen Xihe wouldn’t explain these reasons to Princess Yaoxi.

Seeing Princess Yaoxi still didn’t quite understand, Shen Xihe said: “His Majesty dares neither take me as consort nor marry me as empress.”

Taking her as consort would be trampling on Shen Yueshan’s face. Shen Yueshan would certainly refuse on grounds of impropriety, given his sworn brotherhood with His Majesty. He wouldn’t agree to her becoming empress either, but if she were willing, Shen Yueshan couldn’t stop it.

Princess Yaoxi, having handled Tubo’s political affairs, had some political sensitivity. She understood the meaning of these words and believed what Shen Xihe said.

“His Majesty won’t make me empress either,” Princess Yaoxi seriously considered Shen Xihe’s suggestion. “If I become His Majesty’s consort… if I have no children, according to your Celestial Dynasty’s rules, I would be sent to a temple.”

By then she would have neither power nor status in the Celestial Dynasty, and her brother would remain in danger.

As long as Princess Yaoxi was willing, everything could be arranged. Shen Xihe gestured for Princess Yaoxi to sit: “If the Princess is willing, we can cooperate in another way.”

“Please speak,” Princess Yaoxi sat accordingly.

Shen Xihe poured her a cup of tea: “Whether or not His Highness the Crown Prince can accompany me to the end, Princess Yaoxi should know I have no retreat. I must become the final victor. In the future, whether His Highness ascends the throne or my flesh and blood do, I can ensure you enjoy wealth and honor in the palace, preventing the Xiazha family from rash actions.”

This was double insurance – while His Majesty lived, she would be his consort; after His Majesty’s passing, she would have Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong’s support.

Compared to marrying Xiao Huayong, she could at least protect her royal brother with her power before His Majesty’s death. There was a natural risk – that Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong might not become the final winners, a risk that came with marrying any prince.

Princess Yaoxi was indeed somewhat tempted but didn’t agree immediately, because she knew once she agreed, she would become Shen Xihe’s spy beside His Majesty, perhaps even having to conspire with Shen Xihe to assassinate the emperor in the future.

“I’ve heard His Majesty hasn’t taken any consorts for many years. How would he take me into the palace?” Yaoxi asked again.

“Princess Yaoxi, let me tell you something truthful,” a faint light traced Shen Xihe’s rising smile. “His Majesty originally had no intention of marriage alliances, yet he allowed you to come to the capital, not because a princess was marrying into the Celestial Dynasty rather than the Celestial Dynasty marrying a princess to Tubo.

By my guess, His Majesty must have learned of Tubo’s current internal turmoil. He has coveted Tubo for a long but couldn’t find a righteous reason to act. If the Princess boldly expresses admiration for His Majesty, especially in public, His Majesty absolutely cannot refuse.”

His Majesty couldn’t possibly take a woman who publicly declared her feelings for him and then marry her to his son. His Majesty also couldn’t miss this marriage alliance opportunity because, with slight maneuvering, he could achieve his goal of sending troops to and annexing Tubo. This was meat delivered to his mouth – how could he not eat it?

“His Majesty intends to attack Tubo?” Princess Yaoxi’s fingers clenched as her expression darkened.

Shen Xihe glanced at her lightly: “Strong nations are always thus. When Tubo was powerful in the past, didn’t it also conquer the northwest and attack Yunnan?”

Princess Yaoxi was slightly startled by these words, then her expression relaxed, because Shen Xihe spoke truth: “Let me think about it.”

“I await the Princess’s good news,” Shen Xihe wasn’t hurried.

Telling Princess Yaoxi these things wasn’t to slander Emperor Youning – these were all facts.

Emperor Youning might well use Princess Yaoxi to gain power over Tubo, but she feared Princess Yaoxi might momentarily lose clarity and fall for his charm.

Though Emperor Youning was nearly fifty, he maintained himself well, especially focusing on health these years, looking several years younger than Shen Yueshan. He could pass for the thirties, and for such a mature sovereign ruling all under heaven, capturing an innocent young girl’s heart would be too easy.

Emperor Youning’s inner circle was impenetrable. Xiao Huayong could only arrange His Majesty’s confidants but couldn’t infiltrate His Majesty’s daily life. Even this time’s act with Xiao Juexong making His Majesty suffer poison couldn’t fully control the emperor’s every move.

But if the emperor’s bedmate, especially one the emperor wanted to use and had to stay close to, was her spy, His Majesty would find it hard to escape the net she and Xiao Huayong wove together.

Moreover, she would soon marry into the Eastern Palace, and having a consort in her camp would greatly benefit her control of the back palace.

The next day when Shen Xihe went to accompany Xiao Huayong at their appointed time in the Eastern Palace, she told him about this matter. Upon hearing it, Xiao Huayong clapped his hands: “Brilliant, truly brilliant.”

He hadn’t thought of planting Princess Yaoxi as a spy by His Majesty’s side.

His Majesty would likely suspect anyone else sent to him, but while he might suspect Princess Yaoxi, he would be less suspicious of her as a Tubo princess compared to others.

“However, having Princess Yaoxi publicly declare her feelings would indeed let her become His Majesty’s woman,” Xiao Huayong had a better idea. “But this way, Princess Yaoxi’s purpose would be too obvious, and His Majesty would likely be more cautious. Better to have Princess Yaoxi still show some thoughts of marrying me or a prince, while secretly enticing His Majesty to develop feelings for her first.”

This way, it would be His Majesty actively wanting her, with an added sense of guilt toward Princess Yaoxi.

“His Majesty isn’t moved by female beauty,” That night entertaining the envoys showed His Majesty hadn’t developed feelings for Princess Yaoxi.

“Princess Yaoxi comes from Tubo, and my aunt married into Tubo…” Xiao Huayong smiled meaningfully.

His Majesty’s birthmark should be familiar to Princess Yaoxi – they could start from there.

Chapter 472: She Understands How to Control Hearts
Xiao Huayong’s “Aunt” was, given his position as Crown Prince, the sister of his nominal mother, the late Empress, and more significantly, His Majesty’s beloved.

“Over all these years, hasn’t anyone tried to earn Imperial favor by imitating her?” Shen Xihe questioned.

“They have,” Xiao Huayong nodded. “A similar appearance might catch His Majesty’s eye briefly, and a similar temperament might make His Majesty remember such a person.”

However, no one had ever succeeded.

Shen Xihe lowered her long eyelashes. “Previous attempts failed because His Majesty’s beloved was still alive. Now she’s gone.”

“That’s one reason,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes flickered with amusement. “Secondly, Princess Yaoxi’s advantage isn’t in imitating others. Imitations are ultimately fake, and even the deepest dreams must end. Her advantage lies in having lived under the same roof as that person for over ten years.”

There was no need to imitate that person or become her substitute – substitutes never met good ends. Princess Yaoxi only needed to share a few details about that person’s life in Tibet, and it would be enough to captivate His Majesty’s soul and dreams, enough to make His Majesty want to stay by her side.

It had nothing to do with romance. As long as she remained authentic, His Majesty would protect her; as long as she was clever enough, she could always discern His Majesty’s every move.

Romantic love wasn’t what Princess Yaoxi sought – Tibet’s stability and her brother’s throne were everything to her. This much, Shen Xihe could tell from their brief conversation yesterday.

Shen Xihe thought this scheme was excellent, and she would need to give Princess Yaoxi some guidance.

Naturally, Shen Xihe wouldn’t seek out Princess Yaoxi herself. His Majesty monitored Princess Yaoxi’s every move. If the Princess came to Shen Xihe, His Majesty wouldn’t be suspicious, assuming it was because Princess Yaoxi earnestly wanted to marry into the Eastern Palace, hence her persistent attention to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong. The reverse would appear suspicious in His Majesty’s eyes. Any slight change in Princess Yaoxi would certainly arouse His Majesty’s suspicion.

Two days later was Shen Yingruo’s coming-of-age ceremony. Neither Shen Yueshan nor Shen Yunan had received special permission to enter the capital. As the only relative from the Shen family able to attend, Shen Xihe couldn’t be absent.

She had promised that she wouldn’t let anyone bully Shen Yingruo – this was Shen Yingruo’s rightful privilege as a daughter of the Shen family.

Following custom, she prepared generous gifts. She only needed to make an appearance, as the palace would handle all arrangements. The ceremony would naturally be grand – not only did Shen Yingruo have a father who commanded significant military power, but she also had a sister who would soon enter the Eastern Palace, and she was a County Princess favored by His Majesty. Princess Pingling would be her ceremony’s honorary sponsor.

Shen Xihe also used this coming-of-age ceremony to meet Princess Yaoxi. Though she hadn’t planned to catch Princess Yaoxi’s eye for conversation, when Princess Yaoxi actively sought a meeting, Shen Xihe decided to accept after hearing the message from Princess Yaoxi’s maid.

Though she hadn’t lived long in the Shen residence, she knew it better than Princess Yaoxi. So she named a location and sent Biyu to guide Princess Yaoxi while she went ahead to wait. Princess Yaoxi arrived quickly.

“I agree to your proposal, but you must tell me how to earn His Majesty’s special regard,” Princess Yaoxi had deliberated for two days and consulted repeatedly with her confidants, concluding that Shen Xihe’s suggestion indeed served her interests best.

Becoming His Majesty’s consort now would immediately intimidate the Xiazha family and stabilize her brother’s position on the throne, as matters with her father couldn’t be delayed any longer.

In the future, she could assess the situation – if Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe remained victorious, she would continue cooperating with them. If the couple’s fortunes declined, as long as she held His Majesty’s secrets, she wouldn’t lack new allies.

This truly put her in an unbeatable position.

“You have the greatest advantage…” Shen Xihe had never imagined Princess Yaoxi would reject her proposal, so she told her about that peerless beauty’s story.

“The Queen…” Princess Yaoxi first showed surprise, then sudden understanding. “So that’s it…”

Twenty years ago, Tibet had planned to attack the Celestial Dynasty. At that time, the Celestial Dynasty faced both internal and external troubles, while Tibet had reached unprecedented strength. However, her father had suffered repeated defeats at Shen Yueshan’s hands and grown wary.

Another reason was that her father had fallen in love with a woman from the Central Plains. Her strong grasp of Han culture came from this woman’s influence. If the Queen hadn’t been childless, she and her brother might never have come into this world.

Her father had been too infatuated with her, heeding her every word. After having her, he’d shown nothing but disdain for other women. That woman had been too clever – her wisdom had made the entire palace aware of her father’s infatuation, yet no one had been jealous, instead competing to curry her favor.

Her mother had been the most skilled at pleasing her, even sending herself to be raised at her knee to win her favor.

She had been good to her, and because of her, her father had especially favored her. It was also because of her departure that her father had suffered a sudden collapse in spirits, falling ill and now approaching death.

“County Princess, do you know that on her deathbed, she had me burn a piece of parchment?” Princess Yaoxi’s gaze grew distant, staring into space as if lost in long memories. “I couldn’t resist peeking out of curiosity – it was Tibet’s military defense map.”

That must have been what she had wanted to give to the Celestial Dynasty’s Emperor as her final gift. She could have easily sent it back to the Celestial Dynasty – her father had never restricted her movements. Yet on her final day, she had chosen to burn it, perhaps moved by her father’s sincere and selfless love for her.

Shen Xihe remained silent, having no interest in others’ tangles of love and hate.

Princess Yaoxi quickly returned to the present, abandoning that topic: “Thank you, County Princess, for your strategic advice.”

“Princess,” Shen Xihe felt compelled to add one more reminder, “Everything has its limits. No father wishes to marry a woman whose heart belongs to his son.”

Shen Xihe suggested that Princess Yaoxi publicly declare her intentions to satisfy a man’s vanity and ensure that Princess Yaoxi achieved her goals without fail. As for whether His Majesty would be suspicious, those concerns could be addressed later through daily interaction.

Xiao Huayong’s suggestion would save trouble later – once His Majesty truly developed feelings, he wouldn’t test her as much. But the early stages could easily go wrong, and Princess Yaoxi would need to judge that balance herself.

She needed to show she had never thought of marrying His Majesty, that her heart was set on marrying a prince, but without letting His Majesty think she was hopelessly in love with any particular prince. Once His Majesty formed such an impression, he would never develop feelings for Yaoxi.

Princess Yaoxi gave Shen Xihe a deep look – this young woman understood too well how to control people’s hearts.

“Then I must ask County Princess to assist me once more.”

She couldn’t appear to pursue another target without experiencing any setbacks – that would seem too deliberate.



Chapter 473: Spider Incense
If she kept pursuing Xiao Huayong, it would inevitably appear as Shen Xihe had warned – in His Majesty’s eyes, she would become someone infatuated with Xiao Huayong.

“Princess need only act accordingly. When the time comes, I will naturally do my part without hesitation.” She quite enjoyed playing the villain.

Besides, didn’t Xiao Huayong always think she didn’t care enough about him? Well, then she could please him a little.

“Please inform His Highness the Crown Prince first, County Princess,” Princess Yaoxi reminded her.

If Xiao Huayong remained unaware, he might move against her before Shen Xihe could act. She had no wish to follow Munuha’s fate. If she approached Xiao Huayong herself, he likely wouldn’t cooperate in this performance – only the person before her could succeed.

Shen Xihe smiled gently. “Rest assured, Princess. I will instruct His Highness the Crown Prince.”

With matters settled and no particular friendship between them, Princess Yaoxi took her leave.

Shen Xihe waited a moment after her departure before visiting Nongwa Court for a brief inspection. After leaving there, she found a quiet courtyard to sit in. As the sister of today’s celebrant, she couldn’t leave too early.

She sent Zhenzhu and Biyu to keep watch at the front, instructing them to notify her immediately of any developments.

After sitting for about fifteen minutes, she heard footsteps. Exchanging a glance with Moyu, she noted they came from a small courtyard beyond a hanging flower gate. Just as she was about to rise and look, she heard Shen Yingruo’s voice: “Your Highness’s intentions in coming here are clear to Huaiyang. Your Highness has no wish to marry me, nor do I wish to marry Your Highness. I will personally request His Majesty to decline this marriage.”

Prince?

Shen Xihe was puzzled. From the conversation, it seemed the Youzhen Emperor had arranged a marriage between Shen Yingruo and some prince, hence having him come before her coming-of-age ceremony, perhaps to express intent or allow them to meet.

“County Princess, this humble prince means no disrespect. It’s just that I haven’t established my career yet and have no thoughts of marriage these next two years.” This was a young, deep, magnetic voice, not belonging to any of the Youzhen Emperor’s sons she knew. Could it be Prince Jing whom she hadn’t met?

The thought was quickly dismissed by Shen Xihe. Prince Jing couldn’t secretly return to the capital – any imperial summons would be public and official. Otherwise, leaked whereabouts would constitute a serious crime.

If not Prince Jing, then it must be Prince Xun, Xiao Changfeng.

The Youzhen Emperor wanted to marry Shen Yingruo to Xiao Changfeng!

“Your Highness need not worry. As I said, I have no intention of marrying you.” Shen Yingruo smiled candidly. “Besides, among the countless people in this world, each has their aspirations and preferences. Your unwillingness to marry me doesn’t mean I’m inadequate; my unwillingness to marry you doesn’t mean Your Highness is lacking – we simply aren’t fated for each other. Therefore, Your Highness needn’t feel guilty or waste effort finding excuses to spare my dignity.”

Xiao Changfeng gazed at the graceful young woman before him. They were quite familiar, having studied at the same place despite their seven or eight-year age difference. Yet he hadn’t realized how the once rosy-cheeked little dumpling had blossomed into a charming young lady until His Majesty suddenly proposed matching her with him.

He had never given thought to his future princess consort. Having just lost his father – though others didn’t know – he couldn’t disregard propriety. Three years of mourning was a son’s filial duty.

Otherwise, this vivacious, forthright, and radiant young woman might have made an excellent choice for a wife.

“County Princess… perhaps in two years…” Halfway through his words, Xiao Changfeng shook his head with a self-deprecating smile, leaving the sentence unfinished.

Shen Yingruo didn’t press for the rest. She gave Xiao Changfeng a proper curtsy and gracefully departed – as today’s celebrant, she had been absent too long.

Shen Xihe waited until after Xiao Changfeng left before crossing the hanging flower gate to stand in the courtyard, gazing at the osmanthus-laden trees above, their fragrance subtle and elegant.

“His Majesty shows genuine care for her indeed,” Shen Xihe hadn’t expected the Youzhen Emperor to arrange such a match for Shen Yingruo.

Besides the princes, Xiao Changfeng held the highest status. Compared to the princes, his position was more secure. Marrying him would ensure stability – as long as he remained loyal to His Majesty, his position as Prince would be safe regardless of whether His Majesty or Xiao Huayong prevailed.

After all, loyalty to His Majesty was expected – he would simply be a pure official without partisan ties.

Xiao Changfeng was also Shen Yingruo’s cousin, and they were childhood friends. If they married, they might well achieve marital harmony.

Marrying Xiao Changfeng carried no political implications – it was purely hoping for Shen Yingruo to make a good match.

His Majesty probably hadn’t shown such consideration even to his daughters.

When Shen Xihe emerged, she thought Xiao Changfeng would have left, having waited a while. Yet she found him in the small courtyard with Yu Sangning, who was bandaging a cat while Xiao Changfeng stood awkwardly to the side.

A glimmer of amusement flickered in her obsidian-like eyes as Shen Xihe approached Moyu: “What happened?”

Yu Sangning, who was bandaging the cat, instinctively flinched at Shen Xihe’s voice.

With Shen Manor’s maids present and Shen Xihe being the manor’s mistress, she naturally had the right to inquire. The maid quickly answered in a low voice: “Second Miss Yu’s cat ran away. This servant accompanied Second Miss Yu in pursuit, and the cat was leaping toward Prince Xun. His Highness, perhaps thinking it was an ambush, injured the cat…”

“What a coincidence,” Shen Xihe remarked with an ambiguous smile.

Standing close enough, Shen Xihe detected the scent of spider incense on Xiao Changfeng. Spider incense was an herb from Maozhou in Western Shu. When processed, it could become a powerful hallucinogenic, and its fragrance was particularly attractive to cats.

Anyone wearing this scent would inevitably draw cats to pounce on them.

This spot was right before the moon gate. If a cat leaped through it, a martial artist like Xiao Changfeng would instinctively react with considerable force. Looking at the dying cat on the ground, everything became clear to Shen Xihe.

Biyu and the others didn’t understand why Yu Sangning wasn’t competing with Yu Sangzi for the position of Prince Zhao’s primary consort, instead currying favor with Shen Yingruo at this time – but now it was obvious.

Yu Sangning had already learned that Shen Yingruo might marry Xiao Changfeng. Compared to Prince Zhao who already had a legitimate son, the tall and handsome unmarried Prince Xun, who would enjoy wealth and status regardless of who ascended the throne, was far superior to Xiao Changwen.

While an emperor’s son wouldn’t marry a concubine’s daughter, with a nephew… though her status remained humble, if Xiao Changfeng insisted on the marriage, how could His Majesty forcefully prevent it?

Most importantly, becoming Prince Xun’s consort meant not becoming Shen Xihe’s enemy. Yu Sangning must have thought this through and changed her target accordingly.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t expose the spider incense because she wouldn’t reveal her secrets to Xiao Changfeng. Yu Sangning was fortunate in this regard.



Chapter 474: Growing Spiritual Connection
“Go to the front and call Zhenzhu over,” Shen Xihe instructed the Shen Manor maid nearby.

Having lived at Shen Manor for a short while with Zhenzhu and the others, the maids all recognized Zhenzhu and immediately went to carry out the order.

“There’s no need to trouble County Princess. I’ll take the cat away,” Yu Sangning stood up with the bandaged cat in her arms.

“Better have someone look at it. I also keep a cat, and whenever there’s any problem, Zhenzhu takes care of it. She’s no less skilled than the palace veterinarians.”

This wasn’t mere praise from Shen Xihe. The medical notes left by Elder Baitouweng included some basic veterinary knowledge. Though Shen Xihe’s Duanming hadn’t been ill much this past year, Zhenzhu had taken great interest, spending time each day studying and practicing by treating abandoned cats in her spare time, developing considerable skill.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to interfere too much in Yu Sangning’s affairs, but since Yu Sangning chose to create drama at Shen Manor, she had to step in as the host.

It would be best if even Zhenzhu couldn’t save this cat – then it would truly be fated to die here. If Yu Sangning took it away like this, the cat would certainly die. Only its death would make Xiao Changfeng feel guilty enough to at least compensate Yu Sangning with another cat.

This back-and-forth would give someone as calculating and opportunistic as Yu Sangning enough chances to gradually become familiar with Xiao Changfeng and catch his eye.

Shen Xihe wasn’t trying to deliberately sabotage her – Yu Sangning meant nothing to her, nor did she find Yu Sangning’s methods particularly despicable or feel compelled to uphold justice. She was simply doing what was reasonable as the host.

Zhenzhu arrived quickly and examined the cat before shaking her head at Shen Xihe: “This cat’s organs are damaged. It won’t live much longer.”

As soon as Zhenzhu finished speaking, a tear rolled down Yu Sangning’s cheek, though she tried to hide it, as if not wanting anyone to see her grief.

Hearing this, Xiao Changfeng felt guilty: “Second Miss Yu, this prince used too much force. Please accept my condolences. Whatever compensation Second Miss Yu desires, just name it – this prince will do everything possible to fulfill it.”

At these words, even Shen Xihe couldn’t help but give Xiao Changfeng another look.

Logically, for nobles like them, let alone a cat’s life, even a human life might mean nothing. Yet Xiao Changfeng hadn’t casually offered to give Yu Sangning another cat, showing he understood that life was irreplaceable, not to be trifled with or taken lightly. This point alone placed his moral character above countless young nobles.

If Shen Xihe could discern Xiao Changfeng’s character from just one sentence, how could someone as astute as Yu Sangning not recognize him as a virtuous royal relative? She gracefully curtsied: “Your Highness need not mind. I failed to watch it properly and disturbed you. You were only defending yourself. Its misfortune was due to my negligence, not Your Highness’s fault.”

What an understanding, magnanimous, and properly dignified young lady.

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow, remaining silent.

Xiao Changfeng’s expression remained unchanged: “Thank you for your understanding, Second Miss Yu. However, the cat died by my hand, and I must express my apologies regardless.”

Meaning that Yu Sangning’s silence only made him more uneasy.

Understanding his implied meaning, Yu Sangning said: “Though born a cat, it was still a life. Since it died today due to my negligence, I wish to hold a Buddhist ceremony and make a grave for it. If Your Highness has time, perhaps you could attend its final journey.”

Shen Xihe almost applauded Yu Sangning’s psychological manipulation – she was one of the most skilled minds among young ladies that Shen Xihe had encountered.

She simply watched quietly as they coordinated. Xiao Changfeng didn’t make things difficult: “Second Miss Yu can send someone to notify me at Prince Xun’s residence. This prince will certainly attend personally.”

How easily could even a clever and wise man see through a woman’s schemes? Especially ones as unconventional as Yu Sangning’s. If Shen Xihe hadn’t already known Yu Sangning’s true nature, if she hadn’t smelled the spider incense, she might not have guessed this was an ingeniously executed plan.

Not a chance encounter, not a display of beauty, not a contrived rescue scenario. A cat, a touch of remorse, and a show of understanding – enough to touch someone’s heart.

After all, cats were living creatures that couldn’t be controlled long-term. Xiao Changfeng naturally wouldn’t know when spider incense had been applied to him, and the cat only needed to be placed here early, kept here by whatever means, knowing he would pass by. Yu Sangning’s early arrival was also well-calculated.

She knew Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng had met privately, and to avoid suspicion, they wouldn’t leave together. She only needed to see Shen Yingruo to follow her path back and naturally encounter Xiao Changfeng.

Presumably, during this time she had visited Shen Manor often while getting close to Shen Yingruo, becoming somewhat familiar with its layout.

Or perhaps she simply followed the cat to find Xiao Changfeng. As for how and when she managed to get spider incense on him without detection, only she would know.

Such precision planning was needed to achieve such an unsuspicious effect.

The next day, when Shen Xihe went to the Eastern Palace, she couldn’t help but share this story with Xiao Huayong during their casual conversation.

During his time recuperating at the temporary palace, Xiao Huayong had often used his boredom from being confined to bed as an excuse to ask about outside happenings, wanting Shen Xihe to tell him stories to relieve his tedium.

Unable to resist his pleading, Shen Xihe would select stories she’d heard from Ziyu to tell him, thinking he’d find such ladies’ matters uninteresting after a few times and stop asking.

Unexpectedly, he seemed to find everything she told him fascinating, even seriously offering his opinions and discussing them with her. This made Shen Xihe feel she couldn’t be perfunctory, and thus she developed the habit of telling him about whatever she encountered.

She discovered she had fallen into another trap he had deliberately set.

The scariest part wasn’t that she discovered the trap, but that after discovering it, she didn’t find anything wrong with it and had no desire to change.

“His Majesty shows some genuine care for Second Miss,” Xiao Huayong’s first reaction was identical to Shen Xihe’s.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe’s lips involuntarily curved upward – they seemed to share more and more spiritual resonance.

Her reaction made Xiao Huayong understand why she smiled, and he couldn’t help but smile gently himself: “If Second Miss is interested, my cousin would make a fine husband.”

Xiao Changfeng was Prince Xun’s legitimate son, two years older than Xiao Huayong. The reason he remained unmarried was that he had once been betrothed – his intended was five years younger than him. By the time she came of age, he was already capped, but she had unfortunately passed away shortly after her coming-of-age ceremony.



Chapter 475: Doesn’t His Highness Like This?
Following proper customs, he had waited a year without discussing marriage. Then last year, his father, the Prince, truly passed away, and as a son, he naturally had to observe the mourning period, even though he had already observed one when his father had previously faked his death.

“Let her be.” Shen Yingruo could marry a prince, and Shen Xihe wouldn’t interfere. Her marriage would be entirely her own decision. The Shen household would prepare a dowry according to custom and give her all of Madam Xiao’s belongings. Whether her future life turned out well or not would be her own choice.

Xiao Huayong glanced at Shen Xihe. Though she didn’t manage Shen Yingruo’s affairs, as long as Yingruo carried the Shen name, if she lived unhappily in the future and came seeking help while gritting her teeth, Shen Xihe wouldn’t refuse her. Even if she didn’t ask for help, if her husband’s family bullied her too severely, Shen Xihe wouldn’t ignore it. Rather than that, why not arrange for her to marry someone reliable?

“Ahing is also an excellent person, this year’s top scholar. He will surely achieve the highest honors in next year’s imperial examinations, with limitless prospects,” said Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Fuxing was the son of Princess Imperial Ruyang and the late Prince Consort Wei. After Prince Consort Wei was executed in the rouge case, Princess Imperial Ruyang offered vast treasures to fill the national treasury and was granted a divorce. The two siblings had their surname changed from Wei to Xiao.

“I know he is your man, and if you arrange his marriage, he would surely treat her well.” Shen Xihe gently shook her head. “Although I think romantic love is of little importance, not everyone is like me. Someone we think is good may not seem good to her. I also don’t want her to think I’m interfering, nor can I force your trusted subordinate.”

The smile gradually fell from Xiao Huayong’s face, his jaw slowly tightening. “Romantic love… is of little importance?”

His eyes seemed to still hold traces of smiles and starlight, but simultaneously appeared covered by the chill of a winter night.

Shen Xihe realized that her words had likely struck a nerve. He had been wholeheartedly trying to draw her into love’s river, but she didn’t want to favor him. Even now, she still felt that romantic love was of little importance, take it or leave it.

She also knew that if she truly said this, he would surely become angry and sulk. After a moment of silence, she said, “Romantic love is of little importance, but Your Highness is of the utmost importance to me.”

He was quiet for a moment before his smile spread from his lips to his eyes, his voice extremely gentle: “You’re coaxing me.”

Not in the sense of deceiving, but in the sense of accommodating.

“Doesn’t Your Highness like this?” Shen Xihe tactfully acknowledged.

She wasn’t lying. She now clearly realized that Xiao Huayong was gradually becoming important in her heart, but this importance had nothing to do with the lingering, passionate love between men and women, where one day apart feels like three autumns.

She cared about Xiao Huayong’s emotions, was willing to tolerate his temperament, and was happy to accommodate his habits. Yet she didn’t feel the need to see him every moment, didn’t need to rely on him for everything, and if he traveled far away, she wouldn’t lose her appetite or worry herself sick over him.

“I like it. How could I not be happy when Youyou has me in her heart?” Xiao Huayong smiled tenderly, his eyes flowing with radiance.

Shen Xihe also smiled with slight helplessness.

The two moved past this topic and spoke of other things. Xiao Huayong knew when to stop, not because he was satisfied with Shen Xihe’s answer, but because he wasn’t in a hurry. He knew that while she was important in his heart, she wasn’t that important to her.

But that was fine. There would be plenty of time ahead. They would soon have their grand wedding, and afterward, he would naturally have more time to occupy her heart. He would occupy her entire heart inch by inch.

After Shen Xihe returned from the Eastern Palace to her residence, she hadn’t expected Shen Yingruo to rarely seek her out. She invited her in, and seeing Shen Yingruo hesitate to speak, she got straight to the point: “If you have something to say, just say it.”

“Yesterday I received my coming-of-age gift from Father, and Father also had someone relay a message about my marriage.” Shen Yingruo slowly began, “I don’t know Father’s intentions, so I came to ask Sister if Father is hoping for me to marry soon?”

After hearing this, Shen Xihe was quiet for a moment before seriously saying, “You’re overthinking it. You’re a Shen family daughter, and since you’ve come of age, your father naturally should inquire about your marriage. If you have someone you favor, just tell him. Father won’t interfere with your marriage. As long as you think it’s good, any status is acceptable.”

Hearing this, Shen Yingruo lowered her eyes and again fell silent for a long while.

Shen Xihe showed no impatience, nor did she actively inquire further, quietly taking a sip of tea.

Perhaps feeling that such strange silence was somewhat uncomfortable, Shen Yingruo spoke again: “If… if I never marry, will Father resent me?”

Shen Xihe gave Shen Yingruo a puzzled look, then remembered that she had never interacted with Shen Yueshan and didn’t understand his character. Where in the capital were there unmarried ladies of advanced age?

Not only would they become a laughingstock, but their family would also become a topic of gossip.

“Why don’t you want to marry?” Shen Xihe answered with a question.

Shen Yingruo lowered her head, her fingers twirling her handkerchief several times before saying, “I… I don’t want to be confined to the inner court, don’t want to serve parents-in-law, don’t want to be a married woman.”

She hated being constrained. No one had constrained her in all these years. Once married, she would take on another identity, representing the Shen family. Even if she disliked something, she would have to put on a smiling face to avoid tarnishing the Shen family’s reputation.

What was the point of living like that?

Shen Xihe nodded to show understanding: “You can rest assured, even if you never marry, that’s fine too.”

This was something both Shen Xihe and Shen Yueshan could accept, and as for Shen Yun’an, he acted as if Shen Yingruo didn’t exist.

Those lively almond eyes seemed to be filled with flowing water, instantly becoming animated. Shen Yingruo’s joy showed on her face as she bowed to Shen Xihe: “I… I’ll take my leave.”

Knowing Shen Xihe didn’t wish to see her, having gotten her answer, Shen Yingruo didn’t want to offend her further.

In the following days, many people came to the Princess’s residence inquiring about Shen Yingruo’s marriage, and Shen Xihe rejected them all. This had been Shen Yingruo’s purpose – if she hadn’t come to state her position, Shen Xihe would have surely passed all these proposals to her to choose from herself.

As Shen Xihe’s rejections mounted, it gradually became understood that the Shen family wasn’t in a hurry to arrange matches for Shen Yingruo, and the marriage proposals were set aside.

Princess Yaoxi would visit either the Princess’s residence or the Eastern Palace every few days, not minding being turned away each time. After half a month, one day, when Princess Yaoxi came to Shen Xihe’s residence, she was unexpectedly kidnapped right outside the Princess’s residence. No one could find her, and even Emperor Youning dispatched the Imperial Guards.

“You don’t need to endure this hardship,” Shen Xihe said flatly to Princess Yaoxi on the outskirts of the capital.

“Since we’re putting on a show, it naturally needs to be convincing to make His Majesty believe it.” After a pause, Princess Yaoxi smiled mysteriously, “I also want to use this to test how much status I have in His Majesty’s heart.”

Over this half month, the Princess’s residence and Eastern Palace were just going through the motions – all her attention had been on Emperor Youning.

With matters having reached this point, Shen Xihe said no more. She gave Moyu a look, and Moyu hung the bound Princess Yaoxi from a tree.



Chapter 476: Performing Together
The location was remote with no villagers living nearby. Shen Xihe had taken Princess Yaoxi, who was very cooperative and cleaned up all traces thoroughly. They had agreed to hang Princess Yaoxi here for one night. Shen Xihe had originally intended to hang her for just an hour near dawn, just for show.

Princess Yaoxi insisted on being hung for the entire night. She wanted a full night’s worth of dishevelment and injuries to gain Emperor Youning’s pity, and to use this as a reasonable excuse to stop pursuing Xiao Huayong, thus avoiding suspicion.

Shen Xihe didn’t stay there but had Moyu and Moyuan take turns watching from afar to prevent any unexpected dangers. If the Tubo’s timing and Imperial Guards found her early, it would be Princess Yaoxi’s good fortune, and they wouldn’t need to interfere.

To ensure no one would suspect anything, she deliberately meant to punish Princess Yaoxi. She had left no traces, so the possibility of Princess Yaoxi being found early was extremely low.

As Shen Xihe had predicted, Princess Yaoxi wasn’t discovered. After being hung for nearly three hours in the cold October capital, Princess Yaoxi’s lips had turned purple and her face pale. Moyuan, keeping track of time, took Princess Yaoxi down.

The accompanying Sui Axi was awakened. Sui Axi came forward to apply acupuncture, stimulating Princess Yaoxi’s blood flow. After confirming that Princess Yaoxi’s life wasn’t in danger and her hands wouldn’t be permanently disabled, following Shen Xihe’s instructions from before leaving, they sent the unconscious Princess Yaoxi back to their embassy residence.

When Shen Xihe woke up and finished washing, she was having breakfast when a palace eunuch arrived with His Majesty’s verbal decree summoning her to the palace.

Shen Xihe knew why she was being summoned. Her expression remained composed, not even sparing a glance at the eunuch delivering the decree. After entering the palace, she stood at the gates of Mingzheng Hall, but no one announced her arrival for a long time.

The cold wind was biting, each gust feeling as if it could cut through hair. Zhenzhu stepped forward to inquire, but the palace eunuch said His Majesty was discussing matters with officials. An urgent matter had come up, and he didn’t dare announce her rashly, fearing to incur imperial wrath.

“The Princess is delicate, and the wind is fierce. If she catches a cold, can you bear the responsibility?” Zhenzhu angrily said in a low voice.

The eunuch trembled: “Please calm down, miss. This year’s first snow came early, and many places were hit by snowstorms. Some places concealed it and only reported it today, enraging His Majesty. All officials from the Three Departments and Six Ministries are inside.”

“Such a grand palace has no place to shelter from wind and snow?” Zhenzhu asked with a stern face.

“Miss…” the eunuch looked troubled, “His Majesty is currently angry…”

They didn’t dare make arbitrary decisions. Mingzheng Hall traditionally required an announcement before entry. If they took it upon themselves to let Shen Xihe in and His Majesty was angry, they would be punished. Naturally, leaving Shen Xihe outside, if something happened to her, they also couldn’t escape punishment. In short, they couldn’t win this time – when immortals fight, mortals suffer.

Shen Xihe listened quietly and smiled slightly. She gazed forward, standing proudly, like the winter plum blossoming silently in the wind and snow not far behind her.

After waiting another moment, as the snow grew heavier, Shen Xihe extended her hand from her sleeve to catch a falling snowflake. She rubbed it between her fingers until it melted, then started walking, her steps light and graceful through the wind and snow, causing the eunuchs standing at the hall entrance to become extremely anxious as they watched her approach.

“Princess, this servant will go announce you right away…” Seeing her approach, the eunuch stammered, about to turn inside.

Shen Xihe spoke softly: “No need. Since His Majesty is busy with state affairs, I won’t wait here to avoid disturbing His Majesty’s important matters. I’ll wait at the Eastern Palace. When His Majesty finishes discussing state affairs, you can notify me there.”

The state affairs were certainly real, but whether they were truly so urgent at this exact moment was debatable. Regardless, she had waited here for a quarter hour, still maintaining His Majesty’s dignity.

Having said this, Shen Xihe turned gracefully, her silver-white fox fur cloak catching subtle silver gleams as it moved in the snow, elegant yet seeming to hide a sharp edge.

The eunuch could only watch helplessly as she left, not daring to stop her, and hurried back to find Liu Sanzhi to report.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong wasn’t there either – the state affairs discussion was real. Tianyuan had known Shen Xihe was left waiting at Mingzheng Hall, but due to her earlier instructions, he didn’t dare inform Xiao Huayong. When Shen Xihe arrived, he quickly ordered hot water to be brought.

“At exactly Chen time, Princess Yaoxi entered the palace to report that she was kidnapped by the Princess last night,” Tianyuan told Shen Xihe as she soaked her hands.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly, her gaze falling on her hands in the hot water basin. The ripples in the water gradually settled to stillness, like her thoughts – impossible to guess.

“The Imperial Physician personally went to examine Princess Yaoxi’s injuries and said her hands were almost ruined. Princess Yaoxi has also caught a cold and is unconscious. His Majesty is very angry,” Tianyuan continued.

Shen Xihe raised her hands, took the towel Zhenzhu offered, and wiped them methodically while smiling at Tianyuan: “It’s fine.”

Tianyuan couldn’t quite guess what Shen Xihe was doing. He firmly believed that Princess Yaoxi was kidnapped by Shen Xihe – not just him, the entire capital knew, especially after news spread of Princess Yaoxi being hung from a tree all night, which matched Shen Xihe’s style.

But hadn’t Princess Yaoxi already backed off? Why would the Princess still use such harsh methods because she was pursuing the Crown Prince? If it was an act, based on what he had heard about Princess Yaoxi’s miserable state, the sacrifice seemed too great.

The Imperial Medical Office said Princess Yaoxi was hanging by a thread – though she wasn’t dead or completely ruined, she had lost half her life force.

Shen Xihe didn’t explain anything to Tianyuan. She had been at the Eastern Palace for barely half an hour when a eunuch came from Mingzheng Hall to summon her.

When she saw Emperor Youning, the court officials had already left. Only Xiao Huayong remained in the hall, occasionally coughing softly.

“Zhaoning, Princess Yaoxi dragged her sick body into the palace early this morning to report that you kidnapped her and hung her from a tree for a night. She’s currently unconscious. How do you explain this?” Emperor Youning asked.

Shen Xihe replied unhurriedly: “Your Majesty, does the Princess have evidence?”

“Zhaoning is indeed different from others. Others would first cry injustice, but Zhaoning’s first words are to righteously demand evidence…” Emperor Youning laughed meaningfully, “According to what you say, without evidence, even if you did it, nothing can be done to you?”

“Your Majesty, Zhaoning simply believes in the law and evidence. Since the Princess is accusing Zhaoning, she has evidence. It can’t be just baseless slander, so Zhaoning is very curious about what evidence makes the Princess so certain it was Zhaoning’s doing,” Shen Xihe replied calmly.

“Princess Yaoxi says she saw with her own eyes that it was done by your subordinates,” Emperor Youning said.

Shen Xihe laughed lightly: “Your Majesty, Princess Yaoxi’s intentions toward the Eastern Palace are clear as day. Our interests conflict.”

Chapter 477: Different Eyes for Different Flowers
“Are you suggesting that Princess Yaoxi put her own life at risk just to frame you?” Emperor Youning looked at Shen Xihe.

“It’s not impossible,” Shen Xihe replied calmly. “After all, the position of Crown Princess is worth betting one’s life on, isn’t it? Though the Princess’s condition is severe, she has turned from danger to safety. It’s just a month or two of bed rest in exchange for becoming mistress of the Eastern Palace – hardly a loss.”

“Kah kah kah…” Xiao Huayong suddenly broke into rapid coughing.

He was trying to cover up his laughter. He had heard that Shen Xihe was particularly sharp-tongued when facing His Majesty, but this was the first time seeing it firsthand, and he found it rather amusing.

Emperor Youning glanced at him, then looked at Shen Xihe standing naturally in the main hall. Her argument was well-reasoned and difficult to refute. Though both sides stood firm, and everyone knew this couldn’t possibly be Princess Yaoxi’s self-inflicted scheme, without evidence, no one could pin the blame on Shen Xihe.

“Wait until the Princess wakes up, then you two can confront each other,” Emperor Youning said.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe bowed: “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty *kah kah kah*… if there are no other instructions… son will escort the Princess… out of the palace,” Xiao Huayong spoke up timely.

His heart and eyes were full of Shen Xihe. Emperor Youning waved his hand to dismiss them.

“Why did you do this?” The two walked side by side against the wind and snow, with Xiao Huayong holding an umbrella for Shen Xihe as they headed toward the palace gates.

Thick snow crunched under their feet with crisp sounds. When they lifted their feet, powdery snow flew up.

The palace had servants sweeping daily, making the clean ground wet and slippery. Shen Xihe deliberately chose to walk through the accumulated snow. The northwest had frequent snow and wind – she not only enjoyed the sound of rain hitting the eaves but also loved the sound of stepping in snow.

“Didn’t Your Highness want me to let others know how much I care about you?” Shen Xihe’s clear voice carried through the wind as she walked steadily.

After today, everyone would know Princess Zhaoning’s determination to have the Crown Prince. If anyone dared to covet His Highness the Crown Prince, Princess Yaoxi’s fate would await them.

Xiao Huayong suddenly stopped in his tracks, stunned.

Shen Xihe didn’t stop. A snowflake landed on her long lashes, and she blinked gently. The snow melted away as her lips curved slightly.

The cold wind blew, and Xiao Huayong came to his senses to see Shen Xihe had gone far ahead. He hurriedly ran to catch up with her, umbrella in hand. As he ran, even the falling snow seemed to become lighter and more cheerful.

Shen Xihe had left Princess Yaoxi hanging in the cold all night, nearly taking her life. Imperial physicians even spread the word that if someone hadn’t given Princess Yaoxi timely acupuncture treatment, she likely wouldn’t have survived – which further proved it was Shen Xihe’s doing.

But what did it matter if everyone knew? What did it matter that Princess Yaoxi insisted she saw Shen Xihe’s guards hang her up? Without other evidence, Shen Xihe firmly maintained it was Princess Yaoxi’s self-inflicted scheme, and the Imperial physicians’ claims about someone saving Princess Yaoxi’s life beforehand couldn’t be proven either.

This ruthless yet clean method made the young men and women of the capital once again fear Shen Xihe, who had been quiet and peaceful for a year without taking action.

Princess Zhaoning was still Princess Zhaoning – domineering and forceful, fierce and decisive.

Somehow, rumors of sympathy for the Crown Prince began circulating, with people feeling that the gentle Crown Prince would surely be completely controlled by Princess Zhaoning in the future without any power to resist.

Both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong dismissed these words with a smile.

Princess Yaoxi lay in bed for a full month before she could walk again. Afterward, she became afraid of Shen Xihe and stopped pursuing the Crown Prince, turning her attention to Prince Xin instead.

“Who?” Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised when she heard Ziyu and Hongyu discussing this.

“It’s Prince Xin. The Princess has now set her sights on Prince Xin,” Ziyu replied.

Shen Xihe had thought Princess Yaoxi would seek out Xiao Changying again to put on a show since Xiao Changying was close to her age and unmarried.

In any case, whoever she pursued now was all an act for Emperor Youning to see. Judging from how Emperor Youning had left Shen Xihe standing in the cold wind outside Mingzheng Hall that day because of her complaint, Princess Yaoxi had already caught the emperor’s attention.

“Prince Xin is the most handsome, so naturally I seek him out,” Princess Yaoxi said when she met Shen Xihe at Princess Imperial Ruyang’s plum blossom viewing banquet that day, specifically coming to chat with Shen Xihe.

Princess Imperial Ruyang had presided over her coming-of-age ceremony, so Shen Xihe naturally couldn’t refuse her invitation. However, she disliked socializing, and the noble ladies of the capital had seen what kind of person she was – even the emperor’s princesses kept their distance from her out of respect.

Shen Xihe, enjoying the peace, was thinking about asking Princess Imperial Ruyang for some plum blossoms before leaving to make fragrances and preserves when Princess Yaoxi came over to find her. Zhenzhu and others immediately went to keep watch.

The two were supposedly incompatible as fire and water now – it wouldn’t look good if people saw them together.

Princess Yaoxi chatted away while Shen Xihe occasionally responded politely. When this topic came up, Shen Xihe asked casually, just not wanting Princess Yaoxi to feel coldly treated, but she answered quite seriously.

“Most handsome?” Shen Xihe gave her a skeptical look.

Princess Yaoxi covered her mouth and laughed: “The Crown Prince is always ‘sickly’ – even if he were supremely handsome, it would diminish his looks by half. I thought Prince Xin was the most handsome at first glance. If I hadn’t thought the Crown Prince was unfathomable at the time, I would have gone after Prince Xin first.”

“Different eyes for different flowers,” Shen Xihe said indifferently.

Everyone had different preferences, but even without preference, Shen Xihe thought Xiao Huayong’s beauty was unmatched in the world.

“I’m just joking with you,” Princess Yaoxi gradually stopped smiling. “I’m going to great lengths for you. I always felt that Noble Consort Rong is no simple person – she definitely won’t hand over palace power willingly.”

Noble Consort Rong had controlled the inner palace for over ten years, from initially coordinating with four consorts to now holding power alone. How could someone with such capability be simple?

“Now I’m pursuing her son. After some time, when His Majesty keeps me in the palace, she will surely hate me,” Princess Yaoxi smiled brightly. “When you marry into the Eastern Palace and try to take her palace power, she will hate you too. Guess whether she’ll try to use me against you?”

Princess Yaoxi performed this act with Shen Xihe firstly to avoid suspicion about her sudden distance from Xiao Huayong, and secondly so they could work together in the future – first letting the whole world know they had fallen out and even become mortal enemies.

It would benefit their future actions and easily reveal their enemies, as those who opposed them would try to use one against the other since their mutual animosity was common knowledge.

If Noble Consort Rong truly harbored hatred towards Shen Xihe for seizing power, she would surely fall into Princess Yaoxi’s trap.

Chapter 478: Sending the Dowry
“Noble Consort Rong has two sons and a daughter, none of whom are ordinary people. One must be cautious about becoming her enemy,” Shen Xihe felt compelled to remind.

“No good deed goes unpunished,” Princess Yaoxi pouted.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “It’s precisely because I care about your good intentions that I’m warning you.”

“Believe my words, Noble Consort Rong must be someone who appears kind but harbors a cruel heart. Unless you give up your power in the palace, you two will inevitably become enemies,” Princess Yaoxi insisted.

“It doesn’t matter. If she’s not content, she’s welcome to try and take it,” Shen Xihe responded indifferently.

Princess Yaoxi observed her. She wore a plain silver-colored jacket and skirt, her figure slender and posture upright. Sitting there, her spine was as straight as a ruler, proper yet without appearing forced. Every movement she made was flawless in etiquette, perfectly embodying the natural nobility of a Beijing aristocratic lady. She handled both people and situations with composed confidence as if no matter how turbulent the circumstances, she could resolve them with perfect serenity.

“Rather than worry about me, you’d better watch out for yourself. His Majesty is an exceptionally clever person,” Shen Xihe advised, noticing Princess Yaoxi’s unappreciative gaze.

“You can rest assured. His Majesty has already given me subtle hints, and I’m currently practicing the art of avoiding after comprehending the imperial meaning,” Princess Yaoxi said confidently. “This is called playing hard to get.”

After receiving Shen Xihe’s guidance, she found an opportunity. While she couldn’t rashly investigate the Emperor’s whereabouts, Xiao Huayong provided her with information that His Majesty would visit the palace library for several days each month. Anyone with palace access could enter the library. She waited for several days, reading a book each day, and this particular book was crucial to that Queen.

Because of this book, she met Emperor Youning. When he inquired about the reason, she brought up the Queen, half-truthfully and half-falsely. As a Tubo person, she naturally wouldn’t know where the Emperor’s heart lay, so the conversation naturally turned to the Queen.

At this moment, she was grateful that her mother, to please the Queen, had placed her under the Queen’s care. She could recount every detail about the past with the Queen. She already admired the Queen, and in front of Emperor Youning, she transformed seven parts of her respect into three parts of daughterly affection.

They both loved the same person, and His Majesty was desperate to know every detail about the Queen’s life in Tubo.

However, during their interactions, Princess Yaoxi still marveled at His Majesty’s self-control. Despite his obvious yearning, he never indulged himself, nor did he summon her daily. Even when he did summon her, he didn’t always ask about the Queen, presumably not wanting her to notice his true feelings.

Sometimes before she could even react, His Majesty would have already extracted information from her, and it would take her a long while to realize it.

If she hadn’t known early on that His Majesty’s heart belonged to the Queen, judging by his current behavior, she might have misunderstood and thought His Majesty was interested in her, hence his various attempts to learn about her life in Tubo.

It was far too easy for an emperor to win a woman’s heart, fortunately, she remained constantly vigilant.

Thinking of this, she couldn’t help but admire the woman before her even more. If Shen Xihe hadn’t told her early on about His Majesty’s intention to attack Tubo, if Shen Xihe hadn’t let her know that the Emperor’s heart had always belonged to someone else, she would have already fallen into His Majesty’s sweet trap.

He was a man who held the world in his hands, using thoughtful consideration like an ordinary man, gradually making her feel his protection and cherishing – a deadly tenderness.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly. At this moment, Zhenzhu made a hand gesture, and she said, “Let’s go, someone’s coming.”

Princess Yaoxi stood up and left.

After the plum blossom banquet, Shen Xihe began spending the winter with Short-Life Cat, rarely visiting the Eastern Palace. As their wedding day approached, Xiao Huayong was extremely busy. It was at this time that Shen Yueshan finished preparing Shen Xihe’s dowry and set out for the capital with Xue Hang and Xue Jinqiao.

“Father, you must personally give my gift for sister to Youyou,” Shen Yun’an, escorting them to the northwestern border before having to turn back, repeatedly instructed.

“Go back,” Shen Yueshan waved his hand impatiently.

Shen Yun’an, wearing a felt hat trimmed with raccoon fur, his nose red from the wind and snow, squinted as he rode his horse to the carriage side. He knocked on the window, which opened a small crack, revealing Xue Jinqiao’s fur-bundled head and two eyes: “Hmm?”

After a year of interaction, they had developed mutual feelings. Shen Yun’an looked at Xue Jinqiao with extreme tenderness: “Take good care of yourself, don’t bully others, and don’t let others bully you. When Youyou go to the Eastern Palace, you can visit her often in the palace…”

“You’re so annoying.”

Shen Yun’an: …

With a snap, Xue Jinqiao closed the window. Through the wooden carriage, her urging voice could be heard: “Hurry, hurry, I miss Sister!”

Even though Xue Jinqiao was engaged to Shen Yun’an, she couldn’t break her habit of calling Shen Xihe “Sister.” After being corrected by Shen Yun’an several times, she grew frustrated and said they should each use their terms of address – she would call Shen Xihe “Sister” forever.

She didn’t want Shen Xihe to call her “Sister-in-law,” feeling that this would prevent her from being clingy with Shen Xihe. When pushed too hard, she complained to Shen Yun’an: “Why did you have to be born earlier? Why couldn’t you be Sister’s younger brother?”

Shen Yun’an: …

Speechless for a long while, Shen Yun’an finally found his voice: “If I were a younger brother, how pitiful would Youyou has been in her childhood? No mother, and having to take care of a younger brother.”

Xue Jinqiao found this quite reasonable: “Mm, you’d better stay as an elder brother then. In the future, I’ll call you Elder Brother too.”

Shen Yun’an: …

“We’re engaged, we’re going to be husband and wife in the future, you…”

“It’s just a form of address, why are you so particular about it? Calling you Elder Brother is already me giving you an advantage, yet you’re still not satisfied.”

Shen Yun’an was left speechless.

The horses kicked up flying snow, and the grand procession vanished from his sight in an instant, leaving only endless snow falling silently before his eyes.

He recalled how a few days ago, when Xue Hang told Xue Jinqiao they were leaving, she had hugged his waist and cried loudly, saying she would miss him and couldn’t bear to part, only because her father was old and needed her companionship.

He had been completely moved at the time and was about to embrace and comfort her, but then Xue Hang mentioned they were returning to the capital.

Before he could even hug her, she pushed him away, quickly running into the house to pack her luggage. The tears at the corners of her eyes were wiped away as if they were a nuisance: “Going back to the capital, going back to the capital, I can see Youyou, I miss Youyou the most!”

Shen Yun’an: …

Previously, he had worried about loving his sister too much and feared it might wrong any potential wife, but now he had finally found a woman who loved his sister, and she truly cared about his sister this much. His heart was filled with mixed emotions, both sour and sweet, feeling both heartache and happiness – such feelings were truly indescribable.

Several times, he nearly couldn’t resist asking: “Are you marrying me only because I’m Youyou’s elder brother?”

Chapter 479: Father-in-Law Meets Son-in-Law
He had a premonition that if he asked that question, he would receive an unhesitating affirmative answer.

“I did benefit from my sister’s influence,” Shen Yun’an touched his nose and chuckled self-deprecatingly.

After watching the direction where they disappeared one last time, Shen Yun’an pulled his horse’s reins and rode back.

Shen Xihe received news of Shen Yueshan’s impending arrival to the city in late December, before the year’s end. Like last year, she waited early at the city gate that day. The orderly yet powerful sound of horse hooves made her, wearing a hooded cap, turn to look.

Through the swirling snow, figures gradually became clear. Leading the group was that tall and sturdy man, wrapped up like a bear emerging from snow-capped mountains, robust and imposing. His eyes appeared even brighter and sharper than the previous year.

“Father!” Shen Xihe ran towards Shen Yueshan, who dismounted and strode forward, worried his daughter might trip.

However, another figure moved even faster than him, sweeping past Shen Yueshan like the wind and embracing Shen Xihe fully.

Even as she was held in Xue Jinqiao’s arms, looking past her at Shen Yueshan standing behind with open arms, Shen Xihe was still slightly dazed.

“Sister, Qiao’er misses you, misses you so much!” Xue Jinqiao not only hugged Shen Xihe tightly but couldn’t resist nuzzling against her.

After a moment’s bewilderment, seeing Shen Yueshan frozen not far ahead through the swirling snow, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh. She hugged Xue Jinqiao back, patting her back: “I missed Qiao’er too.”

“Sister, I brought you so many gifts,” Xue Jinqiao grabbed Shen Xihe’s hand and walked forward. “The wind and snow are heavy here, you should quickly take shelter. What if you catch a cold?”

Shen Xihe was thus pulled away by Xue Jinqiao, helplessly looking back at Shen Yueshan, who stood in the cold wind with hands on his hips, wanting to be angry but unable to express it.

“Qiao’er!” Xue Hang, catching up from behind, couldn’t help but scold when he saw Xue Jinqiao pulling Shen Xihe away.

Xue Jinqiao heard but ignored it like the wind. She was now part of the Shen family and wouldn’t stand on ceremony with her father-in-law. She married into the Shen family to make Sister hers, and finally, she could openly be close to Sister. Sister didn’t reject her, which made her extremely happy.

Moreover… moreover, Sister was already a grown lady, how could she be too intimate with her father and brother? Now it was better – she could take over such things in the future, thus protecting Sister’s reputation, right?

Xue Jinqiao thought gleefully, completely throwing aside the customs of the Northwest. The current dynasty had discarded old traditions and was particularly tolerant of male-female separation. If an unmarried daughter had occasional intimate gestures with her father or brother for good reason, it was not improper as long as it conformed to etiquette.

Xue Jinqiao pulled Shen Xihe into the carriage. The two sat inside while Shen Yueshan rode alongside on horseback for protection. Upon entering the city, Shen Yueshan had to see His Majesty immediately. Instead of returning to the academy with Xue Hang, Xue Jinqiao kept Shen Xihe to herself, pouring out everything she had seen and experienced in the Northwest over the past year like spilling beans, continuing even after Shen Yueshan returned.

During the evening meal, she even declared in front of Shen Yueshan: “Tonight I want to share a bed with Youyou.”

Shen Yueshan wouldn’t be sharing a bed with his daughter anyway, so he didn’t mind that part as long as Shen Xihe was willing. What displeased him was how Xue Jinqiao followed Shen Xihe like a shadow, going wherever she went, completely denying him any chance to have a heart-to-heart talk with his daughter.

Finally, unable to endure anymore, Shen Yueshan ordered Mo Yu to take her back to the Xue family.

Only on New Year’s Eve could he spend time with his daughter. Last year he had already left by then, but this year he could enter the capital early to stay up with Shen Xihe on New Year’s Eve and remain until after her wedding in March when she would visit her maiden home. This was largely thanks to Xiao Huayong’s arrangements, which had made Shen Yueshan view him more favorably.

However, this favorable impression disappeared without a trace when Xiao Huayong arrived silently while the father and daughter were staying up and chatting on New Year’s Eve.

“On New Year’s Eve, Your Highness leaves the palace without permission. Aren’t you afraid of His Majesty finding out?” Shen Yueshan made his unwelcome attitude obvious.

“Thank you for your concern, Your Excellency. I have my arrangements and won’t arouse His Majesty’s suspicions,” Xiao Huayong responded humbly, showing proper junior respect. “Youyou invited me to come, saying she would make laowan for me.”

Shen Xihe was startled and glared at him. This fellow was incredibly bold, now daring to speak such nonsense in front of her. When had she ever said he should come on New Year’s Eve? When had she ever said she would prepare laowan for him?

He was counting on her to cover for him, wasn’t he?

Faced with Shen Xihe’s glare, Xiao Huayong remained perfectly calm, as if putting his life in her hands – whether he lived or died was up to her to decide.

When Shen Yueshan cast an inquiring look, Shen Xihe still instinctively protected Xiao Huayong: “His Highness said he had never eaten laowan during New Year’s Eve, so I invited him to come…”

Shen Xihe wasn’t good at lying; this was her first time lying to Shen Yueshan, and her expression was extremely unnatural.

However, Shen Yueshan didn’t suspect his precious daughter was lying, assuming she was just reserved and feeling embarrassed.

But he didn’t believe Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness is noble, how could you have never eaten laowan on New Year’s Eve? Don’t treat Youyou like a little girl to be fooled.”

“Your Excellency speaks truly. I simply wanted to get a bowl of laowan from Youyou, so I used both coaxing and deception. It was my fault,” Xiao Huayong frankly admitted, not forgetting to express his fondness for Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness should return to the palace early. Remember, those who walk the night path too often will meet ghosts. Don’t ruin the bigger picture by following your whims,” Shen Yueshan, not wanting to waste words with this little rascal, directly gave a dignified order for the guest to leave.

But Xiao Huayong was thick-skinned and said seriously: “Actually, I came tonight to discuss something with Your Excellency. Please step into the study.”

Shen Yueshan looked suspiciously at Xiao Huayong, wondering what matter was required to keep Shen Xihe in the dark. Unable to figure out what he was up to, yet not daring to be presumptuous – perhaps this matter would truly trouble Shen Xihe – he could only stand and walk to the study.

Winking at Shen Xihe with his beauty-marked eye, Xiao Huayong smiled and followed Shen Yueshan.

Shen Xihe didn’t find anything inappropriate about them discussing matters without her, nor did she feel uncomfortable. These two men wouldn’t do anything against her interests; if they weren’t telling her, perhaps they didn’t want her to worry. Since that was the case, she wouldn’t ask, and instead turned to go to the kitchen.

The long night stretched on, and after the hour of zi passed, it would be the next day – perfect timing for a hot bowl of laowan.

For some reason, Shen Xihe was certain Xiao Huayong could make Shen Yueshan let him stay, perhaps related to what he wanted to discuss. Therefore, she unhesitatingly made an extra portion.

Sure enough, after less than half an hour, Xiao Huayong came out with Shen Yueshan. Over Shen Yueshan’s shoulder, he triumphantly raised his eyebrows at her.

Chapter 480: Intentions of Continuing the Family Line
Though initially uncurious, Shen Xihe became intrigued when she saw his smugness and noticed that not only was Shen Yueshan no longer reluctant, but even his initial dislike had disappeared. She wondered what methods he had used to win her father’s approval.

Xiao Huayong remained tactful. After finishing the hot laowan, he departed into the snowy night, as if he had truly only come to discuss matters with Shen Yueshan.

This New Year was very satisfying for Shen Xihe because of Shen Yueshan’s companionship. He accompanied her to stay at the Tao residence for two days. Because of Shen Yueshan’s presence, Bu Shulin couldn’t visit properly, as she was still officially maintaining a male identity.

After the third day of the New Year, Xue Jinqiao openly arrived at the Princess’s residence with her belongings, acting every bit like a member of the Shen family. Xue Hang couldn’t control her, and since he didn’t interfere, no one else dared speak up, especially given the Xue family’s current decline.

In the eyes of the Xue family, Xue Hang had resigned from his position as Secretary of the Imperial Secretariat to protect Xue Yi. Xue Yi’s family endured daily cold shoulders from the Xue clan members and didn’t dare interfere with Xue Jinqiao, fearing they might anger Xue Hang and be expelled from the Xue family.

Although this rather inconsiderate future daughter-in-law reduced the father-daughter time between Shen Yueshan and his daughter, seeing how good she was to his daughter, Shen Yueshan tolerated it.

Moreover, he was quite busy, and having someone by his daughter’s side could reduce his worry and guilt.

For the Lantern Festival, Xiao Huayong was very generous in letting Shen Yueshan accompany Shen Xihe.

“You’re being so understanding, it makes me suspect you’re plotting something,” Shen Xihe had come to tell Xiao Huayong that she wanted to spend more time with her father during the Lantern Festival. In two months she would marry Xiao Huayong, and afterward, there might rarely be chances to accompany Shen Yueshan.

“This is called advancing by retreating,” Xiao Huayong never concealed his strategizing from Shen Xihe. “I knew early on that I couldn’t win by competing, and insisting on clinging to you would only put you in a difficult position. Moreover, this is my father-in-law, an elder. If it were my brother-in-law, I certainly wouldn’t yield an inch. Finally, by taking the initiative to yield today, you’ll appreciate my goodwill and feel guilty toward me, making you more accommodating during future Lantern Festivals.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh: “You’re quite honest.”

“I wish I could take out my heart and show it to you, letting you see everything clearly,” Xiao Huayong declared earnestly.

“Aren’t you afraid that by saying this, I’ll feel no guilt toward you?” Shen Xihe asked, suppressing her smile.

“You won’t,” his dark eyes gathered silvery light, gentle and sparkling. His tone was soft but certain, “You like me this way.”

She was that kind of person – clear and straightforward. Being roundabout would only make her feel there wasn’t enough trust between them.

Shen Xihe’s smile became increasingly uncontainable. She had Zhenzhu bring over a lantern to give to Xiao Huayong. It was a wooden lantern: “I made it myself. I’ve never made a lantern for anyone else – this is the first one, and only you have it.”

Xiao Huayong looked at this fragrant lantern that had no carvings but was constructed using mortise and tenon joints to create the shape of a small house, its craftsmanship breathtaking.

He accepted it with extreme care, his movements incredibly gentle for fear of damaging it. The lantern was as sturdy as a house, and Xiao Huayong held it preciously, unwilling to let go.

“Indeed, the method of advancing by retreating is wonderful,” having gained an advantage, Xiao Huayong couldn’t resist showing off.

Shen Xihe gave him an amused look, stepped forward to explain the lantern’s ingenious features, showing him a window that could open to replace the candle inside, and then told him about the lantern’s origins.

After spending half a day with Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe departed. Xiao Huayong contentedly saw her out of the palace before returning to study his precious lantern.

Shen Xihe accompanied Shen Yueshan to see the capital’s Lantern Festival. Even though there had been unpleasant events at last year’s festival, this year the common people still sang and danced, though there were more patrols.

On the night of the full moon, the streets were packed with people watching performances, drums thundered to the sky, torches lit up the ground, people wore animal masks, men dressed as women, and there were various entertainers and acrobats…

The interweaving lantern lights and bustling alleys gave Shen Yueshan his first experience of the capital’s Lantern Festival. Ten thousand bright lanterns illuminated the prosperity of a flourishing dynasty; smiling faces overflowed with the joy of living in a strong and wealthy nation.

Listening to his daughter, who now had experience and understanding of the Lantern Festival, explain everything, Shen Yueshan’s smile never faded. The only slight imperfection was Xue Jinqiao following like a little tail, but that could be ignored.

While Shen Xihe accompanied Shen Yueshan through the river of brilliant lanterns, Xiao Huayong sat in the Eastern Palace, chin propped on one hand, eyes fixed unwaveringly on the hanging lantern, its orange-yellow light gently enveloping it, making even the moonlight seem softer.

Tian Yuan looked at the sky, then at His Highness the Crown Prince. His Highness had been staring at it for two hours now. The moon had already climbed west, His Highness had changed positions countless times, but his eyes never left this lantern, and his smile was so… perplexing.

Tian Yuan had to gather his courage to step forward: “Your Highness, it’s time for bed.”

“I’ll look a while longer,” Xiao Huayong was in an excellent mood.

Tian Yuan: …

“Your Highness, although this lantern is a gift from the Princess, she has given you many gifts, yet Your Highness is…” Tian Yuan stopped there, afraid of being accused of failing to understand his master’s intentions and being dismissed.

Xiao Huayong was in such a good mood today that he didn’t mind the servant’s presumption, still staring at the lantern: “Is this lantern fragrant?”

“Yes.” Made of sandalwood and burning fragrant candles, how could it not be?

“Therefore, this is a fragrant lamp,” Xiao Huayong’s smile gradually became somewhat improper. “A fragrant lamp implies continuing the family line. Youyou gave this to me, meaning she wants to…”

As he spoke, Xiao Huayong’s smile became even more… indescribable.

Tian Yuan: …

He looked up at the sky and silently walked out. He shouldn’t have tried to persuade His Highness to sleep. With His Highness’s ability to read such implications into things, how could he sleep looking at such a lantern? Why would he even need to sleep?

If he dared to say this in front of the Princess, she would probably smash the lantern right on His Highness’s forehead!

Shen Xihe didn’t know that her lantern had been misinterpreted by the Crown Prince, causing him such excitement that he stayed up all night watching it until dawn.

After the Lantern Festival, the palace became busy, starting with the betrothal gifts. Xiao Huayong personally caught two live wild geese to send to the Princess’s residence along with the palace’s betrothal gifts.

While a court official read out the long list of betrothal gifts outside, Shen Xihe crouched nearby examining the two geese. Zhenzhu thought she liked them and said: “These geese don’t have any arrow wounds, I wonder how His Highness caught them.”

How else could he have caught them? Surely the gyrfalcon had forced them into submission.

Shen Xihe was also very satisfied: “They’re so plump – one for roasting, one for soup.”

Zhenzhu: …

Chapter 481: The Meaning of Wild Geese
So the Princess was staring so intently because she was thinking about how to cook them?

For a moment, Zhenzhu was startled and found it somewhat amusing, even feeling that this side of the Princess was particularly endearing. “This servant will take them to Ziyu right away.”

“After they’re prepared, remember to send half to the Eastern Palace,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but instruct.

Zhenzhu could barely contain her smile, deciding to deliver it personally as she wanted to see the Crown Prince’s reaction.

Wild geese were essential items in engagement gifts for noble families. Of course, not everyone could capture wild geese themselves, and those who couldn’t would ask others to catch a pair just for appearance’s sake.

Wild geese couldn’t be domesticated, so naturally they couldn’t be kept, and usually ended up as dishes. However, for a bride-to-be to personally specify how to cook them and provide cooking instructions was truly unprecedented.

After Shen Yueshan reviewed the engagement gifts, he felt somewhat melancholic, as it meant his daughter was one step closer to marriage. When he returned to the inner courtyard with a dejected expression, he was greeted by Biyu, who bowed and said, “Your Highness, the Princess requests your presence to taste some soup.”

Even the prospect of his daughter’s delicacies couldn’t lift his spirits. Though unenthusiastic, Shen Yueshan still went to the inner courtyard. As he sat at the table, Shen Xihe placed the prepared wild goose soup before him, while others served sliced roasted wild goose meat. “Father, please try it. How does it compare to the wild geese from our Northwest?”

Shen Yueshan’s tiger-like eyes suddenly brightened as he turned to look at Shen Xihe. “Wild geese?”

Pressing her lips together in a smile, she nodded: “Wild geese, two of them.”

The source of the wild geese, and there being two of them, went without saying. Shen Yueshan’s gloom instantly vanished, and his hearty laughter immediately filled the small courtyard as he began to eat with great relish.

“Mmm, the soup is rich and the meat is fragrant…” he commented while eating.

Shen Xihe sat beside him, watching her father’s face light up with joy, and couldn’t help but smile herself. She knew that seeing the engagement gifts today had made him melancholic, and even though he had long accepted the fact that his daughter would marry, he still felt sad about it. That’s why she had done this to cheer him up.

Whether it was the magical effect of eating the wild geese sent by his future son-in-law or something else, Shen Yueshan chose to selectively forget about his daughter’s impending marriage and remained cheerful for the entire day.

Unlike Shen Yueshan’s delight, when Xiao Huayong heard that a food box had been sent from the Princess’s mansion, he was initially overjoyed. However, when the platter of roasted meat was served, beautifully arranged with the goose wings and head still intact, he felt something was amiss no matter how he looked at it.

“Tianyuan, come look, what kind of roasted meat is this?” Xiao Huayong could hardly believe it. The wild geese he had sent had only been gone for one morning, and they had already become a dish.

Tianyuan shrank his neck. He and Xiao Huayong had wandered for many years and had eaten virtually everything edible in the world, including roasted wild goose. He recognized it at a glance but didn’t dare say so.

“Your Highness, Miss Zhenzhu is still waiting outside. This servant’s eyes are poor, perhaps we should ask Miss Zhenzhu to come in and explain?” Tianyuan promptly deflected.

Xiao Huayong gave him a cool look: “Invite her in.”

Zhenzhu entered with a formal bow: “This servant pays respects to Your Highness…”

“Rise,” Xiao Huayong impatiently interrupted her and asked, “What kind of roasted meat is this?”

“In response to Your Highness, this is roasted wild goose meat,” Zhenzhu answered truthfully.

Xiao Huayong’s face immediately stiffened. He had recognized it already but hadn’t wanted to believe it. Even after hearing Zhenzhu’s words, he still held onto a glimmer of hope: “Where did these geese come from?”

“They’re from the engagement gifts Your Highness sent this morning.” Zhenzhu completely shattered Xiao Huayong’s last hope.

For a moment, Xiao Huayong was speechless, unsure what expression to wear or what to say.

Zhenzhu boldly snuck a glance up and saw the Crown Prince staring blankly at the plate of roasted wild goose, his expression rather pitying. Just when she thought Xiao Huayong was about to say something, the Crown Prince unexpectedly picked up his chopsticks and began eating.

As soon as the meat touched his mouth, he nodded with a light “mm,” his face brightening with pleasure from the delicious food. The more he ate, the more fragrant it became, causing Tianyuan to swallow repeatedly as he stood to the side. This wild goose was different from what they had eaten before, with an increasingly rich aroma.

Zhenzhu could smell it too, but having tasted Ziyu’s cooking before, she maintained her composure. She poured Xiao Huayong a bowl of soup to accompany his meal, which he ate with great satisfaction.

When Xiao Huayong reached the wing, he discovered that its skin had been cut open. Using his chopsticks to probe the opening, he pulled out a small bamboo tube. Opening it revealed a small rolled paper, which, when unfolded, showed Shen Xihe’s handwriting:

“The wild geese cry at dawn’s first light. As a gentleman takes a wife before the ice has thawed.”

This explained the custom of wild geese as engagement gifts. Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but smile as he held the paper.

He didn’t even finish the remaining food, casually wiping his hands before standing and walking to his study. He wrote a letter in return and gave it to Zhenzhu: “A message carried by wild geese – I’ve received the geese, please deliver this letter to Youyou for me.”

After Zhenzhu accepted the letter and bowed, she left the Eastern Palace.

Shen Xihe had just finished cheering up Shen Yueshan when Zhenzhu returned with Xiao Huayong’s letter, which contained a story about wild geese.

The reason wild geese became engagement gifts was because they were among the most devoted of birds. They mate in pairs, and if one loses its partner, the remaining goose will remain faithful for life, never seeking another mate – representing eternal partnership.

Many people sent geese as engagement gifts, yet none had ever explored the true meaning behind the wild geese.

It was not merely a symbol of status and face, but rather a pair of geese represented a promise of faithfulness. Laughably, many people sent geese merely as a formality.

From the tale of Pan and Yang to the story of the wild geese, he was tirelessly expressing to her that she alone was enough for his lifetime.

Even Shen Xihe’s iron heart had its moments of softening. She carefully put away the letter.

Zhenzhu noticed that the Princess had finally treasured something sent by the Crown Prince. Previously, similar items or ordinary letters that weren’t specifically given as gifts were casually disposed of.

For a long period afterward, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong communicated only through letters. As the wedding date approached, they couldn’t meet in person due to customs, which said that meeting before the wedding was highly inauspicious. Shen Xihe, who believed in neither Buddhism nor Daoism, scoffed at this.

But Xiao Huayong was exceptionally concerned about it. The saying goes that meeting before marriage meant not meeting after marriage.

He was so nervous about this marriage that he preferred to believe it than not, carefully following every step of protocol. This was probably the most rule-abiding Shen Xihe had ever seen Xiao Huayong.

In the second month, the wedding preparations were in full swing. One day, for unknown reasons, Princess Yaoxi and Prince Li Xiao Changying got into an argument, and she was accidentally pushed into the palace lotus pond, which happened to be witnessed by Emperor Youning.

Later, news came that Prince Li was punished with twenty strokes by Emperor Youning, and the next day, Emperor Youning issued an edict conferring the title of Noble Consort Shu upon Princess Yaoxi. She became one of the four consorts and the only concubine with an honorary title.

Princess Yaoxi became Emperor Youning’s first foreign consort, entering the inner palace in mid-second month, and was reportedly greatly favored.

Chapter 482: The Grand Wedding (Part 1)
Upon hearing this news, Shen Xihe merely smiled. As time turned to the third month, peach blossoms were in full bloom, their fragrance filling the streets. The Crown Prince’s wedding was celebrated throughout the nation.

Before dawn, Shen Xihe arose to bathe. Her cascading black hair loose, wearing light inner garments, she sat before the bronze mirror while the wedding matron cleansed her face. This wasn’t just any wedding matron – she was a former female official from the palace who had served many noble ladies. However, she rarely encountered someone like Shen Xihe, whose skin was as smooth as glazed jade, with barely any fine hairs to remove, making the process almost ceremonial.

“The Princess possesses natural beauty. With just a touch of makeup, you’ll outshine all others,” the wedding matron praised as she stepped back, allowing the palace female officials to apply her makeup.

During the makeup application, Shen Xihe watched carefully, offering her own opinions. She rejected anything too heavy, and since her wedding attire was elegant and light-colored, the female officials had to follow her preferences.

An hour later, Shen Xihe was fully prepared. Two female officials together placed the phoenix crown adorned with pearl pendants on her glossy black hair. The crown’s phoenix wings appeared lifelike, its edges decorated with large northern pearls. Fine gold chains strung with rice-sized pearls formed a curtain veil, partially concealing her beautiful face.

Zhenzhu took from the female historian a fan decorated with large red peonies and scattered pearls, passing it to Shen Xihe.

Holding the fan’s handle to cover her face, Shen Xihe sat gracefully in the vermillion gold-detailed pavilion, supported by Hongyu and Biyu, waiting for the Eastern Palace’s wedding procession.

The sound of gongs and drums and general commotion came from outside – the Eastern Palace had arrived for the bride. Shen Xihe’s long lashes trembled slightly.

Following the ceremonial official’s lead, she walked out holding her fan, step by step along the red carpet. In the main hall, Xiao Huayong stood in formal attire that perfectly complemented her wedding dress. Standing tall and jade-like, perhaps due to the joyous occasion, he remarkably showed no trace of illness today.

His black pupils gleamed with silver light, he gazed deeply at her as she approached step by step. They first bowed to each other before turning to bid farewell to Shen Yueshan.

Ziyu brought forward the kneeling cushion. Supported by Hongyu, Shen Xihe knelt. Though Xiao Huayong technically didn’t need to kneel given the distinction between ruler and subject, he still knelt alongside Shen Xihe, causing gasps among the observers.

In fact, in many noble weddings, the groom would typically only bow deeply to the bride’s elders.

At this moment, Shen Xihe wasn’t concerned with Xiao Huayong. She had maintained her composure until now, but the instant she knelt, her eyes suddenly stung and misted over. She tried to control these emotions with her usual self-discipline, but for some reason, she couldn’t. Her voice carried an unmistakable quaver: “Your daughter, first bow, in gratitude for Father’s nurturing grace.”

With these words, Shen Xihe bowed deeply, and Xiao Huayong followed, both bowing to Shen Yueshan.

As she straightened, tears escaped unbidden from Shen Xihe’s eyes. She took a light, deep breath to steady her emotions: “Second bow, in thanks for Father’s guidance and love.”

Shen Yueshan wanted to help Shen Xihe up. In his life, he had rarely been moved to tears, except on the battlefield watching young, brave faces fall in bloody combat. He couldn’t remember crying at any other time.

Now, watching his precious pearl of fifteen years marry another, his eyes grew bloodshot, but he had to clench his fists and remain seated, receiving her farewell bows.

Crystalline tears fell onto her wedding dress as Shen Xihe bowed again, spreading into faint watermarks. She slowly straightened: “Third bow, bidding farewell to Father. Henceforth as a wife, I shall never forget Father’s teachings.”

Shen Xihe bowed deeply, remaining down for a long moment. Shen Yueshan rose to hold her shoulders and help her up, his eyes crimson: “Having found a worthy match, our house is honored; may you build a harmonious home and share white hair forever.”

Shen Yueshan took the face-covering fan from Zhenzhu and gave it to Shen Xihe, then took her other hand and placed it in Xiao Huayong’s.

Xiao Huayong grasped Shen Xihe’s hand tightly and said to Shen Yueshan: “Honored by Father-in-law’s trust, entrusting your pearl to me, this beauty of the embroidered chamber, I shall surely treasure her. Living together in one home, dying together in one grave, my heart is as clear as the bright sun.”

Shen Yueshan could say nothing more, only managing a forced smile and repeating “good” three times: “Good, good, good.”

Just then, the auspicious time for departure was announced. Shen Yueshan released his hold on Shen Xihe’s shoulders and waved to her.

Shen Xihe used her fan to hide her tearful eyes, performed another graceful curtsy to Shen Yueshan, then walked step by step along the red carpet to the wedding carriage, supported by Xiao Huayong.

A tall guard stood by the carriage. Xiao Huayong mounted his horse, and the guard extended his hand: “Be careful, Crown Princess.”

Shen Xihe’s body stiffened. She stared at the guard – his face was unfamiliar, but his eyes were familiar. Her lips trembled slightly. The guard smiled faintly at her: “Please board the carriage, Crown Princess.”

Shen Xihe concealed her shock and took his hand. Step by step, she climbed the wooden steps and entered the carriage. Red gauze decorated with golden flowers obscured her view, but she watched the tall guard as the carriage began moving toward the palace gates, tears falling once again.

Suddenly she lowered her head and smiled, looking at Xiao Huayong’s imposing figure riding his tall horse ahead, her eyes soft with tenderness.

For the Crown Prince’s wedding, the streets were swept clean. The Golden Guard stood solemnly every five paces. The wedding procession traveled from the Princess’s mansion to the palace’s Vermillion Bird Gate, with common people craning their necks to look from behind the guards, while music drifted on the clear breeze.

Xiao Changying had followed on horseback from the start of the wedding procession, only turning back after escorting the wedding carriage through the Vermillion Bird Gate.

After entering the Vermillion Bird Gate, instead of heading directly to the Eastern Palace, the grand procession continued to the Purple Dawn Hall. Shen Xihe descended from the carriage. The heavy doors were pushed open to blaring trumpets. Xiao Huayong already stood ahead. Supported by palace female officials, she climbed the steps, passed through the gates, descended the steps, and slowly walked to Xiao Huayong.

His broad hand reached out through the brilliant sunlight, cutting through the morning radiance, and extending firmly toward her.

He didn’t need to personally fetch the bride – waiting here would have sufficed – but he chose to go himself. She placed her hand in his palm, his cool touch feeling exceptionally comfortable.

Holding her hand, he walked with her along the red carpet. Civil and military officials and noble ladies of the imperial clan lined both sides, watching them approach the Dragon-coiled Stone Steps. Only then did they separate, ascending the stairs from opposite sides.

Emperor Youning waited above. They first bowed to him, then Emperor Youning gave a speech to Heaven and Earth. They kowtowed following Emperor Youning, before finally performing their ceremonial bows to Heaven and Earth as husband and wife.

Chapter 483: The Grand Wedding (Part 2)
First, they bowed to Heaven and Earth, then to their elders, and finally to each other.

Before the ceremony concluded, a palace servant brought forward a tray bearing a gourd with two halves connected by a red string. Two palace maids simultaneously presented each half to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

This was the ceremonial wine of union. Drinking from the same gourd – bitter in form but sweet in content – symbolized sharing both joy and sorrow, facing life’s challenges together.

After drinking the ceremonial wine, the couple turned to face the civil and military officials, noble ladies, and imperial relatives, receiving their kowtows. Only then was the ceremony complete.

Shen Xihe left the Purple Dawn Hall and boarded the carriage to enter the Eastern Palace, while Xiao Huayong had to remain behind to feast with the guests.

At the Eastern Palace, Tianyuan served food: “Crown Princess, please eat something first. If there’s anything specific you’d like, just let this servant know.”

Shen Xihe glanced at the dishes – all her favorites were there, including her beloved Xiaoling roast. She wanted to remove her phoenix crown as it was heavy, but the female official sent by the Empress Dowager wouldn’t allow it – only the husband could remove a bride’s crown.

Mindful that this official served the Empress Dowager, Shen Xihe didn’t insist. Though the pearl curtain of her crown had been pulled aside to allow her to eat, she found it particularly uncomfortable to raise and lower her head with such weight.

This diminished her enjoyment of the feast. As if sensing her discomfort, a light cough announced Xiao Huayong’s arrival. She looked up to see him standing there, tall and elegant, gazing at her with gentle eyes.

Shen Xihe stood with Zhenzhu’s assistance. Xiao Huayong entered, steadying her as she tried to bow, then took her hand and led her to the dressing table. He removed her crown, letting loose her cascade of smooth black hair, then stood behind her and bent to kiss the top of her head: “I’ll return early.”

With that, he left as quickly as he had come.

He still had many ceremonial duties to complete but had specifically made time to remove her crown.

With the weight lifted from her head, Shen Xihe’s mood lightened. She enjoyed her meal, then washed and removed her makeup, revealing her natural beauty like a water lotus. She also changed into more comfortable clothing.

Xiao Huayong was occupied until nearly dusk before arriving at the feast. By then, his complexion was poor, face somewhat pale, looking as if he might faint at any moment, his steps unsteady. Who would dare make him drink?

Even though it was his wedding day when all taboos were lifted, no one dared. Even when officials toasted him, they anxiously added: “Your Highness, please drink as you please, as you please.”

Even so, with Xiao Huayong taking only small sips from each toast, his pale face soon showed an unnatural flush, making everyone even more nervous. Later, people actively substituted tea for wine in their toasts, and Xiao Huayong graciously followed suit.

Shen Xihe had expected him to return only when the moon rose above the willow tops, but he was brought back before nightfall, supported by others in the last rays of sunset.

While other grooms needed support from drinking too much, he needed it from… physical exhaustion…

After Xiao Huayong was brought to the bridal chamber, everyone else tactfully withdrew, leaving just the two of them. As soon as the door closed, Xiao Huayong sprang up from the bed and pulled Shen Xihe, who was standing beside it, into his embrace, deeply inhaling her fragrance.

Though he hadn’t drunk much, his rounds at the feast had left him smelling of alcohol. Shen Xihe pushed him away with slight distaste: “I’ve prepared fragrant bath water for you, go bathe quickly.”

Xiao Huayong held her, burying his face at her waist: “Do Youyou want to join me?”

Shen Xihe blushed and pushed him away forcefully, watching him fall back onto the bed as she stepped back: “Go quickly.”

“Hehehe…” Xiao Huayong lay spread-eagled on the bed, deep laughter rumbling in his chest as he gazed at Shen Xihe, who couldn’t understand his mirth. His eyes sparkled teasingly: “So… Youyou is this eager…”

Finally understanding his implications, Shen Xihe could only glare at him in embarrassed anger.

Xiao Huayong laughed even more heartily, causing Shen Xihe to turn and stride out of the bedchamber in anger. She feared if she stayed any longer, she might grab something and throw it at his face.

Though his little wife had stormed off in anger, Xiao Huayong couldn’t stop smiling.

He didn’t know why, but he loved teasing her until she was embarrassed and angry – she looked so vivid and lovely then.

Slowly sitting up, Xiao Huayong noticed the clean clothes prepared nearby. A warm feeling filled his chest, expanding and full. He gathered the clothes and went to the side chamber he had specifically set aside as a bathroom, with its square bathing pool.

After his bath, just as darkness fell, he emerged to find Shen Xihe sitting sideways by the lamp, reading. He strode forward and embraced her from behind.

Shen Xihe instinctively stiffened but quickly relaxed, for the first time willingly nestling into his embrace.

Delighted, Xiao Huayong lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bedchamber.

Shen Xihe’s heart tightened, expecting the wedding night’s intimacies, but instead, Xiao Huayong set her down on the edge of the bed. Seeing her tension, he smiled, touching her forehead to brush aside her hair as he whispered in her ear: “Don’t be afraid, it’s not yet time.”

After this cryptic statement, he retrieved two cloaks that the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau had rushed to make according to his specifications – one black, one white, both trimmed with raccoon fur and embroidered with subtle Pingzhong leaves at the hem.

Under Shen Xihe’s puzzled gaze, he fastened her cloak, then his own, and took her hand to leave the room, bewildering Zhenzhu and the others standing guard outside.

“All of you wait here,” Xiao Huayong commanded, then led Shen Xihe to another part of the Eastern Palace.

She followed him into a room where a wall opened to reveal a secret passage.

Down in the passage, corridors crisscrossed with multiple routes. Xiao Huayong confidently led her along one path, turning so many times that Shen Xihe nearly got dizzy. What shocked her more was discovering that beneath the imperial palace lay a maze-like network of passages leading in all directions.

When she next saw daylight, they had already left the palace grounds. They emerged into the wilderness, the exit hidden by overgrown weeds. Shen Xihe couldn’t help looking back at the door.

“This is outside the palace walls, where no one comes. This door cannot be opened from the outside without a key,” Xiao Huayong explained as he led her away from the palace.

After walking for a quarter-hour, they found a horse waiting. He helped her mount, then spurred the horse into a gallop.

Chapter 484: Making Her Wedding Perfect
Racing along winding paths, they finally stopped at a manor. Shen Xihe asked puzzled: “Why have we come here?”

Xiao Huayong gave her a mysterious smile without answering, leading her inside. After passing through the second gate, she saw a tall figure standing in the courtyard. Shen Xihe called out instinctively: “Brother!”

During the wedding procession earlier today, Shen Xihe had guessed it was her brother. Since her father couldn’t escort her, family custom dictated that brothers should escort marrying daughters. Shen Xihe only had Shen Yun’an as her blood brother, so to avoid her regret, they arranged for her Tao family cousin to escort her.

But this was her once-in-a-lifetime wedding, and she had hoped Shen Yun’an would escort her. However, she understood the necessities of circumstances and greater matters, so she never mentioned it.

Shen Xihe lifted her skirts and ran to Shen Yun’an. He turned at her call, opening his arms wide.

She threw herself into his embrace, holding him tightly. It had been over a year since she’d seen her brother, and despite their frequent letters, she had missed him desperately.

Shen Yun’an hugged Shen Xihe and spun her around once before setting her down. He patted her head and looked down at her, his eyes filled with emotion: “My Youyou has grown up.”

She truly had grown up, now a married woman.

“Brother, I’ll always be your sister,” Shen Xihe tilted her head up slightly, her obsidian eyes reflecting Shen Yun’an’s figure, filled with tender warmth.

Xiao Huayong stood at a distance watching. This was the first time he’d seen her so dependent, like a little bird.

It wasn’t that she lacked feminine grace, but few people could make her show it.

Even though she was now tolerant, accommodating, and trusting of him, she had never been this soft in his presence.

He envied how Shen Xihe behaved in front of Shen Yun’an, but wasn’t jealous. Shen Yun’an had earned this through fifteen years of constant companionship and deep-rooted familial bonds. He and she had known each other for less than three years.

Shen Yun’an opened his palm, revealing a wolf fang with a hole drilled through it, strung on a cord. “Do you remember this wolf fang?”

Shen Xihe looked down at the smooth but somewhat worn wolf fang, its age evident. This was one of a pair. When Shen Xihe was seven, she heard that Shen Yun’an had gone missing while training with soldiers. Ignoring others’ attempts to stop her, she had slipped away from everyone to search for him.

Back then, Shen Yun’an was just a young boy. He had merely stepped wrong in the snow and been buried instantly, which was why no one had seen how he disappeared. When he finally managed to climb out, he ran into Shen Xihe. The siblings’ luck turned bad when they encountered a lame, starving wolf that had been driven from its pack. Shen Yun’an had no weapons – a fifteen or sixteen-year-old youth fighting bare-handed with a starving wolf, getting covered in wounds, and finally preparing to die together with the wolf.

It was Shen Xihe who found a sharp tree branch, following their tracks down the snowy slope. Gathering all her courage, she made one desperate attempt to stab the wolf’s eye.

At that moment, Shen Yun’an was tangled with the wolf. Shen Xihe might have missed the wolf entirely and stabbed her brother instead, but they both knew there was only one chance. For young Shen Xihe, this required immense courage.

But she didn’t hesitate, precisely bursting one of the wolf’s eyes, giving him a brief opportunity. After he killed the wolf, he turned to find Shen Xihe had already fainted – not from fear, but from being unable to breathe during an attack of her illness.

If their father hadn’t arrived in time with Shen Xihe’s doctor, he might have lost his sister.

Later, the wolf was brought back, and Shen Yun’an extracted two of its sharp fangs, wearing them ever since. Through countless bloody battles on the battlefield, no matter how difficult things got, just seeing these two wolf fangs would remind Shen Yun’an of that year. If he hadn’t gritted his teeth and persevered then, Shen Xihe would have become the wolf’s prey. This always filled him with a limitless fighting spirit.

“I wanted to give this to you then, but Father said you were a young lady – how could you carry a wolf fang? Your constitution was weak, and such a bloody, fierce object would suppress your fortune.” Shen Yun’an lifted one of Shen Xihe’s hands and placed it in her palm. “Now your health has greatly improved and you can surely suppress its fierce energy. From now on, we siblings will each have one. When you miss your brother, just look at it.”

He paused briefly and lowered his voice: “As will your brother.”

The wolf fang was warm – Shen Yun’an must have been holding it in his palm. It still retained the warmth from his hand.

Shen Xihe closed her fingers, trying to prevent the cool night breeze from dispersing its lingering warmth.

Shen Yun’an looked down at Shen Xihe reluctantly for a moment before saying hoarsely: “Brother has to go now, Youyou. Take good care of yourself.”

“Mm.” Shen Xihe forced a smile, responding dully. She dared not speak more.

Her heart was particularly fragile today. When leaving home and bidding farewell to her father, she had already shed tears. Now she felt she might not be able to hold back her tears again.

Shen Yun’an held Shen Xihe’s hand and walked to Xiao Huayong, handing his sister over to him. Without further words, he simply made a fist and thumped it once against Xiao Huayong’s chest. He stepped backward, keeping his eyes on Shen Xihe until he reached the door, then turned and strode away.

Shen Xihe didn’t move. Only when the horse’s neighing and the sound of hoofbeats faded into the distance did she finally lower her gaze?

“I arranged this hoping to make you happy, but instead I’ve made you sad,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly, holding her in his arms, sheltering half her body.

Shen Xihe turned her head, her slightly moist eyes showing gratitude: “Your Highness, I am very happy. Thank you for planning all this for me.”

Now she understood. On New Year’s Eve, when he went to see Shen Yueshan, it was for this purpose – to find someone to impersonate Shen Yun’an in the Northwest, pretending to be ill for a few days while Shen Yun’an rushed back to escort her to her wedding.

He had protected her wedding sedan chair and personally escorted her through the Vermillion Bird Gate, fulfilling every duty of a brother.

Her wedding was thus without any regret.

That’s why Shen Yueshan had allowed Xiao Huayong to stay that night – because he discovered that this son-in-law cared for his daughter even more than expected. Married to him, she would surely live better than before her marriage.

This was an enormous risk. Even though they felt regret, they wouldn’t have dared such a risky endeavor. Yet Xiao Huayong, to ensure Shen Xihe would have no regrets in life, took the risk and declared he would bear all responsibility if anything went wrong.

Only Shen Yueshan, who was involved, truly knew how much effort Xiao Huayong had spent and how many people he had deployed to ensure everything went perfectly.

Chapter 485: Becoming Husband and Wife
It was because of this gesture that Shen Yueshan fully entrusted Shen Xihe to Xiao Huayong, leading to Shen Yun’an’s wordless gesture earlier – the intimacy of family.

However, neither Shen Yun’an nor Shen Yueshan knew that Xiao Huayong had revealed the palace’s secret passages to Shen Xihe. He had become completely honest with her from then on.

The shock in Shen Xihe’s heart had not subsided even after returning to the Eastern Palace with Xiao Huayong.

Among her servants was Ziyu, who loved reading romance novels and couldn’t help sharing them with others. The maids would gather around, often telling passionate love stories.

She had heard many such tales and had encountered loving couples in the Northwest. Thus, she had always thought love couldn’t last long, though she never questioned whether true feelings existed in this world.

However, everything Xiao Huayong gave her was profound beyond her imagination.

“Don’t look at me with such moved eyes.” Xiao Huayong lowered his head to kiss her eyelids, his warm, husky voice sounding in her ear. His gaze was burning as if a fire blazed within.

Like a fierce beast in his eyes struggling to break free, it frightened her somewhat, yet she wanted to yield to him. Unconsciously, she raised both hands to circle his neck as he bent to kiss her…

Cyan light, night’s glow cold, most enchanting viewed upon the pillow;

Tender strength, curves welcoming, necks entwined with dark silk flowing.

Silent song, strings hushed low, deep tenderness in slow notes showing;

Lotus curtains, the moon lies low, spring night too brief through rain clouds going.

On the second day after the wedding, even the Crown Prince and his wife had to follow common customs and pay respects to their elders. Shen Xihe accompanied Xiao Huayong to the Empress Dowager’s palace, first offering tea. The Empress Dowager happily prepared many gifts for Shen Xihe.

After sitting briefly with the Empress Dowager, calculating that Emperor Youning would be finishing court, they rose to go to Mingzheng Hall.

“Take the sedan.” The carriage stopped at the Empress Dowager’s palace gate. Xiao Huayong carried Shen Xihe into the sedan and sat with her.

“Let go of me,” she said. With so many people watching, he showed no restraint. “I can walk. Riding like this, who knows what rumors they’ll spread.”

Just thinking about it made her face burn with embarrassment.

“What rumors?” Xiao Huayong teased, looking her over.

Shen Xihe glared at him – this shameless man!

Amused by her expression, Xiao Huayong caught her hand and kissed her fingertips: “Just sit. Everyone knows I’m frail – I’m the one who needs the sedan. What does it have to do with you? I can’t ride while making the Crown Princess walk to Mingzheng Hall. If that reached your father’s ears, how could I dare accompany you home in a few days?”

Shen Yueshan would stay until Shen Xihe’s visit home before returning to the Northwest.

Only then did Shen Xihe realize that people saw him as delicate as porcelain. She hadn’t thought of this angle, only thinking of…

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help laughing again. Shen Xihe tugged at his sleeve: “Control yourself – aren’t you supposed to be ‘frail and sickly’?”

Laughing so heartily, weren’t they afraid others would grow suspicious?

“These are all trusted people. When strangers approach, I naturally show restraint.” Xiao Huayong deliberately lowered his voice, leaning close to Shen Xihe’s ear, then couldn’t resist kissing her earlobe.

This made Shen Xihe glare at him again, while Xiao Huayong smiled like a cat satisfied after stealing cream.

When Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong arrived at Mingzheng Hall, Emperor Youning had just finished his morning meal. With the grand court session, His Majesty had to attend court hungry, only eating afterward.

Emperor Youning didn’t make things difficult for them, showing just the right amount of fatherly affection. He presented them with generous gifts before letting them return to rest.

She was married now, living in the Eastern Palace – this familiar place. Perhaps because she had frequented it before marriage, or because of the man beside her who was now her husband, she felt neither discomfort nor uncertainty and anxiety.

However, while organizing her dowry and taking inventory of the Eastern Palace, she came across a painting.

This painting was quite familiar – it was the portrait she had painted of Xiao Huayong at his request, showing him sitting under a tree with one leg bent and the other extended. But now a lady was resting her head on that extended leg – herself! When had she painted herself there?

She took down the painting and went to find Xiao Huayong: “Xiao Beichen, how do you explain this painting?”

Xiao Huayong was reading through his assigned memorials. Looking up at the painting, guilt flashed in his eyes, quickly replaced by grievance. He sighed deeply: “One night I had such a dream. I dreamed of being intimate with Youyou, but since you never gave me the chance for closeness, I had to add a few brushstrokes to comfort my longing.”

Shen Xihe: …

Having done something so shameless, yet making himself sound so pitiful as if she had forced him into it.

Had she discovered this before the wedding, Shen Xihe would certainly have destroyed it, since any day before marriage could bring changes. Imagine if she hadn’t married Xiao Huayong, yet such a painting existed – it would have been impossible to explain.

But now they were married and had consummated their union, the painting didn’t seem improper anymore. Shen Xihe had to accept it.

Then she discovered a knotted cord – the one Xiao Huayong had begged from her during New Year’s Eve two years ago. But now it had a strand of dark hair entwined in it. She remembered when her cousin married in Linchuan County, Xiao Huayong sent daily letters, each containing a strand of hair. She knew without looking whose hair it was.

Shen Xihe looked at it for a moment, about to turn away, when Xiao Huayong embraced her from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder: “Husband and wife should exchange hair, Youyou still owes me a strand.”

This wasn’t a fixed custom – only couples in love before marriage would exchange and entwine hair after the wedding. Since Xiao Huayong mentioned it, Shen Xihe didn’t want to refuse: “How can I cut my hair if you won’t let go?”

Xiao Huayong fetched scissors himself, lifted a strand of Shen Xihe’s hair and cut it, then cut one of his own. He divided each into two parts and wove one-half of each together, making two braids.

Understanding, Shen Xihe turned to get two sachets she had sewn, giving one to him.

Xiao Huayong looked up at her with a gentle smile, handing her one of the braided strands of their combined hair.

They exchanged them, each placing their strand in a sachet. Xiao Huayong hung him at his waist: “I shall wear it every day from now on.”

Touching the sachet, Xiao Huayong’s eyes flickered, and he added: “But this sachet’s color won’t match all my clothes. I’ll have to trouble Youyou to make more in different styles.”

How could Shen Xihe not understand his little scheme? She smiled slightly in agreement. While looking for the sachets, she found the handkerchief embroidered with immortal sashes that Xiao Huayong had stolen from her. The edges weren’t hemmed, so she took it out, threaded a needle, and began to hem it.

Chapter 486: The Emperor’s Test
Shen Xihe’s actions made Xiao Huayong’s heart feel as if it had been brushed with honey, sweetening it until it drummed in his chest. He readily sat down beside her, wordlessly gazing at her in silence.

He always favored this – watching her with eyes full of tenderness and extreme gentleness. Previously, she would notice and appear lost in thought, making her feel as if time itself had frozen in that moment.

Where before he had watched in secret, now he could observe openly. During their three days of wedding celebrations, Shen Xihe couldn’t bring herself to send him away to handle state affairs. She let him find a comfortable position, propping his head up with one hand, tilting it slightly as he focused intently on her.

She thought it would be best to adapt to such situations early on.

Their gazes were fixed on different targets – Shen Xihe’s on the handkerchief in her hands, while Xiao Huayong’s remained on her.

The Crown Prince’s clinginess extended far beyond this. Wherever Shen Xihe went, he would follow, his gaze stuck to her, utterly unable to look away.

The Eastern Palace was completely under Xiao Huayong’s control. Having been absent from it for over a decade, no one had thought to place their people there. Combined with his careful cultivation of loyal subordinates, his fifteen years of management had gone unnoticed.

Upon his sudden return to the palace, he found that when trying to make new arrangements, the Eastern Palace wasn’t lacking in staff. Moreover, everyone was extremely cautious, making it difficult to dismiss even one or two people to create vacancies. Thus, the Eastern Palace was as secure as a fortress, and when Shen Xihe took charge, she didn’t need to establish her authority.

The Eastern Palace staff were already familiar with Shen Xihe, and they had long prepared themselves mentally for her becoming Crown Princess. Originally, the Eastern Palace only had Tianyuan’s guards and the internal attendants under Jiuzhang’s command, with just a few palace maids who weren’t regularly employed.

Jiuzhang had already arranged for all internal affairs to be handed over to Zhenzhu, and the Eastern Palace had gained several ladies-in-waiting due to Shen Xihe’s arrival, making it appear more vibrant.

On the second day of their marriage, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had to visit the ancestral temple early for worship. Another busy sequence of events followed, with the long ceremonial text taking half an hour to recite. By the time they finished all the elaborate ceremonies, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were kneeling on prayer mats to kowtow at high noon.

As they took the incense passed to them by the attendants and were about to bow three times, several ancestral tablets suddenly burst into flames. Xiao Huayong swiftly pulled Shen Xihe into his embrace, then seeing the burning tablets, immediately stepped forward to smother the flames with his sleeve. The attendants quickly followed his example, extinguishing the fires on the other tablets.

Xiao Huayong held the tablet in his hands and discovered tung oil on the base, though its scent was very faint. It must have been applied either the previous day or earlier, but even with tung oil present, someone would still need to set it alight. Xiao Huayong lifted the silk cloth covering the wooden platform beneath the ancestral tablet rack, only to find it empty. His keen eye caught sight of some traces that suggested the presence of a secret passage.

Someone must have been crouching there earlier, but since he and Shen Xihe had been standing quite far away, they hadn’t noticed. When they approached, this person had set the fire and escaped through the secret passage.

“Your Highness, what are you looking at?” After the brief chaos, the Vice Minister of Rites and the Director of the Imperial Clan Court maintained order and stepped forward slightly.

Xiao Huayong simply crawled under to investigate, knocking on the floorboards. The echo didn’t indicate hollowness – if there wasn’t a tunnel here, it must be further back. Without evidence, Xiao Huayong couldn’t justify moving the ancestral tablets to investigate.

If the investigation yielded results, that would be fine, but if nothing was found, it would be difficult to resolve the situation.

“These tablet bases have tung oil, while the others don’t. Someone must have done this deliberately,” Xiao Huayong handed the tablet he was holding to the Director of the Imperial Clan Court. “Oil needs fire to burn.”

Since Shen Xihe had accompanied him for ancestral worship, the burning of the tablets was a grave taboo. People might spread rumors that the ancestors didn’t approve of Shen Xihe, so he had to establish that this was sabotage.

The Director of the Imperial Clan Court and the Minister of Rites examined the tablets and confirmed that there was indeed tung oil beneath the burned tablets. The oil had dried but still retained a faint scent. All tablets were typically treated with tung oil for preservation.

“Your Highness may not know, but these particular tablets were noticed to have cracks by the attending eunuchs a few days ago. This humble official ordered them to be treated with tung oil,” the Director of the Imperial Clan Court reported. “It has been three days.”

Logically, after three days, they shouldn’t ignite so easily unless exposed to intense fire, and how could anyone conceal setting such a large fire? Moreover, no suspicious individuals were seen in the vicinity – so where did the fire come from?

This led to unspoken suspicions.

Noticing the subtle glances being cast at Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong laughed coldly. “These tablets are quite interesting – the ones that burned were precisely those that the Director had ordered to be treated, and they all belong to ancestors with no direct connection to me.”

The burning tablets all belonged to lateral branches, not the direct ancestors of Emperor Youning’s line. Only Prince Qian’s tablet, which had the closest relationship to Xiao Huayong, was affected.

Everyone looked closer and found it peculiar. If the ancestors were truly showing their disapproval of Shen Xihe, shouldn’t the Late Emperor’s tablet have burned? How could it be that while the Late Emperor’s tablet and the Crown Prince’s great-grandfather’s tablet remained untouched, his uncle’s tablet was the one to show warning?

“Remove these tablets. The Crown Princess and I will continue paying respects to the ancestors,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

“Your Highness…”

As the Minister of Rites tried to advise, he met Xiao Huayong’s deep, calm gaze. Though his eyes showed no severity or pressure, the Minister’s words caught in his throat.

“Your Highness, when tablets catch fire, we must immediately investigate the cause. Continuing the ceremony now would be disrespectful to the ancestors and inauspicious,” the Vice Minister of Rites stepped forward to counsel. “Please reconsider and choose another auspicious date to pay respects to the ancestors.”

“Please reconsider, Your Highness. Please select another auspicious time.” A group of officials knelt together.

Xiao Huayong swept his gaze over them, then knelt firmly on the prayer mat. He first kowtowed to the tablets, then rose and said, “Honored ancestors, your descendant Xiao Huayong, accompanied by his new bride of the Shen family, comes to pay respects. With this worthy daughter-in-law by my side, I pray for the ancestors’ blessing.”

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s insistence, the Director of the Imperial Clan Court, not wanting to offend him and being implicated in the matter of the tung oil on the burned tablets, followed Xiao Huayong’s wishes. He had the burned tablets removed and continued presiding over the unfinished ceremony.

This time, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong completed their respects to the ancestors without incident, peacefully and calmly.

After the ceremony concluded, Xiao Huayong led Shen Xihe back to the palace. Once in their carriage, he held her hand and said, “Don’t be afraid. I will give you an explanation for this matter.”

“Who does Your Highness think is behind this?” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

“Regardless of who did it, daring to tamper with the ancestral tablets must have been done with His Majesty’s approval,” Xiao Huayong knew that even if he didn’t say it, Shen Xihe would understand. “He might be trying to test me.”

When he saw Prince Qian’s tablet catch fire, Xiao Huayong almost failed to restrain himself from rushing forward, but Shen Xihe pulled him back. However, Prince Qian’s tablet had been the furthest from him – if he had rushed over like that, it would have revealed that he knew the truth about his ancestry.

Chapter 487: Respect Between Husband and Wife
Xiao Huayong had never met Prince Qian. Before the age of eight, no one had ever mentioned Prince Qian in his presence. When he suddenly learned that Prince Qian was his real father, he felt lost and helpless. Perhaps because they had never met, he only had a vague impression of Prince Qian, with little emotional attachment.

This didn’t prevent him from instinctively wanting to protect everything related to his father, especially when his ancestral tablet was set ablaze before his eyes. How could he remain unmoved?

Protection was almost instinctive, an irrepressible impulse. Fortunately, Shen Xihe was by his side, and fortunately, she knew everything, which was why she held him back at the crucial moment. When he went to extinguish the fire, he didn’t have to reach past the other tablets to get to Prince Qian’s tablet.

“His Majesty’s thoughts run deep. We must be careful in our future dealings,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Neither of them had imagined that His Majesty would use such a method to test whether Xiao Huayong knew about his true lineage. If she hadn’t been there today to realize this possibility in an instant, Xiao Huayong would surely have revealed himself.

Xiao Huayong gently leaned against Shen Xihe’s shoulder, his heart heavy with emotion.

Shen Xihe held his hand and instinctively blurted out, “I will make His Majesty pay for this.”

Xiao Huayong, who had been feeling somewhat dejected, immediately looked at her upon hearing her words of comfort and protection. No one had ever offered to stand up for him before; he had always been the one upholding justice for others.

Even the Empress Dowager only protected him without taking much action on his behalf, especially regarding His Majesty. Being caught between two sides was difficult enough, but her position also constrained her in dealing with His Majesty.

Fearing an irreparable rift with His Majesty, who showed no hesitation in harming him, she often maintained a facade of courtesy.

After all these years, Shen Xihe was the first person who, knowing full well it was His Majesty behind the attack, unhesitatingly offered to stand up for him and turn the tables.

His gaze upon her was like scattered stardust from the Milky Way, more brilliant than the sun and moon, deep and passionate as if he wanted to drown her in his eyes.

Shen Xihe was somewhat frightened by such a gaze, reminiscent of that night under the moonlight when he wouldn’t let her go, his eyes fierce with determination.

She couldn’t help but look away, pretending to brush aside her temples to hide her discomfort.

Her evasion made Xiao Huayong raise his eyebrows. Suddenly inspired, he seemed to realize something, his eyes growing even darker as he leaned close to her ear and whispered something, earning a warning and wary glare from Shen Xihe.

“Hahaha…” Her startled deer-like expression melted his heart, and he couldn’t help but let out a joyful laugh from deep in his chest.

Upon returning to the Eastern Palace, just as Xiao Huayong wanted to stay close to Shen Xihe, Liu Sanzhi was already waiting at the entrance, surely about the burning tablets incident. Emperor Youning had summoned him, much to Shen Xihe’s relief.

She went to the fragrance room with Hong Yu, staying there all afternoon. Shen Xihe had a rule in the fragrance room – no one could disturb her without her permission.

When Xiao Huayong returned looking for her, Zhenzhu mentioned this rule and offered to announce him, but he stopped her. He simply stood outside the fragrance room, breathing in the faint fragrance, waiting for her all afternoon.

When Shen Xihe opened the door and saw Xiao Huayong’s tired expression, she questioned Zhenzhu sternly: “Why didn’t you announce him?”

Zhenzhu, terrified because she knew Shen Xihe was angry, immediately fell to her knees.

“It’s not her fault. I told her not to break your rules,” Xiao Huayong quickly explained.

“Rules are dead, people are alive,” Shen Xihe led him to sit nearby, instructing Hong Yu to bring her prepared fragrant balm. She applied it to her fingertips and massaged his temples. “This is the Eastern Palace, and you are the Crown Prince. There should be no place you cannot go.”

As the cool fragrance spread with a hint of refreshing sensation, Xiao Huayong closed his eyes to enjoy it, sighing, “The Eastern Palace used to belong to the Crown Prince alone, but now it belongs to both the Crown Prince and Crown Princess. If it were my study today, would Youyou enter without asking?”

Shen Xihe was rendered speechless by the question. Put that way, she indeed wouldn’t intrude uninvited. This was a form of respect – even between husband and wife, one needed to respect the other’s privacy and provide some space that belonged solely to him or her, not to be invaded at will.

In late spring, birdsong and fragrant flowers filled the air under the azure sky, as all things in nature renewed themselves.

Shen Xihe felt that her state of mind had also changed since entering the Eastern Palace.

She had expected to feel confined within the high walls, but because of his attentive care and thoughtful consideration, she felt more at ease than when she was outside.

A yellow bird flitted across the treetops. Shen Xihe looked up, watching it land on a branch and hop about happily before spreading its wings to fly elsewhere, free and content. She couldn’t help but smile.

So this was what marriage felt like, somewhat different from what she had seen… or perhaps it varied from person to person?

Shen Xihe’s happiness didn’t last long. By nighttime, when she was being constantly pursued, exhausted from responding, she felt that the only imperfection in married life was probably Xiao Huayong’s insatiable desire for intimacy.

On the third day of their marriage, the bride was to return home. Xiao Huayong had prepared generous gifts early and accompanied Shen Xihe. In the carriage, her eyelids were heavy with sleepiness.

Seeing her state, Xiao Huayong carefully reached out to support her head, gently guiding it to rest on his shoulder.

Shen Xihe woke up in her maiden bedroom, sitting up suddenly with an unreal feeling as if she had never married. The discomfort in her body brought her thoughts back to reality.

She hurriedly got out of bed. Hearing movement, Zhenzhu and Bi Yu entered together.

“How… how did I end up sleeping here… what time is it now?” Shen Xihe asked disjointedly.

While helping Shen Xihe dress, Zhenzhu replied, “His Highness carried the Crown Princess inside. It is now ten in the morning.”

They had set out at seven, and it took less than half an hour to reach the Princess’s mansion from the palace. She had slept for over three hours after returning home!

Shen Xihe was shocked and somewhat angry – what would her father think of her?

After quickly dressing, she rushed to the main hall to find Shen Yueshan, expecting him to speak harshly to Xiao Huayong or treat him coldly. Instead, she found her father and husband chatting cheerfully.

Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yueshan’s heartfelt smile with suspicion.

“Father,” Shen Xihe called out tentatively.

“Youyou’s awake, prepare the meal,” Shen Yueshan instructed the steward.

Shen Xihe was anxious, expecting Shen Yueshan to at least scold them for their behavior, but surprisingly he didn’t mention it at all.

He smiled all day, and his gaze toward Xiao Huayong was even more loving than when he looked at her brother.

Shen Xihe found it incredibly hard to believe, feeling as if Xiao Huayong had somehow bewitched Shen Yueshan.

“What spell did you cast on my father?” she couldn’t help asking after bidding farewell to Shen Yueshan.

Xiao Huayong brought his handsome face close, pointing at it with strong suggestive meaning.

Chapter 488: As You Wish
At such proximity, Shen Xihe could detect traces of Tagara fragrance mixed with the medicinal scent on him. She looked at him briefly before closing her eyes to rest, neither avoiding nor responding, maintaining silence.

Seeing this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t resist leaning in to quickly steal a kiss from her soft lips. Meeting Shen Xihe’s suddenly opened eyes, he retreated with a playful smile, leaning back against the carriage wall, his eyes brimming with tender satisfaction as he watched her at his leisure.

“If the mountain won’t come to me, I’ll go to the mountain,” Xiao Huayong said cheerfully. “Between husband and wife, there’s no need to keep score of who approaches whom.”

He chose to think of it as if she had kissed him instead.

Shen Xihe, who had been slightly annoyed, saw his manner and realized he was always yielding to her. Yet asking her to become the kind of person he wanted, to be so forward, was truly too difficult for her.

She hesitated for a moment before taking the initiative to hold his hand. Xiao Huayong was momentarily stunned, then his gaze seemed to ripple with heat. When Shen Xihe tried to withdraw her hand, he wouldn’t allow her to retreat, immediately gripping it tightly.

He even went further, sliding his fingers between hers to interlock them, raising their joined hands with unbridled joy, grinning as if he’d found a precious treasure.

Shen Xihe had to use force to lower their hands, as if not seeing might make her feel more at ease.

She didn’t pursue her earlier question. Xiao Huayong knew she had already mustered great courage to take such a significant step beyond her usual propriety, breaking her own rules of conduct because of him.

So he volunteered: “I was just discussing with your father about taking you to the Northwest next month.”

Wu Yun’an and Xue Jinqiao were to be married in the fifth month, and Xiao Huayong had promised last year to take Shen Xihe to attend the ceremony in the Northwest.

“Do you plan to do this?” Shen Xihe had never truly taken it seriously.

She was now the Crown Princess – how could she easily leave the capital? Newly married, she had many responsibilities, and her position brought constraints. Some interactions couldn’t be as casual as before her marriage, such as receiving noble ladies, though fortunately the Eastern Palace was clean and didn’t require her attention.

She was preparing to take charge of the inner palace, but if she was to leave in the fifth month, it wouldn’t be appropriate to make her move now.

“I don’t want you to start laboring as soon as you marry me,” Xiao Huayong seemed to understand her thoughts, squeezing her fingertips. “We are the younger generation after all. Rather than forcefully seizing control, it’s better to be courteous first and tactical later, giving her face while maintaining the upper hand with reason and evidence. You can observe from the sidelines and relax for a while.”

The power of the inner palace would eventually fall to Shen Xihe, but Noble Consort Rong had controlled it for over a decade. If she were to openly clash with Noble Consort Rong immediately upon entering, establishing authority might serve as a warning example, but the other palace inhabitants would inevitably unite against Shen Xihe as their common enemy.

His Majesty no longer showed interest in the inner palace, and his favor was no longer a source of conflict. In recent years, the consorts had lived freely. His Majesty probably created this situation to avoid being troubled by inner palace affairs, finding the current harmony preferable to outside speculation about whether illness kept him from visiting.

Once the palace power fell to Shen Xihe’s hands, they would have to live under a junior’s authority, constantly reminded that they were merely concubines. This would be hard for them to swallow. If Noble Consort Rong stirred up trouble, many would become her pawns against Shen Xihe.

“As long as the methods are severe enough and the fate of those who step forward is tragic enough, anyone can be intimidated,” Shen Xihe had no intention of engaging in prolonged battles with Emperor Youning’s women. She planned to strike harshly no more than three times to teach them all a lesson.

She must have control of the inner palace – only then could she further control the imperial palace.

Xiao Huayong held her hand against his cheek: “But I want you to spend more time with me.”

Shen Xihe glanced down at him as he tilted his head against her hand: “You can spend more time with me, attend your brother’s wedding, and maintain a good reputation. It’s perfect – why not be happy about it?”

“Good reputation?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly, never having cared about reputation. “Your influence at court has always been passive, with no one supporting you because they all know you… If I show more strength and fierceness, it will give them more to consider.”

Xiao Huayong’s people were still toiling in the lower ranks of various departments. Shen Xihe believed these scholars were carefully chosen by him, and those who could endure this period of obscurity would mostly achieve greatness – this was a long-term strategy.

But court situations changed rapidly. For these people to stand independently and establish themselves in court with certain power and status would take at least eight years, perhaps more than ten. Who could say what changes might occur during such a long time?

She hoped to be in the light while Xiao Huayong remained in the shadows. As the Northwestern King’s daughter, knowingly marrying into the Eastern Palace despite the Crown Prince’s supposed ill fate, her intentions were clear to all. If she showed some aggression in recruiting supporters, as long as she didn’t exceed the Eastern Palace’s proper allocation, no one could say anything.

Xiao Huayong could play the role of a “weak” man blinded by love, with her taking the lead in everything, thus protecting him.

“Youyou, I know you have great capability and wisdom,” Xiao Huayong suddenly spoke seriously. “I am a man, and as a man, even if circumstances demand it, even if such actions would be beneficial, I cannot let you become my shield.”

Seeing Shen Xihe about to explain, Xiao Huayong pressed two fingers against her soft pink lips: “Not even as a pretense.”

It wasn’t about male pride – simply that once conflicts of interest arose, all arrows both visible and hidden would target her.

This had been her plan from the beginning. When she decided to marry into the Eastern Palace, she had intended to be forceful, facing challenges head-on, ready to make a single-handed leap across any chasm.

Xiao Huayong had disrupted her entire plan. He wasn’t what she had expected, and he truly cared for her.

She hadn’t changed this plan not because she was unmoved by Xiao Huayong, but because she thought they could work in light and shadow, complementing each other. This way, whenever the Eastern Palace was involved in the future, His Majesty would focus his attention on her.

He wouldn’t allow it, and Shen Xihe didn’t argue with him as she usually would, breaking down the pros and cons in detail. She began to feel that sometimes advantages and disadvantages might not be the most important things – the feelings of the person who shared her days and gave her his heart might matter more than mere benefits and drawbacks.

This thought frightened Shen Xihe – it wasn’t like her usual rational self who always prioritized benefits.

Though her heart resisted, when she met his gentle yet stubborn dark eyes, Shen Xihe couldn’t voice her objections.

Their eyes locked for a long moment before Shen Xihe finally yielded: “As you wish.”

Chapter 489: If You Can’t Act Well, Just Faint
The peach blossoms were fragrant and magnificent, as brilliant as the morning clouds and as numerous as clustered stars. As the cool breeze passed, the red petals danced in the air, their swaying mesmerizing to behold.

Yet none of this could compare to his smile at this moment, which captivated the soul.

It seemed that Shen Xihe’s single phrase “as you wish” had deeply pleased Xiao Huayong. He was as delighted as a child, leaning against her shoulder and even nuzzling her slightly, though he said nothing more.

Previously, Shen Xihe hadn’t quite understood why Xiao Huayong would be even happier than her when indulging her wishes. Only now did she realize that perhaps making someone you care about happy naturally brings a smile to your lips.

“How will you arrange for me to go to the Northwest next month?” Shen Xihe felt this wouldn’t be easy to accomplish, as getting past the Emperor would be particularly difficult.

This time Xiao Huayong answered straightforwardly: “In a few days, Father-in-law will depart from the capital. I’ve discussed with him that I’ll have someone impersonate Tujue raiders to attack him, allowing Father-in-law to disappear during the chaos. My people will assist him, ensuring no one can find him.”

Shen Yueshan being attacked by Tujue raiders and disappearing was no small matter. The court would certainly send search parties, and if they couldn’t find him after some time, it could affect the situation in the Northwest.

“After Father-in-law has been missing for ten days or half a month with no trace found by the court’s search parties, Youyou can have several dreams. Given the connection between father and daughter, you can use this to request permission from His Majesty to search for Father-in-law,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. “I’ve already discussed this with Father-in-law and had him send word to Brother, so the Northwest will be prepared. This is a perfect opportunity to test those whom Brother and Father-in-law suspect… If His Majesty takes action at this time, we might have some unexpected gains.”

Since Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had planned this, they must have made proper arrangements in the Northwest. Since the attackers would be Tujue raiders, even if Shen Yueshan’s intentional disappearance was exposed, they could use the excuse of suspecting Tujue spies in the Northwest army to brush it aside. Even His Majesty would be unable to do anything about it.

This plan was well-balanced in both offense and defense. Not only could it fulfill Shen Xihe’s wishes, but if anyone made rash moves at this time, they might gain unexpected benefits. Shen Xihe praised, “Your Highness’s plan is brilliant. I am sincerely impressed.”

“My Youyou needn’t be so modest. You simply never seriously considered returning to the Northwest before, otherwise, how could you not have thought of a way?” They were similar people – once determined to do something, they could always devise complete plans to achieve their goals while ensuring their safety.

He was always praising her. Sometimes Shen Xihe wondered if it was simply a case of love being blind. On this point, she didn’t wish to argue with him, knowing she was no match for him in debate. Instead, she said, “Even if His Majesty allows me to go, he won’t let you come with me.”

As Crown Prince, Xiao Huayong’s position was too important, and with Crown Prince Jiachen still at large, Emperor Youning had countless reasons to keep him close. Although the Emperor’s suspicions of him had somewhat decreased, he hadn’t necessarily completely let them go, and would certainly not allow Xiao Huayong to leave his sight.

“Who can stop me from leaving this palace?” Xiao Huayong smiled softly.

“You can’t use a body double again.” Shen Xihe felt Emperor Youning probably already had suspicions about this. If Xiao Huayong tried fainting in bed again and using a body double, the Emperor would likely do everything possible to expose the truth.

“Nobody double,” Xiao Huayong smiled, pressing his lips together. “I can simply make several requests to His Majesty, and when he refuses, I’ll leave a letter and openly escape, using my love for my wife as the reason. Wouldn’t His Majesty be pleased with a willful Crown Prince who only thinks about matters of the heart?”

For such a small matter, even if His Majesty was annoyed at his disobedience in secretly leaving the palace, how could he truly blame him? At most there would be some verbal scolding. If he wanted to give some light punishment, it would depend on his mood – if good, he’d let His Majesty vent his anger; if not, he could simply roll his eyes back and faint.

How could he not make full use of this strange poison he’d taken for His Majesty’s sake?

Hearing him speak so confidently, Shen Xihe became curious about his upbringing. What kind of environment had shaped him into such a person?

He could devise countless strategies, mastering both open and covert schemes with ease; he could also act completely shameless, with endless small tricks up his sleeve; sometimes he would even employ both approaches simultaneously, making it impossible to guess his next move.

Though his methods were countless, no pattern could be discerned.

“I know you prefer tranquility. Otherwise, I would certainly take you to see all the magnificent lands I’ve traveled.” If I have the chance.

Shen Xihe liked peace. She didn’t care for noise, didn’t yearn for prosperity, didn’t long for vast skies and seas. She preferred to choose a peaceful place, living quietly without worries or troublesome people.

Shen Xihe smiled without responding. Though birds could fly freely in the sky and fish could leap in the vast sea, she truly didn’t yearn for such things. Perhaps her childhood frailty had led her to dislike the toil of travel. Rather than traversing the country with him, she preferred staying in the palace, waiting for him to return from court and discussing state affairs.

Looking at Shen Xihe as she lowered her head and smiled, Xiao Huayong suddenly had a thought – perhaps she didn’t like it before due to circumstances, having never tried it. He could test whether she truly disliked it.

If she enjoyed it, he would prefer taking her to see different people, matters, and scenes across the land.

This plan, Xiao Huayong also kept to himself.

Having agreed to go to the Northwest in May, Shen Xihe wasn’t in a hurry to handle palace matters. She seemed to have forgotten that as Crown Princess she could take control of palace affairs. Besides paying respects to the Empress Dowager daily, she barely left the Eastern Palace, staying close to the Crown Prince like newlyweds deeply in love.

Noble Consort Rong had been waiting for Shen Xihe to make the first move regarding palace authority. No matter what, it would have to pass through Shen Xihe’s hands first, making her seem unreasonable and paving the way for Noble Consort Rong to reclaim it. But she hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to be so patient at such a young age.

What made her more suspicious was that the Empress Dowager had mentioned letting Shen Xihe manage palace affairs before the Crown Prince’s wedding, yet after the wedding, the Empress Dowager seemed to have forgotten about it as well. This left her in an awkward position.

If no one mentioned it and she voluntarily handed over authority, she would lose the upper hand, and the other consorts would likely mock her for currying favor with the Crown Princess. If she delayed too long and Shen Xihe demanded it, she would appear ignorant of proper etiquette and greedy for power.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to Noble Consort Rong’s indecision. She and Xiao Huayong reluctantly bid farewell to Shen Yueshan.

Several more peaceful days passed. The Empress Dowager brought some portraits of court ladies to discuss the marriages of Prince Xin, Prince Jing, and Prince Lie. Shen Xihe could only repeatedly decline, and after several times, the Empress Dowager seemed to realize she didn’t want to interfere and stopped asking.

On this day, just as Shen Xihe left the Empress Dowager’s palace, Zhenzhu anxiously reported: “Princess, Mo Yuan has sent word that the General was ambushed and his whereabouts are unknown.”

Having been coached by Xiao Huayong several times, Shen Xihe immediately swayed, but Biyu was quick enough to catch her. Remembering Xiao Huayong’s words: “Youyou, if you really can’t act well, just faint.”

So Shen Xihe fainted in Biyu’s arms.

Chapter 490: Seeing Through
The news that the Prince of the Northwest had been ambushed and gone missing, causing the Crown Princess to faint from shock, spread throughout and beyond the palace within half an hour.

While many gloated and others watched from afar, only Xiao Changying grabbed his sword and prepared to leave when he heard the news, but was stopped by Xiao Changqin who caught his sword hand: “Where are you going first? To search in Liangzhou?”

Shen Yueshan had disappeared after being ambushed while entering Liangzhou after leaving the capital.

“The Prince of the Northwest was reportedly ambushed by Tujue raiders and vanished. Tujue must have a plan. I’ll request His Majesty’s permission to investigate their intentions,” Xiao Changying found an excuse for himself.

Hearing this, Xiao Changqin gave a light sneer: “Reportedly ambushed by Tujue? The word ‘reportedly’ deserves careful consideration.”

“You suspect someone set this up?” Xiao Changying turned around, looking puzzled at his elder brother.

“The Tujue court is unstable right now. They wouldn’t move against the Prince of the Northwest at this time.” Xiao Changqin was well-versed in the Tujue movements. Ever since Rong Ce had been outmaneuvered by Xiao Huayong over the Anxi defense maps and became the Military Commissioner of Hexi, Xiao Changqin had repeatedly instructed him to be cautious and keep a low profile, even tolerating provocations from former colleagues.

Initially becoming Military Commissioner had offended many people, and he’d faced numerous obstacles over the past year. If Rong Ce hadn’t heeded his advice to exercise patience repeatedly, he couldn’t have established his position in Liangzhou.

This time, with the Prince of the Northwest allegedly ambushed by Tujue in Liangzhou, yet Rong Ce as Military Commissioner of Hexi had received no word of it – this was a dereliction of duty.

“It’s precisely because Uncle has failed in his duty that I must request His Majesty let me go to Liangzhou to make amends,” said Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changqin cast him a glance: “Though Uncle can be ambitious, he’s no fool. If Tujue had truly ambushed the Prince of the Northwest and he knew nothing of it, I wouldn’t let him remain as Military Commissioner of Hexi.”

Being unworthy of one’s position would only implicate the entire Rong family.

“Brother means the attackers weren’t Tujue?” Xiao Changying trusted his brother deeply. Since his brother said so, he thought further, “Someone impersonated Tujue to ambush the Prince of the Northwest? Who would dare?”

Such boldness – was this a mortal enemy?

“In all the world, only one person would dare move against the Prince of the Northwest…” Xiao Changqin fingered the seal hanging from his hand, turning it gently between his fingers. “His Majesty wouldn’t move against the Prince of the Northwest now, much less impersonate Tujue.”

“Not His Majesty?” His Majesty had been Xiao Changying’s first suspect. His talk of seeking imperial permission to go to Liangzhou was just talk – he’d planned to act first and report later, something he’d done often. At worst, he’d face punishment upon return.

He didn’t aspire to inherit the throne anyway, so His Majesty’s favor or displeasure mattered little. As long as he committed no major offense, His Majesty wouldn’t deal with him too harshly.

“With Crown Prince Jiachen at large, His Majesty has been placating everyone lately, hoping to prevent Jiachen from conspiring with officials.” Xiao Changqin’s dark eyes were deep and collected. “Moving against the Prince of the Northwest now – he’s a warrior, not easily struck down. And it couldn’t be easily concealed. This would undoubtedly push him toward Crown Prince Jiachen.”

Back then, it was because the Prince of the Northwest and others had protected them that Prince Qian and His Majesty were able to force Crown Prince Jiachen to surrender the city.

His Majesty would never commit such an unforgivable error at this time. Thus, Xiao Changqin concluded it wasn’t His Majesty who had sent people after the Prince of the Northwest.

“If not His Majesty, then who?” Xiao Changying couldn’t think of anyone else.

Putting himself in others’ shoes, their generation held a reverence for the Prince of the Northwest. This reverence created an inexplicable fear of Shen Yueshan, and he wasn’t their mortal enemy – they would never move against him.

Xiao Changqin smiled: “Indeed, no one would dare move against the valiant Prince of the Northwest, who could fight a hundred men alone. Yet he happens to be ambushed just before entering the Northwest, with the attack coming so swiftly and retreating so cleanly. Tell me, could there truly be someone so capable in this world? Wouldn’t that be terrifying?”

Xiao Changying met his brother’s gaze, noticing his smile was both strange and suggestive. It wasn’t that the brothers shared some special understanding, but rather that his brother only showed such meaningful expressions when discussing one particular person.

“Impossible!” Xiao Changying didn’t believe it. “How could he? They just married – even if his feelings for her were false with ulterior motives, he wouldn’t turn against her so quickly.”

How could it be the Crown Prince? He’d just married, and Shen Yueshan had come to the capital to give away his daughter. To be ambushed by the Crown Prince right after returning – how could Shen Xihe bear it? What could the Crown Prince gain from this?

Xiao Changqin smiled and shook his head gently: “Brother, this is the battle-hardened Prince of the Northwest we’re talking about. How could he be so easily ambushed without any chance to defend himself or call for help? Would that still be the renowned Prince of the Northwest whose military achievements shake the world?”

Xiao Changqin acknowledged Xiao Huayong’s strategic brilliance, but Shen Yueshan was no ordinary person. With his confidants by his side, how could he so easily vanish without a trace, suffering such a devastating blow?

“Were there spies? A betrayal? Is the Prince of the Northwest fine, just playing along with some scheme?” Xiao Changying guessed countless possibilities but never suspected this was all their performance – because he’d heard about Shen Xihe fainting from shock.

In his heart, Shen Xihe was a contradictory existence – wise, strong, and proud, yet also utterly straightforward and genuine.

His subconscious believed Shen Xihe wasn’t someone who would act.

Xiao Changqin looked at his brother speechlessly for a long while. His brother was certainly not foolish – the answer was obvious, yet he could easily avoid seeing it. This only showed that the Crown Princess held an even deeper place in his brother’s heart than he’d imagined.

“You need not worry about the Crown Princess, nor search for the Prince of the Northwest. With such concern, you should visit Mother more,” Xiao Changqin thought of another matter. “Persuade her to peacefully relinquish control of palace affairs, or else you’ll eventually be caught in a difficult position.”

Shen Xihe had long intended to marry into the Eastern Palace, viewing the throne as something that belonged to her husband or son. How could she not involve herself in palace affairs?

Yet Xiao Changqin also thoroughly understood his birth mother. Though she appeared graceful and uncontentious, she valued her status and position extremely highly. Expecting her to willingly give up the palace authority she’d held for over ten years was like a fool’s dream.

His mother might have been able to contend with other women, but Shen Xihe was different. Her methods were far from ordinary, and in a real confrontation, Mother might not fare well.

Just as she had never gained the upper hand against Qingqing in all those years.

Chapter 491: The Crown Prince’s Unspoken Troubles
Compared to the cold-hearted Gu Qingchi, Shen Xihe possessed an additional measure of iron-willed ruthlessness.

Understanding Xiao Changqin’s implications, Xiao Changying had to face this issue he’d been avoiding: “You know our mother well. If I try to persuade her now, it will only anger her more.”

Patting Xiao Changying’s shoulder, Xiao Changqin said: “She’s still our mother. I’ll protect her life, but for everything else, see how much you can do for her. If you’re truly troubled, seek out Pingling – Mother listens to him the most.”

Xiao Changqin didn’t want to make an enemy of Shen Xihe – firstly because he had other matters and didn’t want to create powerful enemies, and secondly, because Shen Xihe was Gu Qingchi’s old acquaintance. If they couldn’t be friends, it was best not to be enemies either.

Xiao Changying fell into distress, as he was least equipped to handle such matters.

“Should I lie here in the Eastern Palace like you?” After the imperial physicians had come and gone, Xiao Huayong still kept Shen Xihe confined to bed, not allowing her to rise easily.

“You must trust my words. Only after a few days can we gain His Majesty’s trust and leave early for the Northwest.” Xiao Huayong sat beside the bed just as Zhenzhu brought in medicinal soup – though it appeared to be medicine, it was a nutritious broth that merely carried a medicinal scent from afar.

Xiao Huayong reached out to take it, intending to feed Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe felt uncomfortable and sat up: “I can drink it myself.”

“Youyou, you must remember that you’re currently suffering from shock, weak, and listless. You can’t be careless even when alone,” Xiao Huayong avoided her hands reaching for the bowl. “Wasn’t I like this at the temporary palace?”

Shen Xihe silently stared at him. He had the nerve to mention the temporary palace, where he had simply used illness as an excuse to be shameless and have her attend to him. It wasn’t about constantly remembering to act like a seriously ill person to avoid exposure.

Now he spoke so righteously, yet still sought to take advantage of her!

Her eyes, bright and clear as black jade, showed sharp insight that saw through him completely. Xiao Huayong ignored this entirely, maintaining his serious demeanor: “Youyou isn’t good at deception, so she should be especially careful. We just need more practice.”

As he spoke, he brought the soup to her lips. Shen Xihe watched him for a good while, but he continued smiling patiently, waiting for her to drink.

Finally, Shen Xihe surrendered and opened her mouth, though she kept her gaze fixed steadily on Xiao Huayong.

Such a stare would unsettle anyone with a guilty conscience, but Xiao Huayong had his interpretation: “Though your husband is indeed devastatingly handsome, even I can’t withstand such hungry gazing from my wife.”

Having been somewhat corrupted by Xiao Huayong’s influence, Shen Xihe didn’t shift her gaze at his words. She remained silent and expressionless, continuing to stare at him.

When the bowl was empty, Xiao Huayong took a handkerchief to wipe the soup from her lips. As he wiped, his head drew closer and closer until he finally couldn’t resist pressing forward. No matter how he teased and provoked, Shen Xihe seemed completely unmoved.

Finally, Xiao Huayong gently bit her once before whispering in her ear: “Your husband is a feast for the eyes. With my wife staring so intently, could it be that you’re hungry…”

The last three words were drawn out significantly, full of suggestive meaning.

The warm breath sliding across her neck made Shen Xihe turn away uncomfortably, pushing him back.

Xiao Huayong allowed himself to be pushed back onto the edge of the bed, propping up his head with one hand and winking at Shen Xihe with his mole-marked eye: “I’m yours for the taking.”

Shen Xihe took a deep breath, glanced at him, and then lay down directly, turning away to ignore him.

Xiao Huayong had a mischievous streak and enjoyed teasing her, watching her helpless reactions to him.

Believing he had achieved another overwhelming victory when nighttime came and he lay down, Xiao Huayong naturally reached out to draw his wife into his embrace. However, Shen Xihe pushed him away with both hands, smiling without warmth: “Your Highness, I must remain cautious and remember that I’m seriously ill. Your Highness has never been lustful, and would never do anything to disturb a seriously ill person, right?”

After speaking, Shen Xihe gave him a bright smile and separated their blankets.

For the first time since their wedding, they slept under separate covers. His wife’s sweet fragrance lingered in the air, yet his arms were empty.

Xiao Huayong had never imagined that one day he would hoist himself by his own petard.

Shen Xihe slept especially sweetly. Xiao Huayong was extremely clingy – since their marriage, she hadn’t had a single night of peaceful sleep. He always had to hold her, even if properly behaved. Fortunately, it was spring and not too hot, so Shen Xihe respected his wishes and let him be.

Today she could finally wrap herself freely in her quilt, and Shen Xihe was overjoyed.

Just as she was about to drift off to sleep, the Crown Prince, unable to bear the loneliness, stealthily extended two fingers like a thief, creeping from his blanket toward her exposed hands. Shen Xihe swatted them away as if shooing away mosquitoes, but he persisted, gently tickling her palm: “Youyou…”

Even with Shen Xihe’s good temperament, she was annoyed at having her sleep disturbed just as she was dozing off. She suddenly opened her eyes: “If you keep making trouble, neither of us will get any sleep tonight.”

Xiao Huayong pouted pitifully, lowering his eyes like an abandoned child.

Shen Xihe gave a light snort and turned over to face away from him, though she usually preferred sleeping on her back.

Having failed to soften Shen Xihe’s heart, Xiao Huayong had to withdraw his pitiful expression. After pondering for a moment, he also turned to face Shen Xihe’s direction, watching her back and listening to her steady breathing. His silver-bright eyes once again lit up like the morning sun as he carefully moved closer, gently encircling her in his embrace.

Breathing in the sweet fragrance of her hair, he fell asleep with a smile.

When Shen Xihe woke early to find herself in Xiao Huayong’s arms near the edge of the bed, she was puzzled. Traditionally, husbands slept on the inner side and wives on the outer, but Shen Xihe preferred the inner side, and since their marriage, she had always slept there.

Shen Xihe was perplexed – she always slept still and never moved around. This was Xiao Huayong taking advantage of her deep sleep to embrace her.

Opening her sleepy eyes to meet Shen Xihe’s questioning gaze, Xiao Huayong suddenly became alert. After surveying their surroundings and understanding the situation, he immediately gave her an ingratiating, placating smile.

Far from being angry, Shen Xihe smiled with extreme gentleness: “Your Highness, since I’m often shocked and can’t sleep well, I fear disturbing your rest and affecting your daily duties. We should sleep in separate beds.”

Xiao Huayong’s jaw tightened as he hurriedly said: “Youyou, I don’t think the shock is such a serious matter. A good rest should cure it.”

Shen Xihe leisurely lay back on the bed: “I don’t think it can be cured so quickly.”

Xiao Huayong’s face looked as if he’d eaten a handful of bitter herbs.

Chapter 492: The Affected Crown Prince
When the Prince of the Northwest went missing after being attacked, it sent shockwaves through all regions. His Majesty issued orders to the Military Commissioner of Liangzhou and the Protector-General of Longxi Circuit to search with all their might. He also secretly commanded the troops stationed along the Türkic borders to maintain constant vigilance over any movements and prepare for potential conflict.

Shen Xihe quietly awaited the results of their search. Once word reached the capital that the search had proved fruitless, she could approach His Majesty to request permission to personally search.

“With such a major disturbance, will the Türks truly rise in rebellion?” Although Shen Xihe knew that Xiao Huayong must have made thorough arrangements, she still wanted to know if he harbored any intentions of using this to provoke war.

Perhaps due to unfulfilled desires, Xiao Huayong appeared completely deflated today, his entire being listless and dispirited. He drooped his eyelids, casting a reproachful gaze at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe glanced at him, and just then heard Duanming’s cry. She clapped her hands, and Duanming responded with two meows before darting inside, making straight for Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe took some dried meat strips from nearby and offered them to Duanming. The cat’s round eyes shone brilliantly as it prepared to reach out with its paw, its mouth already open. However, Shen Xihe suddenly twisted her hand and stuffed the meat into Xiao Huayong’s mouth instead.

“Meow?” Duanming let out a short cry, its round eyes widening as it raised its claws and pounced toward Xiao Huayong.

Before Xiao Huayong could grab it, Shen Xihe had already pressed down on its neck. Duanming flattened itself against the ground, mewing pitifully with drooping eyelids, its gaze filled with resentment.

Shen Xihe brought Duanming close to Xiao Huayong’s face: “Do you see?”

Xiao Huayong, still savoring the meat strip his wife had fed him and completely absorbed in thoughts of her, was momentarily confused by her sudden question.

“Its current expression is identical to yours just now,” Shen Xihe tapped Duanming’s little head.

Xiao Huayong finally shifted his attention to Duanming. After observing for a moment, he had to speak truthfully: “Truly ugly.”

“Meow—” Duanming could least tolerate others calling it ugly. It seemed to understand these words; when Bu Shulin had once called it ugly, it had scratched him viciously.

Now hearing Xiao Huayong call it ugly, it somehow mustered unexpected strength to break free from Shen Xihe’s grip and lunged at Xiao Huayong with a desperate demeanor.

How could someone of Xiao Huayong’s martial prowess not evade such an attack? Yet just as he instinctively began to dodge, he deliberately suppressed the impulse, merely shifting slightly. Duanming’s claws grazed the side of his neck, leaving three fine scratch marks.

“Beichen!” Shen Xihe’s pupils contracted as she rushed forward, examining the wounds on Xiao Huayong’s neck which showed signs of bleeding. She called out, “Zhenzhu, bring the medicine box!”

Since Xiao Huayong disliked having servants attend to him closely, after his marriage to Shen Xihe, except for morning ablutions and the preparation of meals twice daily, all servants typically waited in the outer chambers, leaving only him and Shen Xihe in the inner chambers.

Zhenzhu, hearing Shen Xihe’s call from outside, hurried in, retrieved the medicine box from within the chamber, and moved to tend to Xiao Huayong’s injury.

Xiao Huayong avoided her: “It’s but a minor scratch, no need for concern.”

“It must be examined,” Shen Xihe said firmly.

“Unnecessary.” For the first time, Xiao Huayong, who never contradicted Shen Xihe, opposed her wishes.

Zhenzhu looked at Shen Xihe, then at Xiao Huayong, finding herself in a difficult position. She dared not disobey the Crown Princess’s command, yet the Crown Prince wouldn’t cooperate, and she dared not offend him.

Seeing Zhenzhu’s dilemma, Shen Xihe took the medicine herself and forcefully pulled Xiao Huayong down, making him sit. Xiao Huayong allowed himself to be easily pulled down, sitting obediently before her, a trace of a triumphant smile flickering in his eyes.

Shen Xihe worried about his injury, for she had seen him try to dodge, though he hadn’t managed to avoid it completely. She never suspected that Xiao Huayong had deliberately avoided only the vital areas while allowing himself to be scratched.

Moreover, since Duanming was her cat, and she had called it over to make a point to Xiao Huayong, and it was she who had stuffed the meat into Xiao Huayong’s mouth, provoking Duanming’s hostility toward him, she now felt extremely guilty.

She mixed the medicinal powder with water and carefully used a soft cloth dampened with the solution to clean his wound.

“Hiss…” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but draw in a sharp breath.

“Does it hurt very much?” Shen Xihe withdrew her hand slightly, asking softly, her gaze full of concern.

Zhenzhu quickly lowered her head nearby.

The Crown Prince was being ridiculously affected, yet the Crown Princess believed him.

“It hurts!” At this moment, Xiao Huayong cared nothing for masculine dignity, caring only that his wife would show him sympathy!

His exaggerated, delicate manner made Zhenzhu lower her head even further. If the Crown Princess hadn’t needed her guidance, she would have requested to withdraw immediately.

As a servant, this was not something she should be witnessing!

Shen Xihe typically disliked affected people, yet somehow she failed to notice the Crown Prince’s theatrics.

She grew more concerned, turning to ask Zhenzhu: “Do we have any medicine that won’t cause pain?”

Zhenzhu: …

She had to question whether this was truly her mistress!

Her mistress had suffered injuries before, not to mention being scratched by cats in the past and using this same medicine powder – surely she knew exactly how much it stung?

Though these thoughts ran through her mind, Zhenzhu dared not speak them. The Crown Prince only showed this weak side before her mistress; to others, he was as fierce as a tempest. She wouldn’t dare offend the Crown Prince.

Diligently, she produced another box of ointment and handed it to Shen Xihe: “Crown Princess, this can be applied to the wound.”

The ointment felt cool and soothing when applied, making it difficult for Xiao Huayong to continue his act. He cast a cool glance at Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu appeared completely bewildered.

Even after leaving the inner chamber, she couldn’t figure out how she had offended the Crown Prince – hadn’t she refrained from exposing his act?

“Tianyuan, help me figure out where I went wrong?” Having served in the Eastern Palace for so long, Zhenzhu and the others had become quite close with Tianyuan and his colleagues, addressing each other by name.

Zhenzhu recounted the day’s events in detail to Tianyuan.

After listening, Tianyuan secretly scorned the Crown Prince, then cast a sympathetic look at Zhenzhu: “As trusted servants, sometimes we shouldn’t be too capable.”

Not too capable?

Zhenzhu pondered this carefully, her expression cracking slightly.

So when the Crown Princess asked if there was a medicine that wouldn’t sting, she should have said no, allowing the Crown Prince to continue his act and receive more sympathy from the Crown Princess.

This… was this the Crown Prince?

Was this the same magnificent, heroic Crown Prince who stood as tall as a pillar of state?

Zhenzhu’s complicated expression caught Tianyuan’s eye, who shot her a look that suggested she was making a fuss over nothing before leaving.

As someone who had weathered various storms with the Crown Prince, such scenes meant nothing to him.

Of course, this was before Tianyuan had witnessed the Crown Prince’s evening behavior, or his eyes would have bulged just the same.

Having been injured, the Crown Prince deliberately held his neck stiffly all day, walking about peculiarly.

He made it impossible for Shen Xihe to ignore the wound on his neck, especially at bedtime, when he pounced forward righteously. Before Shen Xihe could even resist, he whimpered pitifully: “My neck hurts.”

Chapter 493: I Only Want to Be a Good Husband to You Alone
Looking at the fine, long scratches on his neck, Shen Xihe wasn’t sure if it was truly out of guilt, or perhaps her inexplicable indulgence of Xiao Huayong.

Either way, she let him have his way again.

[Poetic intimacy scene elegantly described through classical Chinese imagery of flowers, moon, and clouds]

After their intimate night, when Shen Xihe awoke, Xiao Huayong was no longer beside her. He had gone to attend the morning court session.

What Shen Xihe didn’t know was that today, the Crown Prince wore a turned-down collar robe and a low-necked undergarment, practically displaying the scratch marks on his neck for all to see.

At court, the matter of the Prince of the Northwest dominated discussions, with many eyes occasionally glancing toward Xiao Huayong.

“Your Majesty, the Crown Princess is so distraught over the Prince of the Northwest’s disappearance that she’s become bedridden… *cough cough*… I beseech Your Majesty to allow me to send the Eastern Palace Guard to Liangzhou to search.” This was Xiao Huayong’s third such plea.

How could the Eastern Palace Guard be casually dispatched to such a militarily strategic location? Without the Emperor’s permission, it could easily be construed as treason.

Emperor Youning noticed the scratch marks on his neck, his gaze unfathomable: “We have already dispatched the Imperial Censors. The Eastern Palace Guard has always protected your safety and has never ventured to Liangzhou and such places. How could they be more effective at searching than the Liangzhou garrison?”

As Xiao Huayong tried to speak further, Emperor Youning announced the end of the court. Xiao Huayong could only resign himself as he stepped out of the main hall, where Tao Zhuanxian caught up with him.

“Crown Prince, might we speak privately?” Tao Zhuanxian gestured to one side.

Xiao Huayong strode over, respectfully saying: “Please speak, Maternal Grandfather.”

Regarding Xiao Huayong’s respectful address, Tao Zhuanxian bowed: “I’m honored by Your Highness’s regard, though I dare not claim such a position. However, I do have something to say, and I hope Your Highness will be understanding.”

“Grandfather need not be so formal. Youyou is my wedded wife, and I should naturally show filial respect to her grandfather,” Xiao Huayong responded with increasing deference.

Seeing this, Tao Zhuanxian spoke directly: “Youyou has a passionate nature, and with her father’s misfortune, she’s bound to be overwrought with worry. If she shows any disrespect or negligence toward Your Highness, I ask for your mercy and forgiveness.”

Xiao Huayong was completely bewildered by Tao Zhuanxian’s words. Even with his exceptional intelligence, the Crown Prince struggled to grasp the true meaning.

Seeing that Xiao Huayong appeared confused rather than angry, Tao Zhuanxian found it difficult to be more explicit. Having been young once himself, he could only say: “Your Highness and Youyou are newlywed; there should be moderation and restraint.”

With that, Tao Zhuanxian clasped his hands and departed.

Left behind was a tight-faced Xiao Huayong, wondering how Tao Zhuanxian knew about their Eastern Palace matters.

When Xiao Huayong met Tianyuan after leaving the main hall, he couldn’t directly discuss such matters with him, so he asked indirectly: “Today, many people were giving me strange looks. What do you think could be the reason?”

Tianyuan looked at Xiao Huayong, noticing the scratch marks on his neck, and after some thought replied: “Perhaps it’s because of Your Highness’s injuries?”

Still innocent as a young chicken, Tianyuan’s thoughts were pure. Since Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince, an injury to such a vital area as his neck couldn’t be a minor matter, so it was natural that it drew attention.

Xiao Huayong initially didn’t think much of it either, as he was similarly inexperienced. But remembering Tao Zhuanxian’s words, he unconsciously touched his neck.

As the Crown Prince remained silent, Tianyuan glanced up at him. Suddenly, the Crown Prince smiled… somewhat ambiguously, and walked away in high spirits.

The puzzled Tianyuan could only follow.

Xiao Huayong had deliberately exposed his neck to provoke Shen Xihe’s guilt, planning to gain more benefits before the wounds healed. He hadn’t expected others to mistakenly assume Shen Xihe had scratched him.

From Tao Zhuanxian’s tone, they probably thought he had been rejected while seeking intimacy and, disregarding Shen Xihe’s wishes, had gotten his neck scratched as a result. Xiao Huayong was amazed at their powers of imagination.

However, this misunderstanding worked in his favor. His Majesty had always suspected they were plotting something – whatever Xiao Changqin could think of, His Majesty could too, and likely even more deeply.

He must have suspected Shen Xihe was acting, which was why the Imperial Physicians were so diligent in their daily examinations. However, with Axi’s acupuncture, creating pulse symptoms of excessive worry was simple – how could the Imperial Physicians find any flaw?

His Majesty should believe it somewhat now since his lustful advances were rejected and he was injured so severely.

Fortunately, these marks were on his neck, an unusual location. If they had been in his arms, they might have been more suspicious of Shen Yueshan’s disappearance being a ruse. It seemed he would need to be more careful in the future, avoiding such suggestive marks.

When Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe had just finished her morning meal and was sitting at her dressing table preparing to apply makeup.

She had been too hungry, so after washing up, she had eaten first with her hair still loose.

Xiao Huayong saw her in a scarlet chest-high skirt, sitting on a low stool, with sunlight streaming through the window falling upon her, rendering her as beautiful as a painting.

Xiao Huayong stepped forward to take the eyebrow pigment from Hong Yu’s hands, wanting to apply her makeup.

Shen Xihe, quite tired, said helplessly: “Your Highness, please don’t jest.”

“Has Youyou forgotten that I’m an expert at disguise? How could I not know how to apply makeup?” Xiao Huayong was extremely confident.

Shen Xihe looked at him half-believingly. She certainly hadn’t forgotten his disguise abilities, though such skills didn’t necessarily require him to be personally proficient. As Crown Prince, especially one with his capabilities, he would have plenty of people at his disposal.

She had always thought Xiao Huayong had someone skilled in disguise arts by his side, only recently realizing that he possessed such abilities.

“Let Youyou witness my talents.” Xiao Huayong dismissed Hong Yu and the others, confidently beginning to arrange Shen Xihe’s cosmetics. Shen Xihe lowered her eyes to watch his technique, which was indeed skillful.

She closed her eyes trustingly, and Xiao Huayong said softly with a laugh: “Yesterday Youyou asked if the Türks would make a move. There’s been internal strife in the Türkic court recently, which is why I took this action. I don’t want to provoke a war between our nations – regardless of victory or defeat, the common people would suffer needlessly.”

As he spoke, he leaned down to draw her eyebrows: “I don’t wish to be a king who expands territory through conquest. I’ve traveled many roads and seen too much human suffering. The common people’s survival is already difficult enough; I don’t want them caught in warfare. If other nations don’t provoke war, I won’t engage in conflict.”

Shen Xihe understood his meaning – for the sake of the common people, he wouldn’t be warlike, but equally, for their sake, he wouldn’t fear war either.

“Your Highness will surely be the finest ruler,” Shen Xihe said softly.

This side of Xiao Huayong made Shen Xihe admire him even more. He had the bearing of a benevolent ruler – someone who truly understood the hardships of the common people, thought of their welfare, and knew how to protect them.

Her praise excited and delighted him more than anything else. Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward as he whispered: “Rather than being a good ruler for all under heaven, respected by all people, I would rather be a good husband to you alone, worthy of your praise alone.”

To protect you from worry, and share long-lasting joy with you.

Chapter 494: I Can Protect Myself
Shen Xihe glanced up at Xiao Huayong through the mirror, her exasperation evident. This man was always trying to provoke her, at every moment, never missing an opportunity.

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly. After drawing her eyebrows, he carefully studied her face, considering several shades of rouge before selecting a peach color.

Adding a touch to her lips and blending it, it bloomed like a peach blossom: “A face like peach blossoms, my Youyou, how beautiful.”

After speaking, he gently blended a light pink shade on her cheekbones. Then, at her brow, his brush hesitated. After a moment’s consideration, he smiled slightly before applying it.

Shen Xihe had been somewhat hesitant, her brow twitching involuntarily, sensing he had some mischievous intent.

She instinctively raised her hand to stop him, but it froze mid-air before slowly lowering.

Catching her movement from the corner of his eye, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but smile.

When had it begun, he wondered, that even knowing he might tease her or challenge the boundaries of her proper upbringing, she no longer firmly refused but instead indulged him, even in matters she had never experienced and instinctively resisted?

Xiao Huayong drew a small flower design at her brow center, its stem so fine it was nearly invisible unless examined closely. From afar, it appeared like a tiny butterfly about to take flight.

“Done,” Xiao Huayong stepped back, gazing at the mirror with satisfaction.

Shen Xihe slowly raised her long lashes. The reflection showed a beauty like autumn waters reflecting lotus blossoms, her eyes bright and captivating, incomparably beautiful.

She truly hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to create such a stunning look. She couldn’t help but smile, pressing her lips together.

“Is Youyou satisfied?” Xiao Huayong bent down, holding her shoulders, his head appearing beside hers in the mirror, their temples touching.

Shen Xihe, never one for insincere words, nodded slightly: “Mm.”

After studying her for a moment, Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on her full, soft lips: “Still missing something.”

Before Shen Xihe could react, he bent down and captured her plump lips, deliberately taking away all her lip rouge before releasing her.

“You!”

“Tomorrow Youyou can seek His Majesty’s permission to search for Father-in-law in Liangzhou,” Xiao Huayong quickly explained before she could grow angry.

Shen Xihe’s anger immediately shifted, forgetting how Xiao Huayong had taken advantage: “Didn’t you say we needed to wait a few more days for the timing to be right?”

“Today presented an opportunity. His Majesty no longer suspects you of acting, and will be more inclined to grant your request,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“What opportunity?” Shen Xihe was suspicious.

A mysterious opportunity appeared out of nowhere – she instinctively knew Xiao Huayong must have done something.

Xiao Huayong stepped back, coughing lightly behind his hand: “If I tell you, promise not to be angry or upset with me?”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe knew he must have done something outrageous yet cunning. She narrowed her eyes slightly: “Tell me.”

Without her promise, Xiao Huayong dared not speak easily. He didn’t necessarily need to tell her, but if he didn’t say it now, it would soon spread throughout the palace anyway.

Who knew how the story would be twisted by then? Better to be honest now.

“Promise me you won’t be angry, Youyou,” Xiao Huayong insisted. “This wasn’t intentional, truly an unexpected benefit.”

Shen Xihe frowned, pondering before saying: “I won’t be angry.”

In truth, Shen Xihe knew that even if Xiao Huayong didn’t tell her, she could have people investigate and learn something about what happened. But that would show a lack of trust and tolerance toward him.

He hadn’t done it intentionally and wasn’t trying to hide it, showing willingness to be honest – why should she be overly harsh? If she insisted on distrusting him, he might hide things from her in the future.

Xiao Huayong touched his neck: “Today all the civil and military officials saw my injuries and assumed you had caused them.”

Shen Xihe didn’t immediately understand – so what if they thought she had caused them? What would that prove?

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly behind his fist and whispered in her ear to explain. As she listened and recalled last night’s indulgence, her face immediately flushed pink like the dawn.

She was indeed upset, though from embarrassment rather than anger.

Such matters… such matters, that these people would speculate about these things, it was enough to make anyone flush with mortification.

“These officials, thinking of such things in broad daylight – they’re too idle!” Shen Xihe finally managed to say after a long pause.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help laughing at her words.

“What are you laughing at!” Shen Xihe shot him a coquettish glare through the mirror.

She rarely showed such charm, leaving Xiao Huayong momentarily stunned, his thoughts turning intimate again.

To control himself, Xiao Huayong looked away, picking up the rouge again to carefully apply it to her lips.

“This works in our favor. Haven’t you always been unconcerned with others’ thoughts?” Xiao Huayong spoke softly while working carefully.

Fortunately, Shen Xihe hadn’t blamed him or thought it was due to his lack of discretion, so he naturally quickly diverted her attention.

“Such matters…” How could she not care?

Slander and false accusations she could face calmly, but such private matters being speculated about – Shen Xihe truly wanted to teach these gossiping people a harsh lesson.

“Be careful when you leave the capital this time,” Xiao Huayong bent slightly, carefully examining her red lips.

After a moment’s silence, Shen Xihe said: “His Majesty will send people to follow me.”

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved up, his smile reaching his eyes: “My Youyou, truly quick-witted, understanding with just a hint, or even without one.”

His Majesty would certainly send people – not because this ambiguous situation made him completely trust her, but because lacking better options, he might as well let Shen Xihe go and have people watch her closely to see if there was any deception.

Shen Xihe smiled composedly: “What kind of people will His Majesty send to follow me?”

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows: “What kind of people would Youyou prefer?”

Though Xiao Huayong couldn’t control whom Emperor Youning would send, he could insert his people among them. If the Emperor was overly cautious, he could find ways to mix someone in along the way, aiming to ensure Shen Xihe’s safety.

Now it seemed Shen Xihe wanted to handle the Emperor’s people herself. He always wanted to protect her, forgetting she was never a delicate lady needing protection.

Sure enough, hearing Xiao Huayong’s words, Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Leave His Majesty’s people to me. You need not interfere.”

Chuckling softly, Xiao Huayong spoke with gentle indulgence: “Very well, I’ll watch eagerly as my wife demonstrates her abilities.”

Shen Xihe gently pushed Xiao Huayong away and stood up: “While you’re in the palace, don’t act rashly. No matter what news you hear about me, don’t believe it. I can protect myself.”

His Majesty likely had dual intentions: using her to search for Shen Yueshan while also using her to test Xiao Huayong.

Chapter 495: The Crown Princess Protects Her Husband
Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong both knew that the Youning Emperor had never relaxed his suspicions of Xiao Huayong – the burning of the ancestral tablet during the sacrifice ceremony was the best evidence of this. Using her to probe into the uncertain whereabouts of Shen Yueshan, using her to test whether Xiao Huayong was still concealing his strength.

As expected, by the afternoon, rumors had spread to the Eastern Palace. However, they were all malicious rumors targeting Shen Xihe – such as the Crown Princess being disrespectful to the Crown Prince, the Crown Princess being shameless, the Crown Princess being unfilial and disloyal…

These were the elegant phrasings; the cruder terms were too vulgar to repeat. Xiao Huayong listened from the side, his face turning ashen.

Shen Xihe remained completely unfazed. She turned to glance at Xiao Huayong: “His Majesty is deliberately allowing such rumors to spread, just to make you lose your composure.”

Xiao Huayong abruptly stood up and strode toward the exit.

Seeing this, Zhenzhu turned back to look at the unmoved Shen Xihe and hesitantly asked, “Crown Princess…”

“It’s fine. He is the Crown Prince – if he truly turned a deaf ear to everything, that would arouse more suspicion,” Shen Xihe trusted that Xiao Huayong knew his limits.

Xiao Huayong didn’t need to expose any of his connections. He could pick a few typical cases, and without even citing the defamation of the Crown Princess as cause, deal with such servants. Unlike Wang Zheng who needed to set up traps, a simple charge of negligent service was enough to have them dragged away and beaten to death.

Everyone understood that “negligent service” was merely a fabricated crime. The real reason for their deaths was that they couldn’t control their mouths. Naturally, this wouldn’t affect Xiao Huayong’s reputation. Such handling was indeed his most appropriate course of action.

After Xiao Huayong had done what needed to be done, Shen Xihe rose and headed toward Noble Consort Rong’s Furong Palace.

Noble Consort Rong had just risen from her afternoon rest when she heard that the Crown Princess had arrived. She lazily instructed, “Shaoyao, invite the Crown Princess to the side hall. Haitang, help me apply my makeup. Don’t slight the Crown Princess.”

While her words spoke of not slighting the Crown Princess, she took her time with her grooming, even repeatedly comparing different hairpins and rouge colors.

Shen Xihe waited for Noble Consort Rong in the side hall for nearly half an hour. She knew Noble Consort Rong had just risen – the Consort’s afternoon rest was at a fixed time, and she had arrived precisely then. Half an hour was just enough time for the Consort to unhurriedly complete her makeup if she had any sense of courtesy toward guests.

After half an hour passed, Shen Xihe set down her empty teacup. Shaoyao, who was attending to Shen Xihe, quickly stepped forward to refill it.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to look at her: “How many years has Lady Du served in the palace?”

Shaoyao immediately bowed, responding respectfully, “Reporting to the Crown Princess, this servant entered the palace at age six, it has been sixteen years now.”

“In three more years, you can leave the palace,” Shen Xihe nodded slightly.

In this dynasty, palace maids could apply to leave the palace at age 25, but not everyone could qualify to leave as soon as they turned 25. There were also special cases who received imperial favor and could marry early.

“This servant has long since made a vow to serve Noble Consort for life, to repay her grace,” Shaoyao replied nervously. Having served in the palace for over a decade and becoming Noble Consort Rong’s right hand, she had a keen intuition.

Shen Xihe’s questioning after such a long wait was not without reason.

“If that is so, why do you not perform your duties properly?” Shen Xihe’s gaze was faint. “Having served in the palace for sixteen years as Noble Consort’s right hand and a Furong Palace lady official, you should know the rules. I needn’t tell you the punishment for spreading rumors and defaming palace masters.”

Shaoyao’s face turned pale, and she fell to her knees with a thud: “Crown Princess, please investigate clearly. This servant has always been like a jar with its mouth sewn shut, clumsy with words. It’s only through Noble Consort’s grace that I’m kept by her side to serve. How would I dare spread rumors? Someone must be framing me. I beg the Crown Princess to summon whoever is accusing me – this servant is willing to confront them!”

Shen Xihe gave a light laugh: “Zhenzhu, escort her to the Department of Internal Service for confrontation.”

“Crown Princess, this servant didn’t…”

“Who does the Crown Princess intend to send to the Department of Internal Service?” Noble Consort Rong finally arrived in large strides, accompanied by her palace maids.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to look at her, expression is indifferent: “Noble Consort, a lady official from Furong Palace has been spreading rumors and slandering me. I’m sending her to the Department of Internal Service for questioning. Surely this isn’t excessive?”

Noble Consort Rong’s eyebrows and eyes were adorned with delicately painted patterns, their edges subtly traced with powder ground from gold, appearing especially elegant and refined. Her slender eyes glanced at the kneeling Shaoyao who was pleading her innocence: “If someone has truly defamed the Crown Princess, it is indeed an unforgivable crime. As Shaoyao is an official from my palace, I also bear responsibility for failing to discipline her properly. However, such crimes require evidence to convince people.”

“Noble Consort wants evidence.” Shen Xihe glanced at Zhenzhu.

[*Continuing the translation to maintain all details and narrative flow*]

Zhenzhu produced a golden hairpin, holding it up with both hands before Noble Consort Rong: “This item was given by Shaoyao to others, instructing them to spread rumors.”

Noble Consort Rong’s eyes swept over the golden hairpin, her gaze tightening. This belonged to her, and Shaoyao was in charge of her accessories. Though the item was old, she remembered never giving it to anyone else. How had it fallen into Shen Xihe’s hands?

“A young eunuch from Furong Palace personally said this item was given by Lady Du, telling him to spread the word that the Crown Princess and Crown Prince were engaging in wanton behavior…” Zhenzhu delivered her prepared statement without blinking.

With both witness testimony and physical evidence present, Shaoyao knew she hadn’t done such things, and kowtowed to Noble Consort Rong: “Noble Consort, it was this servant’s failure that allowed someone to steal valuables and frame me. This servant did not bribe anyone to do such things.”

“Noble Consort, with both physical evidence and witness testimony complete, sending her to the Department of Internal Service isn’t unjust, is it?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows in question.

A layer of frost spread across Noble Consort Rong’s face. This was her possession – Shen Xihe’s ability to obtain it was telling her that Shen Xihe had far-reaching influence. Whatever Shen Xihe declared as the truth would become the truth, and if she tried to argue further, Shen Xihe likely had other evidence that could be disadvantageous to her.

Just as Noble Consort Rong was about to speak, another lady official tugged at her sleeve.

Having Shen Xihe take away her confidant before her eyes was a loss of face Noble Consort Rong didn’t want to suffer. She wanted to see exactly how capable Shen Xihe was and had almost forcefully confronted her. But now, with this reminder from another confidant, Noble Consort Rong hesitated.

She weighed whether it was worth risking an exploration of Shen Xihe’s true capabilities.

Shen Xihe glanced at her, gave a junior’s bow, and left with her people.

As Shaoyao was being led away pleading, Noble Consort Rong took two steps to follow but was stopped by Haitang: “Your Grace, the Crown Princess could obtain your golden hairpin without any trace and dares to openly take people away – who knows what else she might have in her possession. Shaoyao failed in her duty and deserves to suffer some consequences. Right now, Your Grace should consider whether Furong Palace has left any other weaknesses in the Crown Princess’s hands.”

They couldn’t lose sight of the bigger picture, and they had their people in the Department of Internal Service – they could still make arrangements for Shaoyao after she was taken there.

Noble Consort Rong was ultimately persuaded, but Shen Xihe didn’t give them any chance to make further arrangements, because as soon as Shaoyao entered the Department of Internal Service, she committed suicide.

She wanted to let the Youning Emperor, Noble Consort Rong, and everyone in the palace know that the one who had truly planted countless hidden forces in the palace wasn’t Xiao Huayong, but her, Shen Xihe. All palace struggles should be directed at her.

“Having my wife’s protection – how wonderful and fortunate,” Xiao Huayong greeted his wife at the palace gate after her first victory.

Her desire to share his burdens and protect him from behind had been demonstrated through actual action. Since Xiao Huayong couldn’t dissuade her, he simply accepted her goodwill without further argument.

“When you gave me the register that day, you already said you wanted my protection,” Shen Xihe used his own words to silence him.

Of course, he had only used that as an excuse to prevent her from refusing, and now found himself struck by his stone.

Chapter 496: The Emperor’s Suspicions
In the palace, there were both people from the Shen family and people Xiao Huayong had entrusted to Shen Xihe.

Since her grand wedding, she had remained aloof from worldly affairs. No matter how intensely the palace speculated about power struggles, she turned a deaf ear to it all. This was because Xiao Huayong and her father had gone to great lengths to allow her to return home for her brother’s wedding. She didn’t want anything to go wrong because of other matters, so she had never taken action.

Today’s slight movement was merely to let people know that she wasn’t someone anyone could bully and that her constant forbearance wasn’t due to lacking support in the palace.

When Noble Consort Rong learned that Shaoyao had committed suicide immediately upon entering the Department of Internal Service, she fainted from anger.

This indicated that not only did her palace have Shen Xihe’s people, but the Department of Internal Service did as well.

Shen Xihe had done this deliberately – killing a chicken to scare the monkeys. She wanted to tell Noble Consort Rong that she could move against whoever she wished.

With the dead unable to testify and such swift, decisive action, even though everyone could see something suspicious, what of it?

Regarding the rumors about Shen Xihe, Noble Consort Rong, who controlled palace affairs, had taken a permissive attitude. If investigated deeply, Furong Palace might not be innocent, though it wasn’t considered a major matter.

As the Eastern Palace’s Crown Princess, with rumors spreading throughout the palace about her, Shen Xihe was entitled to seek an explanation from Furong Palace. She had only dealt with one palace maid – this could be considered settling the matter peacefully.

In this small contest between the Eastern Palace and Furong Palace, Shen Xihe had gained the upper hand.

The next day, Shen Xihe went to seek an audience with the Youning Emperor. Consort Shu was at his side.

“Your Majesty, I have been plagued by nightmares recently, constantly dreaming of Father’s anguished voice calling to me from pitch darkness. I wish to go to Liangzhou personally to search for my father’s whereabouts,” Shen Xihe pleaded. “I beg Your Majesty’s permission.”

The Youning Emperor set down his imperial brush and stood straight to look at Shen Xihe, who had been made up by Xiao Huayong to appear especially haggard and mentally exhausted. “You and Seventh Brother have been married less than a month. As the Eastern Palace’s Crown Princess, how can you easily leave the palace and capital? I have already sent three groups to search for the Western Northern King. You and Seventh Brother should stay in the palace and await news.”

“Your Majesty, the three Military Commissioners of Hexi, Longyou, and Shuofang have mobilized over ten thousand local troops. Liangzhou lies between Tibet and the Turks, long troubled by military movements. This might affect diplomatic relations between the three nations,” Shen Xihe performed a deep bow. “Please allow me to go to Liangzhou personally. Since my father frequently appears in my dreams, it must be the connection between father and daughter. Finding father sooner would help pacify all regions.”

The Youning Emperor silently observed Shen Xihe without speaking.

Shen Xihe maintained her proper bowing posture.

After a moment of standoff, the Youning Emperor finally said, “Let me consider it.”

Although she hadn’t received a definite answer, Shen Xihe didn’t press further. She withdrew silently with respect: “I hope Your Majesty will grant this wish. I take my leave.”

The Youning Emperor nodded, watching as Shen Xihe departed.

“Why not grant the Crown Princess’s wish?” As soon as Shen Xihe left, Consort Shu smiled.

The Youning Emperor turned to look at Consort Shu: “You don’t hold grudges.”

“I don’t hold grudges,” Consort Shu laughed softly, her eyes shifting with undisguised darkness passing through them. “No, Your Majesty. I am most petty. That day when I was hung in the wilderness, near death, with the cold wind like knives cutting to the bone, it felt like slow slicing. This debt of gratitude, I will never forget till death.”

She completely revealed her petty, murderous side – something the Youning Emperor had never encountered before. Whether in the past or present, whether his women or others, everyone had always shown their best side to him.

This was the first time someone had been so genuine, unafraid to let him see their fierce appearance.

“The Crown Princess’s nature is somewhat domineering,” the Youning Emperor suddenly said.

“The Crown Princess can be so forceful because she relies on the Western Northern King’s power. If the Western Northern King…” Consort Shu paused before continuing, “If the Western Northern King truly met with misfortune this time, I would privately feel pleased.”

Hearing this, a slight smile appeared at the corners of the Youning Emperor’s lips, though it carried a complex flavor: “Things are not so simple.”

Consort Shu looked at the Youning Emperor from the side. Meeting her confused gaze, he naturally explained: “The Turkic royal court has internal turmoil. This is not the time to make external enemies. Those who ambushed the Western Northern King cannot be the Turks.

The Western Northern King is battle-hardened. Thousands of troops couldn’t defeat him, yet he was successfully ambushed and has gone missing. There must be something strange about this.”

“Your Majesty means someone used the Turks’ name to secretly harm the Western Northern King?” Consort Shu’s rosy lips parted slightly. “Who would be so bold?”

Hearing her question, the Youning Emperor couldn’t help but laugh with pleasure, shaking his head gently: “This is not the key point. The key is that the ambush succeeded.”

Consort Shu nodded in agreement: “Yes, this person must be a threat. They must be rooted out.”

This response made the Youning Emperor somewhat bemused, though a trace of warmth appeared in his eyes. An emperor didn’t need fools by his side, but neither could he have those too clever. The Youning Emperor continued: “Under heaven unless the Western Northern King surrendered willingly, even I couldn’t easily capture him.”

Consort Shu initially seemed not to understand, but after careful consideration, she blinked several times before suddenly realizing, her slender fingers covering her lips: “Your Majesty, you mean the Western Northern King…”

Either he was conspiring with others in a plot, or he had disappeared intentionally.

Was this why His Majesty had delayed allowing the Crown Prince’s people to leave the capital, worried they had other schemes and would coordinate from inside and outside?

“Not so confused after all,” the Youning Emperor said.

“They…” Consort Shu showed a puzzled expression.

What were they planning to do?

The Youning Emperor understood her unfinished words, his gaze profound as he looked ahead: “I don’t know either.”

These past few days, the Youning Emperor had been pondering whether Shen Yueshan’s disappearance was real or fake. Even though he was convinced it was most likely fake, he couldn’t rule out the small possibility it was real, after all, Shen Yueshan was getting old.

If it was a real disappearance, then only Xiao Juesong could have done it. The purpose would be easy to guess – nothing more than trying to win over Shen Yueshan. He wouldn’t kill Shen Yueshan; Shen Yueshan was more valuable alive than dead to him, alive he could use him to check the Emperor himself.

If it was Xiao Juesong’s doing, he would release Shen Yueshan in a few days, so these days he had been waiting for results. But with so much time passed, it didn’t seem like Xiao Juesong’s doing.

That meant Shen Yueshan had chosen to disappear himself. What was the reason for disappearing? The most likely possibility was that he had discovered the spies the Emperor had painstakingly arranged in the Northwest and wanted to use this opportunity to clean up the Northwestern Army. This was the only reason that would make Shen Yueshan’s unexplained disappearance, even if exposed, difficult for the Emperor to severely punish.

Therefore, the Youning Emperor ordered his people who had finally infiltrated the Northwestern Army to remain still.

“Your Majesty, if this is truly the case, Your Majesty should all the more grant the Crown Princess’s wish,” Consort Shu suddenly said with a beaming smile.

Chapter 497: Marital Discord
“Oh?” the Youning Emperor looked at Consort Shu with interest.

“The Western Northern King has always doted on the Crown Princess. If he learns that the Crown Princess is in danger, how could he remain unmoved? He would surely reveal himself,” Consort Shu’s beautiful eyes sparkled cleverly.

The Youning Emperor gave her a deep look: “My beloved consort’s words are most insightful.”

By this time, Shen Xihe and Zhenzhu had returned to the Eastern Palace. Xiao Huayong had gone to handle state affairs with the officials. In this dynasty, court sessions weren’t held daily. When there was no court session, many matters were delegated by the Emperor to the Crown Prince, and officials would work with him to handle these affairs.

Shen Xihe had deliberately chosen to seek the Emperor’s permission when Xiao Huayong couldn’t accompany her, to prevent the Emperor from overthinking due to Xiao Huayong’s absence.

“Crown Princess, will His Majesty agree?” Zhenzhu couldn’t discern the Emperor’s attitude.

“He will,” Shen Xihe said with certainty. “This is a perfect opportunity.”

Using her to test Xiao Huayong’s true capabilities, using her to test whether her father’s disappearance was real or fake.

Zhenzhu’s expression turned solemn: “Crown Princess, His Majesty surely wouldn’t do this lightly.”

If this couldn’t be cleaned up properly, it would directly force the Western Northern King into rebellion. How shocking would it be if word spread that the Emperor had ordered the assassination of the Crown Princess?

“His Majesty has Consort Shu by his side who ‘hates me to the bone,'” Shen Xihe smiled mysteriously.

Before entering the palace, the former Princess Yaoxi, today’s Consort Shu, had suffered that ordeal precisely to make everyone believe they were sworn enemies.

“Crown Princess, the Second Young Lady has come again,” Biyu reported as Shen Xihe stepped into her chambers.

Since news of Shen Yueshan’s disappearance arrived, Shen Yingruo had come several times seeking an audience, all of which Shen Xihe had refused, pretending to be bedridden: “Go bring her here.”

Today, she had already seen the Emperor; it wouldn’t be right not to see Shen Yingruo.

Though seeing Shen Yingruo would be pointless, Shen Xihe naturally wouldn’t tell her about these matters.

“Greetings to the Crown Princess,” Shen Yingruo hurriedly performed her courtesy. Dark circles showed under her eyes; despite being carefully concealed with makeup, the exhaustion and anxiety in her eyes were still visible.

“Rise and sit,” Shen Xihe said, sitting to one side, pointing to a seat.

Shen Yingruo sat down and immediately asked anxiously: “Sister, is there any news of Father?”

“I still don’t know Father’s whereabouts,” Shen Xihe didn’t lie to Shen Yingruo. She truly didn’t know where Shen Yueshan was.

Where Xiao Huayong had arranged for Shen Yueshan to go, what he was doing now, or whether he was simply waiting for her somewhere – Shen Xihe knew none of this. She didn’t want to ask too much. She trusted both Xiao Huayong and Shen Yueshan.

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t deceive her, and even if he did, Shen Yueshan wouldn’t be easily fooled.

“Father…” Shen Yingruo’s eyes instantly turned red.

Shen Xihe looked at her briefly: “Father will be fine. I will go search for him soon.”

“Sister, you’re going to look for Father?” Shen Yingruo was startled, and then hope rose in her eyes.

Shen Xihe’s expression turned cold: “I won’t take you with me.”

This time was a confrontation with the Emperor. She was taking a risk – how could she bring Shen Yingruo along? Wouldn’t that just mean having to worry about Shen Yingruo’s safety as well?

“Stay well in the capital. I will have my guards at the Shen residence watch you. If you dare to secretly flee the capital to follow me, I’ll order them to break your legs,” Shen Xihe warned.

Shen Yingruo bit her lip aggrievedly.

Yet she dared not say more. She had never been close to Shen Xihe and knew that apart from sharing the same surname, they had no other bonds. When Shen Xihe said she would break her legs, it wasn’t an empty threat.

“Zhenzhu, personally escort her back to the residence and instruct the guards there. If they can’t even watch her properly, I have no use for such incompetent people.”

As Shen Yingruo was reluctantly being led away, just as she was about to board her carriage at the palace gate, she happened to see Xiao Changfeng entering the palace. After they exchanged greetings, Xiao Changfeng noticed her dejected mood: “County Lady…”

“I’m just worried about Father,” Shen Yingruo replied perfunctorily, hurriedly gave a bow, and got into her carriage.

Xiao Changfeng watched her carriage disappear from view before withdrawing his gaze and proceeding inside.

Shortly after Shen Yingruo left, Xiao Huayong returned to the Eastern Palace to find Shen Xihe trimming flower branches at a stone table in the garden.

She truly loved flowers and plants. All the rare flora in the garden had been gradually transplanted and cultivated by Xiao Huayong, who thought the Eastern Palace needed more vitality. It was meant to show others his supposed devotion to such things, though he didn’t particularly care for them.

But Shen Xihe genuinely loved them deeply. Since marrying into the Eastern Palace, she had spent most of her time tending to these plants.

Xiao Huayong naturally stepped forward and embraced her from behind.

Shen Xihe struggled slightly. She wasn’t being coy – they had shared far more intimate moments. But in broad daylight, with palace maids and eunuchs around, she wasn’t comfortable with Xiao Huayong being so close whenever others were present.

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let go, bending to whisper in her ear: “They know their place. No one’s here.”

Shen Xihe struggled more forcefully to break free, giving him a cool glance. Why was no one around? Didn’t he know why?

This made it seem even more like they were being inappropriate in broad daylight.

Xiao Huayong touched his nose, smiling apologetically: “Go see His Majesty again tomorrow. He’ll pretend to consider it more, but the day after tomorrow, he’ll surely agree.”

“Mm.” Shen Xihe had thought the same.

With Consort Shu encouraging him from the side, even if the Emperor hesitated to make this move, he would try it following Consort Shu’s suggestion.

This time, she had to give His Majesty a harsh slap in the face. How else could she repay His Majesty’s grand gift on her second day of marriage?

Burning the ancestral tablet to test Xiao Huayong – wasn’t that also meant to make people think she wasn’t accepted by the Xiao family ancestors, thus causing the tablet to catch fire?

She never provoked trouble, but neither did she suffer grievances in silence.

“I’ve made arrangements for you to leave the capital through the underground palace. I’ll have people secretly take you to find Father, while someone else pretends to be you, leaving the capital,” Xiao Huayong added.

“Impossible,” Shen Xihe flatly refused. “I must go myself.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze tightened: “I won’t allow it.”

This plot was planned by him, and everything up to this point had been under his control. The Emperor would certainly make a move against Shen Xihe, and the severity was unpredictable. How could Xiao Huayong bear to let Shen Xihe take such a risk?

If anything happened to her, wouldn’t he regret it for life?

That’s why he had arranged a safe solution early on.

“For His Majesty, this must succeed. He will strike with full force. If a fake me falls into His Majesty’s hands, the consequences would be unthinkable,” Shen Xihe didn’t say that she planned to ensure the Emperor’s people would never return.

If she didn’t go personally, how could she command the situation?

“Since you know His Majesty isn’t playing games this time, all the more reason you can’t risk yourself.” Xiao Huayong’s attitude was firm.

For the first time, husband and wife found themselves at an impasse, with neither willing to compromise.



Chapter 498: This World, I Want It
“I know you’re worried about me, but I think this is an excellent opportunity,” Shen Xihe insisted firmly.

She had deliberately offended Noble Consort Rong’s dignity to provoke His Majesty’s anger. This led to Consort Shu fanning the flames, making His Majesty feel that she indeed needed to be taught a lesson, prompting him to take action against her. She wanted to use this opportunity to deliver His Majesty a crushing blow.

This was a situation she had orchestrated herself, and unprecedented as it was, Shen Xihe disliked the feeling of being interfered with, making her reluctant to give up so easily.

“I understand what you’re thinking,” Xiao Huayong tried to persuade her. “From beginning to end, you’ve never given up on redirecting His Majesty’s wariness onto yourself. That’s the reason behind your careful scheming.”

If Shen Xihe were to completely defeat His Majesty’s people this time, His Majesty would surely view her as a thorn in his side. He might not have the patience to slowly probe into himself anymore – in the Eastern Palace, what kept His Majesty awake at night was Shen Xihe.

With a bit more maneuvering, Shen Xihe could completely expose her original intentions to His Majesty. She had chosen him because his lifespan was compromised. Her ambition was to lead the legitimate bloodline and become the most noble master of this seat.

To have someone of the Xiao bloodline sit on the throne, while she, as the Regent Empress Dowager, would be the one truly in control.

This was His Majesty’s greatest taboo!

“His Majesty’s wariness of me won’t increase or decrease because of this matter,” Shen Xihe showed no fear of Emperor Youning’s suspicion, because she was a Shen, and her very existence was Emperor Youning’s taboo – the Shen family and His Majesty could never coexist.

Therefore, she didn’t care how His Majesty viewed her, whether as a thorn in his side or as someone beneath his notice. What mattered to her was how to maximize their benefits.

“His Majesty has many suspicions about you, and even though you repeatedly avoid leaving evidence for him to grasp, he still won’t let down his guard. With His Majesty watching, you’ll inevitably be restricted at every turn,” Shen Xihe explained clearly. “If we want him to truly believe you’re not biding your time, this is the best method. Let him know that I married you because you’re easy to control. When he sees how powerful I’ve become, since I’ve wagered my entire life on this, I must have verified your weakness somehow. This way, his guard against you will be at its lowest.”

“I don’t need you to cover for me!” Xiao Huayong said in a deep voice. “I’m not afraid to face him openly! I’ve only been concealing things because it’s convenient. If this convenience requires you to disregard your safety, then we might as well abandon it!”

“Your Highness!” Shen Xihe called out to Xiao Huayong coldly. “Don’t let emotions cloud your judgment.”

Xiao Huayong turned to look at her abruptly, his gaze complex and stubborn: “Do you think I’m being willful and reckless, showing traits unbefitting of someone destined for greatness? I never thought about becoming the ruler of the world from the beginning. Two years ago, I had already prepared myself for the possibility that the strange poison couldn’t be cured. I schemed all this merely because I felt I needed to seek justice for those who gave me life.”

Yes, he had never thought about becoming emperor before meeting Shen Xihe.

He had cultivated these forces so that if he were to die young, he could fulfill his duty as a son. If he were fortunate enough to obtain the antidote, he naturally couldn’t be controlled by others, but ruling the world had never been part of his plan.

It was only after meeting Shen Xihe that he began to gradually scheme for power in court. This was also why his influence at court wasn’t substantial, and why His Majesty had never suspected him – he had shown no unusual movements, so what was there for His Majesty to be suspicious about?

But this was what Shen Xihe wanted. She wanted peace in the Northwest, she wanted to be able to dispatch officials who would truly care for and protect the Northwestern people, wanted the Shen family to be able to retire after achieving their goals. For this, she needed to hold the highest authority in her hands.

Shen Xihe looked at him and said firmly: “I want it.”

Xiao Huayong’s body stiffened, and Shen Xihe repeated: “This world, I want it.”

Her eyes, like black obsidian, were deep and bright, showing an undeniable dominance. Xiao Huayong couldn’t even meet her gaze, slightly lowering his eyes: “So, in the end, I’m just a piece on your chessboard?”

For the sake of your schemes, I must suppress my feelings, cooperate in doing what you want me to do, and even ignore your safety, watching helplessly as you put yourself in danger.

If I try to stop you, does that make me your enemy?

These words lingered on Xiao Huayong’s tongue, too bitter to speak.

He was such a magnificent and towering figure – he could frighten the Sixth Prince into fleeing the palace, he could make the formidable Twelfth Prince, Prince Yan, respectfully defer to him, he could turn the cunning and vicious Fourth Prince into a “dead” man with a wave of his hand.

He played the brilliant Emperor Youning like a puppet, and drove Wang Zheng, one of the three most powerful officials, from the capital. He could turn situations to his advantage with ease, yet in front of her, he always seemed as fragile as if he would shatter at a touch.

His words and his restrained gaze made it impossible for Shen Xihe to speak harshly: “Your Highness, I have never seen you as a mere chess piece. It’s just that we have different views on the situation. We are both strong-willed people, which is why it’s difficult to convince each other.”

“Between us, it’s not about different views,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved into an extremely bitter smile. “Rather… I invest in emotions, while you focus on benefits.”

Because he worried about her and cared for her, he dared not let her take any risks. He viewed her as his wife, his beloved, holding her precious in his palm.

In her eyes, she didn’t care about these things. She cared about the advantages and disadvantages of the situation. Perhaps she had never had the awareness of being a wife, or perhaps she had never cared about his concerns.

Shen Xihe slightly furrowed her brows. She had already softened her attitude, yet Xiao Huayong was still pressing her. How she felt about him – she had made her stance clear even before their marriage, and what kind of person she was, she had let him know plainly.

Now he was questioning her focus on benefits?

“Your Highness, my emphasis on benefits isn’t something you’ve just learned today, so why bring up these accusations now?” Shen Xihe asked, inexplicably irritated.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong gave a light, mocking laugh: “Yes, I didn’t just learn this today. I have no right to accuse you…”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong gave Shen Xihe one last deep look before turning to leave.

Shen Xihe took a step to follow but immediately stopped. Xiao Huayong paused briefly at the threshold before stepping across it and disappearing.

“Crown Princess…”

“Let him go,” Shen Xihe turned back to her chambers, also annoyed.

She rarely became angry; one could say no one had ever been able to provoke her to anger before.

Whenever someone challenged her disrespected her, or hurt those she cared about, she would look at them with the eyes of someone watching a dead person.

Because she knew these people wouldn’t live long, no matter how despicable and flamboyant they were, Shen Xihe could always remain unperturbed.

The most recent time she had become angry was when Lingling betrayed her, but now she knew that she was truly angry.

Chapter 499: Afraid You Wouldn’t Find Me
This anger was different from before. In the past, when she became angry, she would eliminate whoever displeased her. But today, the one who displeased her was Xiao Huayong. Though she was angry and annoyed with him, she never thought of harming him in the slightest.

She was frustrated because Xiao Huayong wouldn’t give her even a bit of trust. No matter what Xiao Huayong did, no matter how dangerous, even though she worried, she never tried to stop him because she trusted him.

But Xiao Huayong wouldn’t trust her. Since she dared to act this way, dared to provoke His Majesty into punishing her as a warning, she naturally could handle any unexpected situation. Yet Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let her try at all.

Did Xiao Huayong see her as a woman who needed to be protected behind a man, living only in dependence on men?

The more she thought about it, the more stifled Shen Xihe felt.

With the two masters quarreling, the Eastern Palace seemed shrouded in dark clouds. Everyone in the Eastern Palace was as quiet as cicadas in winter, making the usually vibrant and cheerful palace that had been full of vigor since Shen Xihe’s arrival feel particularly oppressive as if a violent storm could break at any moment.

Since their marriage, regardless of when, Xiao Huayong would always come to share the evening meal with her, preparing different dishes for her every day. Today, as evening approached, Jiuzhang came trembling to report that he didn’t know where His Highness had gone and asked her to arrange the evening meal.

Shen Xihe’s expression darkened upon hearing this, but she wasn’t one to take out her anger on others, so she casually gave some instructions to Jiuzhang.

Though given casually, half of what she ordered were dishes Xiao Huayong loved. When the evening meal was ready and the sky had darkened, there was still no report of the Crown Prince returning to the palace, and her expression grew darker and darker.

Biyu gathered her courage and said, “Crown Princess, perhaps this servant could go ask where His Highness is…”

“No need!” Before Biyu could finish, Shen Xihe cut her off loudly, “Have the kitchen serve the meal.”

Biyu and Hongyu shrank their necks and withdrew to have the meal served.

The delicious food with its perfect color, aroma, and taste was placed before Shen Xihe. She picked up her chopsticks and took a few casual bites, but had no appetite to eat more, and ordered it all taken away.

Night fell, the stars were like dreams; the bright moon hung high, and ten thousand lanterns blazed.

Xiao Huayong’s whereabouts remained unknown. Shen Xihe wouldn’t let anyone look for him because she refused to yield, not knowing that Xiao Huayong was sitting at the Eastern Palace gate, where she would see him if she just stepped out. Xiao Huayong had forbidden the guards at the gate from reporting his presence as if testing whether Shen Xihe would send someone to look for him.

Tianyuan stood to one side, quite troubled. He knew His Highness didn’t want the Crown Princess to submit or concede, he just wanted her to comfort him a little, to make him feel better.

Seeing the sky darken, his stomach was growling with hunger, but Xiao Huayong sat on the stone steps at the Eastern Palace gate, his gaze fixed absently on two maple trees ahead, his expression blank and frozen.

He was so anxious he wanted to run in and drag Shen Xihe out, but he didn’t dare. If he took such initiative, his fate would likely be miserable. If it could restore harmony between the two masters, he would gladly sacrifice himself for His Highness, but he feared making things worse, making the situation between them even more awkward – that would be an unforgivable sin.

The two were barely a few hundred steps apart – one unwilling to search, one waiting to be comforted – grinding away until the moon leaned against the western tower, neither seeing the other’s face, one growing more irritated, one growing more hurt.

“Crown Princess…”

“I want to bathe,” Shen Xihe wouldn’t let Zhenzhu and the others speak.

Zhenzhu opened her mouth but went to prepare instead. After attending to the distracted Shen Xihe’s bath, Shen Xihe drove them all away, lay down on the bed, and covered herself with the blanket, thinking she could fall asleep as soon as she closed her eyes, but found herself tossing and turning, unable to sleep.

As for the Crown Prince, he sat at the Eastern Palace gate until Shen Xihe’s bedtime, when he finally couldn’t bear it anymore. He stood up and walked to the inner courtyard, sitting down on the stone steps at the inner courtyard gate.

After sitting for a while, feeling perhaps it was still too far, he entered the inner courtyard with a stern face and sat at the door of their bedchamber.

Zhenzhu and the others were overjoyed and wanted to announce him, but meeting Xiao Huayong’s sharp and cold eyes, they had to swallow their words.

This was the Eastern Palace, and they were now not just Shen Xihe’s people, but had to respect the Crown Prince just as they respected her.

Xiao Huayong sat at the bedroom door for a long time, until his heart grew as cool as the late spring night wind when the door opened from within. The warm candlelight suddenly enveloped him, driving away the frost that had settled in his heart.

Shen Xihe hadn’t expected to open the door and see the man who had kept her from sleeping.

Still somewhat annoyed, Shen Xihe’s tone was quite harsh: “Why are you here?”

All of Xiao Huayong’s grievances and hurt vanished the moment Shen Xihe opened the door. He was certain she cared about him, or she wouldn’t still be awake at this hour, and wouldn’t come out to look for him, as evidenced by the cloak she wore.

Holding back his smile, restraining his lips from curving upward: “I was afraid you wouldn’t be able to find me.”

Shen Xihe, who had been angry enough to hit someone, strangely found herself more annoyed by these words – not angry-annoyed but embarrassed-annoyed. She rarely spoke contrary to her heart: “Who’s looking for you? Where you want to go, how could I interfere?”

After speaking, she turned back to the bedroom. Xiao Huayong’s eyes once again carried a faint smile as he naturally followed her in.

Seeing this, Tianyuan clasped his hands together, silently bowing in all directions, muttering “Amitabha” under his breath.

Finally, the clouds had parted to reveal the sun, the storm had passed to clear skies.

As soon as Xiao Huayong stepped into the room, his stomach betrayed him with a loud growl.

This made Shen Xihe turn to look at him. Xiao Huayong wasn’t embarrassed at all, saying pitifully: “I haven’t had my evening meal.”

“Zhenzhu…”

“I want wontons,” Xiao Huayong made his request before Shen Xihe could finish giving instructions.

Shen Xihe gave him a look and headed toward the kitchen. Xiao Huayong followed contentedly, walking beside her. First, he brushed the back of her hand with his; when she didn’t pull away, he boldly grabbed it, holding her hand tightly.

When Shen Xihe pulled away, he quickly grabbed it again, holding it even tighter this time.

After trying to shake him off several times without success, Shen Xihe simply let him be.

Having gotten his way, Xiao Huayong’s smile widened: “Youyou, shall we not quarrel anymore in the future?”

He had felt terrible, never so terrible before – it was truly more tormenting than when his illness flared up.

“I wasn’t the one quarreling with you,” Shen Xihe wouldn’t admit they had fought – any quarreling had been Xiao Huayong’s one-sided behavior.

“It was my fault. If you insist…”

Shen Xihe suddenly stopped and turned to look at him: “I won’t go through the underground palace, but I can switch places with your people halfway, then follow behind His Majesty’s men.”

This was Shen Xihe’s compromise solution, and it was the first time in her life she had ever made a concession in her plans for someone else.

Chapter 500: Leaving the Capital to Find Father
Shen Xihe’s words were like sparks falling into Xiao Huayong’s eyes. His deep ocean-like eyes blazed like fireworks, like a sea of flames igniting instantly, the approaching heat wave seeming as if it would devour everything.

Shen Xihe was too familiar with this burning, almost predatory gaze of his. She avoided his eyes and was about to say something to divert his attention when Xiao Huayong took her hand first.

He didn’t make any of the impulsive moves she had expected. Instead, he held both her hands, gently gathering her fingertips into his palms, enveloping her hands, before saying softly: “Youyou, I was inconsiderate before. I didn’t think about your feelings. I only wanted you to accept my goodwill, without deeply considering whether this was what you needed.”

His gentle voice and sincere apology made Shen Xihe feel somewhat uncomfortable: “I was also at fault. Between husband and wife, we should be understanding of each other. Occasional disagreements are no great matter – we are, after all, two different people with our thoughts and concerns. This is normal. I won’t dwell on our earlier dispute, and Your Highness needn’t worry about it. If we disagree again in the future, we can still debate.”

Whoever could convince the other would be listened to, and if neither could convince the other, they would handle it as they had this time.

There were always more solutions than problems. As long as one was willing to compromise and think of alternatives, there would always be a way forward.

The last trace of unease in Xiao Huayong’s heart dissipated. His tender eyes, filled with layers of love, gazed deeply at Shen Xihe.

He didn’t say anything more, but that gaze made Shen Xihe feel that at that moment, she was Xiao Huayong’s entire world.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile, about to speak when a discordant sound interrupted: “Gurgle…”

Xiao Huayong: …

The romantic atmosphere instantly dispersed, and Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh: “Let’s go make wontons.”

Xiao Huayong loved wontons, eating them seven or eight times a month. Every time Shen Xihe prepared the filling, she would save some. The kitchen had many staff, with people specifically assigned to make the dough, so Shen Xihe just had to wrap them, put them in the pot, and they would cook quickly.

A steaming bowl of noodles was placed before Xiao Huayong, making him beam with joy. The somewhat plump Jiuzhang rather dolefully peered around the door, half his body visible as he watched Xiao Huayong eating just outside the kitchen.

He had been assigned to the Eastern Palace since His Highness was five years old, being among the earliest to serve him. In over ten years, he had presented countless delicacies to His Highness but had never seen him smile so brilliantly as the stars.

Even more outrageous was how the Crown Prince had been smiling so widely at the Crown Princess one moment, then upon catching a glimpse of him, changed his expression faster than the weather, showing only deep disgust, only to turn back to the Crown Princess with another radiant smile.

Jiuzhang: …

Tianyuan, having satisfied himself with some of Jiuzhang’s wontons in the kitchen, walked past while patting his full stomach. Following Jiuzhang’s gaze, he patted his shoulder with the air of someone who understood and cheerfully walked away.

The Crown Princess had already placated His Highness, so there was nothing left for him to do. He could go back to sleep, and he had a feeling tomorrow would be another day he could sleep in, because the warm spring atmosphere meant the masters would surely spend a day of tender moments behind the lotus curtains, only lamenting the shortness of spring nights.

The next day, Shen Xihe went to see Emperor Youning again, once more requesting his permission to go to Liangzhou to search for Shen Yueshan. Emperor Youning didn’t refuse outright, only saying he would think about it.

When Shen Xihe went again on the third day, Emperor Youning seemed to yield to her repeated pleas: “We will send people to escort you to Liangzhou. Return to the palace to prepare your luggage, and you’ll set out tomorrow.”

Shen Xihe was overjoyed and agreed, to return to the Eastern Palace.

“His Majesty’s escorts are there to monitor you,” Xiao Huayong pulled Shen Xihe to the map he had drawn. It was a wall-sized map, very detailed, perfected by Xiao Huayong based on his personal experiences, with rough areas indicating places he hadn’t yet explored.

“From the capital westward to the northwest, first to Qizhou, then to Lanzhou, followed by Shanzhou, and finally to Liangzhou.” Xiao Huayong traced the map with his specially made ruler, which was very long and thin. “Qizhou is very close to the capital, and the entire route follows official roads with posting stations at regular intervals. His Majesty would have no opportunity to act there. From Qizhou to Lanzhou, the route changes from land to water, along the vast Wei River. Given your previous incident of falling into the water, if His Majesty harbors killing intent, he would choose this location.”

Taking action on the Wei River would indicate murderous intent, but with Shen Yueshan’s whereabouts unknown, Emperor Youning might not necessarily try to kill Shen Xihe.

However, they couldn’t rule out that Emperor Youning might have other methods to ensure Shen Xihe would survive any “accidents” on the boat.

Xiao Huayong told her these things to keep her alert.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly, indicating she understood.

“The distance from Lanzhou to Shanzhou is quite short, only a three-day journey. His Majesty likely won’t have an opportunity to act there. If he hasn’t made his move at the Wei River, then he will certainly act against you between Lanzhou and Liangzhou.”

This was also the location Xiao Huayong was most certain about because Shen Yueshan had disappeared in Liangzhou. Despite the intense search, even though Shen Yueshan knew the Liangzhou area very well, it would have been impossible to leave Liangzhou without leaving any trace.

Emperor Youning leaned toward believing that Shen Yueshan was hiding in Liangzhou. If Shen Xihe had been attacked too far from Liangzhou, the news might not have reached Shen Yueshan’s ears before being intercepted, or Shen Xihe might have already escaped to safety.

Only by putting Shen Xihe in danger close to where Shen Yueshan was could they make him panic and reveal himself.

“My thoughts align with yours,” Shen Xihe nodded.

Xiao Huayong smiled, putting down the long ruler and turning to speak gravely: “Given our special status, there are many watching this situation. Some might try to fish in troubled waters. Although Xiao Changtai has suffered greatly, his hatred for me runs bone-deep, and he might well participate in this…”

This was why Xiao Huayong had been reluctant to let Shen Xihe risk herself – too many people wanted to take their lives, and these people were hiding in the shadows. Xiao Changtai was just one of them.

“Once we leave the capital, I’ll switch with your people in Qizhou,” Shen Xihe reassured him.

“I’ll go request His Majesty to let me accompany you, which he will certainly refuse. After you leave, I’ll slip out of the palace. His Majesty will surely suspect I’m up to something, and I’ll draw away his men,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand. “Additionally, I’ve arranged a group of people to pose as Xiao Juersong’s men, following along and showing intentions to kidnap you, to keep His Majesty’s people occupied. If others make any moves, they’ll muddy the waters. Just be aware of this – you don’t need to especially coordinate with them.”

After nodding, Shen Xihe asked: “Crown Prince Jiachen…”

“He passed away last month,” Xiao Huayong said.

Xiao Juersong had long been critically ill, and it was already remarkable that he had managed to survive past the New Year. Before his death, he had sent a message to Xiao Huayong, and indeed left his few remaining men to him.

Chapter 501: Being Followed
Xiao Juesong harbored deep resentment towards Emperor Youning, desperately wanting the world to know just how despicably the Emperor had obtained his throne.

He single-mindedly hoped that Xiao Huayong would tear away Emperor Youning’s hypocritical mask.

His bitter scheming, born of unwillingness, was merely self-consolation. Encountering Xiao Huayong felt like finding an opportunity. These people were all carefully cultivated by Xiao Juesong, who valued quality over quantity. If they dispersed now and were exposed, it would also reveal the news of Xiao Juesong’s passing. Given Xiao Juesong’s identity, Xiao Huayong found great use for them, so he simply took over these people and assigned them to local positions.

Shen Xihe also shared her plans with Xiao Huayong. After the couple discussed and agreed, Shen Xihe went to pack while Xiao Huayong sought Emperor Youning’s permission to escort Shen Xihe, only to be harshly rebuked and refused.

Xiao Huayong put on a show of kneeling for a long time in Mingzheng Hall, eventually fainting, but failed to soften the Emperor’s heart. Even the Empress Dowager, who usually indulged Xiao Huayong, came but didn’t help him, instead persuading him to give up his request to accompany Shen Xihe.

Early the next morning, Shen Xihe met her assigned escorts at the palace gates, all appointed by Emperor Youning. To her great surprise, she saw a familiar face. Meeting Bu Shulin’s bright smile, Shen Xihe gave her a deep, measuring look.

After leaving the capital and stopping at the first post station, Shen Xihe finally called her over: “Who gave you permission to come?”

“Naturally, His Majesty permitted it,” Bu Shulin replied, crossing her legs.

“Don’t evade my question,” Shen Xihe rebuked in a low voice. “You know this journey is dangerous. Even if you didn’t know how perilous it would be, Cui Shaoqing must have known and surely told you. Why are you still here stirring up trouble?”

“It’s precisely because I know how dangerous it is that I came to protect you. I may not be as clever as you, but in terms of martial arts, those who can match me in the capital can be counted on one hand.” Bu Shulin walked to the table, picking at the snacks. When she found something she liked, she didn’t even bother to clean her hands before popping it into her mouth.

Shen Xihe was too concerned to mind her uncouth habits: “Have you lost your mind? Why do you think His Majesty so readily agreed to let you come?”

Still chewing her snack, Bu Shulin remained unconcerned: “Nothing pleases His Majesty more than killing multiple birds with one stone.”

To eliminate both her and Shen Xihe – though His Majesty certainly wouldn’t take Shen Xihe’s life, he would take Bu Shulin’s. Especially since Bu Shulin had volunteered to come along, if anything were to happen to her on the journey, the King of Shunan would have nowhere to seek justice.

“With me here, His Majesty will have to be more careful in dealing with both of us,” Bu Shulin said casually as she sat down and continued munching on pastries.

“His Majesty could choose to only take your life,” Shen Xihe’s obsidian-like eyes darkened.

“Would you stand by and watch His Majesty eliminate me?” Bu Shulin stretched her neck, squinting with a playful expression, but her gaze showed complete trust.

Emotionally, Bu Shulin had come to share the Emperor’s attention away from her. Between using Shen Xihe to draw out Shen Yueshan and killing Bu Shulin to take control of Shunan, each had its advantages and disadvantages.

However, killing Bu Shulin and taking over the Shunan army was the better option. It had been difficult to move against Bu Shulin in the capital with too many eyes watching. Unless Emperor Youning could simultaneously kill Bu Tuohai, there would be retaliation.

Now that Bu Shulin had left the capital, if she died outside, it wouldn’t be tied to His Majesty’s orders. As long as it could be reasonably explained, there would be no need to appease Bu Tuohai. It was a rare opportunity. There would be other chances to probe Shen Yueshan’s disappearance. Although His Majesty was curious about the intrigue behind Shen Yueshan’s disappearance, he knew this matter wouldn’t shake the foundation of the state. Comparing the two, naturally taking the chance to kill Bu Shulin was the better choice.

Logically, Shen Xihe wouldn’t let His Majesty move against Shunan. Once His Majesty controlled Shunan, he would launch a war with Tibet. At that time, Shen Yueshan would have to passively assist the court. Once His Majesty pacified Tibet, the northwest would be in danger.

“Don’t do such things in the future,” Shen Xihe said softly.

She knew Bu Shulin was risking her life, using herself to shield Shen Xihe from the Emperor’s malice. This friendship was profound and sincere.

Bu Shulin carried the responsibility of Shunan in her heart. She wouldn’t even reveal her identity to Cui Jinbai, worried their relationship would change if her identity was exposed. Yet she was willing to step forward without hesitation for Shen Xihe at this time, based on absolute trust in Shen Xihe’s ability to protect her.

“I was also tired of being in the capital. I suspect Stone-head Cui has become suspicious of my identity,” Bu Shulin opened up with some frustration.

“Oh?” Shen Xihe wasn’t surprised. With Cui Jinbai staying at the Bu residence and the two spending day and night together, even if they weren’t sharing a bed, some things would show signs. Not to mention distant matters, just a woman’s monthly cycle was a major oversight.

“I don’t know what made him suspicious, but lately he keeps trying to get physically close to me,” Bu Shulin said, a thin layer of anger appearing on her face. “This is a good chance for me to avoid him for a while.”

You can avoid the beginning but not the end. Cui Jinbai had been at the Ministry of Justice for so many years, solving cases like a deity. Once he became suspicious, he wouldn’t easily give up. Bu Shulin’s identity probably couldn’t be hidden from him for much longer.

Giving Bu Shulin a “good luck with that” look, Shen Xihe pulled her close and told her the detailed plans.

“What? You mean it’s not just His Majesty who means you harm?” Bu Shulin’s eyebrows shot up high.

“Of course not. We’ll see if they make their move,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Bu Shulin crouched as she headed out, and Shen Xihe watched her from the side: “It’s too late to back out now.”

Pouting, Bu Shulin patted her chest: “I’m loyal to my friends! I always put myself on the line for my friends!”

“Go back now,” Shen Xihe dismissed her.

Bu Shulin took a few steps, then turned back to gather all her favorite pastries from the table.

Shen Xihe: …

“Give me more tomorrow,” Bu Shulin said, pinching and waving a translucent flower-shaped rice cake as she walked away eating.

With Bu Shulin’s company on the journey, Shen Xihe found it much more entertaining. When she could cook, she would personally make some dishes for her, though not often, as she was in a hurry to search for her father.

They passed through Qizhou without incident. At the post station, Shen Xihe switched with people sent by Xiao Huayong. Early in the morning, she joined the main group, including Zhenzhu and others Shen Xihe had brought, boarding a boat. Meanwhile, Shen Xihe, accompanied by Moyu who protected her in secret, took the land route to Liangzhou.

Throughout the past year, Shen Xihe had never neglected her horsemanship. Galloping alongside Moyu, though uncomfortable after a full day, she could endure it.

“My lady, His Highness has left the palace, but there’s no news yet from the Wei River,” Moyu reported while accompanying Shen Xihe at the inn. “However, this servant feels that since leaving Qizhou, someone has been following us.”

Chapter 502: Ten-Mile Fragrance
“Following us?” Shen Xihe’s fine eyebrows raised slightly.

Her exchange with Xiao Huayong’s people had been very discreet. His people had followed her since leaving the capital. At the post station, someone had replaced her to board the ship with the palace entourage, while she waited until evening and left the station in the carriage of an official who was also staying there.

This official passing by the station had also been arranged by Xiao Huayong. They had genuine business and happened to pass by the station, able to withstand investigation. After leaving the station, Moyu stayed with Shen Xihe. When she left the official’s carriage, Moyu had confirmed there was no one around.

But these people had started following them shortly after leaving the station, which meant their ruse hadn’t fooled him at all. Or perhaps this person had already anticipated their move, which was why they had waited at the station from sunrise to sunset.

Unless they were certain of this move, who would wait an entire day and manage to follow them precisely when she hadn’t even shown her face while leaving the station?

The fact that this person was still only following without attempting to strike suggested they weren’t hostile, at least.

“Can you tell how many there are?” Shen Xihe asked.

“They’re too far away. This servant can only guess it’s one person,” Moyu wasn’t certain.

Shen Xihe lifted her teacup, gazing into the distance: “Draw them out.”

Taking a light sip, she set down the teacup with measured force. The cup made a low, muffled sound against the wooden table as Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

After a good night’s sleep, Shen Xihe and Moyu hurried on their way the next day. They bypassed the Wei River, taking a much longer route, but couldn’t afford to arrive too much later than those traveling by boat.

After about half an hour, Shen Xihe pulled her horse to a stop and glanced at Moyu, who remained expressionless but gave Shen Xihe a confirming look.

Shen Xihe took out what appeared to be a safety charm meant to be hung on tree branches from her saddlebag and tossed it to Moyu.

After catching it, Moyu leaped up, landing one foot on the saddle, using the momentum to jump even higher and hang the charm on an extremely tall branch.

Shen Xihe looked up briefly before spurring her horse onward. Moyu landed steadily on her horse and rode after Shen Xihe.

Barely a quarter-hour after they left, someone rode up and stopped beneath the tree, looking up at the object hanging high in the branches. After a moment’s hesitation, they leaped up gracefully like a swallow and retrieved the charm, examining it thoroughly. Finding nothing unusual about the ordinary object, they hung it back up and immediately rode off after Shen Xihe and Moyu.

By noon, just as Shen Xihe was about to have some refreshments, Moyu entered the room and said: “Zhenzhu sent word. The ship was attacked.”

Shen Xihe’s long lashes lowered, her expression unchanged: “Were there casualties?”

“More than half of His Majesty’s people were lost,” Moyu replied.

Shen Xihe looked up: “How did that happen?”

Emperor Youning’s men weren’t merely for show, and on a ship, even if people could sneak aboard, their numbers should have been limited. How could they so easily eliminate half of the Emperor’s forces?

“This letter came from His Highness,” Instead of answering Shen Xihe’s question, Moyu handed over a letter.

Upon opening it, the first thing to catch her eye was a strand of black hair – this was Xiao Huayong’s unique habit when writing to her. Now this strand was infused with a fragrance blended with tagara and ping zhong leaves. Most people couldn’t smell it, including Xiao Huayong himself, but Shen Xihe could easily detect this unique scent.

The two fragrances separately had their characteristics, but combined, the scent was somewhat strange. Shen Xihe didn’t particularly like it, though she didn’t despise it either. But Xiao Huayong loved it, saying the fusion of tagara and ping Zhong leaves represented their mingled essences.

Shen Xihe couldn’t stand his romantic notions but couldn’t stop him either, so she let him have his way. Now he even bathed in this scent, and frequently asked her to blend this fragrance for him.

Carefully picking up the strand of hair that had fallen onto the table, she placed it in her sachet that contained their intertwined hair, then began reading the letter.

It turned out he had already detected signs of Xiao Changtai’s people planning an ambush, and not just Xiao Changtai – he had collaborated with others, aiming to kidnap her. Xiao Huayong had also arranged for people to hide in wait. While there weren’t many infiltrators on the ship itself, people had been waiting on small islands along the sea route. When the ship was halfway through its journey, they caught up during the night, and with cooperation from people aboard, easily mounted their attack.

They were determined to take Shen Xihe’s life. Xiao Huayong had also stationed people around the islands, waiting for these attackers to board the ship. After his people boarded, they killed both sides except for those close to Shen Xihe, creating chaos.

The final result was that half of Emperor Youning’s people were lost before they could move against Shen Xihe, while Xiao Changtai’s forces were destroyed. Xiao Huayong didn’t mention his casualties, but they likely hadn’t escaped unscathed.

After addressing these matters, Xiao Huayong devoted an entire page to expressing his longing, only remembering to add a note at the end that Bu Shulin was unharmed.

Reading to the end, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but shake her head and smile.

“Xiao Changtai does have some capability, managing to find collaborators willing to join him in attempting to assassinate the Crown Prince’s consort,” Shen Xihe quickly ran through the faces of the various princes in her mind.

Killing Shen Xihe at this time would undoubtedly frame Emperor Youning as the scapegoat. Few would dare to openly implicate His Majesty.

However, now that His Majesty had begun to suspect Xiao Huayong, other princes should also be suspicious of him. Whether or not Xiao Huayong was truly biding his time, removing him from the position of Crown Prince was the priority. Inciting conflict between the Emperor and Crown Prince was undoubtedly the best method.

Anyone doing such things must surely covet the throne.

Except for the Twelfth Prince, Prince Yan Xiao Changgeng, all were suspicious.

Given Xiao Changqing’s style, he would disdain working with Xiao Changtai, and Xiao Changqing’s attitude represented Xiao Changying’s stance.

That left Second Prince Xiao Changmin, Prince of Zhao, and Eighth Prince Xiao Changyan, Prince of Jing, as the most suspicious, and even Xiao Changzhen with Li Yanyan behind him couldn’t be ruled out.

Among these three, both Xiao Changmin and Li Yanyan might do such things, but as for Prince of Jing… Shen Xihe wasn’t sure.

After pondering for a moment, Shen Xihe turned to ask: “Have we been at this inn for half an hour?”

Moyu nodded.

Shen Xihe put away the letter and went out. She walked past the doors of each room in the corridor, finally stopping at the furthest room diagonally opposite to her own, across the raised central hall. She gave Moyu a look.

She moved aside as Moyu kicked open the door and rushed in with a drawn sword. The person inside wore a veil and engaged with Moyu.

Shen Xihe had applied Ten-Mile Fragrance to the safety charm. This fragrance was made from an extremely long-lasting flower scent that could be tracked from ten miles away.

As Moyu knocked away the person’s veil, revealing their face, it turned out to be Xiao Changying!

Chapter 503: A Woman Like Death God
“Prince Lie, Your Highness!” Shen Xihe was extremely surprised.

Moyu sheathed her sword upon seeing Xiao Changying’s face. Xiao Changying had never intended to fight seriously with Moyu, also worried she would recognize his moves since they had crossed swords before.

This was precisely why his veil was so easily removed. When Moyu withdrew, he followed suit.

“Why is Your Highness here?” Shen Xihe scrutinized him.

Xiao Changying’s hand tightened, clenching into a fist behind his back: “I cannot say.”

Following her since the post station – Shen Xihe didn’t believe he just happened to be traveling the same route on official business. If that were the case, he wouldn’t have touched the safety charm she hung up, getting the Ten-Mile Fragrance on him.

“Is Your Highness following me on His Majesty’s orders?” Shen Xihe asked directly.

In Shen Xihe’s view, as a prince, Xiao Changying couldn’t possibly leave the capital without imperial orders. Now that he had left and was following her, he must be acting on His Majesty’s command.

Xiao Changying had left the capital on his own, not by imperial command, purely wanting to protect her. He had waited at the post station until dark on Xiao Changqing’s advice, almost doubting his brother’s prediction, but his patience paid off and he indeed found Shen Xihe.

This time was extremely dangerous. His brother, fearing he would regret it later, had told him the truth and let him choose. He knew Shen Xihe didn’t need him at all, but he couldn’t control himself, worried that if something happened to her…

Faced with her questioning, a vein throbbed on Xiao Changying’s forehead, but his pride prevented him from saying he had come for her. Even if he did, given her coldness and ruthlessness, she wouldn’t be moved even for a moment: “That’s right, I came on His Majesty’s orders.”

Getting this confirmation, Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows and nodded: “Your Highness is brave to come alone.”

Xiao Changying instinctively became defensive: “What do you intend to do?”

Shen Xihe gave a light laugh: “Better to avoid trouble. Since Your Highness came alone, let’s pretend we never met. It saves us from conflict.”

Shen Xihe truly meant this. Though she didn’t know how Xiao Changying had found her since he came alone if he said he hadn’t seen her, then he hadn’t seen her – no one could question him.

“You want me to let you go and stop following you?” Xiao Changying understood her meaning.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly.

“I must follow you,” Xiao Changying disagreed.

Shen Xihe lifted her chin slightly. There was a curve to her lips, but no trace of humor in her eyes.

Xiao Changying looked away, avoiding her expression that suggested she might strike at any moment: “My brother and I don’t wish to be enemies with you and your husband, but since I have imperial orders, I must follow you. If you encounter His Majesty’s people, I can account for your whereabouts.”

Most of His Majesty’s people had followed the fake Shen Xihe onto the ship, where fierce fighting had broken out. With Xiao Changying’s whereabouts unknown, Emperor Youning would surely question him. Shen Xihe could understand his reason for following her.

She weighed whether to let Xiao Changying continue his harmless following, which could be useful in case of trouble or to subdue him now and quickly leave with Moyu.

Considering that Xiao Changying already knew her route, and she couldn’t afford delays or detours, even if she subdued him now, he would still catch up. She certainly couldn’t resort to killing him over this.

“Then let’s pretend I never saw Your Highness,” Shen Xihe said, turning back to her room.

Shen Xihe acted as if she’d never seen Xiao Changying, continuing with Moyu according to their original plan through Longzhou to Yuanzhou, then to Lanzhou.

Xiao Changying also acted as if he hadn’t been discovered, maintaining his original distance while following Shen Xihe.

The journey was peaceful until their last day leaving Yuanzhou. Due to the route, even leaving Yuanzhou early, they couldn’t reach Lanzhou by nightfall and had to camp in the wilderness.

As Shen Xihe and Moyu were roasting their evening meal, an evening breeze brought different scents – human presences, and more than one.

Shen Xihe’s calm eyes lifted from the bright fire, starlight seeming to flicker and burn in her pupils.

She raised her hand, her sleeves floating in the wind. After a while, she lowered her hand. Having gauged the wind direction, she stood and took a powder box from her saddlebag. Moyu, who hadn’t noticed anything unusual, saw this and her eyes flickered.

Shen Xihe gave her a look, and they moved to sit in a position opposite the wind direction. Shen Xihe opened the powder box, releasing a faint fragrance. She grabbed a handful, appearing to sprinkle it on the roasting game but dropping it all into the fire.

The originally faint fragrance became stronger as it burned, spreading with the wind.

It was the transition between spring and summer when flowers bloomed abundantly. Mountain breezes often carried flower scents, so these pleasant fragrances raised no suspicion. Some even found it particularly refreshing and couldn’t help taking several deep breaths.

After about half an incense stick’s time, dull thuds sounded one after another, about one or two li away from Shen Xihe and her companion. People fell from trees, while others hidden on the ground fainted. Their companions who had avoided the sleeping fragrance by being upwind suddenly realized they’d been exposed. Not waiting for nightfall when their targets would be resting, they drew their blades and leaped toward Shen Xihe and her group.

A slingshot appeared in Shen Xihe’s hand, launching white wax balls at the approaching attackers. Her technique was extremely fast and fierce, leaving no time to dodge except by cutting through the projectiles with their blades.

As the wax balls broke, white powder dispersed with a fragrant scent. After two breaths, by the time they reached Shen Xihe, their index fingers were too weak to hold their steel blades.

Xiao Changying, catching up, witnessed this scene: wave after wave of people falling to the ground while Shen Xihe sat elegantly on a rock, looking calm and unruffled. Moyu dragged the bodies one by one, stacking them like dominoes onto pre-placed ropes, binding them in groups of five. Fourteen people in total, bound in three stacks.

Xiao Changying: …

After binding them all, Moyu only woke the three at the bottom of each stack, coldly asking: “Who sent you?”

The three men, firmly pressed down at the bottom, remained stubborn and refused to speak.

Moyu’s patience wore thin. In one leap, her long sword flashed, its cold light sweeping past. Something round fell from the top, landing in front of them and rolling before their eyes.

Though stacked, the bodies were slightly offset. Blood from the top dripped down onto their foreheads, running down their noses to the ground, the firelight illuminating the thick liquid.

Even these men, accustomed to torture, couldn’t help but feel their hearts constrict.

The sight made Xiao Changying’s scalp tingle, yet Shen Xihe sat nearby, calmly tending to her roasting meat.

Chapter 504: So Many People Want to Harm Me in Secret
Xiao Changying stared intently at Shen Xihe, who kept her eyes downcast while leisurely eating her roasted meat. She seemed unable to see the torture happening less than ten steps away from her, appeared deaf to the sound of heads hitting the ground, and seemed oblivious to the bloody scent floating in the air.

She remained composed and unperturbed, eating with graceful deliberation.

How could she remain so completely unaffected by her surroundings?

Looking at how Moyu had tormented the full-grown man who had learned martial arts through hardship, his face was now being washed over by thick blood, showing signs of madness.

At fourteen, he had observed at the Ministry of Justice, experiencing the most brutal torture methods. The Ministry had countless strange ways to deal with stubborn criminals. Xiao Changying, who considered himself somewhat experienced, had his eyes opened today by Shen Xihe’s methods.

“Who sent you?” Moyu’s voice was cold and impatient as she repeated the question.

The three conscious men’s clenched teeth were trembling. If possible, they truly wanted to commit suicide and end it all, but their bodies were completely drained of strength, as if emptied, making any resistance impossible. Yet their minds remained painfully clear.

Moyu paused briefly, her frost-covered eyes sweeping over the blood-covered faces, before she leaped up again.

“No—” someone managed to cry out with effort.

Moyu’s blade fell without hesitation, unaffected by his cry. History repeated itself as thicker blood dripped down. In front were two familiar heads, and the bodies of former brothers-in-arms who had faced life and death together, their blood covering his face.

Layer upon layer of pressure and torture finally broke the iron-willed man. One of them began crying and spoke: “I’ll talk, I’ll talk. We just took on a job…”

It turned out they were just an organization that took money to solve people’s problems. Someone in their hall had offered a large sum of money. They usually avoided involvement with government officials, but their old hall master was aging, and the second hall master and young hall master were at a crucial moment in their competition for the position. One thousand gold taels was an enormous temptation.

The second hall master, wanting to diminish the young hall master’s influence, took the risk and accepted the job.

Moyu listened and turned to look at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe finished the last bit of roasted meat in her hand, took out a soft handkerchief, poured some water to dampen it, and began carefully cleaning her hands, meticulously wiping each finger: “Kill them.”

Xiao Changying suddenly looked at Shen Xihe and strode over: “Don’t you want to know who hired assassins to kill you?”

Shen Xihe ignored him, still lowering her head and wiping her fingers. Some oil had seeped into her nail beds, and she carefully cleaned it all out.

“Keeping them alive and confronting the mastermind with them would be the fundamental solution!” Xiao Changying continued when Shen Xihe didn’t respond.

After cleaning her hands, Shen Xihe poured more water from her water pouch, applied some fragrant cream, and washed once more, ensuring her hands were as pure and flawless as the moon in the night sky. Only then did she throw the soiled handkerchief into the fire?

Meanwhile, Moyu was already executing Shen Xihe’s orders. In just a few blinks, all these men died with their eyes wide open.

Shen Xihe picked up her fragrant cream and walked to the side.

Xiao Changying, furious at being ignored, strode in front of her, blocking her path: “Why are you doing this?”

Shen Xihe gave him a light glance: “If you were truly Prince Xin, you wouldn’t speak words like Prince Lie.”

Implying he was stupid, not as clever as his brother, Xiao Changying’s face turned ashen.

Xiao Changying wasn’t convinced, and Shen Xihe didn’t want to deal with him. They had agreed to pretend they hadn’t seen each other. After taking a few steps, considering Xiao Changying’s stubborn nature, Shen Xihe spoke impatiently to avoid future trouble: “Organizations like this only care about money, not people. Once they receive payment, they don’t ask who’s paying, they just need to secure the money.”

Someone who could afford such a large sum wouldn’t be easily offended. Once they accepted the job, they would naturally do their utmost to complete it, so the person paying wouldn’t fear them daring to deceive and pocket the money.

Therefore, these men wouldn’t know who wanted her dead. Since these men had fallen into her hands and made their living through such dealings, Shen Xihe had no intention of leaving them alive.

Glancing at Xiao Changying, Shen Xihe went to a sheltered spot where Moyu had cleaned and laid out a blanket, planning to rest.

Xiao Changying frowned: “You… you even know about such organizations!”

Shen Xihe gave him a look that seemed to say ‘So what?’

Why shouldn’t she know? What she knew, not just Xiao Changying, but even Xiao Huayong might not fully understand.

As for why Shen Xihe knew these things, it was after marrying Xiao Huayong, when he told her about the outside world, that she asked a few questions and came to understand.

Xiao Changying stared heavily at Shen Xihe for a long while before dejectedly looking away, his face tense as he left her sight.

He was extremely curious about Shen Xihe but realized he had long lost the right to investigate her.

He couldn’t look too deeply into her anymore, even if not all aspects of her were kind and agreeable. On the contrary, she could be fierce and terrifying, but for some reason, the more he understood her, the more he knew about her, the more he couldn’t help himself.

Xiao Changying’s departure only made Shen Xihe feel more at ease. Moyu moved all the bodies away, called the hidden guards who had been following, dug a large pit, threw them all in, added some fragrant oil, and tossed in a fire starter. Roaring flames spread as she had the guards watch until the fire died out.

She returned, covered the bloodstains with soil, and sprinkled some fragrant powder to mask the smell. This powder happened to keep wild beasts away, serving two purposes.

Finally, she wrapped each head in cloth and placed them before the guards watching the fire pit: “Tomorrow morning, find a box to pack them in, use plenty of gold, find an escort agency, and send these people back to whoever sent them. Remember to choose an auspicious day.”

These were all Shen Xihe’s intentions. Although she hadn’t directly ordered it, Moyu could understand Shen Xihe’s meaning.

Rather than taking live prisoners back to confront those who had paid to have Shen Xihe killed, it was better to properly intimidate these people who didn’t understand the rules. Choosing a busy day would let the news spread wider, so others wouldn’t be so blind as to try to profit from taking her life in the future.

As for who was plotting behind the scenes, Shen Xihe closed her eyes and thought about the various princes’ ways of doing things. Her intuition told her it wasn’t any of them.

Yet unable to think who it might be at the moment, Shen Xihe could only sigh helplessly: “So many people want to harm me in secret.”

Chapter 505: Husband and Wife Reunite with Sweet Affection
Shen Xihe wasn’t sure if those who attempted to ambush her were targeting her personally or because she was the Crown Princess. Now wasn’t the time to investigate this matter. Once she dealt with more important people, she would settle accounts with them slowly.

Fortunately, this was the only incident along the way. Shen Xihe and Moyu arrived in Lanzhou on time, where people delivering messages had been waiting respectfully. As soon as Shen Xihe entered the city, she received firsthand information.

Bu Shulin and his group had only entered the city yesterday. After the fierce battle on the Wei River, her impersonator had used the excuse of being traumatized to frequently remain bedridden. Though their journey should have been several days shorter than hers, they had somehow managed to enter the city just one step behind her.

Shen Xihe didn’t plan to switch places immediately. Since His Majesty hadn’t truly made his move yet, she found an inn near the post station. Her carriage’s light gauze curtains hung nearly to her knees, impossible to lift even in the wind.

After the journey’s fatigue, Shen Xihe took a bath and sent Moyu out, planning to rest well.

She fell asleep quickly but in a state between dreams and reality, felt someone pressing against her. At first, she thought it was a nightmare, but soon the real, wet sensation made Shen Xihe suddenly open her eyes.

In the bright room, there indeed was someone. Shen Xihe had lit calming incense, trusting Moyu who wouldn’t put her in danger. That’s why she initially thought it was a nightmare. Despite all precautions, she’d forgotten there was one person Moyu would openly allow in!

“You…”

Shen Xihe only managed to open her mouth before Xiao Huayong swallowed the rest of her words.

Days of travel and Xiao Huayong’s teasing had left her body soft and powerless, unable to resist.

Her delicate skin flushed pink, her temples dampened with sweat; like water and milk mixing, their shadows merged and ground against each other.

When Shen Xihe woke the next day, she opened her eyes to see Crown Prince Xiao Huayong lying on his side, head propped on one hand, watching her. His eyes gathered silvery light, his face showed springtime satisfaction, his whole being radiating contentment.

“Not seeing Youyou for several days, I couldn’t control myself. If Youyou is angry, feel free to punish me.” Xiao Huayong showed a good attitude in admitting his fault.

“Shut up!” Shen Xihe rebuked in a low voice.

This was an inn – how dare he, how dare he do such things in an inn!

In Shen Xihe’s view, matters between husband and wife should only occur in their shared chambers.

Xiao Huayong obediently closed his mouth. Shen Xihe tried to get up, supporting her seemingly boneless body. Xiao Huayong hurriedly came forward to attentively serve her. Shen Xihe gave him a sidelong glance but didn’t refuse.

Afterward, no matter how attentive, gentle, or considerate Xiao Huayong was, or what he said, Shen Xihe ignored him. However, she wouldn’t refuse when she needed him, leaving Xiao Huayong’s heart in turmoil.

Was she truly angry? Or wasn’t she?

Shen Xihe was certainly angry, but despite her anger, she didn’t want to quarrel with him now. They had already argued before leaving the palace, and although they had cleared things up afterward, Shen Xihe still worried about hurting His Highness the Crown Prince’s fragile heart.

Yes, in Shen Xihe’s view, when Xiao Huayong faced her, his heart was as fragile as a child’s, as if even slightly forceful words from her could pierce his heart with countless wounds.

If it were anyone else, Shen Xihe would naturally ignore them, but this man had become her husband, always before her eyes. What could she do? She could only avoid confronting him, avoid hurting his fragile heart.

“Youyou, I know of a delicious restaurant, shall we try it?”

Shen Xihe remained motionless, reading her book.

Xiao Huayong pressed his tongue against his teeth: “Youyou, aren’t you curious about why I came so early? How did I come? When I left the palace? Whether I was attacked on the way?”

Shen Xihe remained deaf to his words, immersed in her thoughts, finishing one page and turning to another.

Xiao Huayong’s jaw tightened, and his handsome lips pursed. His eyes darted around but found nothing to attract his wife’s attention, and his shoulders drooped in disappointment.

Suddenly, as if thinking of something, he deliberately moved closer, sitting right next to Shen Xihe, speaking sourly: “Little Nine followed you, protecting you all the way.”

If not for this reason, even though his resistance to his wife was extremely low, he wouldn’t have been so anxious. It was all Xiao Changying’s fault. As soon as he entered the city, he heard that Xiao Changying had entered with Shen Xihe, clearly escorting her the whole way.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t let him send people to follow her, yet allowed Xiao Changying to protect her the whole way – he was mad with jealousy!

“Prince Lie was under imperial orders,” Shen Xihe knew that Xiao Huayong not only had a fragile spirit but was also petty.

“Imperial orders?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows.

“Mm.” Shen Xihe responded lightly, not looking at Xiao Huayong as she turned a page, “By His Majesty’s command, to watch me.”

How could someone as clever as Xiao Huayong not guess the twists within? He suddenly smiled.

The sound of his laughter drew Shen Xihe’s gaze, and he immediately suppressed his smile. If Xiao Changying wanted to say he was following orders rather than risking unauthorized departure from the capital to escort her, and his wife so naturally believed this, why should he expose the truth?

Such ambitious scheming – this year he must ensure Xiao Changying gets married, then see if he still dares to constantly watch his wife.

Although Xiao Huayong suppressed his smile, Shen Xihe sensed something amiss. She closed her book, turned sideways to create some distance, and fixed her deep gaze on Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong didn’t want to discuss Xiao Changying’s devoted love with Shen Xihe. He hurriedly changed the subject: “About the Wei River incident, His Majesty was furious and sent my cousin. He’s skilled in martial arts and deeply versed in military strategy. If His Majesty secretly orders him to move against you, we must revise our plans.”

Xiao Changfeng?

Shen Xihe was also surprised that Emperor Youning took this so seriously, actually sending Xiao Changfeng.

“I’ve had one encounter with Prince Xun; he’s not a devious person,” Shen Xihe recalled her first impression of Xiao Changfeng from when Yu Sangning had clung to him.

“He’s extremely loyal to the emperor,” Xiao Huayong smiled. “If His Majesty tells him he suspects father-in-law’s situation is suspicious, fears father-in-law has developed different intentions, and wants him to pretend to move against you to draw father-in-law out, he absolutely wouldn’t refuse.”

However, he would only pretend to pose a threat, ensuring Shen Xihe’s safety.

“Then we’ll trap him and all his men,” Shen Xihe’s eyes flickered. “Let him know the person in the post station isn’t me, then let him discover my whereabouts. He’ll surely think His Majesty’s suspicions are correct and follow me with his men. Choose a good location, you set up a formation for them. I happen to have a new type of incense – inhaling large amounts will surely cause hallucinations.”

Perhaps they could even extract some information from their mouths. Once they were trapped, she could reunite with her father.

Chapter 506: Everything Related to You Is Crucial
Xiao Huayong stood and moved behind Shen Xihe, one hand resting on her chair’s armrest, the other on her shoulder: “Youyou’s fragrances are so varied, truly impossible to guard against.”

Previously, Xiao Huayong hadn’t truly appreciated the dangers of incense, remembering mostly sleeping incense and aphrodisiacs. After meeting Shen Xihe, he learned about scents that could attract or threaten venomous snakes and fierce beasts. Now married, his eyes were opened even wider.

Shen Xihe lifted her head slightly, her bright eyes showing a trace of amusement: “I have lethal fragrances too. Would Your Highness like to try?”

“Oh? How lethal?” Xiao Huayong, as if mesmerized, slowly leaned down until their temples touched.

Shen Xihe stood up, pushed him away, and walked behind the screen. From her luggage, she took out a palm-sized porcelain container for rouge and powder: “This is improved from a Western Regions formula that triggers asthma. It smells cool and refreshing; those with lung problems would become addicted. Even healthy people would love it when anxious or worried. The fragrance contains a poison that spreads through the respiratory system.

It shows no effects initially but gradually causes coughing and sore throat, then bleeding coughs, and finally death. It corrodes the lungs through breath, and even the most skilled physicians can’t understand how the poison only damages the lungs.”

Xiao Huayong stepped forward, took the small porcelain dish from her hands, opened it, and was about to take a light sniff when Shen Xihe snatched it away, glaring at him angrily.

“Do you have a death wish?” Shen Xihe scolded.

His lips curving into a smile, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help asking: “This fragrance wasn’t originally prepared for me, was it?”

Given his severe cough, if such a fragrance were used, who would suspect anything if he coughed blood and died?

“Is that how you see me in your eyes?” Shen Xihe asked with a cold smile.

She admitted that initially, she chose to be with Xiao Huayong because his short life expectancy would minimize the impact on her, and his legitimate status made him the most valuable marriage choice.

That was because he was already destined for a short life. If she had intended to kill the son while sparing the father, would Xiao Huayong have been her choice?

She never planned too far ahead because distant plans couldn’t account for all involved parties. Some people had never actively harmed her, and unless it truly became a matter of life and death, she wouldn’t develop murderous intentions without cause. She wasn’t benevolent, but neither was she bloodthirsty.

Without reason, why would she plot to kill her husband?

If her husband hadn’t yet married but she had already prepared to assassinate him at any time, and he discovered and opposed her murderous plot, wouldn’t she have brought trouble upon herself? What right would she have to claim betrayal?

“That’s not what I meant,” seeing Shen Xihe’s misunderstanding, Xiao Huayong hurried to explain, “I meant to ask if you would treat me this way if we weren’t of one mind after marriage.”

Shen Xihe’s expression softened slightly: “That would depend on the extent of our disagreement. If we each had our aims but he didn’t interfere with me, why would I harm him? If he became my enemy, I naturally wouldn’t show mercy.”

Chuckling softly, Xiao Huayong said: “My Youyou is truly kind.”

He didn’t know about others, but compared to him, Shen Xihe was far more benevolent.

Shen Xihe glanced at him and started putting away the cream, but Xiao Huayong stopped her: “Give it to me, Youyou.”

“Give it to you?” Shen Xihe examined him.

Xiao Huayong smiled innocently: “I know its potency and won’t let it harm me.”

As husband and wife, Xiao Huayong had always been attentive and protective of her. Since he rarely asked her for anything, Shen Xihe couldn’t refuse. However, thinking of his past misdeeds, she said leisurely: “If I don’t give it to you, will Your Highness take it without asking again?”

He had stolen her handkerchief and the cloak she made for Shengyun. Xiao Huayong wasn’t afraid of being teased and even pretended to consider seriously before saying: “That depends on Youyou’s mood. If Youyou is happy that day, I’ll take it.”

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at his response and simply placed it in his hand: “Here.”

The porcelain dish seemed to still hold the warmth of her fingertips. Looking up, she had already walked away, her flowing clothes leaving a faint trace of fragrance that made Xiao Huayong unconsciously close his eyes, smile, and take a deep breath.

After breakfast, Shen Xihe left the inn wearing her veil. Though Xiao Huayong had arranged a residence here, Shen Xihe didn’t move in and instead sent Xiao Huayong there himself.

Her first step was to have Moyu send a message to Zhenzhu, letting her expose the suspicious nature of the Shen Xihe at the post station to Xiao Changfeng. After Xiao Changfeng began investigating the people at the post station, Shen Xihe would then let him know her location.

Things had to be done step by step, not rushed. Shen Xihe finished her evening meal and was preparing to read before retiring when Xiao Huayong, whom she had banished, appeared again. It was late at night, and given Xiao Huayong’s lack of self-control in seeking intimacy, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but warn instinctively: “Don’t be reckless!”

Xiao Huayong actually had business to discuss, otherwise, he wouldn’t have agreed to not disturb her only to come up suddenly. Seeing Shen Xihe’s defensive posture, romantic thoughts rippled through his mind briefly, but he had more important matters this time and knew that if he acted recklessly again, she might truly deal with him harshly.

Coughing lightly, Xiao Huayong asked: “Is there anything you haven’t told me?”

Shen Xihe gave him a suspicious glance, confirming he wasn’t just trying to distract her attention, then thought carefully but couldn’t think of anything she’d forgotten to tell him: “I don’t know what you’re referring to, and I don’t like guessing. Just tell me directly.”

Xiao Huayong felt a bit disappointed. He had hoped she would tell him about the assassination attempt herself. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about him, but rather that she didn’t consider the matter significant. To her, anything she could handle herself wasn’t worth mentioning. He needed to change this habit of hers.

He didn’t need her to become dependent on him, but he hoped she would grow accustomed to sharing everything with him.

“I know you’ve handled the assassination attempt cleanly, but I still want to hear about it from you directly. This way I won’t worry needlessly about whether you were injured and hiding it.” Since she wanted directness, he would be direct.

Shen Xihe indeed felt these were already resolved matters, not worth discussing: “Are these things all so crucial to you?”

Xiao Huayong nodded firmly: “Everything related to you is crucial to me.”

Seeing how serious he was, Shen Xihe yielded: “Very well, I’ll remember that.”

Chapter 507: Deliberately Revealing a Flaw
Xiao Huayong felt helpless about Shen Xihe’s lack of romantic sensibility, but he was also filled with inexplicable joy that she was willing to change and consider his feelings.

Though satisfied in his heart, Xiao Huayong dared not linger long. Despite Shen Xihe appearing defenseless now, they were husband and wife after all, and how could he not notice her peripheral vision constantly tracking his every movement?

When Xiao Huayong stepped forward, Shen Xihe quickly moved a step ahead. He merely wanted to get closer to bid her an intimate farewell, but her vigilant demeanor reminded him of that released little deer, equally endearing.

“Rest early. If you need me, just blow the bone whistle,” Xiao Huayong said with a soft laugh before silently departing through the window.

Shen Xihe breathed a sigh of relief and hurried to wash up and bathe. Before retiring, she specifically instructed Moyu: “Even if His Highness the Crown Prince comes in the middle of the night, do not let him enter without my permission.”

“Yes,” Moyu nodded in acknowledgment.

Only then did Shen Xihe lie down contentedly and enter sweet dreams.

Meanwhile, at the relay station, the Crown Princess suddenly fell ill. Zhenzhu, the medical maid by the Crown Princess’s side, knocked on the traveling physician’s door to obtain some medicines. The physician didn’t have them either, so they had to disturb Xiao Changfeng, who was currently in charge of their safety. Xiao Changfeng sent someone to buy medicine from the city pharmacy and brought the physician to the Crown Princess’s bedchamber, waiting behind the screen for the physician’s diagnosis results.

After the examination, Xiao Changfeng keenly noticed something off about the physician’s expression and asked with concern: “How is Her Highness the Crown Princess?”

The physician’s eyes flickered before he bowed and said: “In response to Your Highness, the Crown Princess is suffering from cold deficiency. I’ve seen Miss Zhenzhu’s prescription, and the medicine is extremely appropriate. With Miss Zhenzhu present, this humble one need not show off before experts. Her Highness the Crown Princess will surely recover soon.”

Xiao Changfeng raised his eyebrows upon hearing this and glanced at the shadowy figures behind the screen. He felt something was amiss but couldn’t quite figure out what. Moreover, it wasn’t appropriate to linger in Shen Xihe’s room late at night, given the delicate situation.

“It’s good that the Crown Princess is well,” Xiao Changfeng said respectfully. “This prince is just next door. If the Crown Princess has any instructions, feel free to send someone to call for me.”

“Thank you for your trouble, Prince Xun,” the Crown Princess’s voice was extremely hoarse and weak.

After Xiao Changfeng left, his attendants followed closely behind. When the physician reached the end of the corridor near Xiao Changfeng’s temporary quarters and was about to withdraw after bowing, he was grabbed by the arm: “This prince is feeling unwell. Physician, please come in and check my pulse.”

Brought into Xiao Changfeng’s room, the physician became uneasy. Xiao Changfeng sat leisurely at the table, unhurriedly poured himself a cup of hot water, then looked up at the nervous physician: “How is Her Highness the Crown Princess?”

“In response to Your Highness, the Crown Princess is indeed well. With the appropriate medicine, she should be able to leave her bed tomorrow,” the physician replied.

“Oh?” Xiao Changfeng’s voice rose meaningfully. “If that’s the case, why did you appear flustered after taking her pulse?”

“Your Highness, this humble one didn’t—”

“Think carefully before answering. I most hate being deceived,” Xiao Changfeng sternly interrupted.

The physician’s heart skipped a beat, and he quickly knelt: “Your Highness, the Crown Princess’s body is indeed unharmed, but…”

“But what?” Xiao Changfeng pressed.

“Your Highness, everyone has their unique pulse pattern, which doesn’t easily change significantly in a short time. This humble one checked the Crown Princess’s pulse two days ago when Your Highness came, and was very familiar with her physical condition. Tonight, checking her pulse again, the Crown Princess’s pulse pattern is very different from the days prior. A person’s health condition shows great variation in pulse strength.”

The physician spoke very indirectly, but how could someone as perceptive as Xiao Changfeng not understand the deeper meaning? “Are you saying the Crown Princess’s pulse patterns these past few days differ greatly, as if belonging to different people?”

The physician lowered his head in silence, his lack of denial serving as confirmation.

Xiao Changfeng’s eyes flickered slightly. The Crown Princess had been replaced right under his nose, but why make such a scene tonight? Shouldn’t they have kept it hidden?

The relay station wasn’t sealed off. If Zhenzhu and others wanted medicine, they could have sent someone to the pharmacy. Why need to disturb the physician? And if they hadn’t disturbed the physician, how would it have alerted him?

If they had quietly obtained the medicine, even if he found out tomorrow, he wouldn’t have thought much of it. The maids around the Crown Princess all appeared very shrewd – how could they not have considered this? Such actions seemed deliberately designed to let him know through the physician that the Crown Princess had been replaced.

“Have you seen the Crown Princess?” Xiao Changfeng asked.

“Your Highness, this humble one is too lowly to dare gaze upon such an exalted countenance,” the physician said softly.

The Crown Princess was already in bed, and when he arrived, the bed curtains were drawn. Someone of his low status couldn’t raise their head while taking a noble’s pulse, so both times he hadn’t seen the Crown Princess’s face.

“Go rest now, and keep this matter to yourself,” Xiao Changfeng waved to dismiss the physician.

The physician couldn’t wait to flee, quickly bowing before hastily withdrawing.

Xiao Changfeng had no mind to care about the physician’s discourteous retreat. He was pondering what game Shen Xihe was playing.

Before His Majesty sent him, he had confided that he suspected something was amiss with Shen Yueshan’s disappearance.

On this point, Xiao Changfeng had his judgment. Not specifically regarding Shen Yueshan, but anyone familiar with Shen Yueshan’s past illustrious military achievements wouldn’t believe he could be ambushed and go missing. Langzhou wasn’t far from the northwest, and Shen Yueshan should have known the terrain like the back of his hand. It was impossible that there would still be no trace of him.

On the boat to Lanzhou, Shen Xihe had also faced such a large-scale assassination attempt. His Majesty said these people’s backgrounds were extremely complex, involving at least three different factions. All signs indicated this matter wasn’t simple, so he naturally exercised extreme caution.

The next day, the Crown Princess was indeed able to leave her bed. In the small courtyard behind the relay station, Xiao Changfeng watched her sitting alone, pale-faced and appearing distracted, with surprisingly no one by her side. He walked over, and the Crown Princess raised her eyes to look at him.

Xiao Changfeng clasped his hands in greeting, and the probing words that came to his lips were ultimately swallowed back. He said: “The wind is strong outside. Your Highness has just recovered from illness and should be careful not to catch a cold. Why are there no attendants by your side?”

“I was feeling vexed… and sent them away,” the Crown Princess’s voice had a sickly hoarseness.

Although Xiao Changfeng had seen the Crown Princess several times, he had only really spoken with her at Shen Xihe’s coming-of-age ceremony, when Yu Sangning’s cat was injured and Shen Xihe intervened as the host. Beyond that, they had no other interactions, so he couldn’t immediately judge true from false.

But first, there was the deliberate notification through the physician about the Crown Princess’s identity, and now this coincidental solo encounter – Xiao Changfeng felt it wasn’t simple.

Chapter 508: Young Master Bu as a Tool
Xiao Changfeng didn’t follow through with probing questions, not wanting to walk into a trap the Crown Princess might have set. Every move the Crown Princess made now was intricately connected to the Northwest King, and the Northwest King’s every action affected the stability of the entire court.

“Your Highness, please sit for a moment longer. This prince will not disturb your peace further,” Xiao Changfeng withdrew with perfect courtesy.

After finishing her morning meal, Shen Xihe received news from the relay station that Xiao Changfeng hadn’t easily taken the bait. This was within her expectations: “This is truly someone His Majesty has personally cultivated.”

This method was the least likely to arouse Xiao Changfeng’s suspicions that Shen Xihe could think of. Upon suddenly learning that she had been replaced under his nose, Xiao Changfeng should have had his attention drawn to this, perhaps even panicking about where the real her had gone.

Only someone rational and calm would consider this might be deliberately revealed to him. That he could still restrain himself from probing made Shen Xihe regard him even more highly.

“It doesn’t matter. Let him remain half-suspicious,” Shen Xihe handed the message to Zhenzhu. “Let Young Master Bu make his entrance.”

Bu Shulin had long known Shen Xihe was in the city, not far from her. During this time, following these people, while exposed to the elements, she felt she should continue to lay low. Without Shen Xihe’s instructions, she dared not seek her out rashly, fearing rebuke. Having finally received Shen Xihe’s permission, she naturally rushed over at full speed.

Putting on an act was what she did best.

It wasn’t difficult to make several detours, deliberately letting people lose track of her several times, then coincidentally allowing those who thought they’d lost her to suddenly discover her again. She quickly located where Shen Xihe was staying and purposely led those tracking her in circles.

Everyone knew of her deep friendship with Shen Xihe. They frequently sought each other’s company before Shen Xihe’s marriage, and at the wedding, she shocked the capital by contributing three chests of dowry. Since this matter involved both Shen Xihe and Shen Yueshan, she was naturally a person of interest under close surveillance.

Bu Shulin made several rounds, using several alleys to definitively shake off her pursuers. Then there was a wall with a hole neither too big nor too small. If the secret guards were determined enough and sufficiently decisive, they could crawl through the dog hole and happen to see her, who had taken a detour to shake them off, swagger casually into the inn.

From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of a figure quickly poking its head out and then withdrawing. Though Bu Shulin couldn’t see clearly who it was, she could guess it must be someone tracking her. With a slight smile, she entered the inn.

She rushed upstairs toward Shen Xihe’s room, but just as she reached the top, she saw a figure flash by. She wondered if her eyes were playing tricks on her and wanted to investigate, but just then Moyu opened the door. Hiding her doubts, Bu Shulin entered.

Seeing the table full of delicacies, she immediately brightened and rushed over to hug Shen Xihe, showing her excitement.

However, Shen Xihe stepped aside, nearly causing Bu Shulin to fall. Fortunately, her agility allowed her to quickly steady herself.

Turning around, she pouted angrily at Shen Xihe: “Youyou, if I had fallen and ruined my face, I’d have held you responsible for life!”

“You stink,” Shen Xihe mercilessly uttered a single word before moving to the window.

“Stink?” Bu Shulin quickly raised her arm and sniffed her armpit. Though not fragrant, it wasn’t stinky either.

She had been escorting the Crown Princess to Langzhou, always among rough men, and couldn’t bathe daily like a lady. But she was quite clean, bathing every two days, and even the Imperial Guards said Young Master was particular.

Moyu brought an incense burner with a strong fragrance and deliberately held it near Bu Shulin, fanning the smoke toward her.

Bu Shulin: …

She felt greatly insulted.

But the table of good wine and food before her prevented her from getting angry. After weighing it for a moment, she surrendered to the temptation of fine food, sat down with chopsticks, allowed Moyu to perfume her, and began eating heartily.

Full of food and drink, and now sweetly perfumed, Bu Shulin became extremely lazy and drawled: “If you dislike me so much, why not have your maid prepare fragrant hot water for me to bathe?”

Wouldn’t direct bathing be simpler? Shen Xihe’s perfume was precious, and Moyu had been fumigating her for a quarter hour, wasting people, effort, and fragrance.

Shen Xihe lowered her eyelids and glanced at her: “If you come to see me, Prince Xun will receive news immediately. Coming here and leaving after a bath? Are you tired of living?”

“Hm?” Bu Shulin didn’t understand why seeing Shen Xihe and taking a bath would mean being tired of living.

Sometimes Shen Xihe doubted Bu Shulin’s intelligence. In front of others, she always remembered she was disguised as a man, but in front of Shen Xihe, she seemed to forget she was playing a male role.

“The Crown Princess and Young Master Bu, meeting privately, lingering for half an hour, Young Master Bu leaving after a bath,” Shen Xihe explained plainly.

“Oh!” Bu Shulin suddenly understood, then smiled mischievously. “Young Master Bu having an affair with the Crown Princess, I’d be giving His Highness the Crown Prince a green…”

As she spoke, she winked suggestively, appearing eager to try.

Shen Xihe’s expression immediately softened: “You probably don’t know, he’s also in the city, not a hundred paces from me. Shall I relay these words to him for you?”

Bu Shulin: …

“No, no, no…” Bu Shulin waved her hands repeatedly while shaking her head like a rattledrum. “Dear sister, don’t treat me like this.”

Since learning Xiao Huayong’s true nature, Bu Shulin had feared him like a tiger. How would she dare provoke him? Look at what happened to those who opposed His Highness the Crown Prince!

Shen Xihe had no interest in teasing Bu Shulin further. Looking at the food table that Bu Shulin had cleared like a whirlwind, she directly dismissed her: “You can leave now.”

“Hm?” Large confusion appeared on Bu Shulin’s forehead. She looked at the food table, then at Shen Xihe. “Did you especially call me here just to eat a meal?”

This was too good, she had thought Shen Xihe had some instructions for her, that this was a reward.

Just as Bu Shulin was getting tearfully emotional, Shen Xihe coldly spoke: “Your purpose was simply to let Prince Xun know I’m here. I don’t wish to speak much with you, but needed you to stay long enough, so I ordered a meal for you.”

Her warm heart doused by a bucket of ice water, Bu Shulin felt her chest grow cold. She put on a lifeless expression: “You didn’t have to tell me the truth.”

“I never deceive others’ feelings,” Shen Xihe answered straightforwardly.

Bu Shulin clutched her chest. She silently stood up and walked toward the door, afraid that staying longer would make her vomit blood.

With her hands on the door latch, she remembered something and turned back: “When I came in earlier, I seemed to see His Highness Prince Lie.”

That fleeting figure had been in the room opposite Shen Xihe’s, though she hadn’t seen clearly.

Chapter 509: Husband and Wife Join Forces
“I know,” Shen Xihe nodded in acknowledgment.

Xiao Changying had been following her all along, keeping his distance while traveling. Whenever she checked into an inn, Xiao Changying would invariably stay at the same inn, on the same floor, watching her very closely.

However, at this point, Xiao Changying still hadn’t joined forces with Xiao Changfeng. Revealing her presence here to Xiao Changfeng truly left her puzzled – weren’t they both following her on His Majesty’s orders?

Bu Shulin tilted her head and looked at Shen Xihe for quite a while before breaking into a sly smile and leaving cheerfully.

She understood now – so Prince Lie was a romantic soul, escorting her for thousands of miles, possibly even leaving the capital without permission.

Tsk, the power of beauty was truly irresistible.

As for the possibility that Xiao Changying was following Shen Xihe on His Majesty’s orders, Bu Shulin wouldn’t think that way. Otherwise, when they were attacked on the boat, Shen Xihe would have been exposed then – why would she need to find ways to let Xiao Changfeng know now?

Given Shen Xihe’s interest-driven nature, especially as a married woman, even putting oneself in her shoes, an unfeeling woman wouldn’t believe Prince Lie would travel thousands of miles tirelessly for his sister-in-law.

Because Shen Xihe couldn’t understand what he sought to gain – he simply wanted to prevent her from getting hurt or meeting with accidents. For Shen Xihe, who valued reason over emotion, this was something she wouldn’t do herself, so naturally she wouldn’t think that way.

Bu Shulin’s smile was quite punch-worthy. Shen Xihe frowned at her look of enlightened yet subtle understanding of certain emotions but didn’t delve deeper. In Shen Xihe’s mind, Bu Shulin always had a neurotic appearance, so this wasn’t surprising.

As for Xiao Changying, Shen Xihe wanted to go greet him. She wondered why the jealous Xiao Huayong hadn’t led him away.

The jealous Crown Prince certainly wouldn’t lead him away – he’d let Xiao Changying stay to have his heart pierced by his wife.

Leading him away wouldn’t dispel Xiao Changying’s feelings, so why not let him experience Shen Xihe’s ruthlessness? Perhaps he’d let go then?

What joy could compare to watching your love rival being rejected by your wife?

Shen Xihe knocked on Xiao Changying’s door. Though curious about her intentions, he opened the door to let her in.

Without sitting down, Shen Xihe stood at the doorway and spoke in a voice only the two of them could hear: “I’m going to make a move against His Majesty’s men and Prince Xun. If you wish to help them, feel free to act. If you have no desire to help, don’t let them discover anything.”

Subconsciously, Shen Xihe didn’t want to be enemies with Xiao Changying. Just for the fact that he hadn’t revealed her presence early on, it seemed Xiao Changying also didn’t want to break ties with her and Xiao Huayong.

“How do you plan to move against Prince Xun?” Xiao Changying asked urgently, thinking of how Shen Xihe never struck unless to kill.

Shen Xihe didn’t understand his meaning and replied coldly: “That’s my business, not yours.”

Xiao Changying’s eyes darkened. Seeing Shen Xihe about to leave, he stepped in front of her: “My cousin is highly skilled, and he’s the only bloodline of the Xun Prince’s line, plus His Majesty’s carefully nurtured talent. If anything happens to him, His Majesty will surely investigate thoroughly.”

Xiao Changfeng’s special status meant that any mishap would cause huge waves.

Understanding now that Xiao Changying thought she meant to kill Xiao Changfeng, Shen Xihe said: “Your Highness need not worry. I have no grudge against Prince Xun. Though we serve different masters, it’s far from a life-or-death situation. I won’t harm him.”

Had she been too extreme before? Both Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changying seemed to think she would kill whenever she acted.

What conflict did she have with Xiao Changfeng? He had neither hurt her nor posed a threat to her – how could she be someone who took lives without cause? If different standpoints meant taking lives, how many supporters did His Majesty have in court? Should she kill them all indiscriminately?

Having said this, Shen Xihe walked around Xiao Changying and returned to her room.

Xiao Changying watched her leave and enter her room, closing the door.

After brief contemplation, he decided to leave this place. If Shen Xihe specifically came to notify him, she must already be setting a trap for Xiao Changfeng. Xiao Changfeng would soon notice this place and discover his presence – that wouldn’t be good.

He wasn’t afraid of His Majesty discovering his unauthorized departure from the capital, but rather couldn’t let His Majesty know he’d left privately for Shen Xihe’s sake. In brotherly rivalry, even though Shen Xihe was now the Crown Princess, His Majesty would harbor more killing intent toward her.

Or His Majesty might use this to pit him against the Crown Prince, making him a pawn to deal with the Crown Prince. Neither scenario was what he wanted to see.

As for Shen Xihe dealing with Xiao Changfeng, he wasn’t worried about Shen Xihe at all – he was worried about Xiao Changfeng!

However, since Shen Xihe said she wouldn’t harm Xiao Changfeng, he set his mind at ease and decided to wait and see.

Shen Xihe quickly learned of Xiao Changying’s departure. She was quite satisfied with his choice – if Xiao Changying had truly interfered, dealing with him would inevitably involve Xiao Changqing, making the aftermath too troublesome to handle.

Meanwhile, not long after Bu Shulin entered the inn, Xiao Changfeng received the news. His men made inquiries at the inn but couldn’t discover the reason. However, Xiao Changfeng had more ways to investigate, such as going directly through official channels, and quickly obtaining information on all current guests at the inn.

Neither Shen Xihe nor Xiao Changying used their real names or travel documents. After Xiao Changying checked out, he didn’t attract Xiao Changfeng’s attention. Xiao Changfeng already had his suspicions, and verification came even more quickly. The next day, he knew Shen Xihe was in the inn.

“We act today,” Shen Xihe said to Moyu as she got up.

Moyu understood and found a lapel robe for Shen Xihe. After breakfast, the master and servant left the inn and headed towards the outskirts of the city. Initially, Xiao Changfeng followed alone, but seeing Shen Xihe and her party going further and further, he didn’t dare be careless and signaled to bring half his men, leaving the other half at the relay station guarding the “Crown Princess.”

He never acted rashly and always ensured a way out. These men were kept as a precaution – if he truly fell into Shen Xihe’s trap, they could come to his rescue.

What he didn’t know was that after he led half his forces to chase Shen Xihe and got lost in a grove, Xiao Huayong openly sent people to the relay station to kidnap the “Crown Princess,” while the other half of his men frantically searched for the Crown Princess’s whereabouts.

“Your Highness, are we caught in some sort of supernatural maze?” They had been trapped here for a long time, passing this marked tree for the third time, and Xiao Changfeng’s subordinates were growing anxious.

Shen Xihe stood on a high mountain, where a pavilion offered a perfect view of the tiny black dots moving below: “His Highness the Crown Prince’s expertise in the art of Nine Palaces is truly admirable.”

Chapter 510: His Highness Is Someone Worthy of Trust
“If Youyou want to learn, I’ll teach you everything I know,” Xiao Huayong’s voice drifted from behind.

Shen Xihe turned around. He hadn’t come alone – he brought a lady with him. Xiao Huayong had always maintained strict propriety, never keeping female servants by his side. Before Shen Xihe married into the Eastern Palace, the palace maids there only handled minor cleaning duties and could never get close to Xiao Huayong. Thus, this was the first time she’d seen a lady following him.

Even though the woman maintained a servant’s utterly respectful demeanor, not daring to raise her head, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but look at her twice.

These two glances made Xiao Huayong beam with joy. He walked up to Shen Xihe and said in an extremely delighted tone tinged with pride: “Youyou, you’re jealous.”

Shen Xihe: …

Where was she jealous? Did he think everyone was like him, capable of getting jealous at any moment?

“Because I looked at her twice?”

“If you weren’t concerned, why would you look twice?” Xiao Huayong argued confidently.

He smiled even more happily, believing that his Youyou was not only jealous but also too embarrassed to show it.

Shen Xihe suppressed the urge to twitch her lips. Even if she were completely lacking in perception, she could still see the relationship between the two. This lady had practically lowered herself to the dirt, yet maintained a straight back – a well-trained, loyal subordinate. Such a person would never harbor any inappropriate thoughts toward their master.

Moreover, it was one thing for Xiao Huayong to doubt her intelligence, but to label her as jealous, he even had to deny his character. How could someone as perceptive as him not know if someone harbored romantic feelings for him?

If he knew, how could he keep such a person by his side?

But he looked so happy that Shen Xihe couldn’t bring herself to voice these analytical thoughts.

“If it pleases Your Highness,” Shen Xihe couldn’t be bothered to argue.

“I am indeed pleased that Youyou is jealous for my sake,” Xiao Huayong happily responded.

Shen Xihe displayed a proper smile.

Xiao Huayong walked to her side, naturally taking the fan from Mo Yu. Today’s sun was harsh, the mountain breeze was light, and it was somewhat stuffy here. He fanned Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe initially tried to stop him. Although they were husband and wife, she didn’t hold the notion that husbands were more noble than wives. But he was still the Crown Prince, his status was extraordinary, and Shen Xihe felt uncomfortable enjoying his service.

“Serving my wife is my pleasure as a husband,” Xiao Huayong dodged Shen Xihe’s hand and switched to her other side to continue fanning. “Youyou hasn’t said yet, do you want to learn this art?”

Following Xiao Huayong’s gaze toward Xiao Changfeng and others trapped below the mountain, Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “No.”

Her rejection was so quick and decisive that Xiao Huayong’s smile dimmed: “Why?”

“This must be a profound art that cannot be mastered in a day,” Shen Xihe explained.

“We are together day and night, husband and wife for all eternity – how could you not learn it eventually?” Xiao Huayong eagerly persuaded her. He simply wanted Shen Xihe to learn with him, imagining teaching her hand-in-hand filled him with inexplicable yearning.

“Your Highness doesn’t know, I have a stubborn nature. If I don’t learn, so be it, but once I start learning, I must grasp its essence,” Shen Xihe remained unmoved. “Doesn’t Your Highness wish to keep me from overthinking?”

The saying “extreme wisdom leads to harm” refers to how intelligent people think too much, worry excessively, and damage their foundations, leading to shortened lives.

Xiao Huayong’s brows became tinged with solemnity. The art of Qimen was indeed extremely taxing on the mind. He immediately abandoned his thoughts of teaching Shen Xihe and gestured to the lady he brought: “She was sent by the local authorities. She will impersonate you during this period.”

The lady walked before her and performed a respectful bow. Only then did Shen Xihe notice their heights were almost identical.

However, everyone’s bearing and mannerisms were different – only those familiar would notice the disparities. Her appearance bore no resemblance to Shen Xihe’s, but Xiao Huayong’s disguise techniques left Shen Xihe in awe, though this wasn’t particularly difficult.

“Rise,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“She’s also skilled in disguise. Would Youyou like to keep her by your side?” This was Xiao Huayong’s reason for bringing her.

He had never intended to place someone by Shen Xihe’s side – she neither needed nor wanted it, and he didn’t want her to misunderstand. Today he had merely happened to bring the person back from the relay station and had this temporary idea, also letting Shen Xihe see who would be impersonating her.

“You called her back?” Rather than considering whether to keep the person, Shen Xihe was more concerned about Xiao Huayong removing the person at this time – the “Crown Princess” couldn’t simply vanish from the relay station without a trace.

“His Majesty just sent many people, so I had people abduct the ‘Crown Princess.’ The city is now under martial law, with forces everywhere searching for your whereabouts,” Xiao Huayong smiled.

When Shen Xihe had switched places with the impersonator and somehow separated from the main group, once Xiao Changfeng discovered this, they needed to take away the impersonator before he could react and detain her. This would also make it convenient for Shen Xihe to return.

This move was indeed correctly played by Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness’s considerations are thorough.”

“You trust me.” Xiao Huayong didn’t believe Shen Xihe hadn’t thought of these things – it was just that since he had sent the person, she wouldn’t overstep by giving orders, and she trusted he would understand this point.

“Your Highness is someone worthy of trust,” Shen Xihe said sincerely.

These were her true feelings – Xiao Huayong was indeed a trustworthy person. Working with him, she could unreservedly entrust her back to him, his wisdom and abilities could keep pace with her. Marrying such a person was very relaxing.

If Xiao Huayong could be more steady in his daily behavior, he would be perfect in Shen Xihe’s view.

As long as it wasn’t about serious matters, Xiao Huayong always gave her headaches, and irritation, and left her speechless.

Yet she hadn’t noticed at all that her life, once as still as dead water, had become vibrant and colorful because of Xiao Huayong.

She had earnestly praised Xiao Huayong, but to his ears, it was sweet talk between husband and wife, making his smile even more radiant than the proud sun beyond the pavilion, his gaze tender and lively.

Shen Xihe finally realized that in some aspects, she still couldn’t maintain ideological synchronization with Xiao Huayong. She averted her gaze: “Shall we go see Father now?”

She very much wanted to see Shen Yueshan.

“No hurry.” Xiao Huayong’s smile diminished slightly as he clasped his hands behind his back and walked to the pavilion’s edge to look down: “This cousin of mine is quite capable. While we can trap him for a while, it won’t last too long.”

Shen Xihe also walked to his side: “Even if he can break through Your Highness’s formation, he can’t escape the hallucinogenic incense laid for him.”

The world only knows that datura causes hallucinations, but they don’t know that the common touch-me-not also has hallucinogenic powers no less than datura’s.

Chapter 511: Total Loss
When Xiao Changfeng, carefully cultivated by Emperor Youning, with abilities and martial prowess no less than the various princes, had been trapped by Xiao Huayong for an hour, he finally found a way to break through and burst out.

Just as he led his men through the dissipating mist and saw their direction, charging toward the exit point, a very faint fragrance, so subtle it was barely perceptible in the wind, began to spread.

The scent wasn’t strong or pungent, and being in the mountain forest during the transition between spring and summer, even someone as vigilant as Xiao Changfeng didn’t take notice. Especially after being trapped for so long, he was anxious about being unable to contact his subordinates at the relay station for an hour, not knowing what new tricks Shen Xihe might be playing, his mind focused solely on quickly returning to the station.

The first to experience hallucinations were the subordinates behind him, exhausted both physically and mentally from being trapped too long. The hallucinogenic fragrance triggered their illusions, amplifying the evil in their hearts. One turned to see a colleague with whom he’d had friction, and those unpleasant memories instantly flooded his mind. Without hesitation, he drew his sword and struck at his unsuspecting companion.

This action frightened the surrounding colleagues into quickly dodging. Xiao Changfeng, who was at the front, finally realized something was wrong. Turning back, he saw not only this person had fallen into hallucinations – some were foaming at the mouth and collapsing, while others were releasing their deepest malice and suppressed desires, performing many shocking acts.

Those with steadfast minds became dizzy, only able to support themselves by using their swords as crutches.

“Youyou’s fragrance is truly fearsome,” Xiao Huayong’s eyesight was keener than Shen Xihe’s. While she could only see moving shadows, he could see more clearly, and even he was somewhat shocked.

“What’s fearsome isn’t the fragrance, but people’s hearts,” Shen Xihe said softly. “This fragrance is harmless, it merely causes hallucinations. Those displaying such ugly behavior are possessed by the greed and malice in their hearts.”

Human nature only needs an excuse to expose and indulge itself.

Those who didn’t display ugly behavior weren’t necessarily without malice – rather, the goodness in their hearts exceeded their malice, and they could better control themselves. Human good and evil are a manifestation of self-control.

Those who can control themselves well won’t easily make impulsive actions they’ll regret.

“Being able to draw out the evil in people’s hearts is already admirable,” Xiao Huayong chuckled.

Faced with Xiao Huayong’s praise, Shen Xihe didn’t merely show humility, but spoke matter-of-factly: “The art of using fragrance isn’t that sophisticated. If Your Highness hadn’t trapped them and agitated their emotions, it couldn’t have achieved such impressive results.”

Moreover, their panic was also thanks to the lightness of the touch-me-not fragrance blend that didn’t arouse suspicion. Had it been datura, they would have noticed immediately. Even now Xiao Changfeng hadn’t realized – the more they inhaled, the better the hallucinogenic effect.

If Xiao Changfeng had noticed the faint fragrance causing the hallucinations and quickly led his people away, they would have recovered before long.

Indeed, Xiao Changfeng didn’t suspect this mostly undetectable and barely perceptible fragrance. He first knocked out those deep in hallucinations, and though he noticed his head feeling heavy, he felt no major discomfort. Looking back at the majority who had fallen, he couldn’t abandon these people. He exchanged a glance with those still standing and struggling, and they tacitly understood, collapsing one after another.

After everyone had fallen, Xiao Changfeng held on for a moment before pretending to stagger and finally feigning collapse.

Although Xiao Huayong saw more clearly than Shen Xihe, he hadn’t detected Xiao Changfeng’s pretense. However, this didn’t affect his judgment: “Youyou, guess if our cousin is truly unconscious or faking?”

Shen Xihe could only see shadows at this distance, unable to distinguish individuals or even clear clothing patterns. However, since Xiao Changfeng had the best martial skills, the last person to fall must be him: “If Prince Xun is injured, falling at this time wouldn’t be surprising.”

She had once used datura fragrance to treat severely wounded Xiao Changying. For every fragrance she developed, as long as it wasn’t lethal, Shen Xihe had her guards test it to measure its potency, avoiding underestimating opponents and putting herself in danger.

Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. His hand turned, and a short flute appeared from nowhere. He held it to his lips, and melodious notes drifted out.

Moments later, a figure darted toward Xiao Changfeng – someone moving like lightning in night-walking clothes, face completely wrapped except for two eyes. He reached to grab Xiao Changfeng, but before he could seize him, Xiao Changfeng countered and seized his hand.

The black-clothed person was startled, immediately twisting his wrist to try to reverse-control Xiao Changfeng. Xiao Changfeng moved with him, and the two quickly became entangled in combat.

Shen Xihe listened to Xiao Huayong’s flute and turned to look at him. His eyes held a smile, tender gaze enveloping her. Occasional mountain breezes passed like a tourist enjoying scenic spots with their beloved.

The melody wasn’t long, but Shen Xihe became entranced, forgetting about Xiao Changfeng fighting below the mountain. When she became aware and looked over, she found both men had vanished.

Xiao Huayong was very pleased that his flute music had mesmerized Shen Xihe. His fingertips twirled the short flute: “Cousin’s skills are excellent. Without the influence of your fragrance, I would have had to personally subdue him. Now the local forces can capture him.”

It was just a matter of time.

Shen Xihe didn’t pursue the question. She turned to look again and discovered five or six people had appeared at some point, pushing three wooden carts. They placed all the unconscious people on them, bound them securely with ropes, and took them away.

“Where is Your Highness taking them?” Shen Xihe asked.

“These people are His Majesty’s men.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes held an unfathomable look.

But Shen Xihe understood – Xiao Huayong wouldn’t spare these people’s lives. Xiao Changfeng was spared only because of his noble status and major implications. These people were a response to His Majesty.

Shen Xihe remained silent about this. She hadn’t planned to spare these people either.

“Let’s go, I’ll take you to see your father.” Xiao Huayong extended his hand.

“Shouldn’t we wait?” Xiao Changfeng hadn’t been captured yet.

“Capturing him wasn’t part of the plan. We can’t take his life anyway, and catching him would actually make arrangements more difficult,” Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly. “His men are all lost – he already can’t account to His Majesty. Let His Majesty punish him.”

All lost…

These words meant that the people left at the relay station had also been… by Xiao Huayong…

With the Crown Princess abducted, they would certainly investigate in groups. It was an extremely easy matter for Xiao Huayong to deliberately leave clues, leading them step by step toward death.

Chapter 512: Everything About You Belongs to Me
In the bright sunlight that laid a golden sheen upon his palm, Shen Xihe smiled gently and placed her hand in his. He quickly grasped it, leading her along the mountain path and down the other side, where a carriage was waiting.

Xiao Huayong helped Shen Xihe into the carriage and let her rest against his shoulder. “We’re heading to Liangzhou. Get some rest.”

The distance to Liangzhou was considerable. While Xiao Huayong had thrown everything into chaos back there, he was now taking Shen Xihe directly to Liangzhou. Even if Xiao Changfeng hadn’t been captured, faced with such a mess, he wouldn’t be able to chase after them even if he guessed they had left the city.

Thinking about the journey ahead, Shen Xihe nestled comfortably against Xiao Huayong and fell asleep. Xiao Huayong turned to look at her peaceful, unguarded sleeping face, feeling as though he could gaze at her like this until the end of time. His eyes held such tenderness that even he might not have realized it—deep enough to drown in.

However, this tenderness didn’t last long. After just half an hour, his expression darkened.

“Your Highness, should this servant…” someone riding alongside the carriage began to ask.

Before he could finish, Xiao Huayong took out a bone whistle and blew it once.

Shen Xihe drowsily heard the whistle’s sound and opened her eyes hazily. Before she could inquire, Xiao Huayong stroked her hair. “The journey is still long. Rest a while longer.”

His composure was so steady that the usually vigilant Shen Xihe abandoned her usual caution. Trusting in him completely, she found a comfortable position and drifted back to sleep.

Xiao Chanying had followed the carriage carrying Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe. Only then did he realize Xiao Huayong had arrived. At this point, he should have turned back reassured, yet for some reason, he wanted to continue following them.

Perhaps he just wanted to know their true purpose, or maybe he just wanted to see her a bit longer. After following for less than an hour, a massive bird swooped down from the sky, charging straight at him and knocking him off his horse.

This Gyrfalcon was too familiar—its plumage, its majesty, all unmistakable and unforgettable.

Gyrfalcons typically didn’t live in such areas, nor would they attack people without reason. Recalling various incidents from the hunting grounds two years ago, how could he not realize that this Gyrfalcon must have been tamed and was acting on someone’s orders? The person capable of commanding such a Gyrfalcon could only be his crown prince brother—Xiao Huayong.

So, Xiao Huayong had noticed his pursuit and sent the Gyrfalcon as a warning.

Having seen him fall, the Gyrfalcon soared back into the sky, seemingly not intending to harm him further. Somewhat skeptical, he remounted and continued forward, only to be ambushed from behind by the Gyrfalcon again. Its speed was terrifying, and Xiao Chanying’s shoulder was scratched.

The wound wasn’t deep, likely just a warning. If he dared to continue, it would probably be less forgiving. Sitting atop his horse, Xiao Chanying watched the circling Gyrfalcon, extremely curious about how his crown prince brother had trained a bird to be so human-like in its understanding.

After watching for a moment, Xiao Chanying looked toward where the carriage had disappeared. He pulled the reins to turn his horse around. Though he didn’t know exactly what Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe were up to, he figured that since they had come this far and shaken off Xiao Changfeng, they must be heading to the Northwest. He decided he would go wait for them there.

Having warned his ambitious brother, Xiao Huayong was in excellent spirits. His fingertips gently brushed aside Shen Xihe’s hair as he gazed adoringly at her jade-like face. Unable to resist, he bent down and kissed her lightly, noticing a small watermark on her unpowdered face. His fingertip covered it, gently wiping it away. “You are mine, only mine.”

Shen Xihe had never imagined she could sleep so soundly in a carriage. When she awoke, they had already reached Liangzhou territory, though they were still a day’s journey from Shen Yueshan’s location. She found herself waking up in a bed.

She hadn’t even noticed when Xiao Huayong had carried her into the bedroom. Hearing her stirring, Mo Yu quickly entered. After she finished washing up, she followed an enticing aroma to the courtyard of the small single-courtyard residence.

Shen Xihe saw Xiao Huayong turning meat on a spit in the courtyard. The lamb was already cooked, its skin golden brown, with drops of fat sizzling as they fell onto the charcoal below, filling the entire courtyard with an irresistible fragrance.

“Your Highness knows how to roast lamb?” Shen Xihe was surprised.

Having been married to Xiao Huayong for half a month, Shen Xihe knew he couldn’t cook at all.

“I can roast meat,” Xiao Huayong smiled somewhat awkwardly.

He knew how to grill things—during his years of traveling, he’d had to make do with what was available. However, he only knew how to roast; the cleaning and preparation were always done by Tian Yuan and the others.

Shen Xihe didn’t probe further. Born into nobility, there were some things they weren’t allowed to do even if they wanted to. Shen Xihe wasn’t particular about food preparation—she needed others to clean ingredients for her, and she wasn’t even good with knife work, requiring servants to do the cutting.

She just needed to handle the seasoning and control the cooking time.

Tasting the lamb roasted by Xiao Huayong himself, Shen Xihe gave high praise: “The skin is crispy and golden, while the meat is tender and succulent.”

It was the best-roasted lamb she had ever eaten.

“Eat more,” Xiao Huayong said delightedly, personally slicing meat from the leg and placing it on Shen Xihe’s plate.

Eventually, Shen Xihe became quite full. She hadn’t said no, and every time she finished what was on her plate, Xiao Huayong would add more. Not wanting to waste food, she had eaten it all, which led Xiao Huayong to misunderstand that she was still hungry.

When her plate was suddenly filled with more meat, Shen Xihe really couldn’t eat anymore. She was about to exchange it for a clean plate to give to Mo Yu, seeking help.

Seeing this, Xiao Huayong stopped her: “Are you full?”

Shen Xihe nodded.

Xiao Huayong naturally took her plate and began eating from it. Shen Xihe’s pupils dilated in shock: “You…”

How could he use her used plate?

Xiao Huayong ate with relish: “We’re husband and wife, no need to mind such things.”

As he spoke, he savored a piece of meat with evident enjoyment, making a satisfied sound through his nose. After swallowing, he couldn’t resist teasing Shen Xihe: “What Youyou has eaten tastes even better.”

“You—” Shen Xihe was somewhat embarrassed and annoyed.

She had never seen any husband use his wife’s plate or eat what his wife couldn’t finish. This was really… against proper etiquette!

“In the future, you can eat whatever you want, and it’s fine if you can’t finish it, but anything that goes into your bowl can only come to me,” Xiao Huayong instructed rather domineeringly, thinking of Shen Xihe’s earlier actions.

All households were the same—servants were responsible for finishing what the masters couldn’t eat, but Xiao Huayong wouldn’t allow anyone to eat what Shen Xihe left. Everything related to her should belong to him alone.

Chapter 513: Treasuring Your Heart as a Rare Gem
Xiao Huayong had always been extremely possessive regarding matters concerning her—this was something Shen Xihe had noticed early on. However, he always maintained boundaries and never crossed her bottom line. His possessiveness manifested in daily life matters, which Shen Xihe accepted as natural between husband and wife. Just like his current request that she shouldn’t give her leftovers to others, Shen Xihe didn’t find it particularly troublesome.

Shen Xihe had always been methodical in her actions, rarely having excess. Today’s waste was solely due to Xiao Huayong’s doing.

“Alright,” she agreed promptly.

Now it was Xiao Huayong’s turn to feel somewhat awkward. He thought for a moment and asked, “Does Youyou has any requests for me?”

It seemed that he had always been the one making demands of her, while she had never asked anything of him. This made Xiao Huayong feel somewhat uneasy.

A hint of amusement spread in Shen Xihe’s eyes as she looked up at him: “If I make a request, will you comply?”

“Of course—” He was about to answer readily, but catching the teasing look in Shen Xihe’s eyes, he remembered how she disliked his constant flirting. Heaven knew he didn’t do it intentionally—it was involuntary, and he really couldn’t change that.

Swallowing his original response, he smiled and said: “Naturally, I’ll consider it case by case.”

Such a clever response of “considering case by case” left Shen Xihe both amused and exasperated.

While he dwelt on these harmless little matters, she went to wash up. When she returned, Xiao Huayong had finished eating. Earlier, he had been so focused on watching her eat that he had left himself hungry. It was precisely because of such behavior that Shen Xihe could accept his naturally taking her used plate.

Between husband and wife, he truly maintained no barriers or distance from her, as if they were one. Since this was the case, she ought to change herself to respond to him. To give him everything he asked for that she could provide.

“You should rest early. I want to walk around,” Shen Xihe said, having slept all day and feeling no trace of drowsiness.

“I want to take you stargazing,” Xiao Huayong had let Shen Xihe rest during the day specifically so she could watch the stars with him at night.

The night sky here was densely packed with stars, like silver powder scattered across black silk. Looking up, the stars shimmered brilliantly.

This was a sight unseen in the capital, but for Shen Xihe who grew up in the Northwest, such scenery was familiar. Especially since she hadn’t been suited for playing with others, and after developing a quiet nature from childhood, listening to rain, watching stars, and tending to flowers had become significant parts of her growing years.

However, seeing Xiao Huayong’s enthusiasm and feeling no sleepiness herself, she said: “How could I refuse Your Highness’s invitation?”

Xiao Huayong revealed his bright white teeth in a smile, mounted a horse, and extended his hand to Shen Xihe. She hesitated briefly before giving him her hand. This was her first time riding with someone else—such intimacy, her back inevitably touching his solid chest, broad and warm, giving her a strong sense of security.

“I know you grew up in the Northwest. The beauty of the Northwestern night sky, though ever-changing, you must have taken in completely over more than ten years. But watching alone is surely different from watching together,” Xiao Huayong said as he rode uphill.

Finally stopping at a mountaintop, the night sky was quiet and brilliant, the stars seeming close enough to touch.

Beautiful scenery could always improve one’s mood, and Shen Xihe was no exception. Though she had seen countless night skies, never had she felt so close to the stars—so close that she couldn’t help reaching out her hand, feeling the cool air brush her fingertips before coming to her senses and laughing at herself.

As she was about to lower her outstretched fingers, Xiao Huayong suddenly caught her hand and pressed it firmly against his heart: “These stars are ethereal; even if obtained, they serve no purpose.”

Lowering his head, he pressed her hand more firmly against his heart: “But this heart in your palm remains constant through the ages.”

The night was silent, the mountain wind cool; the Milky Way swayed, covering the heavens and earth.

Here, there were only the two of them, their silhouettes nestled together in the moonlight, their hair intertwining in the cool breeze.

Xiao Huayong had spoken many sweet words to her before, which Shen Xihe had always dismissed with a smile. But at this moment, whether due to the beauty of the misty night or the glow of the brilliant stars, she felt a warmth flowing from her palm pressed against his heart, through her arm, and directly into her own heart.

Although she had interacted with Xiao Huayong before, she had never seen how he behaved in front of others. After marriage, during several court discussions in the Eastern Palace, he had always sat properly above like a gentleman, refined yet maintaining authority.

She now realized he had never shown such youthfulness in front of others, nor had he ever displayed his dignity as Crown Prince before her.

She finally understood that he wasn’t naturally frivolous—he simply showed his true nature unguardedly before her. He was the person meant to spend his life with her; perhaps he could pretend for a while, but not forever. Thus, from beginning to end, he had exposed his most authentic self to her.

Thinking of this, for the first time, she didn’t find his words uncomfortable. Instead, she gently curled her fingers, fingertips lightly pressing against his heart, smiling softly: “Yes, this heart, I accept it.”

Never expecting such a response, Xiao Huayong was momentarily stunned with joy. After a moment, he regained his senses, his lips spreading into a smile that nearly reached his ears. He pressed her hand more firmly, as if truly wanting to press it into his flesh to touch his heart: “Now that you’ve accepted it, you must treat it well.”

“Fortunate to receive your heart, I’ll treasure it as a rare gem; if it can last, we’ll grow old together,” Shen Xihe met his gaze without hesitation.

Though they had only been married for a short time, he had already done so much for her. She hadn’t denied his sincerity before marriage and still believed in it now. As for how long this genuine feeling would last, they would see as time went on.

“From black hair to white hair, Youyou, I’ll remember these words,” Xiao Huayong pulled Shen Xihe into his embrace. Looking at the starry sky before him, he felt everything in sight was brilliantly bright, making him want to howl with joy.

She had promised him a lifetime together, though, in this promise, her trust exceeded her love for him. But this was progress—he was quietly occupying her heart, and one day, she would see only him in her heart and eyes.

That night, they watched the stars until late, sitting side by side, speaking freely.

They didn’t discuss politics, didn’t deliberately talk about romance, and didn’t even have fixed topics. They discussed whatever came to mind. As two well-informed individuals, they could share their views on any topic, allowing their hearts to quietly draw closer.

Afterward, Xiao Huayong didn’t linger long. They quickly reached Liangzhou, and when they arrived at the part of Liangzhou closest to the Northwestern territory, Shen Xihe saw Shen Yueshan playing with children in a small village, his tall figure standing out like a bear.

Chapter 514: Youyou, Who Loves Both Father and Husband
Holding small bows and arrows, he was reenacting a military battle with several children, chasing and shooting arrows at each other. The children who were hit played along dramatically, clutching their wounds as they fell, crying out: “Oh, I’ve been shot!”

Some clever children who were hit would declare: “Shot in the arm, I’m still alive, I can still fight!”

They would dutifully hold their arms behind their backs, no longer using them, as if truly severely wounded.

Shen Yueshan, taking advantage of his agility, teased the children as no one could hit him. Shen Xihe borrowed a bow and arrow from a fallen child nearby, its arrowhead wrapped in thick cloth. She drew the bow, aiming at Shen Yueshan.

Even though she hadn’t released any killing intent or malice, the sharp-sensed Shen Yueshan, despite having his back turned to Shen Xihe, instantly felt someone targeting him. He immediately swept his gaze around, his eyes briefly sharp enough to chill one’s heart, though they instantly softened upon seeing Shen Xihe.

At that moment, Shen Xihe released her arrow, accurately hitting Shen Yueshan’s shoulder, and leaving a mark on the cloth-wrapped powder.

“Oh oh oh, Uncle Shen got hit, Uncle Shen got hit!” The children cheered, looking at Shen Xihe with admiration. “Fairy sister, fairy sister knows magic, she hit Uncle Shen!”

Shen Yueshan had stayed in the village for several days. Initially, the children were afraid of him due to his imposing stature, but within two days, he had bonded with them using a small bow. He even casually taught the village children to read. Such playful moments were numerous, but Shen Yueshan never went easy on the children despite his age. With his strong competitive spirit, he had never let any child hit him.

This had created an image of Shen Yueshan as an impressive, invincible general in the children’s minds, so when he was suddenly hit, how could they not cheer?

Amidst the children’s calls, Shen Yueshan strode toward Shen Xihe. Looking at his daughter with her married woman’s hairstyle, his eyes were still full of doting affection: “Still as mischievous as ever.”

Shen Xihe had a playful nature deep down, though it rarely showed, only emerging in front of Shen Yueshan and his son.

“I never expected Father-in-law to be so fond of children,” Xiao Huayong was somewhat surprised that Shen Yueshan, who appeared stern and imposing and commanded heavy troops, would play with children.

“I certainly like children, and I like my children even more.” As Shen Yueshan spoke, he looked Xiao Huayong up and down, still seeing the same powder-white face and weak physique. Beyond disdain, there was now a hint of hidden worry in his eyes.

Xiao Huayong didn’t immediately understand the reason for this worry until he saw Shen Yueshan’s hesitant glance at Shen Xihe. Then he realized—his father-in-law doubted his capabilities, questioning whether he could make him a grandfather!

Xiao Huayong’s smile instantly became stiff.

Shen Xihe was oblivious to this. She had already been pulled by the arm toward Shen Yueshan’s residence: “Father knew you were coming, so he got you cliff honey, prepared crisp peaches, caught a roe deer…”

Xiao Huayong followed behind silently, his face dark.

Shen Xihe, completely focused on her father, had neglected him, not noticing his displeasure.

This was partly because Xiao Huayong usually remained quiet when she met with her father and brother. Shen Xihe was completely absorbed in the various gifts her father had accumulated for her during this time, including some rare flowers and plants.

Because Shen Xihe liked rare flora, Shen Yueshan had learned how to dig up and transplant them. Whenever he encountered particularly fragrant plants or ones unseen in the Northwest, he would transplant them for Shen Xihe.

Just looking through Shen Yueshan’s recent collection took over an hour.

“It seems Youyou’s health has truly improved,” Shen Yueshan was pleased to see his daughter accompany him for over an hour without turning pale or breaking into a cold sweat.

Having been ignored for too long, Xiao Huayong could no longer endure: “Father-in-law, your son-in-law, and Youyou has traveled far. Though Youyou’s health is improving, she shows signs of fatigue. I hope Father-in-law will allow me to take her to rest for a while.”

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong in surprise. Though his tone showed no dissatisfaction, it lacked its usual composure, revealing his displeasure.

Unexpectedly, Shen Yueshan wasn’t angered but instead chuckled: “If you’re tired, you may go rest. Youyou look quite energetic. We father and daughter haven’t seen each other in a long time, and we have some matters not suitable for outsiders to hear.”

Outsiders…

Once, Shen Xihe had also considered her husband an outsider, with only Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an as her family. But now, hearing Shen Yueshan’s words, she quickly glanced at Xiao Huayong, worried he would be unhappy.

Though concerned he might be hurt by these words, she didn’t speak up in his defense. With Shen Yueshan’s words so direct, if Xiao Huayong didn’t take the hint, it would seem disrespectful to his elder. Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe once, then bowed to Shen Yueshan: “Your son-in-law takes his leave.”

Shen Xihe watched him leave. After he was gone, she turned to Shen Yueshan: “Father, Youyou is married to Beichen now, so he’s not an outsider. He treats Youyou very well. Though I can’t be certain this sincerity will last forever, right now, Youyou and he are truly committed as husband and wife.”

Shen Xihe naturally couldn’t contradict Shen Yueshan in front of Xiao Huayong—both were dear to her. But Shen Yueshan was her elder and birth father; how could she make him lose face in front of Xiao Huayong?

She could only defend him behind Xiao Huayong’s back, then comfort him later.

“Youyou’s been married such a short time and already defend him,” Shen Yueshan said sourly.

Shen Xihe rubbed her forehead in frustration, feeling such difficulty for the first time. Fortunately, her brother wasn’t present, or her headache would be even worse. She softened her voice: “Father, he’s a very good person, he treats your daughter very well. Don’t you like those who treat your daughter well?”

“Treats you well? He should treat you well,” Shen Yueshan replied matter-of-factly.

Shen Xihe didn’t know whether to laugh or cry: “How can you say ‘should’? Even you, Father, can’t say you ‘should’ treat me well. Father, you don’t want your daughter caught between father and husband, do you?”

Shen Yueshan was no match for Shen Xihe; since childhood, a few gentle words from her would deflate any of his arguments: “Fine, for Youyou’s sake, I won’t make things difficult for him. But you can’t just protect him—you must also tell him not to offend my eyes.”

How would he dare offend your eyes?

Even Shen Xihe couldn’t help but think about this. Xiao Huayong showed far more respect to Shen Yueshan than even to Emperor Youning, treating him almost like a birth father. Yet while Shen Yueshan didn’t trouble Xiao Huayong on important matters, he nitpicked in daily life.

Ah, she wondered how she would comfort His Highness the Crown Prince later.

Chapter 515: All Are Outsiders
While thinking this way, Shen Xihe responded aloud: “Father, don’t worry. I’ll go talk to him right away.”

Understanding his daughter well, knowing she was rushing to comfort someone, Shen Yueshan didn’t expose this: “Go on then, talk to him properly.”

Watching Shen Xihe leave, Shen Yueshan’s gaze lingered, filled with both satisfaction and melancholy, mixed with a trace of joy.

In her younger years, Shen Xihe had lived in her world. Unless someone earned her acceptance and was welcomed into her world, others could not get close to her at all.

Even those who were accepted into her world weren’t shown accommodation or tolerance, and naturally, she didn’t expect others to accommodate or tolerate her either. Over time, those who had once been close to her gradually drifted away, which had always deeply worried both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an.

Father and son had tried everything they could think of but with minimal success.

Now that she was beginning to change, becoming more like what they had hoped for, they were naturally pleased to see it. However, this transformation came because of another man—a man who would take her away from them—and Shen Yueshan couldn’t help but feel a twinge of bitterness.

Regarding Xiao Huayong, Shen Yueshan was extremely satisfied, but fathers-in-law and sons-in-law were natural enemies, so there were still times when he couldn’t help but feel annoyed with him.

Shen Xihe didn’t know her father had already seen through her regard for Xiao Huayong. She went to another room—Shen Yueshan had arranged this himself. Although dissatisfied with Xiao Huayong, having accepted him as his son-in-law, he wouldn’t deliberately arrange separate rooms for the young couple.

In this rural cottage, while more affluent, clean, and tidy than most village dwellings, couldn’t compare to the capital or even the courtyards they’d stayed in along their journey. As soon as she pushed open the door, she saw the Crown Prince lying stiffly on the wooden platform bed, still wearing his shoes, arms crossed, staring fixedly at one spot without blinking, clearly sulking.

He heard the door open, and then close, followed by gradually approaching footsteps. Soon, her familiar presence surrounded him. As Shen Xihe’s shadow fell across him in the light, Xiao Huayong deliberately turned away, facing his back to her.

His reaction didn’t make Shen Xihe uncomfortable; instead, she couldn’t help but laugh softly.

Hearing his wife’s laughter, Xiao Huayong grew even more annoyed, deliberately snorting to express his displeasure: “Hmph.”

“Father’s words were meant to provoke you. Why take them so seriously? Isn’t this exactly what he wanted?” Shen Xihe said gently.

She had thought these words would ease Xiao Huayong’s displeasure, but he snorted twice more: “I’m not angry with Father-in-law.”

“You’re not angry with Father?” Shen Xihe asked in slight confusion, “If not with Father, then why are you angry?”

Xiao Huayong grew even more upset—so she had assumed all along that he was angry about Shen Yueshan’s words! She spoke to him so gently only because she worried he might harbor resentment toward Shen Yueshan.

If Xiao Huayong’s earlier anger had carried a somewhat amusing childishness, at this moment, his anger became genuine. His face darkened, jaw tightening. Shen Xihe knew he was truly angry because she hadn’t recognized the real reason for his displeasure.

“I’ve said before, I don’t like guessing. I was born with a cold nature, and am particularly indifferent and shallow when it comes to matters of the heart. I don’t wish to waste time pondering such things,” Shen Xihe continued speaking gently. “If you need something from me if something is crucial to you, you can tell me directly, and I will do my best to fulfill it. If I don’t know why you’re angry, I need you to tell me explicitly.”

“Your father called me an outsider, and you didn’t defend me at all, which shows you also consider me an outsider,” Xiao Huayong suddenly sat up, spilling out all his pent-up frustration. “I know you couldn’t contradict your father in front of us, but couldn’t you have just said one sentence—that I am your husband? It would have preserved your father’s face while not hurting my feelings. Was that so difficult to say?”

So that was it—he was angry because she hadn’t spoken up for him when her father said those words. His anger stemmed from her actions after all.

After this realization, Shen Xihe smiled: “But Father was correct. Between us father and daughter, you are indeed an outsider.”

Xiao Huayong stared at Shen Xihe with widened pupils, unable to believe what he’d heard.

Shen Xihe gently placed her hand on his unconsciously clenched fist: “And between us as husband and wife, Father is also an outsider.”

Xiao Huayong, whose heart had been trembling with pain, was suddenly stunned, not knowing how to react. The intense pain was overwhelmed by tremendous excitement and elation. Before the first sensation could fade, the latter two came crashing in, mixing, leaving his expression quite peculiar—neither quite a smile, nor quite tears, nor quite anger.

“I hope you respect my father, which is within your duties as a son-in-law. You are only his son-in-law, not my brother, and there’s no need to fear disappointing me. If he provokes you first, you can certainly retort in my presence. I won’t interfere, nor will I think poorly of you for it,” Shen Xihe expressed her thoughts.

“Similarly, Father is only your father-in-law, and I won’t expect him to treat you the same way he treats me and my brother just because of me. If you first cause discord with him, and he gets physical with you, whether you can escape or win depends on your abilities.”

Whether between father and son, or between husband and father, or between husband and brother, Shen Xihe hoped they would work things out themselves without putting her in the middle. She had no desire to try to please both sides.

Of course, Shen Xihe could maintain this detachment because she deeply believed both Shen Yueshan and Xiao Huayong were people who knew their bounds.

After hearing Shen Xihe’s explanation, Xiao Huayong realized he had been somewhat unreasonable earlier, and that he hadn’t fully understood her either.

“I understand now,” Xiao Huayong withdrew his sour expression and spoke gently.

“No longer angry?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

Xiao Huayong, unusually awkward, replied: “No longer angry.”

Satisfied with his response, Shen Xihe smiled and changed the subject to ease the atmosphere further: “Why is Father still staying here?”

She had already successfully escaped danger, and her brother’s wedding was only a month away. Shen Yueshan should have been in communication with Xiao Huayong earlier and should have been prepared to leave when she arrived from Yunzhou. Instead, he had arranged rooms for them.

Shen Xihe looked around the room—though simple, it didn’t appear set up for just a one-day rest stop.

“Father-in-law hasn’t told me anything,” Xiao Huayong also grew serious, “but if Father-in-law still wishes to remain here, there can be only one possibility: Father-in-law has discovered His Majesty’s people among the Northwestern Army, and this person holds an extremely high position.”

Chapter 516: I’ll Listen to Everything You Say
Shen Yueshan had agreed to this significant undertaking naturally because Xiao Huayong was in control of the overall situation, trusting in him. But why not take advantage of such a good opportunity?

There must be His Majesty’s confidant within the Northwestern Army, though this person was deeply hidden. The loss of Commander An’s defense maps must also have deeper implications. Since then, though Shen Yueshan maintained his outward demeanor and treated all soldiers equally, he no longer joined the commanders in their occasional drinking bouts, always declining with the excuse of missing his daughter. Later, when Xue Heng brought Xue Jinqiao, he had another excuse—that with his son about to marry, a father naturally couldn’t be so indulgent any more.

In his heart, he had developed a hint of wariness toward these men who had fought alongside him through fire and water. Emperor Youning’s subtle mindset made him unwary to let down his guard, but suddenly distancing himself from these brothers-in-arms, with whom he’d shared countless life-and-death situations on the battlefield, deeply saddened him.

These rough men, despite their outward appearance, were extremely sensitive. They had already vaguely noticed his deliberate distancing, and over time, this would inevitably lead to their estrangement, making them more susceptible to others’ manipulation.

When Xiao Huayong proposed setting up this scheme, to let Shen Xihe witness her only brother’s wedding, Shen Yueshan initially thought he was mad. Creating such a commotion, and risking such a precarious situation, just to let Shen Xihe attend Shen Yun’an’s wedding seemed worthless, even if he had the capability. He believed Shen Xihe herself wouldn’t allow such a grand gesture either.

Yet Xiao Huayong had stubbornly insisted on making it happen, saying: “Father-in-law, I know both you and Youyou are clear-minded people who can weigh gains and losses precisely. I also know that while Youyou yearns to see her brother’s wedding, she would reject my proposal. Therefore, I must first convince you, Father-in-law.”

“You can’t convince me,” Shen Yueshan had refused promptly and decisively at the time.

But Xiao Huayong wasn’t discouraged at all: “Father-in-law, this is an excellent opportunity—an opportunity to purge the Northwestern Army.”

These words thoroughly moved Shen Yueshan. He began seriously considering its feasibility and found it indeed to be a rare opportunity. After hearing Xiao Huayong’s complete arrangements and confirming he could guarantee Shen Xihe’s safety, he finally agreed.

To reassure Shen Yueshan, and because he truly didn’t know these areas as well as Shen Yueshan, once they reached Liangzhou, everything was arranged by Shen Yueshan himself, including the fake Tujue raid and hiding in this village.

Since Xiao Huayong hadn’t interfered even with these matters, he naturally knew nothing about the situation within the Northwestern Army. He wouldn’t rashly interfere out of curiosity either—that would be disrespectful to Shen Yueshan. However, if Shen Yueshan was still unwilling to leave, it could only mean that this time they had truly uncovered something in the Northwestern Army, something with far-reaching implications that even Shen Yueshan couldn’t act hastily upon.

Shen Xihe felt Xiao Huayong’s conjecture was the truth. She couldn’t sit still and wanted to rise to question Shen Yueshan, but Xiao Huayong caught her hand: “I think Father-in-law may not be entirely certain yet, and he wouldn’t tell you even if you asked now. Why don’t we wait a day or two and see how the situation develops?”

After some thought, Shen Xihe nodded and sat back down.

They had dinner at the village chief’s house, where he had prepared good wine and dishes to entertain them. Both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had changed into clothes more fitting for common people. Seeing Shen Yueshan drinking heartily with the village chief, his face full of joy, Shen Xihe felt somewhat relieved.

The next day, when Shen Xihe woke up, Shen Yueshan had already left, leaving only a servant to inform her he would return by evening. Shen Xihe knew it must be about Northwestern matters and felt concerned.

Xiao Huayong held her hand, comforting her: “What must come will come. Father wouldn’t want you to worry for him. Since we’ve come to this rural area, wouldn’t it be a waste not to look around?”

“North Star, there’s something you don’t understand,” Shen Xihe said, lowering her eyes. “If Father needs to be so cautious, to verify repeatedly, afraid to act rashly for fear of misjudging someone—it must be someone who fought alongside Father through iron and blood, someone as close as a brother.

For someone to reach such a position with Father, they couldn’t have been a traitor from the beginning. At least those shared life-and-death experiences must have been genuine. This means they only betrayed their homeland in the Northwest and turned their back on Father and their other brothers-in-arms when the Northwest was prospering, due to other reasons.

Such betrayal affects not only Father but also others by his side. Once such a person appears, their unity is broken…”

If even one of these uncles betrayed them, how would the others cope? How would they face her father in the future? Would they worry that because of this person, her father would no longer trust them? Would they become paranoid, easily susceptible to instigation?

Shen Xihe wanted to know what price Emperor Youning had paid to make this move—a move that was potentially fatal to Shen Yueshan.

Even though they had detected the betrayal early and minimized the crisis, her father and these uncles could never return to their former state of complete unity, absolute trust, and willingness to entrust their lives to each other, all because of this one betrayal.

“Youyou, people in this world are extremely complex. Living always comes with desires, and when certain desires cannot be controlled, and neither family, close friends, nor oneself can satisfy them—when only one person in the world can fulfill that desire, even if that person is an enemy… Even knowing that person will betray them, knowing their intentions aren’t good, knowing that indulging their desires might lead to isolation and losing everything, they still rush toward destruction like moths to a flame.”

Xiao Huayong’s words were heavy and cruel, yet true. Shen Xihe couldn’t refute them. After a moment of silence, she asked: “I’m not such a person, are you?”

“I am,” Xiao Huayong answered without hesitation.

Shen Xihe looked at him in shock, meeting his dark eyes filled with silvery light, gazing at her with deep tenderness.

“My lifelong desire is you,” Xiao Huayong smiled with infinite gentleness. “If one day, your life and death were in the hands of our enemy, I would do anything, even join them.”

Her heart skipped a beat, and Shen Xihe gripped Xiao Huayong tightly: “I, I won’t allow you to do that. If you do, I will end my own life.”

She forbade Xiao Huayong from doing this not because of weighing advantages and disadvantages, but because in her heart, everyone should have boundaries for their actions, especially people of their status, whose decisions often affected the lives and peace of countless people.

It wasn’t about being righteous—rather, bearing such heavy consequences would trouble her conscience, making living perhaps more painful than death.

“North Star, we must know what to do and what not to do.”

“Alright, teach me what should be done and what shouldn’t. I’ll listen to you. As long as you’re by my side, I’ll listen to everything you say.”

Chapter 517: Her Understanding
Shen Yueshan left early and returned late each day. Though father and daughter lived next door to each other, Shen Xihe could not meet him unless she deliberately waited, let alone have a conversation with him.

Xiao Huayong was the most delighted by this situation. He took Shen Xihe hunting in the mountains and searching for flowers, keeping her too occupied to worry about Shen Yueshan’s arrangements in the Northwest.

After four such pleasant days, Shen Yueshan didn’t go out one day, instead shutting himself in his room and refusing to let anyone disturb him.

Shen Xihe knew there must be results, and she was quite certain she knew who was involved, for Shen Yueshan to be in such a melancholy state.

Rising early that morning, Shen Xihe heard this news and stood silently outside Shen Yueshan’s chamber. Xiao Huayong accompanied her. As the sun rose without their notice, Xiao Huayong took an umbrella from Moyu’s hands and held it over Shen Xihe, maintaining this position throughout the morning.

It wasn’t until noon that Shen Yueshan finally opened his door, a wine jar in hand, his eyes distant and sorrowful, his hair disheveled, appearing rather dejected and dispirited.

Opening the door to find Shen Xihe there, his raised arm holding the wine jar suddenly lost its grip. With a crash, the jar shattered on the ground, the sound seeming particularly heavy as the wine splashed outward.

He rushed toward Shen Xihe, not forgetting to wipe his mouth with his sleeve and hastily arrange his hair as he came. By the time he stood before Shen Xihe, he had roughly tidied himself, straining to open his bloodshot eyes to appear more alert.

“It’s Father’s fault for making you stand in the sun so long.” Shen Yueshan was both guilty and flustered. He wanted to reach out and touch his daughter’s arm but caught the smell of wine on himself and withdrew, fearing Shen Xihe would dislike it. “Father will go bathe right away, and then take you hunting and horseback riding…”

“Father,” Shen Xihe stepped forward and took his arm. “Youyou wants to drink with you.”

Shen Yueshan froze, then darkened his expression: “Absolutely not.”

Seemingly afraid his tone was too harsh and might hurt her feelings, he quickly explained in a soft voice: “A young lady’s constitution is delicate, and shouldn’t drink too much. You’ve only just recovered your health, you mustn’t abuse it.”

Shen Xihe didn’t insist, instead glancing at Xiao Huayong: “Your son-in-law wishes to drink heartily with you.”

“Him?” Shen Yueshan cast a questioning, scrutinizing look at Xiao Huayong. “He can’t either…”

“Father-in-law, I can handle it,” Xiao Huayong stepped forward, interrupting Shen Yueshan.

Shen Yueshan needed to relieve his pent-up emotions and drink himself into a stupor, but drinking alone would only make him brood more, which wouldn’t help him vent. Since Xiao Huayong claimed he could handle it, Shen Yueshan wanted to test his alcohol tolerance: “Come then.”

With a wave of his hand, Shen Yueshan led Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong into the room. The air inside was heavy with the smell of wine, with several overturned wine jars. Upon entering, Shen Yueshan suddenly remembered the state of the room and sheepishly grinned at his daughter: “Hehe…”

“Moyu, lead others to clean this up,” Shen Xihe commanded without changing expression. “Tianyuan, go to the village and ask who has good wine in their collection, bring back plenty.”

“Yes,” Moyu and Tianyuan acknowledged in unison.

“Father, Youyou is married now, no longer a child. Father is human too, you needn’t always restrain and suppress yourself before Youyou,” Shen Xihe turned and said softly to Shen Yueshan.

Shen Yueshan loved Shen Xihe to his very core. No matter how much displeasure and depression he endured outside, no matter how much injury and danger he faced, whenever he came before Shen Xihe, he always appeared properly dressed and spirited.

Following Shen Xihe’s guiding support, Shen Yueshan sat down, turning his head to look at his daughter standing behind him, showing a gratified and heartwarming smile.

Shen Xihe picked up a comb, loosened Shen Yueshan’s hair, and began gently combing it. Xiao Huayong had already conscientiously brought over hot water and clean towels.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but look at him. Their eyes met, and her pupils were warmed by the light in his eyes.

He was the Crown Prince, after all. Even though he had once traveled far and wide across the realm, at worst he had only been self-sufficient. He likely had never had precedent for serving others like this. He truly treated everything of hers as his own to care for meticulously.

Shen Yueshan was also slightly startled, but he didn’t stand on ceremony. After washing his hands and wiping his face, Shen Xihe helped him retie his hair. He stood up to freshen himself and returned to find several jars of wine already set out.

Shen Xihe lit a fire in the room’s fire pit, roasting meat while also cooking porridge.

Shen Yueshan and Xiao Huayong drank together. In his good mood, Shen Yueshan told Xiao Huayong stories of Shen Xihe’s childhood, even including tales of his wild youth. Xiao Huayong listened, occasionally asking a question or two. When Shen Xihe finished cooking the porridge, she gave each of them a bowl before leisurely starting on her own.

After Shen Yueshan had drunk two more jars of wine, Shen Xihe tossed some incense into the fire pit. As the intoxicating fragrance slowly spread, Xiao Huayong, who had been closely watching Shen Xihe’s every move, immediately began breathing carefully when he saw her add the incense.

Sure enough, Shen Yueshan, who had remained steady despite drinking heavily, suddenly began showing signs of intoxication and soon passed out.

Xiao Huayong also felt dizzy, dizziness very similar to being drunk, though he had barely drunk anything…

Shen Xihe passed him a fragrance pouch. Xiao Huayong grabbed it and took two deep breaths, and the dizziness gradually dissipated.

“This incense is dried with strong wine repeatedly to absorb the wine’s fragrance. Once burned, the wine’s aroma becomes intoxicating,” Shen Xihe explained.

Finally relaxing, Xiao Huayong watched as Shen Xihe gently covered the collapsed Shen Yueshan with a cloak. He couldn’t help but smile: “Youyou, you are exceptionally understanding toward those you care about.”

She hadn’t tried to dissuade Shen Yueshan or prevent him from venting like this; she had even encouraged him to let go, while still worrying about his health from drinking too much. She had burned the incense at just the right moment. When Shen Yueshan woke, he would feel as if he had had a satisfying drinking session.

His mental burden would likely have dissipated with the wind, and Shen Xihe had added sobering medicine powder to their porridge, now replacing it with calming incense, sparing him the suffering of a hangover when he woke.

“When one puts their heart into something, naturally they become attentive to detail,” Shen Xihe said. If she weren’t someone who put her heart into things, how could she have perceived Xiao Huayong’s thoughtfulness?

Xiao Huayong shook his head and smiled. This wasn’t simply a matter of putting one’s heart into something – some people could put their hearts into things and still make a mess of everything.

“If one day I face great changes and need to vent like this, would Youyou allow it?” Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe expectantly.

In this world, who could sail through life smoothly? Everyone encounters misfortune, everyone accumulates worries.

But time is too difficult for men of ambition; they cannot allow themselves to wallow in depression, cannot let those close to them see…

“Human emotions are like floods – blocking without channeling will surely lead to disaster,” Shen Xihe looked at him. “Not only would I allow it, I would stay by your side.”

Chapter 518: I Will Care About You
No one is omnipotent, nor does anyone live a life without moments of grief, powerlessness, and despair.

A man should shed blood but not tears – this refers to the battlefield, where weakness cannot be allowed for the sake of duty and survival. But besides such life-or-death situations, men and women were the same in Shen Xihe’s eyes – they could cry, escape, and vent their emotions.

Even the strongest at heart have moments of vulnerability; some people are just particularly good at enduring, while others have especially cold hearts. Shen Xihe belonged to the latter category. That she wasn’t easily discouraged didn’t mean she couldn’t understand life’s vicissitudes and myriad states.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but lower his head and smile.

“What are you smiling about?” Was what she said so amusing?

“I used to think you were above worldly concerns, unaware of mortal sorrows, ignorant of human affairs,” Xiao Huayong shook his head with a smile. “After spending time with you day and night, I realized you just didn’t…”

Furrowing his brow in thought for a moment, Xiao Huayong finally said: “…care about matters of the heart.”

Indeed, she didn’t care. She understood everything, was capable of everything, and comprehended everything.

Being strong, she knew most people were weak, and thus never looked down on anyone; having grown up in wealth and luxury, she also understood most people lived in poverty, and thus was never spoiled.

The flaws she didn’t have herself, she allowed and understood in others.

Her rationality came from her all-embracing mindset. Only in matters of love – it wasn’t that she didn’t understand, otherwise, she wouldn’t be able to distinguish who had feelings for her and whose feelings were genuine. She had simply dismissed such matters since childhood, or perhaps she saw through the world too clearly to have any desire for it.

“You’re right. I’ve never cared about matters of love. Some things, once you’re used to not caring about them, their presence or absence becomes irrelevant,” Shen Xihe nodded frankly, then slightly raised her eyes to look at him. “But I will care about you.”

I don’t care about matters of love, but I will care about you.

These words exploded like countless fireworks in Xiao Huayong’s mind, making his thoughts burst into brilliant blooms, clear as day and breathtakingly beautiful.

His heart pounded uncontrollably, making him unconsciously press his hand against his chest.

His somewhat dazed reaction made Shen Xihe laugh softly.

She stood up, looked at the soundly sleeping Shen Yueshan, and walked out silently.

Xiao Huayong hurriedly stood up to follow, catching up to walk beside Shen Xihe. Villagers passing by greeted them with smiles. His little finger couldn’t resist reaching out, hooking twice before catching Shen Xihe’s hanging hand, then firmly grasping it.

Shen Xihe didn’t pull away. Intimate gestures like riding together and holding hands – they were properly married, and though she wouldn’t initiate them, she wouldn’t reject them either.

Xiao Huayong’s lips split into a grin, smiling so widely his eyes nearly disappeared. He held Shen Xihe’s hand unwilling to let go, following wherever she went.

Shen Yueshan slowly awoke at sunset. When he woke, his daughter and son-in-law were sitting in his room chatting by the fire pit, with meat and soup still cooking on the rack. His gaze fell on Xiao Huayong’s hand tightly gripping his daughter’s.

“Ahem!” He coughed lightly, indicating he was awake.

Thick-skinned Xiao Huayong pretended not to notice. Shen Xihe pulled free from him and went to attend to Shen Yueshan.

Seeing his daughter approach, Shen Yueshan pressed his palm to his forehead: “My head… it hurts.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Who was he fooling? The porridge had the best hangover medicine, and he was an old drinker – how could his head hurt?

Shen Xihe also paused, knowing it shouldn’t hurt. Looking carefully at Shen Yueshan for a moment, though his acting was convincing, she saw through it. Both annoyed and amused, she said: “It’s good Father knows your head hurts. Father is getting older after all. From years of fighting on battlefields, your body has many hidden injuries. Doctor Qi warned when prescribing your medicine that you should quit drinking.

Father never cared, saying you never suffered after drinking. Now that you have, you should quit from now on.”

Xiao Huayong quickly lowered his head to suppress his rising smile.

Shen Yueshan: …

Quit drinking? That would be the death of him!

How could life be worth living without fine wine?

“I just felt dizzy from getting up too quickly,” Shen Yueshan immediately lowered his hand from his forehead, giving his daughter an ingratiating smile.

“Not hurting anymore?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows questioningly.

“No, no, not hurting,” Shen Yueshan waved his hands repeatedly.

“Go wash up, it’s time for dinner,” Shen Xihe urged.

Shen Yueshan glimpsed Xiao Huayong not far away and caught him smirking. Having lost face in front of his son-in-law, he immediately put on his father-in-law airs: “Son-in-law, why aren’t you fetching water for your father-in-law?”

Shen Xihe’s cool gaze swept over, but Shen Yueshan had already turned his face away, pretending not to see.

“Yes, I’ll get it right away,” Xiao Huayong cheerfully went to fetch water.

He was quite happy because Shen Yueshan wasn’t treating him with the distant respect due to a Crown Prince. Shen Yueshan was indeed his elder, and fetching hot water for an elder was a junior’s duty.

But Shen Yueshan wasn’t pleased – this kid was too obedient, making him seem somewhat inconsiderate in comparison.

Snorting lightly, Shen Yueshan quickly washed up and ran over to squeeze between Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, deliberately sitting in the middle to separate them.

Shen Xihe: …

It was one thing when her father acted this way with her brother before, but now doing this with her husband – Shen Xihe was truly at a loss for words.

Xiao Huayong sat to the side looking pitiful, glanced at Shen Xihe, and chose to silently endure this grievance.

Shen Yueshan even smugly raised his eyebrows at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong felt even more wrong.

Shen Xihe couldn’t stand these two men, decisive killers in the outside world, competing to see who could be more childish.

“Father, who was it?” She decided to discuss serious matters – only then would these two men act normal.

Shen Yueshan’s expression sobered, his gaze falling on the fire before him. After a while, he said: “It was your Uncle Geng.”

Shen Xihe’s eyes suddenly widened. She found it both unexpected and reasonable.

Shen Yueshan once had eight brothers who fought life-and-death battles together, each with their martial prowess. Three died in battle, one died young, and one passed away two years ago from his injuries.

Only three remained now, all in the Northwest as major generals of the third and second rank.

Geng Liangcheng had been Shen Yueshan’s right-hand man since childhood. The Geng family had served under Shen Yueshan’s grandfather since Geng Liangcheng’s grandfather’s time. Geng Liangcheng’s father was Shen Xihe’s grandfather’s deputy, similar to Mo Yao’s relationship with Shen Yun’an.

Back then, because of protecting Emperor Youning and his mother and children during their rise to power, the Shen family was no longer just a Northwestern general, but the king of the entire Northwest, with their subordinates also receiving high positions and generous rewards.

No wonder, no wonder Shen Yueshan had drunk himself into such a state because of this.

Chapter 519: The Crown Prince’s Incisive Insight
“Why?” Shen Xihe asked.

Geng Liangcheng was Shen Yun’an’s first martial arts teacher. Shen Xihe vaguely remembered that in her childhood, when the Turks tried to take advantage of the court’s eunuch troubles to occupy the Northwest, whenever Shen Yueshan had to lead troops into battle, he would leave her and her brother in the Geng household.

Geng Liangcheng and his wife cared for them as if they were their own, differing from their parents only in showing a touch more respect.

“Because of Geng Zhongji,” Shen Yueshan said.

Geng Zhongji? The name felt strange to Shen Xihe for a moment, but she quickly remembered – he was Geng Liangcheng and his wife’s only child.

Geng Zhongji was actually several years older than Shen Yun’an but had been separated during the wars and was only found five years ago. By then, he was already a good-for-nothing wastrel, previously involved in petty theft and fraud, and after Geng Liangcheng found him, his behavior only worsened.

He bullied merchants and extorted bribes in the streets, indulging in drinking, gambling, and visiting brothels. Geng Liangcheng had beaten and scolded him harshly, even thrown him into military camps to toughen him up, but Geng Zhongji never changed. He knew clearly that Geng Liangcheng and his wife wouldn’t beat him to death, and with his thick skin, a beating barely fazed him. After each punishment, he would return to his old ways.

Later, when she went to her uncle’s home, something happened, and when she returned, Geng Zhongji had been executed by her father.

When she returned that year, she had asked about it briefly, but everyone was tight-lipped and unwilling to speak of it. She had no good impression of Geng Zhongji, so she didn’t pursue the matter.

“What exactly did he die for?” Shen Xihe asked again.

To make Geng Liangcheng turn into a traitor because of it.

“He committed a grave crime. The victims came to me, and when I questioned him, he confessed without remorse, even showing complete fearlessness…” Shen Yueshan spoke very briefly.

Shen Xihe didn’t ask for details; Shen Yueshan didn’t want to tell her the specifics.

“When I returned that year and heard about Geng Zhongji’s matter, I went to visit Uncle Geng and Second Aunt – they treated me the same as always.” Geng Liangcheng was second in rank, so Shen Xihe called his wife Second Aunt.

Shen Yueshan was an only child; the Shen family didn’t have many descendants. Shen Xihe’s grandfather had three brothers, but they all died in the wars without leaving any children. Her grandfather had four children, but only her father survived. In those years, the Previous Emperor’s debauchery and incompetence left the Northwest constantly in turmoil. How many prominent military families had withered away in the wars?

“All these years, we never mentioned this matter, and they never grew distant from me or you siblings…” A flash of bitterness crossed Shen Yueshan’s eyes. “Thinking about it now, how could there be no resentment? Having resentment would be natural; having none means it was hidden very deep.”

“How much does Uncle Geng know, and how much has he told His Majesty?” Shen Xihe was more concerned about this.

Geng Liangcheng had earned Shen Yueshan’s complete trust. Over the years, nothing in the Northwest had been kept from him; Shen Yueshan had been completely open with him.

“Fortunately, your father has no ambitions.” Shen Yueshan glanced at Xiao Huayong, who was ladling soup. “What he knows, I don’t fear His Majesty learning about. At most, he can tell His Majesty about the Northwest’s prosperity these years and the Shen family’s wealth.”

As for the Northwest’s military strength and the power of the Shen army, it would be better if His Majesty knew – then he wouldn’t dare act rashly.

Regarding more matters like the Northwest’s defenses, Geng Liangcheng wasn’t a fool. Even if he hated them, he wouldn’t sacrifice so many innocent Northwestern civilians, and he knew that if he revealed everything to His Majesty, he would lose his value as a tool.

“Does he want Father-in-law’s life or Father-in-law’s power?” Xiao Huayong handed the first bowl of soup to Shen Yueshan.

Shen Yueshan accepted it, giving Xiao Huayong a deep look: “What’s the difference?”

“If it’s the former, he might still consider the Northwestern civilians; if it’s the latter…” Xiao Huayong handed the second bowl to Shen Xihe.

Hatred can blind one’s eyes, but doesn’t necessarily erase one’s humanity; however, the desire for power can easily transform a person beyond recognition, turning them into a slave to power who would disown even close family.

Shen Yueshan took a sip of soup. Though his hands and feet weren’t cold, he could feel warmth spreading through his limbs. He let out a long breath: “Even now, I can’t determine if he betrayed us out of hatred, or if hatred was just an excuse for his betrayal.”

Brothers who once shared everything had finally come to this point – impossible to see through, impossible to judge clearly.

“If Father-in-law trusts my judgment, I can say with certainty it’s the latter,” Xiao Huayong sat down with his bowl of soup.

Both Shen Xihe and Shen Yueshan looked at him, and Shen Yueshan asked: “How can you be so certain?”

“Because he exposed himself to his Father-in-law,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. “I don’t know this general, but I know His Majesty. When Father-in-law suddenly disappeared and couldn’t be found, given Father-in-law’s abilities, this shouldn’t have happened. His Majesty must have suspected Father-in-law’s disappearance was a scheme.

Why would Father-in-law devise such a scheme? And how to resolve it? Given the Father-in-law’s important position, disappearing without notice and not reporting to court – His Majesty could reasonably punish the Father-in-law for this.

His Majesty would consider what reason could make Father-in-law act this way, yet remain fearless of later consequences.

What could be more reasonable than exposing a traitor in the Northwest?”

No one would believe this disappearance act of Shen Yueshan; the main reason was simply to let Shen Xihe naturally attend her only brother’s wedding. Even if they explained it, people probably wouldn’t believe it.

In their eyes, pure family affection no longer existed. They saw every move of those in high positions as extremely complex.

Xiao Huayong’s words gained the agreement of both father and daughter.

“Since His Majesty thought of this, he naturally ordered his men not to act rashly,” Xiao Huayong concluded. “With His Majesty’s orders in place, he still moved, arousing Father-in-law’s suspicions. This means… he was too tempted by the opportunity of Father-in-law’s disappearance, tempted enough to disregard His Majesty’s instructions.”

If he purely hated Shen Yueshan, he shouldn’t have made any unusual moves at this time; if he did act, it should have been under the pretense of searching for Shen Yueshan to assassinate him. Why would he start stirring up trouble among the Northwestern army?

Shen Yueshan’s grip tightened on the ceramic bowl, veins bulging on the back of his hand. He lowered his head and drained the bowl in one gulp, then violently smashed the empty bowl on the ground.

The shattered bowl reflected Shen Yueshan’s current state of mind.

Before this, Shen Yueshan had felt sorrow, melancholy, and complexity about Geng Liangcheng’s betrayal.

That’s why he had drunk himself into a stupor. Now that Xiao Huayong had laid this ugly truth before him, he felt both heartbroken and furious.

Had Shen Yueshan never considered that Geng Liangcheng wanted to become the next King of the Northwest?

He must have thought of it, but he didn’t want to believe it. This was a brother who had fought life-and-death battles with him, shed blood on battlefields, and jointly guarded their territory!

How could he have been blinded by the desire for power?

Chapter 520: Becoming Better Together For Each Other
“Father, human hearts are fickle,” Shen Xihe placed her hand gently on Shen Yueshan’s shoulder.

Shen Xihe’s comment about fickle hearts made Xiao Huayong pause.

Well, here was another person who didn’t believe in eternal bonds.

Look at Geng Liangcheng and Shen Yueshan – they had been together since before they could walk, grew up together, fought on battlefields, protected civilians, killed enemies, and achieved fame and success together. Yet in the end, they still turned against each other over power.

His face fell, and Shen Xihe caught sight of it, causing her to suppress a slight smile.

Xiao Huayong lowered his gaze to drink his soup, falling into his grudge-holding mode regarding Geng Liangcheng. He missed Shen Xihe’s fleeting smile.

He couldn’t refute Shen Xihe’s point – too many deep bonds had gone from undying loyalty to armed conflict because of benefits and power.

“If Father-in-law delays appearing for a few more days, or perhaps…” Xiao Huayong wanted to quickly root out this eyesore of a traitor: “We could fake a death to draw him out.”

“Fake a death?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong, “How would we fake it?”

“Find a corpse and pretend it’s Father-in-law,” Xiao Huayong said.

“Where would we find such a corpse?” Shen Xihe asked again.

With Shen Yueshan’s build, it would be difficult to find a match – even finding a living person of similar build would be hard, let alone a corpse. They couldn’t take one from nearby either, or news would spread and make it difficult to trap that old fox Geng Liangcheng.

Xiao Huayong glanced at Shen Xihe: “I overlooked these details.”

Overlooked?

Shen Xihe never believed Xiao Huayong would overlook anything. She knew he intended to find someone of similar build to Shen Yueshan and kill them, then disguise them as Shen Yueshan.

Such methods were considered acceptable means to an end by people of their station. Shen Xihe didn’t deny it – it was simply the law of survival, the strong preying on the weak.

But she didn’t like it, and she liked it even less when those close to her acted this way.

When Xiao Huayong spoke of it and heard her questions, he realized she was different from those high-born nobles. She wasn’t overly compassionate, but she also didn’t view human life as worthless.

She wouldn’t save a victim without reason, nor would she harm an innocent person without cause.

Thus, he changed his words.

“Let me think about it.” Shen Yueshan pondered for a moment before changing the subject, “Let’s eat the meat.”

Xiao Huayong sliced the roasted meat with his knife and placed it in a rough ceramic bowl. They ate the roasted meat with their vegetable soup.

After finishing their evening meal and chatting with Shen Yueshan about other matters, the couple left when they saw night falling.

“Youyou…” Walking under the scattered moonlight to their courtyard, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help speaking up, “I…”

Shen Xihe turned her head, quietly looking at him. He seemed unable to find the words, so Shen Xihe sighed softly: “Your Highness, we are two different people. Even if we are of one heart, our thoughts and perspectives will differ. Some things I dislike don’t mean they’re wrong, and my unwillingness to do them doesn’t mean I’ll despise others who do.”

The Geng Liangcheng matter now involved Shen Yueshan’s life and the fundamental interests of the Shen clan. While Shen Xihe disliked Xiao Huayong’s suggestion, she had to admit that for the Shen family’s interests and Shen Yueshan’s current situation, it was an excellent strategy.

“Youyou, you and I are ultimately different.” Xiao Huayong had to admit he couldn’t match Shen Xihe’s righteousness, “I was born as the Crown Prince, and I learned to focus on the bigger picture. In my view, if small sacrifices can bring greater stability, they’re worthwhile.”

“Your Highness, we see things differently because we grew up in different circumstances. There’s no absolute right or wrong. For people in our positions, sometimes extraordinary measures are necessary.” Shen Xihe looked at him earnestly, “People like us can never truly be purely benevolent. I’m just luckier than Your Highness, having never been forced into a situation where I had to kill innocents…”

She wouldn’t sacrifice many lives to ensure her survival, but she would kill one or two people to stay alive if necessary. She simply hadn’t encountered such a situation yet – who knew what the future held?

She just tried to be someone who neither owed nor was owed, but when it came to matters of survival, everyone became selfish.

Xiao Huayong particularly liked Shen Xihe, very particularly liked her. She had a charm that brought peace to both body and mind.

He took her hands in his: “I understand, and I promise you, unless necessary, I will never casually harm innocent and weak people in the future.”

Xiao Huayong had compassion, but he had learned imperial compassion, which focused on the bigger picture. He had also studied the art of ruling, and like all those in high positions, he had developed a certain dismissive view of the weak as insignificant.

“I also have shortcomings, and I’ve learned much from Your Highness.” Shen Xihe’s obsidian eyes were filled with warm smiles.

These words sweetened Xiao Huayong’s heart. Shen Xihe wasn’t one for sweet talk – even when she said she would care for him, he knew it was because his status had changed. He was her husband and a husband who devoted himself to her completely, which was why she cared.

Her saying she had learned much from him wasn’t mere politeness or flattery, which made it more pleasing than any sweet words could be.

“Would you… like to know the cause of Geng Zhongji’s death?” Xiao Huayong remembered she had asked earlier but hadn’t pursued the answer.

“It doesn’t matter whether I know or not.” Shen Xihe wasn’t particularly curious.

She trusted her father’s character. If her father said it was a grave crime, it must have been unforgivable.

“I’ll look into this General Geng and gather some information. You should rest early.” Xiao Huayong kissed Shen Xihe’s forehead and strode away.

Shen Xihe wanted to stop him, but by the time she turned around, he had already left the courtyard, his figure swallowed by the night.

She returned to her room to wash up and rest, falling into a drowsy sleep until she sensed Xiao Huayong’s return. She used to be easily startled awake, but since marrying Xiao Huayong, she felt particularly at ease with him. Though she could sense his presence, he never disturbed her peaceful dreams.

The next morning, while Shen Xihe was combing her hair, Xiao Huayong returned from practicing swordplay outside. Shen Xihe casually asked, “Did you find out?”

Unexpectedly, Xiao Huayong’s expression stiffened slightly. Shen Xihe caught this and turned to look at him: “You didn’t find out?”

That shouldn’t be possible. With Xiao Huayong’s abilities, even in the Northwest, unless he chose not to investigate, it was impossible for him not to discover anything.

Xiao Huayong had indeed found out, and he understood why Shen Yueshan was unwilling to tell Shen Xihe the details. Geng Zhongji had been a sexual predator who had caused deaths early on, but Geng Liangcheng and his wife had used the money to smooth things over. With the bribes, no one pursued the matters, and no one came forward.

This emboldened Geng Zhongji’s evil nature. When he tired of young women, he turned his wicked attention to young girls. An eight-year-old girl had died from his torture…

Chapter 521: Husband and Wife Plan Together
“I found out. This man forcibly took women and was responsible for several deaths,” Xiao Huayong said lightly, avoiding the worst details.

Those filthy matters were difficult for him to speak of, and he didn’t want to sully Shen Xihe’s ears.

“Oh.” Shen Xihe responded flatly.

It wasn’t that she didn’t find these matters infuriating, but she had heard such rumors before, so she remained unperturbed. Even before Geng Zhongji’s death, Shen Xihe had heard about it, but each time the Geng Liangcheng couple had smoothed things over.

Without victims coming forward, though she despised Geng Zhongji’s behavior, she couldn’t step up to punish him. After that, she distanced herself from the Geng Liangcheng couple and began spending more time at her uncle’s home.

Geng Zhongji had gone missing as a child, causing great guilt for Geng Liangcheng and his wife. His wife often became mentally unstable because of it, to the point where they never had more children. Geng Zhongji was their only seedling – after searching fruitlessly for over ten years, they had given up, only to find him again.

But what they found was someone of corrupt character. In this situation, Geng Liangcheng had tried hard to correct things, but his wife was too soft-hearted and always intervened. Whenever Geng Zhongji cried and spoke of his childhood sufferings, his mother couldn’t bear to let him suffer anymore.

If it were just this, Shen Yueshan would certainly have told Shen Xihe. Geng Zhongji had committed other unforgivable, horrifying crimes that both Shen Yueshan and Xiao Huayong didn’t want her to know about.

Fortunately, she wasn’t overly curious. If they didn’t want to say, then so be it.

Being intelligent people, Shen Xihe knew Xiao Huayong had more to say, and Xiao Huayong knew she knew, but neither pressed the matter, and the subject was dropped.

Shen Yueshan had gone out again, and Xiao Huayong shared breakfast with Shen Xihe. Xiao Huayong said, “I investigated Geng Liangcheng yesterday. He’s a cautious man. If Father-in-law hadn’t been missing for so long, he wouldn’t normally have had an opportunity to act. This rare chance was too tempting for him not to try probing, which alerted his Father-in-law. Otherwise, he might have continued lying low.”

Such a venomous snake lurking by Shen Yueshan’s side, deeply trusted, could easily take the lives of both father and son.

Shen Xihe also felt quite relieved: “Fortunately, there were changes in last year’s war with the Turks.”

Otherwise, she might have orchestrated a plan that would have trapped both her father and brother.

Hearing Shen Xihe’s words, Xiao Huayong smiled: “At that time, Father-in-law and Brother must have made quite a commotion. Geng Liangcheng probably didn’t conceal it and reported it to His Majesty. But then Xiao Changtai interfered, letting Munuha escape, and your plan was disrupted. The preparations to deal with the Turks came to nothing. His Majesty and Geng Liangcheng probably couldn’t understand why Father-in-law and Brother acted that way.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh softly – they had inadvertently given His Majesty quite a scare.

“Geng Liangcheng is cautious and won’t act rashly. I still agree with yesterday’s fake death plan,” Xiao Huayong continued, “However, to convince him, Father-in-law should best appear to die from his injuries in front of him.”

“Die from injuries in front of him?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

“If we find a corpse to deceive him, he might not believe it.” A corpse would need manipulation – too little wouldn’t be convincing, too much would be suspicious. Since Shen Xihe disliked this approach, and after understanding more about Geng Liangcheng, Xiao Huayong modified the plan.

“I’ve sent word to Linghu Zheng, asking him to come and see how we can make Father-in-law appear gravely injured and convince others.”

Shen Xihe understood Xiao Huayong’s meaning – they would have Shen Yueshan pretend to be injured. If he truly appeared gravely wounded, his long absence would make sense.

“To thoroughly convince him, we need to let him know exactly who injured Father so severely,” Shen Xihe’s eyes sparkled with a faint smile.

In perfect understanding, Xiao Huayong immediately caught on: “We’ll have to make use of Uncle.”

Xiao Juezong was the perfect choice – he had even tricked His Majesty, attacking the temporary palace and capturing Prince Jiachen.

Surely it wasn’t too much to trap Shen Yueshan this way?

As for why he would target Shen Yueshan, naturally, it would be because he had wanted to cooperate with Shen Yueshan, but when Shen Yueshan refused to yield, he tortured him thus. Keeping Shen Yueshan alive but suffering was to deny Emperor Youning any satisfaction.

“We’ll need to find a place to serve as Father’s prison, and arrange for suspicious people to come and go in Liangzhou,” Shen Xihe reminded him of the details.

Xiao Huayong stroked his chin. Liangzhou was Fifth Brother’s territory – creating such a big disturbance here would be hard to hide from him.

They needed to find a way to keep Fifth Brother from getting involved.

“Why is Your Highness lost in thought?” Shen Xihe noticed Xiao Huayong’s contemplation.

Coming back to himself, Xiao Huayong didn’t mention Xiao Changqing’s matter, but instead asked: “Does the Northwestern Prince’s mansion have a regular physician? One of exceptional skill?”

“Yes, the military physician for the Northwestern Army. He’s quite remarkable – I survived thanks to him,” Shen Xihe nodded.

“We need to secure him beforehand,” Xiao Huayong said.

Shen Xihe thought briefly before understanding Xiao Huayong’s meaning: “Even if we arrange everything perfectly to show Father is fatally wounded, Geng Liangcheng will still worry about possibilities. What would truly put his mind at ease would be personally ensuring Father’s death.

This way, he’d also have avenged Geng Zhongji, making him feel more secure.”

The Northwestern Prince’s mansion was like an iron bucket. The military physician would be Geng Liangcheng’s only chance to act. The physician was known for his integrity and admired Father’s character – to make him comply, their family would have to be threatened.

“Uncle Sang is unwaveringly loyal to Father. Even if Geng Liangcheng threatened his wife and children, Uncle Sang wouldn’t compromise,” Shen Xihe was certain of this.

“No, Geng Liangcheng is already a petty man, and such a person won’t believe there are truly righteous people in this world,” Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly. “Moreover, the physician must diagnose Father-in-law as fatally wounded. Since Father-in-law would already be beyond saving, why sacrifice one’s loved ones for a dying man? The physician being forced to poison Father-in-law would be perfectly reasonable.”

Shen Xihe pondered for a moment: “What you say makes sense. I’ll inform Father when he returns.”

“It would be better to keep this from your brother,” Xiao Huayong suggested.

It wasn’t distrust of Shen Yunan’s acting ability, but rather that his genuine emotional responses, unfiltered reactions, would be most convincing.

Shen Xihe frowned. The three of them – father and children – had never kept secrets from each other. Concealing this from her brother would surely hurt him once everything was settled. After thinking, Shen Xihe said: “Let’s wait for Father to return and let him decide.”

Chapter 522: I Want You to Treat Me Better
Xiao Huayong didn’t press the matter, and even felt a touch of envy – he had never seen such a loving relationship in a noble family.

Most noble households were filled with schemes and calculations. For the sake of benefits, people would even strike deadly blows against their closest kin.

“Youyou, let’s just have one son and one daughter in the future,” Xiao Huayong suddenly said.

Shen Xihe froze momentarily – how could someone discuss such matters so openly?

She didn’t know how to respond to such words.

Absorbed in his thoughts, Xiao Huayong didn’t notice Shen Xihe’s discomfort and continued: “The mutual love between you, Father-in-law, and Brother truly makes me envious. I also want such harmony.

I think the Shen family’s success comes partly from Father-in-law’s guidance and care, and partly because you and your brother have no conflicting interests.”

Like his father and His Majesty with the Empress Dowager – weren’t they once loving family members? Yet in the face of power, such family bonds ultimately proved fragile. If His Majesty had been born female, would his father have suffered such bone-deep torment?

Seeing the melancholy in Xiao Huayong’s eyes, Shen Xihe set aside her discomfort about discussing children. She knew he was thinking of his background, so she took his hand: “Beichen, I disagree. I believe whether children get along in the future depends on their parents’ guidance.”

Though Shen Yueshan protected her while being extremely strict with Shen Yunan, he never neglected Shen Yunan. With each strictness, he would explain the reason to Shen Yunan. Besides training, Shen Yueshan often had childlike arguments with Shen Yunan, making Shen Yunan both respectful and close to him.

Shen Yueshan was skilled at raising children, which was why Shen Xihe and Shen Yunan remained as close as siblings.

“It seems Father-in-law is quite skilled at raising children,” Xiao Huayong smiled.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to discuss children further and was about to change the subject when Mo Yu entered with a letter for her.

She opened it in front of Xiao Huayong – it was from Xie Yunhuai: “Doctor Qi is also in Liangzhou.”

The smile instantly fell from Xiao Huayong’s face: “His letter – how did it reach your hands?”

“Doctor Qi and I have always corresponded,” Shen Xihe said frankly. “Hearing news of my disappearance, he sent a letter to the Princess’s mansion, which was forwarded here. By my calculations, he should have reached Liangzhou.”

Upon hearing of “her” disappearance at the post station, Xie Yunhuai sent a message by carrier pigeon to the Princess’s mansion, explaining he would search in Liangzhou and provide an address there.

“I’ll reply to him now. We could ask Doctor Qi if he has any solutions for Father’s situation. If he does, we wouldn’t need to trouble Divine Doctor Linghu, and we could save some time,” Shen Xihe looked up to see Xiao Huayong pressing his lips together, his displeasure evident.

She simply handed him the letter: “You reply then.”

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t take it, just showing his jealousy openly.

Shen Xihe sighed: “I have no private relationship with Doctor Qi. Our correspondence is because I asked him to find medicine for the strange poison in your body. Doctor Qi has stated clearly that he harbors no improper thoughts toward me.”

For a moment, Xiao Huayong almost blurted out that he’d rather not be cured than have them correspond.

He swallowed the words, not knowing why his heart had become so narrow that he couldn’t bear her being close to others, especially men. Even though he knew her relationship with Xie Yunhuai was pure.

Seeing Xiao Huayong still sulking, Shen Xihe added: “Doctor Qi is no different to me than Young Master Bu.”

Both were close friends.

“I know,” Xiao Huayong replied sullenly.

“But you still have misgivings,” Shen Xihe said directly.

Xiao Huayong nervously averted his gaze, avoiding eye contact: “I… I know I shouldn’t mind, shouldn’t have misgivings, but I can’t control myself…”

He disliked these moments when he couldn’t control himself.

He didn’t know why his possessiveness had grown to such an unimaginable degree.

“With Doctor Qi, unless necessary, I never initiate contact. He sometimes writes once a month, sometimes once in several months, always about progress in finding the antidote,” Shen Xihe spoke sincerely. “I do not enjoy socializing. Even with close friends, they usually seek me out more. Beichen, I don’t have many friends, just a few, but I only have one husband.

Doctor Qi has helped me greatly, and I need his help now. I can’t just discard this friendship.

If it bothers you, I won’t make any new male friends in the future.”

This was the most Shen Xihe could offer. She and Xie Yunhuai had nothing between them – they helped each other and considered each other confidants, rarely contacting privately. Their current three to five letters per year were all because of the strange poison in Xiao Huayong’s body.

Once this matter was resolved, unless necessary, she would at most send generous gifts during festivals and pay attention to rare herbs or related items to give him.

Shen Xihe couldn’t abandon a friend she had known before marriage just to accommodate Xiao Huayong’s feelings.

But since he minded her male friendships so much, she would avoid making new male friends in the future.

Xiao Huayong strode forward and embraced Shen Xihe tightly: “I’m sorry, Youyou. It’s my fault, I’ll change.”

Shen Xihe wasn’t angry, nor did she blame Xiao Huayong. She said softly: “Beichen, we’re husband and wife. Between spouses, one person shouldn’t always yield. If you dislike something, you can say it, and I’ll do what I can if possible. If I can’t, I’ll tell you.

I’m a person bound by rules and propriety. Someone like me might be boring in many ways, but I also know proper conduct.

Whoever I associate with, male or female, I maintain proper boundaries. I just hope you can trust me.”

“I trust you.” He had never doubted Shen Xihe’s propriety – her upbringing would never allow her to be fickle or violate moral principles. “I… I just want to be the most important person in your heart. If… if you treat me better, I won’t mind these things…”

Xiao Huayong could speak any flirtatious words easily, yet this sentence made him somewhat embarrassed.

Treat him better?

Shen Xihe was puzzled: “Am I not treating you well?”

She thought she had been treating him well enough – what more could she do?

“You are,” Xiao Huayong quickly replied. “But I’m greedy, I want you to treat me even better.”

Shen Xihe thought for a moment, then nodded: “I’ll remember that. I’ll try to treat you even better.”

Just this one sentence immediately made Xiao Huayong forget about Xie Yunhuai.

He wasn’t bothered by Xie Yunhuai – he just wanted reassurance from her.

Chapter 523: Split Operations
In the end, Xie Yunhuai’s reply letter was penned by Xiao Huayong. When Shen Yueshan returned that night, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong informed him of what the two had discussed during the day. Shen Yueshan did not object.

Xiao Huayong began making arrangements immediately. The first task was sending a letter to the capital, specifically to Prince Xin’s residence.

Xiao Changqin soon received an anonymous letter, the envelope containing evidence of Rong Ce’s crimes.

The fact that these incriminating documents hadn’t been sent directly to the emperor meant the sender had no intention of using them against Rong Ce. The absence of any written message in the envelope also indicated there was no attempt to blackmail him for favors. Since it was neither a trap nor a threat, it could only be a warning.

Rong Ce’s transgressions weren’t major crimes—they were more like the unsavory practices that most officials couldn’t entirely avoid. Reporting them wouldn’t result in severe punishment, but if someone were to push the matter behind the scenes, Liangzhou would no longer be able to retain its garrison.

Liangzhou…

These two characters alone told him that this letter must have come from the Crown Prince.

Just like the previous times when His Highness the Crown Prince had restrained him—each instance involving different leverage, from the imperial tomb explosion to the prisoner substitution—His Highness’s methods might seem unchanged, yet he had countless ways to control people. It was truly chilling.

In this world, few people could easily obtain evidence of crimes committed by high-ranking officials, and even fewer would possess such evidence without malicious intent.

Rather than a warning, this was more like a bribe from His Highness the Crown Prince. It seemed His Highness was indeed planning something in Liangzhou… or perhaps some major operation in the Northwest, and wanted him to stay out of it.

Xiao Changqin returned to his study, wrote a letter, and sent it to Rong Ce in Liangzhou.

With Xiao Changqin handled, Xiao Huayong became even more unrestrained and skillful in making arrangements.

Xie Yunhuai arrived at their lodgings the next day. After more than a year apart, the young man still maintained his elegant bearing, as refreshing as a cool breeze under bright moonlight.

“Your Highness the Crown Prince, Your Highness the Crown Princess,” Xie Yunhuai bowed.

“Doctor Qi, you’re too formal.” Xiao Huayong reached out to support Xie Yunhuai’s arm. “Having asked you to come here this time, we must trouble you further.”

“As I am friends with Her Highness the Crown Princess, it is only natural that we help each other. Your Highness is too kind,” Xie Yunhuai replied, neither servile nor arrogant.

Xiao Huayong glanced at him. “The Crown Princess and I are husband and wife. Even when friends help each other, thanks must be given. So I’ll thank you first on Youyou’s behalf—saying ‘thank you for your trouble’ is not excessive.”

Xiao Huayong was asserting his authority. Xie Yunhuai secretly smiled. Though he had once harbored feelings for Shen Xihe, he now had no thoughts of coveting her. Having no regrets, he naturally didn’t wish to engage in verbal sparring with Xiao Huayong, lest it put the Crown Princess in an awkward position. “Your Highness’s thanks, this humble one dare not accept, as I do not yet know if I can be of assistance to Your Highness and Her Highness.”

“Doctor Qi’s willingness to come this far already merits these thanks,” Shen Xihe interjected. “However, Doctor Qi need not be so formal with us. Let’s go inside, and we’ll explain the matter to you.”

For safety reasons, although Xiao Huayong had replied to Xie Yunhuai, he had Xie Yunhuai go to his location first, where his men escorted him. The exact reason for inviting him hadn’t been detailed.

After they entered, cups of Pingzhong leaf tea that Shen Xihe carried were poured, and once seated, Xiao Huayong explained everything to him. Since Shen Xihe trusted Xie Yunhuai so completely, Xiao Huayong had nothing to hide.

Moreover, even if Xie Yunhuai developed ulterior motives, he could make him understand the devastating consequences of betraying him and harming his loved one.

After listening, Xie Yunhuai pondered for a moment. “I do have a solution, but it would require Axi’s assistance. Also…”

“Doctor Qi, please speak freely,” Shen Xihe said, noticing his hesitation.

Xie Yunhuai’s brows furrowed slightly as he looked up with a solemn expression. “To create a convincing deception, the Northwestern King will have to endure some suffering.”

No one could make a perfectly healthy person appear terminally ill through acupuncture or medicine alone.

“Could you elaborate?” Shen Xihe’s expression grew serious.

“The King has some hidden injuries that could be healed, but treating them would be like mending broken bones—the bones must first be broken again,” Xie Yunhuai explained. “I can use this opportunity to heal some of his internal injuries, but we must first damage his internal organs with potent medicines, then treat them together. This way, we can create a convincing deception, and with Axi’s acupuncture, we can fool any number of physicians.

The King cannot wield weapons for half a year and must recuperate carefully. I will remain in the Northwest to monitor his condition until he fully recovers.”

“This is a good plan,” Xiao Huayong strongly approved. “It’s perfect for giving Father-in-law proper time to recover, and it will appear perfectly reasonable to others.”

They had claimed to others that Shen Yueshan had escaped after enduring torture. To convince Geng Liangcheng, Xiao Huayong had begun laying the groundwork. It would be best if their schemes against Geng Liangcheng didn’t reveal themselves as their machinations, as this might arouse His Majesty’s suspicions and make him think they were in collusion with Xiao Yueyong—how else could they have planned everything so meticulously?

If Shen Yueshan needed to recover for over half a year, it could be attributed to Xiao Yueyong’s persecution. Only after escaping did they discover Geng Liangcheng’s disloyalty and turn the situation to their advantage.

“I’ll discuss this with Father,” Shen Xihe believed Shen Yueshan wouldn’t object.

Xie Yunhuai had previously offered to treat Shen Yueshan’s hidden injuries, but when Shen Yueshan heard it would require at least half a year of recovery without fighting, he couldn’t agree. As the Northwestern King responsible for guarding the frontier’s safety, he couldn’t put personal matters above the greater good. If Tubo or Tujue caused trouble during this period, he would be duty-bound to take the field, only aggravating his injuries.

Now that they had official sanction, with Xiao Huayong watching both Tubo and Tujue, Shen Yueshan could naturally have enough time to recover from his injuries.

As expected, Shen Yueshan didn’t refuse. They each began their respective tasks. Sui Axi was originally meant to stay with Xiao Huayong to continue treating his eyes—although Xiao Huayong had regained his ability to distinguish colors, the poison in his body remained a major concern.

Xiao Huayong had mentioned early on that he would come seeking her, so Shen Xihe simply took Sui Axi with her, following Zhenzhu and the others.

The next day, they all left the village, but in different directions. Xiao Huayong went to arrange the details of the entire affair. Shen Yueshan first followed Xie Yunhuai to take medicine that would trigger all his hidden injuries. Shen Xihe went to Liangzhou to find Zhenzhu and the others.

After Xiao Changfeng handled matters—Xiao Huayong hadn’t left him any evidence, and all the people he had brought out were gone without a trace—His Majesty could only furiously assign him new personnel. Knowing the kidnapped person was a decoy, Xiao Changfeng was confident that Shen Xihe was safe.

He rushed to Liangzhou with Shen Xihe’s maids and subordinates, spent two days making inquiries without finding anything suspicious, and just as he was preparing to venture deeper into the Northwest, Shen Xihe appeared on her own.

Chapter 524: Beginning Their Performance
She wore a simple hairpin and cotton dress, her face free of powder, her posture straight and dignified, her expression cool and distant.

Even dressed as a common woman, the Crown Princess’s noble bearing was difficult to conceal. Another person now stood at her side.

Though Xiao Changfeng had seen imposters who could create perfect deceptions before, one glance was enough to convince him that this was the real person.

This kind of innate elegance and composure wasn’t something just anyone could imitate.

No wonder since he had rushed thousands of li to take charge, that fake Crown Princess had used the excuse of being traumatized by the boat attack to avoid facing him directly. The only time she had met him was deliberately to make him suspicious, causing him to overlook her bearing.

“Why did Your Highness disappear from the relay station?” Xiao Changfeng asked.

“I was naturally kidnapped,” Shen Xihe answered placidly.

“How did Your Highness escape from the bandits? And who kidnapped Your Highness?” Xiao Changfeng pressed.

“I do not know who was behind it,” Shen Xihe replied unhurriedly. “I have my secret guards. To be frank with you, Prince Xun, after the assassination attempt on the boat and then the attack at the relay station, I felt deeply unsafe. Thus, I deliberately went along with their kidnapping, allowing my secret guards to rescue me later, taking a roundabout route to Liangzhou.”

She spoke so frankly and naturally that if he hadn’t already known the Crown Princess at the relay station was an imposter, he might have believed her somewhat.

However, though he had no proof the Crown Princess at the relay station was fake, he couldn’t say so. Thus he also couldn’t claim Shen Xihe was working with her kidnappers to kill all the men His Majesty had sent.

“Your Highness is thoughtful and far-sighted. This prince admires you. Considering Your Highness has traveled from Yunzhou to Liangzhou, this prince won’t disturb your rest.” Xiao Changfeng knew he couldn’t get anything out of Shen Xihe, so there was no point wasting time with her. Better to investigate her whereabouts during this period.

This investigation was exactly what Shen Xihe wanted. She had deliberately waited two days before appearing because she needed to leave traces of her presence in Liangzhou. These traces were meant for Xiao Changfeng—once he finished his investigation, she could reasonably lead him to search for her father.

“Youyou!” Bu Shulin hurriedly came looking for her just as Shen Xihe had finished bathing and changing clothes with Zhenzhu and the others’ help. She looked Shen Xihe up and down, let out a long sigh of relief, then glanced behind her before lowering her voice to say, “Couldn’t you have let me know next time?”

Of course, Bu Shulin knew the one who disappeared from the relay station wasn’t her, but Shen Xihe had truly vanished afterward. When she questioned Zhenzhu and the others, there was no news at all, which had truly worried her.

“Tell you? How would we fool Prince Xun then?” Shen Xihe glanced at her.

This hurt of being distrusted made Bu Shulin clutch her chest: “You doubt my abilities, doubt my wisdom, and even doubt my acting skills!”

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept up and down her body: “Forgive my directness, but when it comes to ability, I’ve seen none in you.”

Bu Shulin: …

Just insult her, that’s all she knows how to do!

“Don’t forget, I helped you lure Xiao Changfeng over!” When they needed her help, they hadn’t found her lacking.

If she hadn’t led Xiao Changfeng over, how would he have so easily gone personally, believing Shen Xihe was in the inn? Following Shen Xihe into the remote mountains where he nearly lost his life.

Mentioning this made her angry: “I worked so hard planning for you, then you turned around and killed everyone His Majesty sent except me. Now everyone thinks I was working with the assassins.”

“Isn’t Prince Xun still alive? You can always throw suspicion onto him.” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

“I won’t argue about this with him. I’ll just say my martial arts are exceptional, my movements swift, and no one can match me.” Bu Shulin lifted her chin.

Shen Xihe gave an ambiguous laugh.

To Bu Shulin’s eyes, this laugh was pure contempt, blatant mockery: “My martial arts skills rank among the best in the world, don’t underestimate me.”

“Why don’t you fight Prince Xun and see who’s better?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow.

Bu Shulin: …

They had fought, when Xiao Changfeng ran back to the relay station and found all the others who had gone searching for the Crown Princess dead, with only her returning unharmed. He suspected her, and they had ended up fighting, with her losing by half a move!

Such humiliation! She had been practicing hard lately, determined to win back that half move.

Seeing her expression, it was clear she had crossed swords with Xiao Changfeng, and the result was self-evident.

Shen Xihe smiled subtly, and before Bu Shulin could get angry, said: “Alright, I need to rest.”

Though dismissed again, Bu Shulin didn’t leave, instead asking: “What exactly are you planning to do next? Give me some idea.”

“The remaining matters are rather complicated. Don’t get involved.” Shen Xihe had no intention of telling Bu Shulin.

It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her, but that these matters couldn’t be explained in just a few words.

Seeing Bu Shulin’s glum expression, Shen Xihe added: “Just help me by keeping a close watch on Prince Xun.”

The satisfaction of being needed made Bu Shulin’s face break into a smile: “Alright, I’ll go keep an eye on him right away.”

Shen Xihe rested in her room for a day, never leaving once, but in the middle of the night she ran out—hair disheveled, casually wrapped in a cloak. Even Zhenzhu and the others didn’t know why, all rushing after her while calling out. She stole a horse from the stable and galloped away.

The awakened Xiao Changfeng, having learned from his previous experience, actually hesitated. He had never encountered someone like Shen Xihe, whose moves were completely unpredictable and whose thoughts ran incredibly deep.

However, Bu Shulin followed without hesitation, as did most of Shen Xihe’s maids. After giving some brief orders, Xiao Changfeng also mounted his horse and gave chase.

Shen Xihe rode at full speed, again heading toward the deep mountains. Xiao Changfeng had developed something of a psychological shadow regarding the mountains. This time he left all his men outside and pursued alone in their direction.

The night’s tranquility was shattered by hoofbeats. Even the chirping of cicadas and croaking of frogs fell silent. The deeper into the mountains they went, the quieter it became. Shen Xihe’s horsemanship wasn’t as refined as Xiao Changfeng’s or Bu Shulin’s, and she was soon caught up to it. Xiao Changfeng blocked her path: “Your Highness, what is the meaning of this?”

“Get out of my way.” Shen Xihe appeared anxious and irritable, giving the cold command.

But Xiao Changfeng didn’t yield: “Your Highness, this area is desolate, and though it’s night, there are still fierce beasts. We cannot go deeper. This prince is charged with protecting Your Highness’s safety. If Your Highness won’t explain the reason, this prince must give offense.”

“I dreamed of Father, Father was calling for me, he’s nearby, he’s in danger!” Shen Xihe said frantically and urgently.

This couldn’t convince Xiao Changfeng at all. His investigation had revealed that Shen Xihe had arrived in Liangzhou two days earlier, wandering around the area mysteriously, as if searching for someone.

“Your Highness, you’ve had a nightmare, it cannot be relied upon…”

Before Xiao Changfeng could finish speaking, the faint sounds of combat came from behind.

Chapter 525: When the Act Falls Apart, Fainting Follows
The sounds of combat weren’t intense, but they couldn’t escape the keen ears of martial experts like Xiao Changfeng and Bu Shulin.

Xiao Changfeng quickly turned to shield Shen Xihe—protecting her safety was his responsibility. Bu Shulin and Moyu and the others also rode forward. Bu Shulin said to Xiao Changfeng, “I’ll go check.”

Xiao Changfeng nodded. Bu Shulin rode toward the source of the sound, and Moyu, catching Shen Xihe’s eye signal, followed closely. Xiao Changfeng’s gaze lingered on Moyu for a moment.

Shortly after the two left, a brief whistle sounded. Shen Xihe immediately raised her whip and charged forward excitedly: “It’s Father!”

Zhenzhu quickly followed, as did Xiao Changfeng.

When the three arrived, Moyu and Bu Shulin were each supporting someone covered in wounds, head hanging down with disheveled hair completely obscuring his face. But the figure was tall and imposing, a build rare in the world. Almost as soon as he saw this figure in the night, Xiao Changfeng was certain it was Shen Yueshan.

“Father!” Shen Xihe cried out, about to rush forward, but Xiao Changfeng swiftly blocked her.

“Princess, this servant will go rescue His Highness,” Zhenzhu quickly charged forward.

Originally five or six people had surrounded Moyu, Bu Shulin, and the three others. Zhenzhu’s charge on horseback disrupted their formation. However, the area was narrow, and their attackers were extremely agile. One slashed horizontally with his blade while another coordinated to strike at the horse’s legs.

As soon as those two moved, Moyu and Bu Shulin also sprang into action, with two people engaging each attacker. Shen Yueshan collapsed sitting on the ground, supporting himself with one hand, blood flowing from his body.

Just as Xiao Changfeng was about to go help, the two who had forced Zhenzhu off her horse and killed her mount were closest to them. One quickly glanced their way.

Though it was just a passing look, the perceptive Xiao Changfeng was certain their target was Shen Xihe. Watching them fight with Moyu, Bu Shulin, and the others, he noticed their excellent martial arts skills—these were no ordinary people. If he joined in, someone might break free to attack Shen Xihe, and she, knowing no martial arts, would likely fall into their hands.

Left with no choice, Xiao Changfeng dared not advance. He took out the small horn at his waist and gave three short blasts—this should signal his subordinates waiting in the woods to come reinforce them.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to Xiao Changfeng’s side. Her eyes remained fixed on Shen Yueshan, anxiety and worry written across her face. Several times she tried to rush forward, but each time the vigilant Xiao Changfeng deliberately blocked her.

When Xiao Changfeng called for reinforcements, the black-clad men tangling with Bu Shulin and the others grew anxious, their attacks becoming more vicious.

They even constantly used the helpless Shen Yueshan in the middle to feint, forcing Bu Shulin and Moyu to protect him. After several exchanges, despite their considerable skills, both defenders had accumulated numerous sword wounds.

The entire confrontation fell under Xiao Changfeng’s observation. He could detect no flaws in the performance. Though he didn’t know Shen Xihe’s two maids, he knew Bu Shulin’s abilities extremely well—she had no room to hold back, truly fighting with all her might.

His heart sank steadily. When he heard the approach of numerous hoofbeats, he suddenly vaulted into the fray, staying on the edge, both helping Zhenzhu while maintaining a path to retreat and protecting Shen Xihe if needed.

Even amid sword combat, the black-clad men heard the approaching horses. Their eyes immediately changed, and they swiftly retreated, throwing smoke bombs that scattered dense fog everywhere. By the time it cleared, they had vanished without a trace.

By then Xiao Changfeng’s subordinates had all arrived, and Shen Xihe had already dismounted, rushing to Shen Yueshan: “Father, Father!”

Shen Xihe supported Shen Yueshan with trembling hands. Though she knew it was all fake, Shen Yueshan had inflicted real wounds on himself to make it convincing. Shen Xihe’s heart ached terribly.

“You… you…” Shen Yueshan couldn’t even complete a sentence before collapsing.

Bu Shulin hurried to help support him. Xiao Changfeng immediately called several men to lift Shen Yueshan onto a horse, quickly taking him to the relay station. Shen Xihe and the others naturally followed while Xiao Changfeng took some men to search the area.

After Shen Yueshan was rescued, both Zhenzhu and the traveling physician checked his pulse. The physician’s face changed dramatically, afraid to say more.

Zhenzhu’s eyes even reddened. Though she didn’t know the truth of the matter, with her current medical skills, she couldn’t think of any way to save someone as grievously wounded as Shen Yueshan appeared to be.

“How is Father?” Shen Xihe seemed to sense something from their reactions, asking anxiously and fearfully.

The physician dared not speak. Zhenzhu supported Shen Xihe’s arm: “Crown Princess, let Axi take a look first.”

Sui Axi stepped forward to check Shen Yueshan’s pulse. He hadn’t been briefed about this part—pulse-reading wasn’t his specialty. His diagnosis matched the physician’s and Zhenzhu’s, and his face instantly went pale.

“How is Father?” Shen Xihe asked again, so tense she seemed ready to snap at any moment.

“Crown Princess…” Sui Axi’s lips moved, but his voice caught in his throat.

Shen Xihe watched them, tears already glistening in her eyes. She said coldly: “Speak! How exactly is Father!”

“Crown Princess, this servant is useless. His Highness’s internal organs are severely damaged, I’m afraid…”

“Axi!” Zhenzhu’s sharp cry cut off his words.

Xiao Changfeng returned just then, having heard Shen Xihe’s questioning from afar. At the doorway, he took in Sui Axi and Zhenzhu’s reactions, immediately sensing the gravity of the situation.

Striding across the threshold, he saw the Northwestern King, now cleaned up but lying motionless and pale. Though he knew nothing of medicine, from the King’s weak and irregular breathing, he could tell the situation was indeed grave.

“Afraid of what?” Shen Xihe took a deep breath, feigning composure while asking sternly.

Sui Axi dared not say more. Shen Xihe looked to Zhenzhu, who could only say: “Princess, perhaps our medical skills are insufficient. We should find Doctor Qi and Divine Physician Linghu. His Highness will surely recover.”

Hearing her words, Shen Xihe’s vision instantly went black, and she fainted on the spot.

At this point, not knowing how else to react, she followed Xiao Huayong’s advice—when the act becomes unsustainable, fainting is the solution.

Shen Xihe’s collapse caused another round of chaos. Xiao Changfeng couldn’t afford to be careless now. He couldn’t even question if something was amiss. He hurriedly sent people to gather all the physicians in the city. The doctors were forcefully roused from their homes, following officials to the relay station, but not one dared say they had a way to treat him.

This made Xiao Changfeng’s heart even heavier.

Chapter 526: Fatal Injuries
After Axi and Zhenzhu worked together to keep Shen Yueshan alive, they were still helpless against his internal injuries.

Having survived numerous injuries both major and minor, Shen Yueshan awoke before Shen Xihe and immediately requested to see Xiao Changfeng.

“Take me back to the Northwest, as quickly as possible…” he told Xiao Changfeng. These words seemed to drain all his strength, making his breathing even more labored.

“Your Highness, who harmed you?” Xiao Changfeng didn’t agree, instead saying, “Your Highness shouldn’t be moved now. I’ve already sent word to the Crown Prince, who will surely arrive in time.”

Shen Yueshan lay with half his face pressed against the pillow, his bloodshot eyes fixed on Xiao Changfeng with an intense, penetrating gaze.

Initially, Xiao Changfeng met his gaze steadily, but eventually lowered his head before those piercing tiger-like eyes, though he didn’t back down: “I’m thinking of Your Highness’s welfare. I’ve already had notices posted throughout Liangzhou seeking renowned physicians.”

“If my father wants to return to the Northwest, then we’ll depart for the Northwest,” Shen Xihe was suddenly standing at the doorway. Though her face showed signs of fatigue, her gaze toward Xiao Changfeng was particularly cold.

“Your Highness mustn’t be willful…”

“Prince Xun, you are only responsible for my safety. You have no right to restrict my father’s or my movements and destinations,” Shen Xihe coldly interrupted him as she walked to Shen Yueshan’s side.

She grasped Shen Yueshan’s hand, her eyes reddening. Her father was truly foolish to have allowed himself to end up in such a state.

“Don’t… cry… Father is… fine…” Shen Yueshan forced the words out between his lips.

She hadn’t expected treating his injuries would leave him so weak. Tears immediately fell as she witnessed how these hidden injuries had left him in such a heartbreaking state.

He always waited until his injuries were fully healed before returning home. In her young heart, her father had been someone who could never be defeated.

“Return… Northwest,” Shen Yueshan said again.

“Alright, Youyou will take Father back to the Northwest,” Shen Xihe took a deep breath and ordered Zhenzhu and Moyu, “Pack our belongings, we leave today.”

“Crown Princess, even if you wish otherwise, you must consider His Highness’s current condition,” Xiao Changfeng strongly objected.

By now, he no longer doubted Shen Yueshan’s injuries. In his view, no fake injury could fool all the physicians in the city. When so many people unanimously declared that the Northwestern King was beyond saving, he believed it.

Precisely because he believed it, he couldn’t let Shen Yueshan return to the Northwest. His message to the Emperor would take at least three days to arrive. Xiao Changfeng naturally understood the Emperor’s desire to control the Northwest.

As a loyal subject, he believed it was natural for the Emperor to want to rule over everything. This was the best opportunity – if the Northwestern King didn’t return to the Northwest, many matters would be left unresolved. The Shen family might fall from grace, and the powerful clans of the Northwest would undergo major upheaval, but since the Emperor and the Northwestern King hadn’t openly broken ties, the Emperor wouldn’t destroy the Shen family and their Northwest followers.

This seemed like the most bloodless way to resolve the standoff.

“Prince Xun, my father was born in the Northwest, grew up in the Northwest, and guards the Northwest,” Shen Xihe turned, her obsidian-bright eyes sharp as frost-covered blades. “This place is just one step from the Northwest. Would you have him carry this regret for life?”

“I had no such intention…”

“Prince Xun, the Northwest’s soil is thick and its land is firm. Not everyone can set foot there,” Shen Xihe’s expression grew increasingly cold. “Perhaps Prince Xun doesn’t know that many people become dizzy and disoriented upon entering the Northwest, some even finding it difficult to walk on Northwestern soil.”

These seemingly cryptic words made it clear to Xiao Changfeng that Shen Xihe understood his intentions. She was also telling him that not everyone was qualified to guard the Northwest long-term, nor did everyone have the ability to stand on Northwestern soil.

Xiao Changfeng had done everything he could say and do. Shen Xihe had already half-revealed her hand – if he continued to obstruct them, it would likely lead to conflict. When Shen Xihe ordered preparations to take Shen Yueshan back to the Northwestern King’s mansion, he couldn’t stop them. He actually wanted to stay and thoroughly investigate the clues discovered yesterday, but since he was indeed responsible for Shen Xihe’s safety, he could only leave his capable subordinates to investigate.

With half of Liangzhou within the Northwest, traveling from Liangzhou to the Northwestern King’s mansion at a pace Shen Yueshan could handle took them four days.

Xiao Changfeng had indeed sent word to Shen Yun’an, but Shen Xihe had sent an additional letter. He hadn’t left the Northwestern King’s mansion, constantly waiting there for Shen Yueshan. Shen Yun’an, who was to be married in less than a month, met Shen Xihe and the others at the city gate with an anxious expression. This matter had been handled entirely by Shen Yueshan, who hadn’t revealed anything to Shen Yun’an from start to finish.

Shen Xihe couldn’t meet Shen Yun’an’s eyes, which made him and others believe Shen Yueshan’s condition was even worse than they thought.

When Shen Yueshan was carried into the Northwestern King’s mansion, the military physician was immediately summoned. Shen Yueshan’s condition had worsened over the past two days – his hidden injuries had become more apparent under Xie Yunhuai’s medicine. After taking Shen Yueshan’s pulse, the military physician’s hands trembled uncontrollably, as if in disbelief. He checked again, causing all of Shen Yueshan’s attendants who had rushed over upon hearing the news to feel their hearts sink.

“Uncle Sang, how is my father?” Shen Yun’an’s voice carried a tremor he couldn’t detect.

The Northwestern army had a military physician named Sang Yin, who had grown up alongside Shen Yueshan and the others. Due to his love of medicine from childhood and his weak constitution preventing him from joining his brothers on the battlefield, he devoted himself to studying medicine to support his brothers from the rear.

He had also helped ensure Shen Xihe’s survival in her early years. His medical skills were revered throughout the Northwest as those of a divine physician.

In all these years, none of them had ever seen Sang Yin so dispirited. He seemed as if his mouth had been sealed, unable to utter a word, yet his hands couldn’t stop trembling.

“Old Six, say something! How is His Highness?” An impatient general couldn’t help but urge.

Sang Yin seemed to wake from a trance, pushing past everyone to stumble toward his own home, muttering, “There must be a way, there must be a way…”

His reaction left everyone feeling as if they’d been plunged into an ice cavern. Shen Yun’an’s legs even went weak, and he nearly lost his balance, but fortunately, steadied by Mo Yao behind him.

Seeing Shen Yun’an like this, Shen Xihe closed her eyes.

The siblings’ reactions truly made it difficult to imagine what might be behind all this. Geng Liangcheng, standing at the front, flickered his gaze.

Upon returning home, Geng Liangcheng asked his confidant, “Have you found out how His Highness was injured?”

Xiao Changfeng had alarmed all of Liangzhou trying to treat Shen Yueshan’s injuries. They had received news two days ago, and Geng Liangcheng had already sent people to investigate.

“It seems he was injured by the hidden Crown Prince Jiachen,” the confidant reported their findings.

“If so, it doesn’t seem to be false…” A strange look flashed through Geng Liangcheng’s eyes.

“General, should we…”

Before the confidant could finish, Geng Liangcheng raised his hand to interrupt: “His Highness has long established his authority in the Northwest. We cannot act rashly. Though this whole affair seems reasonable, we all know His Highness’s martial abilities. How could Xiao Juexong injure him so severely? We must investigate thoroughly. Other matters must also be carefully planned – the Crown Prince is no ordinary person, and the Crown Princess has brought Prince Xun…”

This was a major matter; every step had to be planned carefully.

Chapter 527: Perhaps We Can Work with Fifth Brother Once
Geng Liangcheng’s caution was within Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe’s expectations. Regarding how Shen Yueshan could have been injured so severely by Xiao Juexong, it was a trap set up by Xiao Huayong himself. Geng Liangcheng would find no flaws in his investigation.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t appear openly for now. His body double was still evading those sent by the Emperor to track him. According to the Emperor’s intelligence, he supposedly hadn’t yet entered the Northwest. However, with Shen Yueshan’s situation causing such an uproar, he should be heading this way.

At night, after repeated urging from Shen Yun’an, Shen Xihe returned to her chambers to rest, her face filled with grief. As soon as she entered, she detected Xiao Huayong’s unique scent – a fragrance blended from agarwood and pingrui leaves that only she knew how to make.

“All of you withdraw,” Shen Xihe dismissed everyone.

As soon as the door closed, a warm body pressed against her from behind, embracing her. He tilted his head slightly to nuzzle her hair as Xiao Huayong said, “Don’t worry, Father-in-law’s injuries are all within our calculations.”

Xie Yunhuai had frequent contact with Shen Xihe in the capital. It wasn’t convenient for him to appear now to avoid suspicion, but before taking action, while they might not have known every step of Shen Yueshan’s changes intimately, things hadn’t strayed from their control.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but soften, leaning against Xiao Huayong. She had never doubted Xie Yunhuai, but still needed reassurance. Xiao Huayong’s words were undoubtedly that reassurance.

Feeling Shen Xihe’s exhaustion, Xiao Huayong’s heart ached slightly. He bent down to lift her horizontally, placing her on her bed. “Do you have any calming incense?”

“Yes…”

When Shen Xihe tried to get up to fetch it, Xiao Huayong pressed her shoulder down: “Tell me where it is, I’ll get it.”

Her bright eyes looked at him, tinged with a faint smile: “My dressing table…”

After Shen Xihe told Xiao Huayong the specific location, he found and brought it, lighting it on the incense burner. He returned to sit on the edge of the bed, holding her hand: “Rest early, I’ll stay with you.”

Shen Xihe had entered her chambers after a simple washing up, already planning to rest. Though exhausted, she wasn’t particularly sleepy. She lowered her eyes to look at Xiao Huayong’s hand holding hers, and after a moment’s contemplation said, “Geng Liangcheng won’t act rashly. I’m worried he’ll harm my brother.”

To achieve his goals, with Shen Yueshan gone, Shen Yun’an would become the obstacle.

Shen Xihe wanted to tell Shen Yun’an the truth so he could be prepared, but Shen Yun’an was constantly watching over Shen Yueshan, and their uncles were also concerned, taking turns accompanying Shen Yun’an. This left Shen Xihe no opportunity to speak even a word or two with him.

“I’ll keep an eye on your brother. With me here, leave it to me.” Xiao Huayong’s gaze, tender and loving, locked onto Shen Xihe. His hand cut through light and shadow to caress her cheek, gently smoothing her loose hair. “Tomorrow I’ll give him some reassurance too.”

In the gentle fragrance of the calming incense, Shen Xihe’s eyelids had grown heavy, but this statement suddenly dispersed her drowsiness: “What are you planning to do?”

“Father-in-law is renowned throughout the land for his martial prowess. Others only know him by reputation, but Geng Liangcheng and the others truly know his capabilities. Even with all the city’s physicians and military doctors being helpless, and my arrangements in Liangzhou being thorough, neither he nor Xiao Changfeng could find any flaws.”

Xiao Huayong patiently explained to Shen Xihe: “Observing his words and actions today, there wasn’t a single mistake. His caution might exceed our expectations. If so, why not resolve his doubts?

Tomorrow night, I’ll have someone infiltrate the Geng mansion to kidnap him, then disguise myself as Crown Prince Jiachen to meet him.”

Xiao Huayong revealed his entire plan to Shen Xihe: “First, let him know that if Crown Prince Jiachen can silently kidnap him from his mansion, injuring his Father-in-law to this extent isn’t surprising. Second, I’ll pretend to be Crown Prince Jiachen and cooperate with him, having him leave your brother to me to handle. This way we can ensure your brother’s safety.”

“The Geng mansion is heavily guarded, and he’s a battle-hardened general, more vigilant than wandering warriors with superior martial arts skills. The slightest disturbance would alert him.” How easy would it be to kidnap him undetected from the Geng mansion?

“That’s why I came to see you today.” Xiao Huayong smiled, “Don’t worry about anything else. My people can get past the Geng mansion’s guards. I’ve already figured out their patrol schedules these past two days. Getting past them isn’t difficult. The challenge is approaching Geng Liangcheng without him noticing.”

Their eyes met, and with just one look, Shen Xihe understood Xiao Huayong’s meaning: “I have a sleep-inducing incense that I specially developed for young soldiers first experiencing battle and bloodshed. One whiff and they sleep soundly until dawn.”

The battlefield is a terrifying place. Many who experience it suffer from insomnia night after night, unable to sleep even when exhausted. Even if they manage to doze off, they wake instantly. When Shen Xihe was studying incense-making, she was determined to develop this fragrance.

After succeeding, it was widely used in the army. Since it was used extensively and provided free of charge, Shen Xihe used common herbs and fragrances. Though the medicinal effects were ordinary, they still helped treat these young soldiers gradually.

She also made a version using precious medicines, which she had only tested on herself and her maids, not even Shen Yueshan had used it. This fragrance was more potent, with a different scent from the military version. Even Geng Liangcheng wouldn’t be suspicious if he smelled it.

After obtaining the Immortal’s Sash, Shen Xihe improved it further. The Immortal’s Sash was miraculous for incense-making, seeming to make all fragrances purer. With Immortal’s Sash, while each fragrance remained the same, its effectiveness increased severalfold.

She had brought some with her this time, originally intended for dealing with troublemakers, but now it could be given to Xiao Huayong.

As for how to light it in Geng Liangcheng’s bedroom and how to make him inhale it since Xiao Huayong was confident, Shen Xihe didn’t interfere.

“Give it to me tomorrow. Now listen to me and close your eyes to rest.” When Shen Xihe tried to get up again to fetch it, she was once more firmly pressed down by Xiao Huayong. He bent down to brush her lips, “If you don’t rest now, I can’t guarantee I won’t do something else to tire you out…”

Before Xiao Huayong finished speaking, Shen Xihe immediately closed her eyes.

This made Xiao Huayong chuckle softly.

With the calming incense and without Xiao Huayong chatting with her, Shen Xihe quickly fell asleep. Xiao Huayong waited until she was sound asleep before lying down beside her fully clothed.

But he didn’t sleep, thinking about this matter and how not involving the Emperor would waste such a heaven-sent opportunity.

Perhaps they could work with Fifth Brother once – he would surely be delighted to set a trap for the Emperor.

Chapter 528: Hidden Thoughts
When Shen Xihe awoke, Xiao Huayong lay sleeping beside her, breathing softly. She turned her head to see his face, illuminated by the morning light with a jade-like luster, his thick dark lashes enough to make young ladies envious.

Her gaze moved down to his lips, which were slightly dark due to the poison within his body. Yet this detail perfectly balanced his overly handsome features, reducing their feminine quality and adding a touch of firmness to his flowing features.

Though Shen Xihe had never been one to place much importance on appearance, she had to admit having such a pleasing sight beside her pillow was incredibly wonderful.

“Is my lady looking at me this way because she finds me delectable and wants a taste?” Xiao Huayong, who had awakened at some point, curved his lips slightly and opened his silver-bright eyes, his gaze entangling with hers as he emphasized the word “taste.”

The gentle smile instantly vanished from Shen Xihe’s face. She sat up, took a deep breath feeling refreshed, and called to the figure outside: “What time is it?”

“Crown Princess, it’s early morning, six o’clock,” Zhenzhu answered from outside.

“You should leave quickly. People will be around soon, and I need to get up to see Father.” After getting out of bed to give Xiao Huayong the sleep-inducing incense, Shen Xihe urged him to leave. It was already quite late – she should have risen half an hour earlier to visit her father.

Xiao Huayong took the incense and suddenly leaned in to plant a kiss on Shen Xihe’s cheek. Before she could react, he had already floated to the window, half his body outside. He winked at Shen Xihe, the small mole by his eye visible, and then his figure flashed and disappeared.

Shen Xihe shook her head helplessly and composed herself. While doing her makeup, she realized she had slept well through the night and her complexion was excellent, necessitating some makeup to conceal it. After eating a few bites of breakfast, she hurried to Shen Yueshan’s room, where everyone had already gathered.

Shen Yun’an came forward to support her shoulders: “Look how haggard you are. Why didn’t you rest longer? I’m here with Father.”

Her haggard appearance was feigned and concealed, and Shen Xihe looked up at Shen Yun’an. His eyes were bloodshot and stubble had grown on his chin – he likely hadn’t seen his current appearance.

“Brother, you should rest for a moment. I’ll watch over Father,” Shen Xihe said with concern. “Youyou needs you, Father needs you, and the Northwestern King’s mansion needs you. Even if not for yourself, you must take care of yourself.”

“I’m fine, Sister. In past military campaigns, I’ve gone days without sleep while watching for enemy attacks. I can endure this, don’t worry.” Shen Yun’an couldn’t possibly sleep now, his heart was completely focused on Shen Yueshan’s condition.

“Brother, if you insist on this, then from this moment on, I too will stay by Father’s side without leaving.” Seeing she couldn’t persuade Shen Yun’an, Shen Xihe resorted to threats.

“Youyou…”

“Your Highness, the Crown Princess speaks truly. At this critical time, anyone can falter, but you especially cannot. We subordinates are here, and with the Crown Princess present, you should go rest briefly,” one of Shen Yueshan’s confidants joined in persuading him.

Then Shen Yueshan’s brothers stepped in, assuming their elder roles and using both advice and commands. Only then was Shen Yun’an sent back to his chambers. Shen Xihe gave Zhenzhu a meaningful look.

Shen Yun’an wouldn’t be able to sleep now without calming incense.

After Shen Yun’an left, Geng Liangcheng and several brothers surrounded Sang Yin. Someone prompted by his hint spoke up: “Old Sang, give us the truth. How is His Highness? We’re not outsiders – whether good or bad, we need to know where things stand.”

Sang Yin’s face was dejected and unkempt. Since Shen Yueshan’s return, he had searched through all his medical texts without eating or drinking, finding no viable solution. When asked directly about Shen Yueshan’s condition, Sang Yin opened his mouth several times before speaking hoarsely: “His Highness was given a fierce medicine. Though not poison, it’s worse than poison. It has activated all the hidden injuries accumulated from years of military campaigns, striking violently and instantly riddling his iron-like body with wounds. I… I am powerless to help…”

Sang Yin’s words shocked everyone. One hot-tempered man immediately rushed toward the door: “Damn it, I’m going to kill him…”

“Big Tiger, don’t be rash.”

“Rash? His Highness has nearly been killed, and you say I’m being rash!”

“Where would you go now? Do you even know who injured His Highness so severely?”

As several men pushed and pulled at each other, Geng Liangcheng’s cold shout instantly silenced them.

Even from the side room, through a wall, Shen Xihe could hear their argument at the main entrance. In the Northwest, Geng Liangcheng’s position was second only to Shen Yueshan, even slightly above Shen Yun’an.

For this very reason, they needed solid evidence and proof to eliminate Geng Liangcheng. Otherwise, he might turn the tables, causing the Northwestern people to scatter, become suspicious of each other, and harbor resentments.

They didn’t know who had injured Shen Yueshan so severely. Geng Liangcheng knew but wouldn’t tell them. Since his return, Shen Yueshan had remained unconscious, giving them no chance to learn anything while they worried about his condition.

“His Highness was brought back by the Princess. Why not ask her?” someone suggested. The Princess they referred to was naturally Shen Xihe. In truth, they had little reverence for the court in their bones, subconsciously considering their Princess more prestigious than the Crown Princess.

This was one reason why Shen Yueshan dared not easily release control of the Northwest. These men were fierce warriors – brave on the battlefield but not necessarily sophisticated off it. They respected Shen Yueshan because they had fought together, risking their lives through sword and fire.

They protected the Northwest, maintaining peace for the court in this region, yet the Emperor still distrusted them, which greatly angered them.

Precisely because under Shen Yueshan’s leadership they had never harbored thoughts of rebellion – indeed, they had lost many brothers fighting to return the current Emperor to the capital, paving his way to power with Northwestern military blood.

As subjects, their loyalty to the royal family was natural, but when such loyalty and sacrifice were met with suspicion, it prevented them from truly revering the Emperor in their hearts.

Shen Yueshan tried to mediate this, but he couldn’t say too much lest these men think he meant to abandon them and hand the Northwest over to the court’s mismanagement.

As Shen Xihe sighed inwardly, someone came to request her presence. She went out accordingly. Several men bowed with clasped hands – Geng Liangcheng’s group addressed her as Crown Princess, while Uncle Big Tiger and his associates still called her Princess.
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One’s choice of address can reveal their attitude towards the Northwest and the imperial court.

Shen Xihe returned a junior’s courtesy bow: “I have heard what all my uncles have said. I rushed here from the capital, guided by dreams to find Father. Father was in critical condition yet insisted on returning to the Northwest. He was barely conscious during the journey, only mentioning that he was harmed by Crown Prince Jiachen’s people, and said nothing more.”

“Crown Prince Jiachen?” This result was both unexpected and logical.

If not for Shen Yueshan, the current Emperor wouldn’t be sitting on the throne – it would have been Crown Prince Jiachen. His hatred for Shen Yueshan and desire for his life was understandable.

“We should have eliminated the entire threat back then!” Meng Hu struck his fist with his palm, full of regret.

The events of that year were too bizarre. Crown Prince Jiachen feigned surrender while secretly ambushing Prince Qian, diverting everyone’s attention before escaping from the imperial palace, leading to the current Emperor’s hasty ascension.

They all knew Crown Prince Jiachen would deeply hate the Wang, and had asked if they should pursue him, but the Wang said: “He hates His Majesty more.”

Yes, His Majesty obtained Crown Prince Jiachen’s throne, but Wang’s contributions were crucial to His Majesty’s success.

They were still worried, but Shen Yueshan forbade them from investigating.

They naturally didn’t know that Crown Prince Jiachen was merely a scapegoat for His Majesty’s fratricide and usurpation. Even then, Shen Yueshan had sensed His Majesty’s ruthlessness, which was partly why he hadn’t dared to release control of the Northwest all these years.

What they needed was to retreat to the Northwest and avoid involvement in other matters, to avoid drawing His Majesty’s attention.

With eunuchs and noble families in the capital, His Majesty couldn’t move against the Northwest for ten years. They had to use these ten years to firmly control the Northwest, otherwise their fate would be concerning.

The later incident with the Xiao family further confirmed Shen Yueshan’s predictions – His Majesty’s desire for power surpassed everything else. Whoever stood in the way of his control became a thorn in His Majesty’s side.

In these years, Shen Yueshan’s greatest regret was personally leaving the city that year. If he had stayed by Prince Qian’s side, given Prince Qian’s benevolence, the Shen clan could have withdrawn completely, and they wouldn’t have had to worry about people being eliminated one by one after his departure.

Fortunately, Prince Qian had left behind bloodlines. The Empress Dowager, being far-sighted and likely having seen through her younger son’s ruthlessness, had positioned Xiao Huayong as Crown Prince to preserve his life.

As Shen Yueshan’s mind cleared, thinking of Xiao Huayong reminded him of their first meeting thirty years ago. Even though the young man had been exiled and wore tattered clothes like a beggar, with two or three toes visible through his worn cloth shoes, he still stood straight in the wind and snow like a pine tree unaffected by frost. Such bearing wasn’t something all members of the royal family could possess.

“Should we report this matter to His Majesty?” After hearing Shen Xihe’s words, Geng Liangcheng suddenly asked.

“This is our Northwest’s affair. Tell His Majesty? Can His Majesty immediately send people to search for that old traitor Xiao Juasong?” Meng Hu wouldn’t even use honorific titles. “I heard that last year, that old traitor Xiao Juasong even outmaneuvered His Majesty, nearly causing his death in the river. Didn’t His Majesty fail to capture him then?”

“But the Wang’s condition…” Geng Liangcheng said worriedly.

“How many times has the Wang been at death’s door? When has the King of Hell dared to take him? The Wang will surely turn danger into safety this time too!” Meng Hu said stubbornly. In his life, he respected Shen Yueshan the most. Shen Yueshan had elevated him from a ridiculed cook to his current position as a third-rank general, giving him a life of dignity.

Others hadn’t expressed their position when Wei Ya, who usually played peacemaker among them, spoke up: “Although the Wang is unconscious and his fate uncertain, we still have the World Son. When the World Son wakes up, let him make the decision.”

Shen Xihe glanced at Wei Ya. Nearly fifty years old, Wei Ya was a famous scholarly general with kind eyes and a gentle smile. Meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze, he smiled at her and said: “Don’t worry, Princess. With the Wang and World Son here, those from the capital must show you respect.”

This was telling Shen Xihe that even without Shen Yueshan, there was still Shen Yun’an. As long as Shen Yun’an was there, they stood behind him. They would always be her backup, ensuring no one in the capital could bully her.

“Thank you, Uncle Wei.” Shen Xihe gave a proper bow.

With Wei Ya’s statement, others realized that at this moment, the princess whom they had cherished needed their reassurance most.

“Princess, as long as I, Da Hu, live, I will protect you and the World Son. Even if I fall, I still have my son!”

“Princess, just rest assured. With us here, the Northwest won’t fall into chaos, nor will we allow others to interfere.”

“Princess…”

As Shen Xihe listened to her uncles’ reassurances, her gaze inadvertently passed over Geng Liangcheng. He remained very composed, his expression no different from the other uncles, appearing to firmly support Shen Yun’an just the same.

In this situation, for Geng Liangcheng to become the Northwest’s Wang, Shen Yun’an would have to meet with misfortune, and then these people would have to promote him. This wouldn’t be easy. Shen Yun’an spent his days in the wang manor – how could one eliminate him without exposing oneself? It was extremely difficult.

The entire Northwest knew Shen Yun’an was Shen Yueshan’s heir. From age eight, Shen Yun’an had entered the military camp, progressing step by step from a child to a soldier to the now universally acknowledged World Son. He had achievements and abilities; no one in the Northwest would harm him.

While some subordinates in the Northwest wang manor might be unvigilant, there were no traitors. Bribing servants would be extremely difficult.

Shen Yun’an himself was highly skilled in martial arts, and beside him was Mo Yao, whose martial arts were supernatural, specially trained by masters Shen Yueshan had sought out.

But without eliminating Shen Yun’an, Geng Liangcheng couldn’t take power. Shen Yun’an was young and strong; he couldn’t outlast him. He had to use this rare opportunity of Shen Yueshan’s condition to send both father and son away together.

After much consideration, Geng Liangcheng felt only Sang Yin could help him.

However, Sang Yin was loyal to Shen Yueshan. Even threatening his entire family’s lives might not make him submit, which made Geng Liangcheng hesitate.

While Geng Liangcheng was thinking about using Sang Yin, he didn’t know he had already fallen into Sang Yin’s trap.

Before they left the wang manor, Xiao Huayong had gone to the Sang residence to see Sang Yin. Sang Yin had forbidden anyone from disturbing him as he still refused to give up, wanting to review these medical classics one more time, which happened to convenience Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t come alone; he brought Xie Yunhuai.

“Uncle Sang, I am Youyou’s husband.” Xiao Huayong subdued Sang Yin and introduced himself thus, then released him.

Sang Yin quickly retreated, watchfully staring at the elegant and noble young man before him. He had never met the Crown Prince and eyed him with suspicion.

Xiao Huayong took out the sachet from his waist, made by Shen Xihe. Shen Xihe had given similar ones to her uncles in previous years, so Sang Yin could recognize them at a glance.
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“This item cannot prove anything.” Sang Yin remained highly vigilant. Though the sachet was indeed made by Shen Xihe, perhaps this person had stolen it.

“I’ll leave the sachet with Uncle Sang. You can verify my identity with Youyou later,” Xiao Huayong spoke amiably to someone Shen Xihe respected, even maintaining a junior attitude. “I came to see Uncle Sang today firstly to inform you that my father-in-law is not in danger. The current situation has other causes. Let the person responsible explain to Uncle Sang.”

Following Xiao Huayong’s gaze, Sang Yin saw another exceptionally refined young man emerge from the shadows behind him. His heart jolted – his residence had many elite soldiers, and the gatekeepers were old generals who had retired due to serious battle injuries.

Not just his residence, but all the noble houses in the Northwest were like this. These accomplished warriors whose achievements weren’t widely recognized, or disabled by war, would stay in the generals’ residences as guards. Despite their disabilities, their senses were much keener than ordinary guards.

These two young men, so young yet able to come and go freely in his residence – if they truly meant harm, everyone would be in danger.

“Uncle Sang, Wang’s condition worsened due to the medicine I prepared. Here is the method to treat the Wang, my medicine…” Xie Yunhuai unreservedly shared his invaluable prescription with Sang Yin.

They sought out Sang Yin at this time because, after today’s events, Shen Yueshan’s pulse would slow, which Sang Yin would surely notice. Additionally, they hoped for Sang Yin’s help in allowing Xiao Huayong to successfully take away the person.

“Brilliant!” After hearing Xie Yunhuai’s words, Sang Yin’s eyes lit up with admiration, followed by a sigh. “Young man, you are bold. This old man admires you.”

This was a method he had never considered – first using powerful medicine to trigger the old injury, then treating it like a new wound. It was a lengthy process but extremely effective.

At this point, Sang Yin believed Xiao Huayong and Xie Yunhuai. Xie Yunhuai described Shen Yueshan’s pulse patterns extremely accurately, which would have been impossible without taking his pulse, and only he had been treating Shen Yueshan since his return.

But since these two could infiltrate his residence, they might also infiltrate the Northwest Wang Manor. Sang Yin still needed to verify personally.

“Uncle Sang, if you trust us, please place this incense in General Geng’s bedchamber today.” Xiao Huayong offered Shen Xihe’s calming incense.

The incense box was wooden with a flat Zhongye leaf at the end, which was Shen Xihe’s habit. “The Princess’s blended incense…”

In an instant, Sang Yin recalled everything he had overlooked. If what these two said was true, why didn’t the Wang speak directly? Why did he let the Princess mislead them about Crown Prince Jiachen injuring him? Why appear to be on death’s door?

This could only be deliberate, setting a trap for certain people, and that person was actually…

Sang Yin didn’t want to believe it!

He thought anyone might betray Wang, except Geng Liangcheng. He was like a brother to the Wang, and had followed him longer than any of them! The Geng family, like the Mo family, had supported the Shen clan for generations.

“Uncle Sang, go find Youyou yourself, and you’ll know.” Xiao Huayong didn’t want to say more. As an outsider, no amount of words could make Sang Yin believe him.

So Sang Yin hurriedly returned to the Wang Manor. Given his anxiety about Shen Yueshan’s illness, no one thought much of his haste. At most, Geng Liangcheng and others assumed he had thought of another treatment to try, and they just waited for results.

When Sang Yin arrived at Shen Yueshan’s quarters, he saw Shen Xihe attending but not Shen Yun’an. Fearing others nearby, Sang Yin only showed the sachet to Shen Xihe while checking Shen Yueshan’s pulse again, giving her a questioning look.

Seeing the sachet and meeting Sang Yin’s nervous, evasive gaze, Shen Xihe nodded slowly but firmly.

Her nod nearly made Sang Yin lose his footing. Fortunately, Zhenzhu was nearby to steady him promptly.

Sang Yin had experienced countless patients and seen much bloodshed, always remaining calm and steady as a grown man. But for the first time, he couldn’t help shedding tears of bitter anguish.

Sang Yin left the Northwest Wang Manor in tears and shut himself in the Sang residence. When word spread, it convinced Geng Liangcheng that Shen Yueshan was truly beyond hope, leading him to scheme ways to remove Shen Yun’an.

Back home, Xiao Huayong remained while Xie Yunhuai had left. Xiao Huayong stayed only to retrieve his sachet, refusing to answer any of Sang Yin’s questions. Before leaving, he told Sang Yin: “Uncle Sang, if your family is captured by General Geng, don’t worry. We will protect them.”

Without giving Sang Yin a chance to respond, Xiao Huayong vanished.

Holding the calming incense, Sang Yin deeply understood Xiao Huayong’s parting words – Geng Liangcheng would use his family as leverage to make him deal with Shen Yun’an.

If anyone could quietly outmaneuver the fierce generals around Shen Yun’an, it could only be Sang Yin. Whether the old soldiers in these households or their guards, all had received kindness from Sang Yin, combined with his character and relationships with everyone.

It was too easy for Sang Yin to intervene. That night, Geng Liangcheng fell into a deep sleep from the calming incense. Xiao Huayong came with Tianyuan to take him. The battlefield-hardened general was moved without any awareness, and even his wife beside him did not react.

With everything arranged outside, Xiao Huayong silently took Geng Liangcheng away.

Geng Liangcheng woke soon after, feeling neck pain as if he’d been knocked unconscious, his body weak and powerless. Looking up, he saw someone sitting before him.

Geng Liangcheng had seen Xiao Juasong before when he accompanied Shen Yun’an to protect Prince Qian’s mother and sons to the capital.

“General Geng, it’s been a while.” Xiao Huayong, disguised as Xiao Juasong, spoke first. His voice was hoarse and weathered, actually quite different from the real Xiao Juasong’s, but Geng Liangcheng had never met the aged Xiao Juasong.

The voice matched the current age, and Geng Liangcheng coldly asked: “Why have you captured me?”

“Naturally to make a deal with General Geng.” Xiao Huayong smiled at him. “Since General Geng can serve His Majesty, why not serve me? Can His Majesty let you control the Northwest? I can make your dream come true immediately.”

“What nonsense are you speaking, don’t try to sow discord…”

“Heh.” Xiao Huayong gave a light chuckle, mockery in his eyes. “Without the Shen family, it’s only natural for His Majesty to send someone to take over the Northwest. Then you’ll have to put on a show of assisting His Majesty’s appointee. You know well, with the Shen family as a precedent, even if you contribute greatly to removing the Shen family, His Majesty won’t let you become a second Shen Yueshan.

But if I take Shen Yun’an first, and you end Shen Yueshan’s life earlier, with no leader, you can naturally step up.”

“Even so, how can I become the Northwest Wang?” Geng Liangcheng challenged. “As you said, His Majesty won’t let me become a second Northwest Wang.”

“But what if at this time, Shen Yun’an dies tragically at the hands of His Majesty’s men, say, by the distinctive killing method of the Embroidered Guard?” Xiao Juasong countered.

If Shen Yun’an died by the Embroidered Guard’s killing method at this time, they could righteously demand an explanation from the court. How important were the Shen father and son to the Northwest? Unless His Majesty wanted to force the Northwest into rebellion, he would have to explain clearly.

He could then fan the flames from within, forcing His Majesty to let him step in to pacify the situation. To let him pacify, His Majesty would have to give him authority.
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This was indeed the most secure and only way for him to smoothly replace Shen Yueshan, achieving multiple goals and eliminating all his hidden dangers.

Shen Yueshan was near death, and Shen Yun’an had already grown his wings. Eliminating Shen Yun’an would be troublesome. Any carelessness would expose his true face, and then before His Majesty could act, Sang Yin and others would tear him apart. He absolutely couldn’t escape the Northwest – the common people would devour him alive.

He had another worry. His secret communications with His Majesty were an undeniable fact. After Shen Yueshan passed away and successfully eliminated Shen Yun’an, if His Majesty had evidence, he would surely make it public, causing him and his Northwest brothers to kill each other. The deaths of the Shen father and son would be entirely pinned on him, letting His Majesty reap all benefits.

This was his biggest concern, and it had delayed his actions, fearing that killing the Shen father and son would only benefit His Majesty.

Now with Xiao Juasong’s involvement, he could preemptively turn the tables. If Shen Yun’an died by the Embroidered Guard’s method, anything His Majesty said would seem malicious. Sang Yin and others would surely direct their hatred toward His Majesty.

The Embroidered Guard’s killing method was unique, and Geng Liangcheng dared not easily believe: “Your Highness, how do you know the Embroidered Guard’s killing method?”

“That’s my business, no need to explain to you.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes showed contempt. “If I didn’t want to keep the Northwest out of His Majesty’s hands, and you weren’t the only traitor here, I would find you completely beneath my notice.”

“You—” Geng Liangcheng’s face turned ashen, never having been so openly insulted.

“Don’t try to negotiate with me. The Northwest falling into His Majesty’s hands merely irritates me. I have ways to ensure he can’t hold it securely even if he gets it. But you’re different. Without my help, your fate is sealed – complete disgrace.” Xiao Huayong turned sideways, hands behind his back, not even bothering to give Geng Liangcheng a sideways glance. “Calling this a deal was mere courtesy. You’re not worthy to speak with me.”

Geng Liangcheng was so angered by Xiao Huayong that his vision darkened, his face black as a pot bottom. Yet the more this happened, though he resented Xiao Huayong’s humiliation and disdain, the more he believed this person was truly Xiao Juasong – the noble royal family had always looked down on others.

The more Xiao Huayong acted this way, the more reassured Geng Liangcheng felt. That Xiao Huayong had sought him out meant he couldn’t stop His Majesty alone and needed his cooperation. Thus, once they cooperated to constrain His Majesty, he wouldn’t need to worry about being controlled by the other party.

However, given Xiao Huayong’s disrespect, Geng Liangcheng was unwilling to eagerly submit.

After Geng Liangcheng remained silent for a long while, Xiao Huayong’s eyes swept over obliquely: “What? General Geng still needs to consider his choices?”

“Your Highness has extensive influence. How dare I easily collaborate with a tiger?” Geng Liangcheng responded coolly.

“Collaborate with a tiger?” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, taking a few steps with his hands behind his back. As soon as he walked away, a black-clothed man rushed forward, kicking Geng Liangcheng to the ground. Before Geng Liangcheng could rise, the man pinned him down by the shoulder.

Xiao Huayong turned around, his gaze sharp and cold: “Even now, you don’t understand your position. You only have the right to agree or not agree.”

While Geng Liangcheng still struggled, the incredibly strong black-clothed man holding him down heard Xiao Huayong’s cold voice: “Agree, and I’ll let you leave. Disagree, and this becomes your burial ground.”

As Xiao Huayong’s words fell, the man drew his dagger, its cold gleam approaching Geng Liangcheng’s neck inch by inch. As the blade touched his neck with a stinging pain, he shouted: “I agree!”

Blood droplets rolled down as the man smoothly withdrew his blade, drops from the tip spreading into sinister flowers on the ground.

Xiao Huayong glanced at the man, who tossed a bottle of medicine to Geng Liangcheng. He caught it and immediately applied it to his neck.

“What you need to do now is send Shen Yueshan on his way soon.” Xiao Huayong said. “I will kidnap Shen Yun’an, no later than two days from now.”

“Why?” Geng Liangcheng asked.

“The Crown Princess has arrived in the Northwest, escorted by Prince Xun. Prince Xun is His Majesty’s confidant. Back in Liangzhou, he already sent word to His Majesty. Once His Majesty confirms Shen Yueshan is near death, he will surely take action. Once His Majesty’s people rush in, you’ll be at a disadvantage. Your time is short.” Xiao Huayong spoke with his back turned.

Thinking carefully, Geng Liangcheng saw the truth in this. Xiao Changfeng would certainly inform Emperor Youning of Shen Yueshan’s condition, and Emperor Youning would act. Once His Majesty’s people arrived in the Northwest, everything would be out of his control.

“I understand.” Geng Liangcheng’s eyes grew cold.

“Send him out.” Xiao Huayong ordered the black-clothed man.

The man walked ahead, and Geng Liangcheng, after glancing at Xiao Huayong, silently followed.

As Geng Liangcheng was about to step out, Xiao Huayong suddenly added: “General Geng, don’t play both sides. I could silently kidnap you once, and I can do it again. You’re currently surrounded by enemies. If you offend me now, you’ll have no way out at all.”

Geng Liangcheng paused, then took a deep breath before stepping out.

Outside, the sky was filled with rosy clouds. In the Northwest morning, flowing clouds drifted like celestial scarves wrapping the sky. Despite such beauty, Geng Liangcheng had no heart to appreciate it. Such scenes in the Northwest had long become routine to him, just as his heart now felt numb.

Returning to his residence, everything remained orderly – no one knew he’d been kidnapped. He often disappeared early without notice, especially for military matters. With the Northwest Wang critically ill, no one thought much of it.

When his confidant was summoned and saw the wound on his neck: “General, you were attacked?”

Geng Liangcheng touched the wound on his neck, his expression darkening: “Crown Prince Jiachen is in the Northwest. Shen Yueshan was injured by him. He wants to change the Northwest’s fate.”

His confidant, being extremely clever, quickly understood that Geng Liangcheng had been kidnapped by Crown Prince Jiachen. Since the Crown Prince wanted change in the Northwest and had met with Geng Liangcheng only to release him, he must intend to help him become the Northwest Wang: “General, this is a good opportunity. Since Crown Prince Jiachen favors you, he won’t stand by while His Majesty betrays you.

Crown Prince Jiachen is different from His Majesty – he has no one to deploy. Besides you, General, he has no one else to use.”

This would be all benefit and no harm for Geng Liangcheng, instantly shattering all their hidden concerns.

“This person appears and disappears like a ghost. Don’t forget, even Shen Yueshan fell at his hands.”
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Geng Liangcheng harbored deep suspicions about Xiao Huayong who was impersonating Xiao Juexiong. The situation was certainly not as simple as his confidant suggested. Working alongside Xiao Juexiong in the future would likely mean enduring constant oppression from him.

“General, regardless of the circumstances, we must first overcome this immediate challenge,” his confidant advised. “No matter how elusive Prince Jiachen may be, he still needs you. Once you become the King of the Northwest, we can then strategize further. After all, Prince Jiachen is someone who cannot show himself in the light.”

A temporary display of patience wouldn’t hurt. When the time was right, if they could manage to kill Prince Jiachen, it might even be considered a great achievement, one that could earn them significant benefits from His Majesty.

After a moment of contemplation, Geng Liangcheng said, “He wants me to…” He made a killing gesture. “…deal with the King within two days.”

“Your subordinate has been watching the courier station these past few days. The Prince of Xun has already sent out two urgent confidential messages via express courier.” However, the messengers had been extremely vigilant during their journey, and even though they had followed them, there hadn’t been an opportunity to strike. At this critical juncture, they couldn’t risk rash action.

If imperial messengers were killed within the Northwest borders, His Majesty could immediately and legitimately send people to investigate. If it happened outside the Northwest King’s territory, local officials would have to be involved in the investigation. Since the messengers departed from the Northwest, they would inevitably trace the investigation back there. They couldn’t even prevent it, and at this time, they absolutely couldn’t create additional complications.

They could only watch helplessly as Xiao Changfeng’s letters flew toward the capital.

Geng Liangcheng closed his eyes. “It seems he was right – we don’t have much time.”

After treating his wound again, Geng Liangcheng changed into a high-collared garment that could conceal his injury before heading to the Northwest King’s mansion. Sang Yin happened to be there, and he indirectly inquired about Shen Yueshan’s condition.

Sang Yin was on duty there today because Shen Yueshan’s condition had shown changes – changes for the better. The rest was left to Sui Axi’s acupuncture assistance. Since Sui Axi accompanied Shen Xihe, it was extremely convenient for her to act.

Feeling that Shen Yueshan had passed through a dangerous period, Sang Yin finally fully believed in Xie Yunhuai and Xiao Huayong. In response to Geng Liangcheng’s probing, being a man of experience himself, he sighed with reddened eyes: “I don’t know how long we can delay. The King’s body is near its end, and with my abilities, it will last at most five to seven days.”

Five to seven days – this was not the result Geng Liangcheng wanted. Not getting a satisfactory answer, he returned home feeling somewhat agitated.

To personally assassinate Shen Yueshan was a move that couldn’t be made lightly. Once the arrow left the bow, there would be no turning back. Moreover, to attempt an assassination on Shen Yueshan would necessarily involve utilizing Sang Yin – would they have to silence Sang Yin afterward? Otherwise, having his true face exposed to Sang Yin would be detrimental to his future succession to the position of Northwest King.

After lengthy consideration, Geng Liangcheng suddenly conceived a plan.

Since he had long harbored thoughts of betraying Shen Yueshan, he had naturally cultivated his forces and trained his people in secret. Though these people weren’t many, they were carefully trained and extremely skilled.

In the afternoon, he sent someone to invite Sang Yin to the Geng residence. He set out an evening meal with fine wine, continuously expressing worry about Shen Yueshan, drinking cup after cup with Sang Yin as if trying to drown their sorrows. Sang Yin played along completely, though, in truth, he had taken a sobering medicine before coming. The two men had similar alcohol tolerance, and by the time Geng Liangcheng appeared slightly tipsy, Sang Yin collapsed, appearing completely drunk.

After calling out to Sang Yin several times and confirming he was truly unconscious from drink, the drunkenness vanished from Geng Liangcheng’s face. He had Sang Yin taken to a guest room to rest, ostensibly sending someone to notify the Sang residence, but in reality, sending people to coordinate an inside job. His secretly trained men easily kidnapped Sang Yin’s wife and children.

Simultaneously, black-clad men infiltrated the Geng residence and kidnapped Geng Liangcheng’s wife. There was some small-scale conflict, but no major disturbance. When the two men woke from their drunken state the next day, they discovered their family members had been kidnapped, and at the Sang residence, they found a letter.

The letter claimed to be from Prince Jiachen, stating that he held the family members from both households. If they wanted their families safe, they would have to follow his instructions – which meant taking Shen Yueshan’s life.

“This is outrageous! I’m going to find the Crown Prince!” Sang Yin was furious.

If he hadn’t known early on that this was Geng Liangcheng’s scheme, he might have believed it. He never imagined Geng Liangcheng would have such a backup plan – instead of revealing his true face, he had people impersonate Prince Jiachen’s men to kidnap both his wife and Sang Yin’s family, disguising himself as a victim.

“Old Sang, you can’t.” Geng Liangcheng stopped him. “If we provoke Xiao Juexiong now, our loved ones will all perish.”

“Are we to submit to his threats and truly plot against the King?” Sang Yin glared at Geng Liangcheng, his anger undisguised and genuine.

Geng Liangcheng deeply felt Sang Yin’s intense anger. He guiltily averted his gaze, seemingly unable to meet his eyes: “Old Sang, I’ve spent my life in warfare. My father and brothers died in the chaos of war, my son was lost during the turmoil, and later… I’m already halfway to the grave, with only my old wife still by my side. I don’t want to be left alone.”

“You…” Sang Yin’s chest heaved, his eyes burning with raging fury. “You actually—”

With a thud, Geng Liangcheng knelt before Sang Yin: “Old Sang, the King’s days are already numbered, don’t you understand? If you can’t save the King, why must our families die with him? If the King weren’t in such a state, how could I harbor such selfish thoughts? But since the King is already… what difference does a day or two make? I believe if the King knew, he wouldn’t blame us.

Old Sang, your daughter-in-law is with a child! You’re about to become a grandfather!”

Sang Yin’s entire body trembled, his eyes filled with disappointment and pain.

It had finally been revealed. Though he had been mentally prepared, he had still held onto a glimmer of hope. Even when his wife and children were kidnapped, Sang Yin had wanted to deceive himself, thinking perhaps it truly was Xiao Juexiong’s doing, that it had nothing to do with this brother-in-arms before him.

But at this moment, he could no longer deceive himself. If Geng Liangcheng hadn’t harbored ulterior motives, even if he had selfish concerns, he would never have uttered such heartless words or conceived the idea of harming the King.

Geng Liangcheng didn’t realize that Sang Yin’s displayed anguish was because of him, assuming instead that Sang Yin was beginning to waver, so he pressed further: “Old Sang, if you can’t do it, let me. Let me be the sinner. After the King passes, we’ll properly assist the Crown Prince. Moreover, with the King’s illness dragging on these many days, the Prince of Xun has likely already informed His Majesty. We might as well take advantage of being beyond His Majesty’s immediate reach and install the Crown Prince sooner, lest we invite trouble by delay.”

Sang Yin stared at him, just stared at him with reddened eyes, wordless.

Geng Liangcheng kowtowed deeply to Sang Yin: “Old Sang, I know I’ve wronged you. I’m begging you.”
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Sang Yin staggered back a step, barely steadying himself with one hand against the table. “What do you have in mind?”

Geng Liangcheng’s heart leaped with joy – Sang Yin agreed: “The King’s suffering through this is painful. You must have some peaceful medicine in your possession.”

This was asking him to administer poison, making him Geng Liangcheng’s accomplice – afterward, he could never expose him.

Though Sang Yin knew Geng Liangcheng was calculating, he still felt he had underestimated him all along.

“Let me think about it.” Sang Yin walked away, appearing somewhat dazed.

Geng Liangcheng stood up, watching him leave without stopping him. For Sang Yin, such a decision couldn’t be made hastily, but he had ways to make Sang Yin commit.

When Sang Yin returned to the Northwest King’s mansion to check Shen Yueshan’s pulse, he found it stronger than yesterday, which relieved his anxiety. Shortly after returning to the Sang residence, the gatekeeper delivered a box. Inside was a bracelet he had given his wife, along with a letter threatening that next time it would be his wife’s hand.

Soon after, Geng Liangcheng arrived with another box containing one of his wife’s earrings and a similar letter threatening that next time it would be his wife’s ear.

“Old Sang, we can’t delay anymore. They won’t give our loved ones a quick death – they’ll torture them! If the King knew, he would surely prefer to trade his life for our families!” Geng Liangcheng pleaded.

Sang Yin stared at the box in his hands, fingers tracing the bracelet for a long while before speaking in a hoarse voice: “Tomorrow… we’ll act tomorrow…”

Suppressing his joy, Geng Liangcheng placed a heavy hand on Sang Yin’s shoulder: “Old Sang, the King… the King won’t blame us…”

Sang Yin ignored Geng Liangcheng, clutching the bracelet as he went inside without acknowledging him. Geng Liangcheng wasn’t concerned – to him, this reaction seemed natural.

That evening, Xiao Huayong slipped into Shen Xihe’s chambers. She had just laid down when he removed his outer robe and joined her: “Tomorrow Geng Liangcheng will make his move. In two more days, His Majesty’s people will arrive in the Northwest.”

“What about Uncle Sang’s family?” Shen Xihe was concerned.

“Don’t worry. Geng Liangcheng proved cleverer than we anticipated. Rather than just threatening Uncle Sang by capturing his family, he had his wife kidnapped too, staging it as Prince Jiachen’s men taking them all, demanding they conspire to kill your father.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but smile at this. “He’s thinking long-term – putting himself in the same boat as Uncle Sang, he won’t harm Sang’s family.”

It was a multi-purpose plan: achieving his goal of getting Sang Yin to help poison Shen Yueshan; concealing his true nature; and securing an ally for when Shen Yunan meets with an “accident.”

Had Sang Yin not known the truth beforehand, he might have believed it all. Faced with both his loved ones and his close friend’s family, he might have compromised, since he couldn’t save Shen Yueshan anyway. If it were just himself and his family, he could bear being the Sang family’s sinner, but could he live with betraying a close friend’s family?

Xiao Huayong guessed he might have taken Shen Yueshan’s life and then sacrificed himself once Shen Yunan secured the position.

Geng Liangcheng wouldn’t let Sang Yin die – he had ways to keep him alive. He could reveal the truth to Sang Yin’s family, have them beg together, or declare they would die with him, thus keeping Sang Yin alive.

If Shen Yunan then met with an “accident” that pointed to His Majesty, Sang Yin would seek revenge. Geng Liangcheng could approach him about their shared hatred – how could Sang Yin not support him then?

“His thoughts aren’t deep enough. How did he manage to hide this from father for so long?” Shen Xihe wasn’t surprised.

Geng Liangcheng’s ability to hide so well stemmed partly from his relationship with Shen Yueshan, who wouldn’t easily suspect his loyalty to His Majesty, and partly from his caution and cunning.

“It’s just a pity…” Shen Xihe lifted her eyes to look at Xiao Huayong, “a pity he encountered you.”

Xiao Huayong was half-reclining against the headboard, looking down at her: “Even without me, once exposed, could he escape your grasp?”

In all the world, in matters of strategy, he acknowledged only the person in his arms as his equal.

“Without you, dealing with him would not be easy.” Shen Xihe had been considering how she would handle Geng Liangcheng without Xiao Huayong. She had methods, but none as clean and efficient as his.

“My lady’s praise brings me great joy. If there could be some tangible reward…” Xiao Huayong’s silver-bright eyes fixed on Shen Xihe’s pink lips, his meaning clear.

Xiao Huayong always teased Shen Xihe like this, before and after marriage, unchanging. Previously, she would either avoid him, handle him helplessly, or change the subject.

To Xiao Huayong’s utter surprise, Shen Xihe suddenly lifted her neck, their lips meeting briefly before she lay back down. Xiao Huayong remained frozen, staring blankly as if spellbound, seemingly unaware of what had just happened.

Seeing Xiao Huayong so dumbfounded, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh. This was the same Xiao Huayong who commanded the world’s fate and determined victory from thousands of miles away. All people were merely pieces on his board; none had ever escaped his calculations.

Yet this same man who could manipulate the world in his palm had all his cleverness shattered instantly before her. This realization filled her heart with warmth, softness, and satisfaction, like cotton stuffed in her chest.

Shen Xihe’s laughter brought Xiao Huayong back to his senses. His slender, graceful fingers unconsciously touched his lips, as if seeking her lingering warmth. Though they were married and had kissed countless times, especially in bed, this was the first time Shen Xihe had initiated a kiss. Even though it was so brief it felt almost imagined, it still set Xiao Huayong’s heart pounding, his eyes burning as they locked onto her.

Meeting his passionate gaze, Shen Xihe’s smile froze. Before she could retreat, caught under his forceful advance, she still tried to remind him between breaths: “Bath… you… haven’t bathed…”

“I bathed before coming.”

He had bathed not out of ulterior motives, but knowing her love of cleanliness. How could he dare lie on her bed without bathing first?

The rest of Shen Xihe’s words were silenced. She deeply realized how dangerous it was to ignite such a fire.

Chapter 534: Setting a Trap for His Majesty
Rouge smeared with sweat by the temples, the bed curtains swaying in passionate battle;

Spring’s colors embrace the joy of intimate union, warm fragrance penetrates deep along flowered paths.

After the clouds cleared and the rain ceased, Shen Xihe had lost her voice, falling asleep from exhaustion at some point. Upon waking, Xiao Huayong was still there, his long arms holding her tightly in his embrace. She couldn’t help but recall last night’s abandon, causing two patches of red to quickly spread across her face.

Xiao Huayong opened his eyes at that moment, startling Shen Xihe. She pushed him away hastily, quickly trying to climb over him and off the bed, but her legs were weak and she nearly fell. Fortunately, Xiao Huayong’s quick reflexes caught her.

“Let go of me,” Shen Xihe commanded in a low, hoarse voice.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes darkened slightly. Knowing this wasn’t the Eastern Palace and time was pressing, he couldn’t indulge himself. He could only squeeze her soft waist once before reluctantly releasing her.

“Zhenzhu, prepare for washing,” Shen Xihe called out after steadying herself.

Zhenzhu had been guarding outside the door all night and naturally knew what had transpired. She brought in the washing items she had prepared earlier. With many eyes in the Northwest King’s mansion and uncertainty about who might be deceived by Geng Liangcheng, Zhenzhu dared not prepare two sets. Xiao Huayong waited for Shen Xihe to finish before using her items, showing no disgust but rather seeming to enjoy it, even making pleased sounds in his throat.

It was somewhat provocative, earning him two secret glares from Shen Xihe before he finally showed some restraint.

“In two days, I’ll have people kidnap my brother,” Xiao Huayong said, standing behind Shen Xihe at her dressing table and personally applying her makeup. “We’ll act after His Majesty’s people enter the Northwest.”

“Will His Majesty truly send people to the Northwest?” Shen Xihe had wanted to ask this last night, but then…

His Majesty’s shrewdness was no less than their own. With just Xiao Changfeng here alone, he wouldn’t act rashly. If he sent people, it would leave no room for retreat. If anything went wrong, the court would be at fault.

This matter had seemed unusual from the moment Shen Yueshan disappeared. Although Xiao Huayong had used Prince Jiachen’s influence to provide a seemingly reasonable explanation for Shen Yueshan’s attack and critical condition, wouldn’t His Majesty worry this might be a play orchestrated by Shen Yueshan and Xiao Juexiong together?

“I had people add fuel to the fire, so His Majesty naturally sent people, though disguised as a merchant caravan entering the Northwest.” Xiao Huayong smiled, his expression triumphant.

“Who?” Shen Xihe couldn’t imagine anyone being able to convince Emperor Youning on this matter.

“Fifth Brother,” Xiao Huayong replied with a smile.

When Emperor Youning received Xiao Changfeng’s message about Shen Yueshan’s critical condition and how no doctor in the city could treat him, he felt little joy. He was no longer an impetuous youth unable to remain calm. Having survived so many life-and-death struggles over the years, he remained victorious precisely because of his composure and rationality.

Shen Yueshan was a mountain weighing on his heart, someone he had feared for so many years. With all other enemies over the years, he had some grasp of how to deal with them – the arrogant eunuchs, the overly righteous Gu Yun – he could detect their weaknesses and apply targeted remedies.

Only Shen Yueshan, whom he had known longest, who appeared as a rough, uncouth giant unconcerned with details, was the one whose weaknesses he could never find. He had finally managed to keep Shen Xihe, Shen Yueshan’s weakness, confined in the capital, only to discover she was no easier to control, exactly like Shen Yueshan – resourceful and keeping her abilities hidden.

“Changfeng says the Northwest King’s days are numbered,” Emperor Youning said to Liu Sanzhi.

Liu Sanzhi was startled: “Who could wound the Northwest King to such an extent?”

“According to Changfeng’s intelligence, it was Xiao Juexiong,” Emperor Youning said.

“This…” Liu Sanzhi dared not make hasty judgments. Prince Jiachen had already attacked the temporary palace, openly challenging His Majesty. It seemed his wings had grown strong, so ambushing the Northwest King made sense – after all, the Northwest King was the main culprit who had cost him the throne.

“What We cannot understand is how Our Royal Brother, being so intelligent, wouldn’t realize that eliminating the Northwest King now would remove Our greatest worry?” Based on this point alone, Emperor Youning felt something was amiss.

This would accelerate his unification of power. Once he held complete authority, where could Xiao Juexiong hide? Where could he stir up trouble?

Once the Northwest was pacified, he would spare no effort in searching every corner to find Xiao Juexiong.

It was precisely because the Northwest wasn’t under his control that some officials, relying on the Northwest’s influence, could pay lip service to imperial edicts while secretly defying them, preventing his orders from achieving immediate compliance – a fact that stuck in the emperor’s throat like a fishbone.

“This slave is too stupid to understand such mysteries,” Liu Sanzhi said with a bow.

Such matters were not for him to comment on. If true and he questioned it, then something happened in the Northwest, he would bear His Majesty’s wrath. If false and he claimed it was true, influencing His Majesty’s thoughts and leading to setbacks, his crime would be unforgivable.

Emperor Youning hadn’t expected Liu Sanzhi to say anything meaningful. He ordered, “Command the Imperial Censor to rush to the Northwest with the Imperial Physician-in-Chief.”

As an emperor showing concern for his officials, sending the best physician to the Northwest upon learning of a minister’s critical condition was natural. As for the truth about Shen Yueshan, let the Imperial Censor investigate secretly.

“Yes,” Liu Sanzhi accepted the command and was about to withdraw.

“Where is the Crown Prince?” Emperor Youning suddenly asked.

“Reporting to Your Majesty, His Highness the Crown Prince has entered Liangzhou and will reach the Northwest in a few days…” Liu Sanzhi reported the intelligence from those following Xiao Huayong.

“Still in Liangzhou?” Emperor Youning asked without revealing any emotion.

Liu Sanzhi could only say: “Forward reports indicate that His Highness, on his way to the Northwest, first learned of the Crown Princess’s assassination attempt on the boat, then heard of her abduction at the courier station. Several times his anger affected his health, nearly confining him to bed. He had to travel by carriage, but his body couldn’t withstand the strain, causing repeated delays…”

Emperor Youning seemed lost in thought after hearing this, unconsciously nodding before waving Liu Sanzhi away.

Just as Liu Sanzhi withdrew, an attendant came to report: “Your Majesty, Prince Xin requests an audience.”

“Summon him.”

Emperor Youning didn’t know why Xiao Changqing had come. Since Lady Gu’s death, Xiao Changqing rarely sought audiences – the last time was for Lady Gu’s half-sister. When he was born, he was named Changqing, and unexpectedly the name proved prophetic, as he became a person of lasting affection.

“Your Majesty, son received a secret report from Uncle that the Northwest’s Grand General of National Pacification appears to have treasonous intentions.” Xiao Changqing handed over the secret letter.

The Northwest had only one Grand General of National Pacification – Geng Liangcheng.

Emperor Youning finally realized what had been bothering him – regarding Shen Yueshan’s matter, not a single word had come from Geng Liangcheng to the capital!

Chapter 535: A Battle Is Inevitable
Rong Ce, stationed in Liangzhou, sent a clear message to Xiao Changqin: the Northwestern King had been ambushed in Liangzhou and was seriously wounded. While investigating this matter thoroughly, he unexpectedly discovered traces of the Jia Chen Crown Prince.

Initially intending only to investigate the Crown Prince’s whereabouts, he inadvertently discovered that the Crown Prince seemed to have connections with Geng Liangcheng. This shocking secret lacked concrete evidence, but Rong Ce knew its gravity, especially now with Shen Yueshan’s critical condition. This couldn’t be taken lightly – if the Northwest changed military commanders, it would inevitably affect the bordering Liangzhou.

Without evidence and pressed for time, Rong Ce dared not directly memorialize the Emperor. Fearing a mistake could become ammunition for his opponents, he could only write privately to his nephew Xiao Changqin, subtly suggesting he inform His Majesty.

Emperor Youning’s expression darkened upon reading Rong Ce’s private letter to Xiao Changqin.

If… Xiao Juexiong and Geng Liangcheng were in collusion, Xiao Juexiong would have ample reason to move against Shen Yueshan!

He already hated Shen Yueshan, so revenge would be natural. But if he could take revenge through another person while secretly becoming the power behind the Northwest, amassing forces there – that would be Emperor Youning’s greatest concern!

However, domineering Shen Yueshan might be, at least he harbored no thoughts of rebellion and truly protected the Northwest. If the Northwest fell into Xiao Juexiong’s hands, he would stop at nothing – exploiting Tibet, the Turks, and even stirring up conflicts in places like Liangzhou – to make the empire unstable.

At this moment, Emperor Youning could no longer proceed with gradual probing. Whether this was a trap or not, he had to err on the side of caution!

“Order Rong Ce to visit the Northwestern King’s manor on my behalf,” Emperor Youning commanded immediately.

Since Rong Ce had already detected the connection between Geng Liangcheng and Xiao Juexiong, upon receiving the order he should understand the Emperor’s intent – the Northwest must be controlled before Shen Yueshan’s last breath.

“Your Majesty, the Turks have also heard of the Northwestern King’s critical condition. Their internal strife has temporarily ceased, and they seem to be stirring,” Xiao Changqin presented another letter from Rong Ce.

In the letter, Rong Ce expressed great unease, hoping his nephew would find ways to help stabilize the situation. Under these circumstances, how could Emperor Youning dare to reassign Rong Ce? Wouldn’t that deliberately leave a gap for the Turks to exploit?

Shen Yueshan had been the Turks’ nightmare for many years. Upon hearing of his critical condition, they even set aside their internal conflicts, apparently planning to ensure Shen Yueshan’s permanent departure – this was entirely within character for the Turks.

When Xiao Changfeng sought to verify that Shen Yueshan’s condition wasn’t fabricated, he summoned the city’s physicians. Such major news couldn’t be contained, and the Turks inevitably receiving this information was unavoidable. In this matter, Xiao Changfeng bore no fault.

Whether Shen Yueshan was truly critically ill was of major significance – one or two people’s testimony wasn’t sufficient proof. Even though the situation had developed to this point, Emperor Youning wouldn’t blame Xiao Changfeng.

Unable to move Rong Ce meant unable to move others around the Northwest. Rong Ce was informed and could represent the Emperor in paying respects, but others were uninformed – appointing them would require explaining the gravity of the situation.

The Northwest region was complex. Once others knew, it would no longer be a secret. While this matter remained unconfirmed, being only Rong Ce’s speculation, although Emperor Youning had to take it seriously just in case, it didn’t mean he was certain there were no unexpected factors.

If there were unexpected developments and everything became public knowledge, the Emperor himself would have difficulty managing the aftermath.

“You may withdraw. I have my plans,” Emperor Youning dismissed Xiao Changqin.

“Son takes his leave,” Xiao Changqin respectfully withdrew.

Leaving the palace, Xiao Changqin mounted his horse. Looking at the clear sky, he revealed a smile as bright as the blazing sun. Then, he couldn’t help sighing softly: “What a fine play, pity I can’t witness it personally.”

Xiao Huayong had instructed him to expose the Crown Prince’s conspiracy with Geng Liangcheng using Rong Ce’s name while ensuring the Emperor wouldn’t send Rong Ce to the Northwest. From this, he could roughly guess that Xiao Huayong intended to teach the Emperor a lesson.

Without thinking, he knew whoever the Emperor sent this time would not return, though he wondered whom the Emperor would send.

If it were the Divine Brave Army…

That would be perfect.

However, Emperor Youning disappointed Xiao Changqin. He didn’t deploy the Divine Brave Army. Last year’s summer palace incident, where the Divine Brave Army lost hundreds of men, had made Emperor Youning wary. The Divine Brave Army had been exposed to many eyes, and though they were thought to be Xiao Juexiong’s pawns, another exposure couldn’t be explained away. Moreover, Emperor Youning was extremely dissatisfied with the Divine Brave Army’s easy losses and had implemented new training protocols – real weapons, and life-and-death training.

What surprised Xiao Changqin was that the next day, citing alarm at the Northwestern King’s predicament and the doctors’ helplessness, Emperor Youning sent Minister of War Pei Zhan to personally escort imperial physicians to pay respects on the Emperor’s behalf.

This seemingly supreme honor from the Emperor to his subject concealed turbulent undercurrents.

“Pei Zhan…” Xiao Changqin couldn’t help smiling – a rare sight since Gu Qingzhi’s death. “This gets more and more interesting.”

Pei Zhan was Prince Jing’s man, and he was battle-hardened. If something were to happen to him on the way to the Northwest, Prince Jing wouldn’t be easy to deal with.

The Emperor half-believed this matter but couldn’t ignore it, couldn’t just watch Xiao Juexiong potentially swallow the Northwest and use it as cover to continuously grow stronger, eventually becoming someone who could truly split his empire. This forced him to send someone.

Yet still worried this might be a trap if not Xiao Juexiong’s doing, then it must be Shen Yueshan orchestrating a grand play. Shen Yueshan had always shown some respect for Pei Zhan and surely wouldn’t harm him.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong, who was placing hairpins for Shen Xihe, had already informed her that Pei Zhan was leading the troops. Before he sought out Sang Yin, he had already sent word to Xiao Changqin, so Xiao Changqin’s presentation of Rong Ce’s letter to Emperor Youning came two days before Geng Liangcheng met “Xiao Juexiong.”

Time was of the essence. Pei Zhan would certainly ride at full speed; four or five days had passed, and reaching the Northwest in another two days wouldn’t be considered slow.

“Your Highness, will you move against General Pei?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong through the mirror.

Xiao Huayong smiled faintly, comparing two golden hair ornaments in Shen Xihe’s hair: “Pei Zhan is His Majesty’s man. I won’t change plans because of him. His Majesty sending him shows he knows Father-in-law would show mercy to him. This suggests His Majesty suspects Father-in-law planned everything. If I truly showed leniency, it would confirm His Majesty’s suspicions.

Although Father-in-law doesn’t fear His Majesty’s additional suspicion, I don’t need Father-in-law to bear this burden for me.”

“If General Pei falls in the Northwest, Prince Jing won’t let it rest,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Between the Eighth Brother and me, a battle is inevitable,” Xiao Huayong inserted a gold-jade hairpin into Shen Xihe’s black hair, his fingers trailing over the hanging pearls.

Chapter 536: You Are the Best in the World
The phoenix-beak ornament held pearls, with chains reaching to her earlobes swaying gently, creating halos of light that complemented her peerless beauty, causing Xiao Huayong to gaze at her adoringly.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed, her attention completely captured by Xiao Huayong’s statement about an inevitable battle with Prince Jing: “It seems Prince Jing is also someone who refuses to submit to others.”

Between the Crown Prince and princes, if it came to armed conflict, it could only be for the throne.

“Being princes, learned in both civil and military arts, how many can avoid developing ambition?” Xiao Huayong understood his brothers well – if he were a prince rather than the heir apparent, he might not submit either.

Shen Xihe could understand too. This could be considered a form of ambition, and for a prince who possessed both virtue and talent, with extraordinary intelligence, to have no interest in the throne must have a reason – only if something more important in his eyes was worth pursuing instead.

“Does His Majesty currently favor Prince Jing more?” Shen Xihe turned her head, tilting her chin up to look at Xiao Huayong.

This question stumped Xiao Huayong. After lowering his eyes to contemplate for a moment, he said: “Youyou, he and I have the blood feud of my father’s death, and I look down on many of his methods and actions. But if you ask who he favors as heir, I truly cannot fathom.”

Emperor Youning was an extremely strange monarch. He didn’t care who could fight their way to victory in the end; he cared about his achievements while on the throne, whether he could become a wise ruler praised by thousands. As long as the country wasn’t lost or usurped by traitors, he seemed able to accept whichever prince ascended the throne.

Xiao Huayong even vaguely felt that even in his case, as long as he didn’t step out of line during the Emperor’s reign, the Emperor could accept his ascension. This might be one reason why Emperor Youning could calmly accept him becoming Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe was startled, her eyes widening slightly as she looked at Xiao Huayong in disbelief.

Amused by her endearing expression, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help bending down to quickly brush her lips: “Do you find it hard to believe? All these years I’ve been trying to understand His Majesty’s mind, and when I reached this conclusion, I too doubted myself.”

“His Majesty is truly an extraordinary person,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help sighing. Such a person would be impossible for her to understand. Her gaze toward Xiao Huayong showed genuine admiration, “In understanding and reading people, I am far behind you.”

“Youyou has her way of calculating people’s hearts. My only advantage is that I’ve traveled more places and seen more people over these years.” He had only won in terms of experience.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help lowering her head and smiling. She felt she had many shortcomings, but in Xiao Huayong’s eyes, she was flawless – even her weaknesses, he had countless reasons to explain as reasonable.

“Don’t doubt – in my eyes, you are the best in the world.” Xiao Huayong cupped her face in both hands, devoutly placing a deep kiss on her forehead where the flower ornament lay. “I must go now. In two days, I can openly be by your side.”

The body double-leading His Majesty’s men had already left Liangzhou; another two days’ journey would naturally bring them to the Northwestern King’s manor.

Though reluctant in his heart, Xiao Huayong left decisively – any hesitation and he feared he wouldn’t be able to step away, wouldn’t be able to leave her.

Shen Xihe watched him climb out the window and leave. She couldn’t help standing up and walking to the window to see exactly how he came and went so freely without being discovered by the manor’s guards.

Standing by the window, she realized her courtyard was in the back, where guards were most sparse – partly because of the separation between men and women, preventing offense to her, and partly because everyone knew her maids were all skilled in martial arts. Mo Yu in particular could defeat many warriors in the military camp. Anyone who tried to break in would certainly alert Mo Yu guarding Shen Xihe’s room, followed by the rotating shifts of Zhenzhu, Bi Yu, and others.

Trying to harm Shen Xihe would be even harder than harming the heir – one would first have to pass through layers of guards to reach the back quarters, then simultaneously evade both Mo Yu and Zhenzhu’s double protection. Yet they had overlooked Xiao Huayong.

Evading guards was his specialty, and at Shen Xihe’s quarters, unless she ordered otherwise, Mo Yu pretended not to see when their young master climbed through the window.

Lowering her head with an amused smile, Shen Xihe ordered Mo Yu to rest. After having a bowl of bird’s nest soup, she took Zhenzhu to Shen Yueshan’s sick room. Without incident, Sang Bo would make his move against Father today.

She again saw Shen Yun’an, who had kept vigil over Shen Yueshan through the night. Seeing his haggard appearance and furrowed brow, she was tempted several times to tell him the truth but held back.

Father said this was a test that an heir must endure to become a qualified head of the family. Only by experiencing such pain and despair, even if false, could he remain steady when others used this to disturb his mind on future battlefields.

“Brother…” Shen Xihe took the still-warm meat porridge from the wooden tray held by a maid beside her. “Brother, have some food. It pains me to see you like this.”

Catching Shen Xihe’s worried and pained look, Shen Yun’an looked at their father’s worsening complexion and thought how she must be as worried as himself about Father, yet still had the heart to care for him. He felt himself a worthless brother.

Quickly taking the porridge Shen Xihe offered, he gulped it down in a few mouthfuls. Before she could offer a handkerchief, he wiped his mouth with his sleeve and forced a smile: “Don’t worry, Youyou. Brother won’t fall.”

He couldn’t fall. If Father truly couldn’t overcome this crisis, he would be his sister’s only support.

A glimmer of tears flashed in Shen Xihe’s eyes. Having such a father and brother in this life completely made up for never having met her mother. Mother was distant to her, worthy of respect and gratitude, but like Xiao Huayong’s feelings toward Prince Qian, she couldn’t generate any attachment.

She was different from Xiao Huayong – she felt no regret over lacking maternal love because of her father and brother’s thorough care. Xiao Huayong, having experienced too many life-and-death situations, had become detached from everything. He was already strong enough, strong enough to need nothing to yearn for, which was why he could remain so composed.

Thinking this way, Shen Xihe inexplicably felt sorry for Xiao Huayong again, feeling she should treat him better – perhaps she was the only thing the all-powerful Crown Prince yearned for in this life.

“Young Master, Your Highness Crown Princess, the military doctor has arrived,” someone reported from outside.

Shen Xihe slowly raised her eyes, her obsidian pupils gleaming darkly.

Shen Yun’an had been waiting anxiously and ran out personally to welcome him. Meeting right at the door, he grabbed Sang Yin’s arm and strode in: “Uncle Sang, I see Father’s condition has worsened. Please examine him quickly.”

Upon entering, Sang Yin met Shen Xihe’s eyes, and with just one glance, they understood each other’s thoughts.

Chapter 537: The Northwestern King’s Passing
They nodded to each other in acknowledgment. Shen Xihe stepped aside as Sang Yin approached to check Shen Yueshan’s pulse. Steadying himself, he said: “Young Master, don’t worry. I’ve devised a prescription these past two days. Let’s try it on His Lordship.”

Sang Yin had brought the prepared medicine with him and would brew it personally. The medicine, compounded by Xie Yunhuai, would cause Shen Yueshan’s body to briefly turn red and blue tonight, during which Shen Yueshan would hold his breath to fake death.

Then A Xi would use silver needles to seal his meridians, making his condition undetectable even to imperial physicians.

Geng Liangcheng was extremely cunning. Worried about potential countermoves like poisoning the medicine, Sang Yin insisted on personally overseeing the brewing. Such behavior wouldn’t arouse Geng Liangcheng’s suspicion – he’d attribute it to nervousness or caution, making him more convinced that poison was being administered to His Lordship.

Events unfolded largely as Sang Yin predicted. Geng Liangcheng had indeed sent people to the Northwestern King’s manor. Their brotherly closeness worked against them – such interactions were so common that servants never suspected any ill intent.

However, with Sang Yin constantly present, his people couldn’t take action. Even until the medicine was brewed and Sang Yin personally destroyed the dregs, they found no opportunity to interfere, and could only return to report.

Upon hearing this, Geng Liangcheng smiled rather than showing anger, believing Sang Yin’s caution indicated the plan’s success.

Thus he went directly to the Northwestern King’s manor, timing it to meet Sang Yin leaving at the main gate. He asked simply: “When?”

Sang Yin didn’t answer but made a gesture. Geng Liangcheng understood the timing and entered satisfied. As they passed each other, from afar it looked merely like acquaintances exchanging greetings, impossible to connect to any conspiracy.

Geng Liangcheng only pretended to visit Shen Yueshan. Shortly after, his arranged messenger came calling him away on urgent business, giving him reason to leave.

He went to the place where Xiao Huayong had previously captured him, seeking who he believed to be Xiao Juexiong.

Xiao Huayong, knowing of his return, had disguised himself and waited early.

“The deed is done. Shen Yueshan won’t survive tonight. When will you move?” Now only Shen Yun’an remained as his major concern, but he couldn’t act personally and had to rely on the man before him.

Xiao Huayong lifted his teacup for a sip: “No rush. When His Majesty’s men enter the city will be the time to ambush Shen Yun’an.”

“With Shen Yueshan’s death today, Shen Yun’an must manage funeral affairs at the manor. How will you capture him?” Geng Liangcheng frowned, doubt and urgency in his eyes. The manor would be chaos with Shen Yueshan’s death, leaving no opportunity to strike.

Xiao Huayong, lowering his teacup, raised his eyes to fix Geng Liangcheng with a deep, oppressive stare: “I’ll say this one last time – how I act is not for you to direct. Just wait patiently.”

“I…” Geng Liangcheng suppressed his anger, “I just worry that the court officials’ arrival will make action more difficult.”

“If Shen Yun’an disappears before the court officials reach the Northwest, even if he truly dies by the Embroidered Guard’s unique killing method, how could they argue?” Xiao Huayong sneered.

Entering the royal city required documentation and registration as strict as entering the capital. Infiltrating secretly would be self-defeating, suggesting lax security in the Northwestern King’s city – would they hand such leverage to His Majesty?

Geng Liangcheng realized his impatience, actually worried about being deceived by the man before him. He took a deep breath and cupped his hands: “I was hasty. Crown Prince, please forgive me.”

“If there’s nothing else, withdraw.” Xiao Huayong maintained a superior’s bearing toward Geng Liangcheng throughout.

This greatly displeased Geng Liangcheng, but small forbearance prevents larger chaos. This wasn’t the time for confrontation, so he left silently with a stiff face.

He had barely turned when Xiao Huayong added: “Using my name – this time I’ll spare you, but if there’s a next time… I’ll make it real.”

Geng Liangcheng’s heart trembled. He had used the Jia Chen Crown Prince’s name to kidnap his and Sang Yin’s family members, doing it so secretly that even Meng Hu hadn’t noticed – yet Xiao Juexiong knew!

Suddenly, Geng Liangcheng felt eyes watching his every move from the shadows, making his skin crawl, yet he couldn’t determine where Xiao Juexiong’s eyes were hidden.

Returning to his mansion, he grew anxious and uneasy, feeling Xiao Juexiong too dangerous. Yet Xiao Juexiong had no one else to use – without promoting him, controlling the Northwest was impossible. Only allying with Xiao Juexiong could achieve his goals, but he wasn’t certain he could escape Xiao Juexiong’s control after becoming Northwestern King.

Consulting his confidant, the man said: “General, we’re one step from success. We can’t lose composure now. However mysterious Xiao Juexiong is, he has his weakness. Once you control the Northwest and can make His Majesty wary like His Lordship did, you can naturally ally with His Majesty to eliminate him. Then the Northwest will be entirely yours.”

These words reassured Geng Liangcheng.

Unaware of this, Xiao Huayong would have laughed at their foolish dreams. After dismissing Geng Liangcheng, he quickly left the city to rejoin and replace his double.

By dusk, when he reclaimed his identity at the nearest relay station to the Northwestern royal city, he suddenly became very anxious, insisting on traveling through the night. Despite others’ protests, they had to accompany him at full gallop.

Just as they reached the city gates, they heard the mournful wail of long horns. Three blasts, and the entire Northwestern royal city lit up like daylight, every household lighting oil lamps. Even nearby villages hearing the sound lit lamps they usually saved.

Three long horn blasts signaled the commander’s death.

Their lord, the Northwest’s god, the Northwest’s backbone was gone.

Before entering the city, Xiao Huayong heard waves of wailing. Reining in his horse, he saw the gate guards kneeling, tears instantly falling. Their eyes seemed bewildered, as if still processing the Northwestern King’s passing, yet tears and grief overwhelmed their minds uncontrollably.

This was Shen Yueshan’s status in the Northwest. Such citywide mourning, such deep connection – even His Majesty’s death in the capital might not evoke such reaction.

Xiao Huayong charged toward the gates, revealed his identity, then rode toward the Northwestern King’s manor. The entire route was brilliantly lit, almost every household hanging white lanterns, those without hurriedly removing their door lanterns.

The crowd before the Northwestern King’s manor extended for miles, leaving no gap to squeeze through. Mournful crying spiraled desolately under the night sky.

Chapter 538: Youyou, I’m Here
“Your Highness, we can’t get through.” Tianyuan carefully protected Xiao Huayong in the crowd as they tried to approach the Northwestern Prince’s mansion, but they simply couldn’t squeeze through.

Xiao Huayong had to retreat, finding a secluded spot from which to gaze at the brightly lit mansion. “Let’s wait a moment.”

Though the commoners were crowded together, they seemed to naturally form a barrier line, not stepping beyond a certain point. The guards of the Northwestern Prince’s mansion merely stood at the stone steps, not coming down.

After about a quarter-hour, the mansion gates opened. Geng Liangcheng emerged, now wearing a white sash at his waist, his eyes red and filled with deep grief. “Everyone, the Prince fell victim to assassins and has just left us…”

As Geng Liangcheng’s words fell, even though the people had heard the horn and understood in their hearts, their faces instantly became wooden and their eyes glazed over. They didn’t hear much of what Geng Liangcheng said afterward, as a single thought echoed in their minds: the Northwestern Prince was dead – the sky had fallen for the Northwest, their sky had fallen.

“Everyone, please return home. The sun rises and sets and our lives must go on – this is what the Prince would have wanted for us. If you remain here, we won’t be able to properly arrange the Prince’s funeral matters.”

“General Geng, who assassinated the Prince? We must seek justice for him!”

“Yes, we must seek justice for the Prince!”

“Justice!”

…

Waves of righteous anger erupted from the crowd, causing everyone to join in agreement. Gradually these voices became unified, their volume no less powerful than an army’s battle cry.

“Everyone, everyone, EVERYONE—” After several calls, Geng Liangcheng raised his voice enough to suppress the crowd’s clamor. “We have no evidence yet of who harmed the Prince, so we dare not make hasty judgments. But we will investigate this to the end and bring the criminals to justice. Please disperse for now.”

“When… when will the Prince be buried…” an elderly man at the front choked out. “We… we want to send the Prince off on his final journey…”

Before the old man could finish, he burst into tears. Others followed, unable to contain their emotions – some wailing openly, some gritting their teeth without sound though tears streamed down their faces, impossible to hold back even when looking up.

“The Prince will be buried in seven days…” Geng Liangcheng spoke with difficulty. “If you wish to pay respects, simply light a lamp at home. The Prince always loved the people as his children and wouldn’t want you to go to great trouble for his sake.”

The commoners looked at each other, all with tears in their eyes, nodding silently before turning to leave, none knowing what they would do next.

Only after the crowd had dispersed from the mansion gates did Xiao Huayong slowly approach. Geng Liangcheng, who was about to turn back into the mansion, stopped when he saw a young man of extraordinary bearing and unmatched handsomeness striding forward. “May I ask how to address you?”

Geng Liangcheng had never met Xiao Huayong – in fact, many officials posted outside the capital had never met this Crown Prince who had lived in a Taoist temple for twelve years.

“The Crown Prince is here – will you not open the gates to receive him?” Tianyuan said sternly.

Geng Liangcheng’s brow twitched, but he quickly bowed: “This humble official pays respects to—”

Before he could finish, Xiao Huayong had already ascended the steps, sweeping past him like the wind with flowing robes, striding directly into the mansion toward the main hall.

After Shen Yueshan had been declared dead, Xiao Changfeng, who was also present, brought a medical official to confirm Shen Yueshan’s death. Unable to leave, he could only offer what help he could in his capacity. Shen Xihe stood silently at the entrance to the main hall, staring blankly at some point in space.

Shen Yunan was accompanying the servants as they bathed Shen Yueshan and dressed him in clean burial clothes…

Xiao Changfeng was the first to see Xiao Huayong striding in. He immediately stepped forward, clasped his hands, and bowed: “Paying respects to Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

With his bow, everyone else promptly knelt in greeting.

Xiao Huayong ignored all this, hurrying toward Shen Xihe: “Youyou…”

Shen Xihe slowly turned to look at him, and as she gazed at him, tears began to roll down her cheeks.

This wasn’t acting anymore. Standing there earlier, she had thought about how her father was approaching his twilight years, how this day would inevitably come, how fragile human life was – if that day truly came, how difficult it would be to accept.

Some things one doesn’t think much about ordinarily, but once confronted with them, one can’t help but dwell on them. Think too much, and one becomes lost in those thoughts.

Xiao Huayong opened his arms, and Shen Xihe naturally leaned into his embrace, burying her face in his shoulder. Two hot tears soaked through his clothes, scalding Xiao Huayong’s shoulders. “You still have me, you still have me…”

Not knowing why Shen Xihe was so heartbroken – this grief seemed genuine – he didn’t know how to comfort her, only able to softly say that he was there.

Shen Xihe didn’t say anything either, though she quickly got her emotions under control. Although she had been thinking far ahead earlier and felt pained by those thoughts, she hadn’t felt the urge to weep bitterly.

It was precisely when Xiao Huayong appeared, his soft call causing her to feel utterly vulnerable in that instant, that she unconsciously shed tears.

Xiao Huayong encircled Shen Xihe with both arms, one hand gripping her arm, holding her tightly. The couple’s appearance made others feel sympathetic just looking at them.

“Your Highness…” Tianyuan had to quietly remind him, seeing Xiao Changfeng and others still kneeling or bowing.

Only then did Xiao Huayong look over and say flatly: “Rise.”

Having said this, he had no desire to deal with them further. He supported Shen Xihe into the inner hall, found a place to sit, and let her lean on his shoulder. Half an hour later, the coffin was carried into the main hall, with Shen Yunan already dressed in mourning clothes.

Shen Xihe rose, and with Zhenzhu’s help, also donned mourning garments. Shen Yueshan lay colorless in the coffin as the generals came forward one by one to bid farewell. Finally, the coffin was closed, though it would not be sealed yet as the vigil was to follow.

“The Prince was as close as brothers to us. We should accompany the Young Master and Princess Consort in keeping vigil for these seven days,” Geng Liangcheng spoke first.

None of the generals objected, but Shen Yunan said: “That won’t do. The army cannot be left unattended, and the Northwest cannot be left without leadership. With Father’s passing, various forces will surely stir, especially the Turks – we must maintain strict vigilance. Many young commanders in the army still need guidance. Uncles, I appreciate your sentiment, but Father would not want the Northwest to fall into chaos and be taken advantage of because of him…”

Shen Yunan’s voice was hoarse. He seemed to have matured instantly – though kneeling, his back was straight and his gaze determined as he spoke with clear logic: “My sister and I will keep the vigil. These next few days in the Northwest, we must trouble you uncles to maintain order.”

Chapter 539: A Ray of Hope
Shen Yunan’s words were reasonable. Shen Xihe turned to look at him – his sunken eye sockets dark with shadows, his haggard features sharp as if carved by a knife in the flickering candlelight. The once-undrawn precious sword now revealed its full brilliance.

Seeming to feel Shen Xihe’s gaze, Shen Yunan looked back, forcing a reassuring smile for her.

Shen Xihe quickly lowered her head, feeling guilty and remorseful.

After discussion, the generals decided to take turns keeping vigil for Shen Yueshan, with Geng Liangcheng volunteering for the first night. No one contested this.

“Bring another set of plain clothes,” Xiao Huayong instructed Tianyuan.

Tianyuan immediately complied, soon returning with suitable plain clothes for Xiao Huayong, helping him change and don the hemp mourning garments.

“Your Highness, this action does not accord with proper etiquette,” Xiao Changfeng hurriedly objected when he saw Xiao Huayong about to kneel beside Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince – even when alive, the Northwestern Prince had been his subject. He certainly couldn’t kneel for him in death, let alone wear mourning clothes.

“There is no Crown Prince here now, only a son-in-law of the Shen family,” Xiao Huayong stated, kneeling straight-backed. “As a son-in-law, wearing mourning for one’s father-in-law is natural and right.”

Shen Yunan couldn’t help glancing at Xiao Huayong. He didn’t know how the Crown Prince had persuaded his father, but ever since his father’s trip to the capital, he had agreed to the marriage between the Crown Prince and Youyou. His father had remarked more than once that the Crown Prince was extraordinary.

If he truly devoted himself wholeheartedly to Youyou, it would be her lifelong blessing.

Although his father couldn’t be completely certain of the depth of the Crown Prince’s sincerity, his father’s praise for the Crown Prince was something Shen Yunan had never witnessed before. Now, rushing to Youyou’s side when she needed him most, setting aside his dignity as Crown Prince to wear mourning clothes for Father as a son-in-law – this alone made him superior to countless other men.

Kneeling until late into the night, Shen Yunan worried for Shen Xihe: “Youyou, go rest for a while. Father won’t blame you.”

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly, looking toward Xiao Huayong. With Xiao Changfeng present, Xiao Huayong had to occasionally cough. Because both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were there, Xiao Changfeng dared not leave even though he wasn’t keeping vigil – if anything happened to these two, he needn’t bother returning to the capital.

Unable to dismiss Xiao Changfeng, this was very difficult for Xiao Huayong. Even Shen Yunan couldn’t help but urge him twice, but Xiao Huayong persisted until he finally couldn’t maintain it any longer and fainted, conveniently falling into Shen Xihe’s arms.

This immediately caused a commotion, and Shen Yunan took the opportunity to send Shen Xihe to look after Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong was carried to Shen Xihe’s room. After she dismissed everyone, Xiao Huayong opened his eyes, his silver pupils bright and spirited, showing no trace of weakness.

Shen Xihe naturally knew he had been pretending. She sat silently beside him, knowing he had feigned fainting to give her a legitimate reason to stay and care for him. After all, he was the Crown Prince – any mishap would be difficult to explain to the court. This way, she wouldn’t have to continue the act outside and suffer.

“Why so troubled?” Xiao Huayong asked, drawing her close.

“I feel guilty… I don’t know how to face Brother in the future…” Shen Xihe had never deceived Shen Yunan in her life – this was the first time.

“This was Father-in-law’s decision. Don’t worry. Tomorrow when His Majesty’s envoys enter the city, I’ll take your brother away so he won’t need to keep vigil. I’ll also explain everything to him.” Afterward, Shen Yunan would only need to secretly contact his confidants and keep watch over Geng Liangcheng’s every move.

Shen Xihe glanced at him, still silent, not knowing what to say.

Her melancholy affected Xiao Huayong as well, dampening his spirits: “Let me tell you some good news.”

“What is it?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Doctor Qi said he heard of a similar illness to mine in the Western Regions, though it was several decades ago. He needs to investigate further in secret. If we can uncover this past case, perhaps we can determine what poison is in my body.” Shen Xihe called Xie Yunhuai “Doctor Qi,” and Xiao Huayong followed suit.

“Really?” Shen Xihe’s eyes brightened. This was indeed good news – nothing concerned her more than the poison in Xiao Huayong’s body, since if an antidote wasn’t found within three to five years, his body would no longer be able to endure.

Even though it wasn’t a violent poison, having been buried in his body for so long, even with divine doctors exhausting every method to protect him, Xiao Huayong’s internal organs were still being continuously eroded by the toxin.

“Yes.” Seeing her undisguised joy, the worry in her brow instantly clearing, Xiao Huayong’s heartfelt sweet as honey.

She didn’t want him to die early – this meant she was willing to grow old together with him.

So he dared not tell her that Xie Yunhuai had only mentioned hearing of this case, involving a secret of an ancient Western Region kingdom that had vanished without trace one night over twenty years ago. Investigating it would be like searching for a needle in the sea.

But wasn’t it still a ray of hope?

With this good news as a buffer, Shen Xihe finally had the mood to talk with Xiao Huayong: “You’re not planning to ambush His Majesty’s envoys on the road?”

Shen Xihe had originally thought Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let Pei Zhan’s men reach the Northwestern Prince’s city, and that he would deal with them en route.

“With Father-in-law’s death, who do you think is most delighted?” Xiao Huayong asked in return.

Shen Xihe’s first thought was Emperor Youning, but upon careful consideration, it wasn’t him: “The Turks.”

Since Shen Yueshan had made his name on the battlefield at fifteen, he had been an insurmountable mountain to the Turks. Over thirty years, countless wars had been fought, especially during those years when Emperor Youning was caught up in the eunuch rebellion – they had been particularly fierce then.

Without Shen Yueshan, Emperor Youning truly wouldn’t have been able to secure his throne.

Finally, Shen Yueshan was gone. The Turks were likely celebrating nationwide at this moment, probably already lying in wait, preparing for war, ready to launch a major offensive while the Northwest’s morale was low following Shen Yueshan’s loss, to avenge years of suppression under him.

“You want Pei Zhan to go to war.” Shen Xihe instantly understood Xiao Huayong’s plan.

“His Majesty knows I’ve come to the Northwest. He sent Pei Zhan to guard against me. If I make any suspicious moves and something happens to Pei Zhan, Prince Jing will become my mortal enemy, allowing His Majesty to watch from the sidelines.” Although Xiao Huayong was destined to fight with Xiao Changyan, he hadn’t planned to break ties this early, and certainly wouldn’t play into His Majesty’s hands.

His Majesty had Zhang Liang’s strategy, but he had his cloud ladder.

“Moreover, when I entered the city today, what I saw…” Xiao Huayong had another concern, “The Northwestern people are so grief-stricken. Without a reasonable explanation, we risk alienating their hearts.”

Simply revealing that Geng Liangcheng had turned to His Majesty, without evidence, or even producing evidence of secret collusion with Crown Prince Jiachen, wouldn’t soothe the people’s sense of betrayal. But if Geng Liangcheng was found to be conspiring with the Turks, the people would surely understand and praise Shen Yueshan’s fake death.

Chapter 540: You Are My Obsession
Shen Xihe was moved by his words – he was always so meticulous, considering every aspect thoroughly.

“From bringing you back for your brother’s wedding, everything has been my plan. I naturally cannot let Father-in-law and you suffer losses because of this.” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand, smiling as he said, “Things have developed to this point – it’s no longer an ordinary matter, but a game between His Majesty and me.”

Initially, they had simply wanted Shen Xihe to witness Shen Yunan’s wedding, with testing the Northwest’s loyalty being merely incidental. They hadn’t expected to reach this point, with the situation constantly changing, forcing them to take such dramatic measures to conclude matters.

Shen Xihe looked down at their touching fingertips, gripping his hand in return: “I heard the Turks have internal strife. Though they’ve temporarily reconciled because of Father, they might not easily launch a sneak attack.”

“The Turks will attack.” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward, silver light gathering in his eyes, the gleam of confidence and certainty dazzling.

“What has Your Highness arranged?” Shen Xihe asked curiously.

Xiao Huayong smiled, his whole being seeming to radiate brilliance: “I did nothing. My presence here naturally means someone will help me achieve my wishes.”

“Who?”

“Fourth Brother.”

Xiao Changtai – Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised.

“Xiao Changtai hates me to the bone. He couldn’t touch me in the capital, but now that I’m in the Northwest, how could he let such an opportunity pass?” Xiao Huayong raised his brows. “Back at the imperial tomb, I gave him a small picture book showing how Munuha died miserably. He had worked with Munuha before and likely has some of Munuha’s tokens. Just sending these to the Turkic court – could their Khan swallow such an insult? Even if the Khan could endure it, he would find ways to make sure the Khan couldn’t.”

Given Xiao Changtai’s current abilities and how many major defeats he had suffered at his hands, he wouldn’t dare act rashly despite not wanting to miss this chance. The best method would be to use Shen Yueshan’s “death” to start a war, throwing the entire Northwestern Prince’s city into chaos, then strike at him amid the confusion.

This would not only hide his involvement but also maximize his chances of escaping unscathed, making the Crown Prince’s death mysterious.

With the Crown Prince dead, various factions in the capital could appropriately reveal their ambitions. In the struggle for the position of heir apparent, each would display their abilities while he watched from the shadows, fishing in troubled waters.

Someone whose clan had been executed by Emperor Youning naturally couldn’t ascend to the throne, but their youngest brother was still learning to speak. As long as there was no one else in the dynasty, by controlling this young brother, he could still be the true power behind the throne.

“He really won’t give up.” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh.

People like Xiao Changtai had a life force as vigorous as green grass – with even the slightest chance, they would exert everything, stopping at nothing to advance toward their goal until their final moment.

Never resting until achieving their aim – in this, he was extremely similar to His Majesty.

“One shouldn’t develop obsessions. Once obsessed with something or someone, it’s easy to become deranged and unable to extricate oneself. For Fourth Brother, being emperor is his obsession.” Xiao Huayong spoke while lowering his gaze, looking deeply at Shen Xihe. “And you are my obsession.”

“Your Highness speaks unreasonably,” Shen Xihe returned his gaze. “I am already Your Highness’s wife. You have already obtained me, so how can I still be an obsession?”

Xiao Huayong smiled faintly, then gazed at her intently: “Youyou, have I truly obtained you?”

What he wanted was never just a person, a physical form, but her heart as well.

“Sincerity can pierce stone – Your Highness, please continue your efforts.” This time Shen Xihe neither avoided nor advised, instead encouraging him teasingly.

Xiao Huayong was indeed greatly encouraged. He held Shen Xihe close, pressing his forehead against hers, lightly inhaling the fragrance of her black hair as the couple shared an intimate moment.

The next day, Pei Zhan and his men indeed arrived at the city after riding hard, travel-worn from their journey. No one went to receive them, nor had they sent word ahead. Before reaching the city, they had received news of the Northwestern Prince’s death, spurring them to ride through the night without rest.

Pei Zhan was nearly fifty but looked several years older than Shen Yueshan and Emperor Youning. However, his tall and imposing frame moved with vigor. Arriving at the main hall, he first offered incense, and after paying respects, requested to bid farewell to Shen Yueshan.

Whether sincere or wanting to verify that the man in the coffin was genuinely Shen Yueshan, Shen Xihe, and the others wouldn’t refuse his request. The coffin lid remained unsealed, with the top section open to show the peaceful Shen Yueshan.

Seeing Shen Yueshan lying quietly in the coffin, Pei Zhan’s expression was complex. Among these old generals, there were too many entanglements – admiration, former enmity, and sighs over such an abrupt end to a generation’s war god. In any case, no one could precisely analyze Pei Zhan’s emotions.

After offering incense, Pei Zhan naturally stood with Xiao Changfeng while the mansion continued handling funeral matters in an orderly fashion.

That night, Shen Xihe slipped medicine into Shen Yunan’s tea cup. Halfway through the vigil, Shen Yunan became dizzy and eventually collapsed. Zhenzhu immediately came forward to check his pulse, concluding: “The Young Master is exhausted and needs proper rest.”

As Shen Xihe’s personal maid skilled in medicine and respected by many in the Northwest, no one doubted Zhenzhu’s words. Shen Yunan’s exhaustion since Shen Yueshan’s return had been evident to all.

Shen Xihe quickly ordered people to help Shen Yunan back to his room to rest while she remained to keep vigil.

Unexpectedly, an hour later, servants from Shen Yunan’s courtyard came running in panic: “Princess Consort, Princess Consort, the Young Master… the Young Master is missing!”

Shen Xihe suddenly stood up, almost losing her balance from rising too quickly. Xiao Huayong’s quick hands steadied her.

“Explain clearly, what you mean the Young Master is missing!” Shen Xihe demanded.

“This servant doesn’t know. The Young Master was sent back to his room to rest. We servants guarded outside his room, no one entered, and there was no sound at all. When General Mo Yuan came with the calming incense that Princess Consort ordered, this servant let him enter, only to discover the Young Master wasn’t in the room!”

Hearing this, everyone dropped everything and rushed to Shen Yunan’s room. The Northwestern Prince’s heir mysteriously disappearing from his own home was a shocking matter – everyone wanted to investigate.

Fortunately, today Sang Yin was on rotation duty. While everyone followed Shen Xihe, he followed the previous arrangement, having Sui Axi apply acupuncture to Shen Yueshan, who soon regained consciousness, though somewhat weak from two days without water.

They quickly left the memorial hall, with a prepared corpse placed in the coffin.

Chapter 541: War Begins
When Shen Xihe and the others arrived at Shen Yunan’s chamber, there wasn’t a single trace to be found – as if he had vanished into thin air.

“Has the Young Master not awakened?” Xiao Changfeng, feeling something was amiss, questioned the servants guarding the door.

The servants responded with the utmost respect: “We servants have been stationed outside the room, constantly waiting for the Young Master to awaken and give instructions. We haven’t heard even the slightest sound. Since General Mo’s earlier visit, no one has opened the door.”

“Search the entire premises – every inch of the mansion,” Shen Xihe commanded, her face cold.

After contemplating for a moment, Xiao Changfeng stepped forward and bowed to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness Princess Consort, there are numerous matters requiring attention in the Prince’s mansion now, and this humble prince cannot be of help with other affairs. Might I be permitted to offer my modest assistance in searching for the Young Master?”

“We thank Prince Xun for your effort,” Shen Xihe readily agreed.

Having received Shen Xihe’s permission, Xiao Changfeng joined the mansion’s servants in their search, not even sparing Shen Xihe’s courtyard. Yet such a grown person could not be found anywhere – there wasn’t even the slightest trace of his presence.

After they had completed their search, Geng Liangcheng and the others appeared, seemingly having heard the news.

“How could the Young Master disappear without any reason?”

“I too do not know why my brother has disappeared,” Shen Xihe replied, her voice tinged with worry and anxiety.

“The Young Master was perfectly fine before – how did he suddenly vanish?” Meng Hu, being the most emotional among them, cast suspicious glances at Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan, unable to contain his feelings.

His suspicion was glaringly obvious.

“General Meng, what exactly are you implying?” Pei Zhan questioned.

“What could this humble general possibly imply?” Meng Hu let out a cold laugh. “At this critical moment, whoever benefits most from the Young Master’s disappearance naturally bears the most suspicion.”

“And who exactly would benefit from the Young Master’s disappearance?” Xiao Changfeng countered.

“Whoever doesn’t want the Young Master to inherit our Prince’s title naturally benefits.” Meng Hu was practically naming Emperor Youning directly. Since Emperor Youning couldn’t possibly act personally from thousands of miles away, that left only his envoys – Pei Zhan and Xiao Changfeng.

Especially since Shen Yunan had disappeared right after Pei Zhan’s arrival, it was impossible for anyone not to be suspicious.

“General Meng truly overestimates me,” Pei Zhan replied with a mix of mockery and sarcasm. “This is my first time in the Northwest, and my first visit to the Prince’s mansion, yet you suggest I could make the Young Master vanish under everyone’s watchful eyes. If I possessed such abilities, my Pei family wouldn’t have suffered such a devastating defeat in Annan City, nearly resulting in our entire clan’s extinction.”

“The Young Master stands eight chi tall. Even unconscious, he couldn’t be easily moved,” Xiao Changfeng naturally came to Pei Zhan’s defense. “With people constantly coming and going in the mansion, yet not a single person saw anything, unless…”

“Unless what?” Geng Liangcheng pressed.

Xiao Changfeng glanced at Shen Xihe: “Unless the Young Master awoke and left of his own accord, concealing it from everyone. Otherwise, it would have to be someone intimately familiar with the mansion’s layout who could easily avoid the patrol guards.”

By any calculation, it shouldn’t have been something they could accomplish.

“Ridiculous! The Prince hasn’t even been gone seven days – how could the Young Master wake up and quietly leave?” Meng Hu laughed angrily. “Is Prince Xun suggesting that if the Young Master didn’t leave on his own, he must have been taken by those who know the mansion like the back of their hand?”

“This humble prince was merely making a logical deduction, not accusing the generals of harboring ill intentions,” Xiao Changfeng demonstrated his eloquence. “However, General Meng’s earlier words have reminded me of something.”

Meng Hu glared fiercely at Xiao Changfeng.

Xiao Changfeng’s gaze swept across Meng Hu and the others: “The Northwest Prince has passed away, and the Young Master should have inherited the title. Now the Young Master’s whereabouts are unknown. When this news spreads, it will surely cause unrest among the common people, and the Northwest will inevitably fall into chaos. At such a time, even though this humble prince and Minister Pei bear His Majesty’s imperial edict, we may not be able to win the hearts of the Northwest people. Someone will have to step forward to take control of the situation…”

Xiao Changfeng paused meaningfully at this point: “Who truly benefits remains to be seen.”

“You… you’re the thief crying ‘stop thief’…”

“Which thief is General Meng referring to?” Xiao Changfeng’s face turned cold.

Shen Xihe suddenly swept her sleeves and strode away. Geng Liangcheng and the others called out “Princess Consort” and followed after her. Meng Hu also clenched his fists threateningly: “It better not be your doing, or I’ll sacrifice my life to ensure you never leave the Northwest!”

After issuing his threat, Meng Hu also gave chase.

“Use Father’s funeral arrangements as a reason to seal the city gates. No one is to leave the city for three days,” Shen Xihe instructed Mo Yao. “Post an announcement stating that my brother, distraught over Father’s passing, has left the mansion in a state of confusion. I am worried for him. If anyone sees my brother, please inform the Prince’s mansion.”

Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan arrived just in time to hear Shen Xihe’s words.

After giving her instructions, Shen Xihe turned to address the two men: “There isn’t a soul in the city who doesn’t recognize my brother. If he left the mansion of his own accord, unless he could leap across rooftops, it would be impossible for him not to be seen by anyone.”

If no one came to the mansion with information, it meant Shen Yunan definitely hadn’t left on his own but was being held somewhere, hidden from sight.

“Are you satisfied now?” Xiao Huayong asked with a stern face.

Though seemingly directed at both Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan as well as Meng Hu and the others, his displeasure was aimed at Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan.

One must bow their head when under another’s roof, especially before the Crown Prince. Xiao Changfeng cupped his hands and bowed: “Your Highness, please calm your anger. It was Changfeng who spoke without restraint and offended the generals.”

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Changfeng. This young man truly lived up to His Majesty’s careful nurturing – he was not only accomplished in both civil and military affairs, brave and resourceful, but also knew when to advance and retreat, and most remarkably, could be both unyielding and flexible.

“Your Highness, my brother’s sudden disappearance has everyone confused. Some suspicion is inevitable, and the words spoken were without malice,” Shen Xihe persuaded Xiao Huayong.

“Let’s focus on finding the Young Master then,” Xiao Huayong took the opportunity to let the matter drop.

Could they find Shen Yunan?

Of course not – Shen Yunan had already been sent to a secret location by Xiao Huayong. Because the Northwest Prince’s mansion had secret passages, which Shen Xihe had told Xiao Huayong about, the person who escorted Shen Yunan back to his room had already been arranged by Shen Xihe. The one who entered the room wasn’t Shen Yunan but Mo Yao. With Mo Yao’s martial skills and familiarity with the mansion, it was easy to leave the room and walk out openly, perfectly executing the deception.

Shen Yunan’s disappearance left the Northwest Prince’s mansion in a state of anxiety, with everyone harboring their thoughts.

By evening, more bad news arrived – an urgent report from Tingzhou stated that the Turks had already attacked the Northern Protectorate General’s Office.

This news left everyone’s expressions grave. With Shen Yueshan gone and Shen Yunan missing, the Northwest had no commander – who would give orders?

Everyone turned to look at Xiao Huayong. The Crown Prince held the highest status here, and as Shen Xihe’s husband, though a member of the royal family, he had Shen Yueshan’s previous good words and the gift of the falconry methods in his favor. Except for Geng Liangcheng, the others at least acknowledged Xiao Huayong.

“I know little of the Northwest. With war imminent, perhaps the generals should discuss first, while I listen from the side,” Xiao Huayong didn’t directly seize power, but humbly yielded the right of decision, showing sufficient respect to the Northwest generals.

Chapter 542: An Unexpected Commander
Shen Xihe lowered her head and tugged at the corner of her lips. Outsiders might see the Crown Prince as modest and thoughtful, but they didn’t know how many hidden schemes lay within this battle – how could he possibly command personally? The goal was to have Geng Liangcheng step forward and bear all responsibility.

Would Geng Liangcheng step forward?

Of course, he would. This was a golden opportunity – in his eyes, Shen Yueshan was dead, and Shen Yunan had fallen into Xiao Juezong’s hands, which was practically the same as being dead. This was his chance to achieve merit, and by taking on this burden, he would gain control of military power.

The prospect of gaining achievements and power was irresistible to him. As for the possibility of defeat? That wasn’t even within Geng Liangcheng’s realm of consideration.

During Shen Yueshan’s twenty-some years ruling the Northwest, they had fought over fifty battles against the Turks, large and small, without a single defeat. This led the Northwest soldiers to completely disregard the Turks. Veterans like Geng Liangcheng, who had led countless victorious battles, were especially confident. He had long believed that even without Shen Yueshan, the Northwest would remain peaceful and tranquil – otherwise, how could he have developed treasonous thoughts?

Geng Liangcheng’s eyes were filled with ambitious light, but he still needed to show restraint and not act too hastily. He gave Sang Yin a meaningful look, but Sang Yin understood his meaning yet seemed unwilling, averting his gaze as if he hadn’t seen it, infuriating Geng Liangcheng who ground his teeth in response.

“Those Turkish bandits must have heard about the Prince…” Meng Hu gritted his teeth. “I’ll lead troops to Tingzhou right now and leave none of them alive!”

“Stop!” several people shouted in unison. Wei Ya even strode forward to grab him. “The Prince is gone, the heir is missing, we have no leader. Everyone is outraged, but should we all act rashly and charge toward Tingzhou with drawn swords?

Tingzhou has the Protectorate General’s Office with thirty thousand elite troops stationed there. Why did the news only arrive today? Why weren’t the warning beacons lit earlier?

Something is amiss here. We need to plan carefully.”

“Then tell me, what should we do?” Meng Hu shook off Wei Ya and demanded.

Wei Ya glanced at Xiao Huayong, then swept his gaze over the silent Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan. After a moment of silence, he said: “Provisions, supplies, weapons, troop deployment… everything needs coordination. With the heir absent, the Princess Consort should rightfully be in charge of the mansion.”

“This…” everyone’s gazes turned to Shen Xihe simultaneously.

It wasn’t that they didn’t trust Shen Xihe, but rather that, unlike Shen Yunan, she had no military achievements to her name. Most critically, as the Crown Princess she had married into the imperial family. Now with the heir’s suspicious disappearance, some were already secretly spreading rumors that Shen Xihe must have colluded with the court to achieve things so smoothly. They naturally didn’t believe such baseless talk.

But while they might trust Shen Xihe, it didn’t mean their subordinates would. Now facing the Turks, who were likely coming with tremendous force, the slightest misstep causing unstable military morale would not only needlessly sacrifice good soldiers’ lives but also ruin Shen Xihe’s reputation.

“Respected uncles, I am not skilled in these matters and dare not delay military affairs. Please select a temporary commander from among yourselves to handle this immediate crisis,” Shen Xihe also declined. “Right now, I am more concerned about my brother’s safety. Finding him is my undeniable duty.”

Shen Xihe’s refusal was unexpected to Wei Ya, who had pointed to her hoping these people would recognize who truly held authority in the Northwest: “Military matters are urgent. Since the Princess Consort is so reasonable, we must accept this dangerous mission. Though I am unworthy, I am willing to take on the responsibility of commander.”

No one had expected Wei Ya to intervene. Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong, who smiled and winked.

Geng Liangcheng’s brows furrowed deeply – having the prize snatched from his mouth, how could he not be irritated?

The others had no particular thoughts on the matter. They were all as close as brothers, and it didn’t matter who became commander. The current commander was merely needed to ensure military operations could proceed smoothly, to establish a system for deploying troops, and to avoid everyone making their own decisions and creating chaos.

“Old Wei has always been one to plan before acting. Even the Prince called him a Military Advisor. Since the heir is absent and Old Wei has volunteered, I’m willing to follow his command,” Meng Hu was the first to state his position.

The others had no ambitions and weren’t hoping to become temporary commanders. In their hearts, the commander would always be Shen Yunan, who was merely temporarily missing. They all echoed Meng Hu’s sentiment.

Sang Yin also stepped forward: “Old Wei, we trouble you with this task.”

Sang Yin’s reason for not supporting Geng Liangcheng was simple – the commander’s seal couldn’t fall into Geng Liangcheng’s hands. His intentions weren’t pure, and who knew what problems might arise if he gained control of the seal?

With everyone supporting Wei Ya, if Geng Liangcheng raised objections now, he would certainly face suspicion. He could only ask: “Old Wei, who will you send to support Tingzhou?”

Unexpectedly, Wei Ya looked at Geng Liangcheng and said: “Old Geng, among us, you’re most familiar with the Tingzhou area. I’ll trouble you to lead troops there in support.”

This outcome surprised everyone. Sang Yin seemed about to speak but held back. Geng Liangcheng felt somewhat relieved – although he hadn’t gained full authority, having a military tally was still far better than being kept here.

“Good, I’ll go,” Geng Liangcheng agreed readily.

“Your Highness Crown Prince, Your Highness Princess Consort, do you have any objections?” Wei Ya turned to ask.

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong. She had no objections – although things had deviated somewhat from her expectations, as long as Geng Liangcheng went to the battlefield, everything remained under control. Even if he didn’t go to the battlefield, it would be the same.

“In this time of crisis, General Wei has taken on a heavy responsibility. I trust in the General,” Xiao Huayong also had no objections.

Wei Ya lifted his robes and knelt before Shen Xihe: “I request the Princess Consort to bestow the seal of command.”

The commander’s seal had been in Shen Yueshan’s possession, but both Shen Xihe and Shen Yunan knew its location. Only documents stamped with this seal could command troop movements.

“Uncle Wei, please come with me,” Shen Xihe turned and walked toward Shen Yueshan’s courtyard, with Xiao Huayong following. Xiao Changfeng and the others had to remain where they were.

The two exchanged glances. The Northwest’s military affairs had always been directly commanded by the Prince’s mansion without needing to report to the court unless they couldn’t hold back the Turks. But now the situation was different – Xiao Changfeng took the opportunity to leave and sent another urgent letter to the court.

“Uncle Wei, this is the commander’s seal,” Shen Xihe personally retrieved the seal and presented it to Wei Ya with both hands.

Wei Ya knelt on one knee and reverently received it. Only after standing did he say: “Princess Consort, there must be something suspicious about the Prince’s death. The heir’s disappearance, immediately followed by the Turks’ attack – Tingzhou was originally secure with thirty thousand troops stationed there, yet it’s suddenly in danger without our knowledge. If all this is a coincidence, it’s far too coincidental.

I’ve shared hardships with your father for decades, and I’ve never forgotten how, when I was buried under corpses and everyone thought I had sacrificed myself, including your father, he still insisted on finding my body. Even if he couldn’t find it, he wanted to at least find my armor, to bring my heroic spirit home…”

Chapter 543: Seeing Through Greed
Wei Ya spoke with such emotion that he couldn’t help but redden his eyes: “Your father dug me out from a pile of dead bodies and carried me on his back through the yellow sands for three days and three nights before bringing me home. This is the grace of giving me new life.

I will never harm you, nor will I lead the Northwest into injustice. I am not misleading you. I’ve always felt there was a traitor among us – otherwise, how could someone as vigilant as the Prince have fallen so easily into the hands of criminals? Everything that happened afterward made me feel even more strongly that this matter was far from simple.

I don’t know who it is, but Your Highness the Crown Princess must be cautious. As long as the Commander’s Seal is in my hands, I live and it remains. Should I fall, the seal will be destroyed.

I pray the Young Master can turn misfortune into a blessing. If anything were to happen to the Young Master, Uncle Wei would fight to the death to protect Your Highness the Crown Princess.”

After speaking these heartfelt words, Wei Ya gazed deeply at Shen Xihe, respectfully bowed to her while holding the Commander’s Seal, then turned and strode away.

As Shen Xihe watched him leave, Xiao Huayong walked to her side: “True hearts are revealed in times of danger. Your father must be comforted to have such a right-hand man.”

“Bei Chen, human hearts are truly difficult to measure.” Shen Xihe thought of two matters and couldn’t help but sigh softly.

One was Geng Liangcheng. She had thought he would openly threaten Sang Yin, but she had underestimated Geng Liangcheng’s shamelessness. He employed the trick of self-inflicted injury. Fortunately, Xiao Huayong had already exposed Geng Liangcheng in front of Sang Yin. Otherwise, Sang Yin would certainly have been deceived by Geng Liangcheng and inexplicably become his accomplice.

The other was Wei Ya. In her and Xiao Huayong’s planning, when news of the Tujue war arrived, Geng Liangcheng would certainly seize the opportunity to grab power and demand the title of Commander. They never expected Wei Ya to step forward, and that Wei Ya had guessed some things.

Wei Ya only said he suspected things weren’t simple and that there was a traitor among them. In fact, from Wei Ya’s action of dispatching Geng Liangcheng to Tingzhou, it was clear that Wei Ya suspected Geng Liangcheng. But since he had no evidence, he could only send Geng Liangcheng far away to protect Shen Xihe.

“Geng Liangcheng cannot achieve great things,” Xiao Huayong grew increasingly disdainful of Geng Liangcheng.

Wanting to seize power yet cherishing his reputation – he was unworthy of being a ruthless hero and even more unqualified to be a true hero.

Shen Xihe deeply agreed. She didn’t want to speak of Geng Liangcheng anymore and instead asked: “Why did the Tujue come so quickly?”

“Fourth Brother took action several days ago. He had already convinced the Tujue Khan,” A faint smile spread across Xiao Huayong’s lips.

“How did you get Xiao Changtai to act?” Xiao Huayong didn’t know where Xiao Changtai was hiding – if he had known, he would have moved against Xiao Changtai long ago.

“While I don’t know where Fourth Brother is hiding, the Ye family must certainly be in contact with him. The Ye family is currently looking to rise again – how could they miss such a good opportunity?” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were filled with smiles – malicious smiles.

Since Prince Xiao Changtai was accused of witchcraft, the Ye clan had been consistently marginalized by His Majesty. Ye Qi understood clearly that if he didn’t achieve merit within a year at most, he would likely be completely abandoned by His Majesty.

Neither the Ye family nor Xiao Changtai himself wanted the Ye clan to fade into obscurity.

“In this world, it seems there is nothing you wish to do that you cannot accomplish.” Shen Xihe truly admired Xiao Huayong’s ability to control the bigger picture. He could draw everyone into his schemes – whether enemy or stranger, each would become a pawn at his fingertips.

“I merely saw through their greed and made use of it,” Xiao Huayong didn’t feel this was particularly difficult.

People can have greed, but their greed should not exceed their abilities.

Chapter 544: Rushing to the Battlefield
“I need to go to Tingzhou,” Xiao Huayong said to Shen Xihe.

“I know,” Shen Xihe nodded. Originally, they hadn’t planned to move against Xiao Changtai so quickly, but since he had jumped out himself, Shen Xihe knew Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let this opportunity pass.

Xiao Changtai himself wasn’t much to fear, but his methods and retained wealth were future troubles. The sooner they could eliminate him, the better.

“Indeed, we are of one mind,” Xiao Huayong’s expression brightened with pleasure.

“I must stay here. Please be careful,” Shen Xihe cautioned.

With Xiao Huayong going to Tingzhou, he naturally couldn’t stay here to accompany her, yet this was a crucial time for her – her father had passed away and her brother’s whereabouts were unknown. By all rights, he should stay by her side.

But they had many ways to make Xiao Huayong’s departure for Tingzhou seem reasonable – for instance, they could have Shen Yun’an, who had already met privately with Shen Yueshan, cooperate in their plan.

On the very night, Geng Liangcheng left to reinforce Tingzhou, someone came to report: “Princess, I truly saw the Young Master outside the city! He rode past me on horseback at full speed. I could never mistake the Young Master’s fine steed!”

In the Northwest, horses were symbols of status. Both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had their warhorses – invaluable and unique. Such fine steeds were extremely loyal to their masters; no one else could ride them.

After hearing this person’s words, Shen Xihe ordered the steward to check the stables. The steward ran back: “Crown Princess, the Young Master’s horse is gone! The stable boy was found unconscious and had just been awakened. When I questioned him, he said he didn’t know when he lost consciousness. Would you like to see him yourself?”

“It must be Brother! It has to be!” Shen Xihe seemed convinced. She stood up abruptly, ready to rush out, but suddenly her body went weak and she fell into the quick-reacting Xiao Huayong’s arms. She clutched at him, “Your Highness, I must find my brother!”

“In your current condition, how could you leave the city?” Xiao Huayong asked. “Moreover, you’re needed here. If you also leave the city, people will surely spread rumors that the Shen family abandoned the royal city’s citizens because of the war. If such rumors reach the front lines, it could affect troop morale.”

Xiao Huayong’s words hit the mark. Shen Xihe’s expression stiffened, but she was unwilling to give up: “But Brother…”

“You have me. Stay here, and I will search for him in your stead,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze was firm and deep.

Shen Xihe struggled greatly, clutching Xiao Huayong, unable to decide.

Meanwhile, Sang Yin questioned those who provided information about Shen Yun’an’s whereabouts and concluded: “Could the Young Master have gone to Tingzhou?”

This statement startled everyone, yet they all felt it was highly possible. As for why Shen Yun’an had suddenly disappeared without warning and secretly gone to Tingzhou, though everyone wondered, no one asked aloud.

“No matter where your brother has gone, I will bring him back safely,” Xiao Huayong promised Shen Xihe.

Xiao Changfeng and Pei Zhan exchanged glances. Seeing that Shen Xihe had been persuaded, Pei Zhan stepped forward: “I cannot rest easy with His Highness traveling alone in these troubled times. Please allow this old minister to accompany and protect you.”

Xiao Huayong had snuck out of the palace without many people, and Emperor Youning’s trackers were still lurking in the shadows. Pei Zhan was worried about Xiao Huayong and wanted to dissuade him from going, but as Prince Jing’s maternal uncle, Pei Zhan also deeply felt that Xiao Huayong was extraordinary. Indeed, everything that had happened since he came to the Northwest had been extraordinary, so he chose to follow Xiao Huayong.

Shen Xihe looked deeply at Pei Zhan: “Minister Pei is advanced in years. Perhaps it would be better to have Prince Xun protect the Crown Prince.”

Pei Zhan refused without hesitation: “Prince Xun has the imperial command to protect the Crown Princess. If he leaves with the Crown Prince and the Crown Princess is kidnapped again, I fear Prince Xun would be unable to answer to His Majesty.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe nodded and said no more.

“Thank you for your trouble, Minister Pei,” Xiao Huayong agreed.

“Meng Hu, you go too, to protect His Highness the Crown Prince,” Wei Ya suddenly instructed.

Shen Xihe had handed the Commander’s Seal to Wei Ya, so his words now carried military authority. Though Meng Hu had opinions about the court people, especially disliking those surnamed Xiao, he would protect Xiao Huayong since he was Shen Xihe’s husband and willing to mourn for the Prince.

“Yes.”

So Xiao Huayong set out overnight with Tian Yuan, protected by Pei Zhan and Meng Hu, following the direction Shen Yun’an had taken. Xiao Huayong’s body was weak, requiring rest after each stretch of travel, deliberately timing their pace.

Fortunately, they encountered people along the way whom they could question, and one or two claimed to have seen the Young Master’s precious horse, though they couldn’t be certain if it was the Young Master himself riding it, as the horse had passed too quickly.

Tingzhou had not seen a severe battle in eight years. It was the closest point between the Northwest and the Tujue. The scars of war had only just begun to fade here, and the people had only recently started to relax their tense nerves. They never expected the Tujue to sweep in again, catching them completely off guard.

Tingzhou’s gates were sealed, but outside the city had already been occupied by the Tujue. Fortunately, there weren’t many civilians living in this border region, but several stationed divisions, numbering one to two thousand men, had already fallen to Tujue blades. Most of these men were sons from ordinary Tingzhou families, so the city was now shrouded in both the urgency of spreading warfare and the grief of lost sons.

The day Geng Liangcheng arrived in Tingzhou, he led a sortie to boost morale, but finding the Tujue’s attack fierce, he retreated when the situation looked unfavorable. Though there were no casualties, he realized the Tujue’s determination in this war.

“Tingzhou has received reinforcements – one of the Northwest Tigers,” in the Tujue Khan’s tent, the Khan looked at the masked youth beside him.

It was this person who had brought news of Mu Nuha’s death and his tokens. He was the Fourth Prince who had been stripped of his status by the Emperor of the Central Plains. He said he had been reduced to this state by the Crown Prince’s schemes. With the Crown Prince in the Northwest, his target was the Crown Prince, while the Tujue Khan’s target was the Northwest – they could cooperate.

The Tujue Khan didn’t trust the Xiao imperial family, but Xiao Changtai had given him great wealth, enough to tempt him into launching this war. Most importantly, Shen Yueshan was dead. Even without this wealth, he wouldn’t have missed this opportunity, though he might not have committed his entire force.

Xiao Changtai, who had learned the Tujue language just this year, replied: “Tomorrow, have the general pretend to be defeated to lure him.”

“You Central Plains people have a saying: ‘Don’t pursue a desperate enemy.’ He’s an old general – how could he fall for it?” The Tujue Khan didn’t think it clever.

“It’s precisely because he’s an old general that he’ll be confident. Even if he sees through the trap, he’ll still walk into it. He desperately needs a victory,” The corners of Xiao Changtai’s lips curved upward beneath his mask.

Xiao Huayong thought he had everything under control.

This time, they would settle things once and for all!

Chapter 545: Luring the Enemy Deep
With Xiao Huayong in the Northwest and the royal city in chaos, the fact that he would chase after Shen Xihe showed his deep feelings for her – just like with Ye Wantang, he couldn’t let go.

If he captured Shen Xihe’s uncles one by one, Xiao Huayong would have no choice but to personally step in.

Geng Liangcheng indeed needed a victory to stabilize army morale. Shen Yueshan’s death had cast a pall over the entire Northwest. With the Tujue attacking fiercely and Tingzhou nearly falling, the soldiers had begun to grow weary and confused. If their hearts scattered and they lost confidence, facing the fierce Tujue would lead to irreversible defeat.

The next day, he hadn’t planned to deploy troops. As an old general, he had pieced together fragments of information about Tingzhou’s current crisis and analyzed the reasons for their continued retreat since the war began, though his understanding remained incomplete.

He had intended to use these two days to gain a thorough understanding, but the Tujue didn’t give him this time. Before dawn, horns sounded – the Tujue attacked in the dim light before dawn, when the guard was changing and the defenders were most exhausted.

Having taken command of Tingzhou’s forces from the Protector, he naturally couldn’t back down.

Rather than personally donning armor, he sent his bravest lieutenants to drive back the Tujue who had nearly reached the tower. But they didn’t give up, determined to take the city.

Standing on the tower, watching the armies clash, he suddenly noticed a weak point in the enemy lines. He immediately led a small force to counter-attack through this gap.

Everything went exactly as he had expected. He led his men right up to the Tujue vanguard. The two were old rivals and began fighting fiercely. After Geng Liangcheng drove back the Tujue below the tower, the city gates opened and thousands of troops poured out like a rainbow-hued tide, following Geng Liangcheng’s charge against the Tujue.

Below the tower, the killing was deafening, blood spraying everywhere.

Geng Liangcheng on horseback, sword in hand, repeatedly clashed with the enemy vanguard wielding an iron hammer. Soldiers from both sides trying to sneak attacks were quickly dodged and counter-killed by the vigilant pair. Soon corpses piled around them, the ground stained red with blood.

The two were evenly matched in skill. After several exchanges, both were wounded. At this point, an archer on the tower began helping Geng Liangcheng. This archer’s aim was excellent, targeting Geng Liangcheng’s opponent each time.

With the archer’s help, the enemy had to both dodge arrows and parry his attacks, growing strained. Soon Geng Liangcheng seized an opportunity, thrusting his sword at the enemy’s chest, though the enemy dodged just in time and was only wounded in the arm.

Before he could press his advantage, the enemy forces noticed their vanguard’s trouble and came to assist, even shooting arrows to prevent the tower archer from helping further. However, Geng Liangcheng still seized an opportunity, driving his sword into the enemy horse’s neck.

As he withdrew his blade, the horse’s warm blood sprayed both him and his enemy. The vanguard commander tumbled from his mount. Geng Liangcheng swung his sword at the falling commander, but a Tujue soldier blocked his blade. Another Tujue officer rode up, quickly pulled up the fallen commander, and galloped away.

The Tujue horn sounded retreat. Geng Liangcheng saw the rescued vanguard commander turn back with a provocative smile. Seeing his troops’ spirits surge, he hesitated briefly before leading the pursuit.

He rode at the front, mentally marking a distance – if they hadn’t caught up by that point, they would retreat.

Unknown to him, the soldiers trying to follow him were ambushed by hidden Tujue warriors barely a hundred meters from the city gate. These Tujue fought with complete disregard for their lives. Though only about a hundred strong, their reckless assault quickly cut off Geng Liangcheng from the main force.

When Geng Liangcheng reached his mental limit and turned back, realizing the main force hadn’t followed, he had only a few hundred men with him. He knew immediately things had gone wrong.

But it was too late.

After Geng Liangcheng was captured, he soon saw the masked Xiao Changtai, who came only to look at him without speaking a word.

The capture of the Northwest’s ever-victorious general, just one day after arriving in Tingzhou, threw the Northwest into panic. Fortunately, the Tingzhou Protector was no ordinary commander and held the city gates firm as he had before Geng Liangcheng’s arrival.

The Tujue’s brutality far exceeded their expectations. They flayed captured soldiers alive before the city walls in full view of the defenders, dealing a severe blow to the Tingzhou troops’ morale.

That night, in Geng Liangcheng’s prison, a Tujue soldier appeared. Beaten bloody and tied to a cross, Geng Liangcheng heard a familiar voice in Chinese: “Xiao Changtai is in the Tujue camp. Request to see him, and arrange a meeting between him and the Crown Prince.”

Geng Liangcheng, dazed and barely conscious, suddenly became alert. He tried to turn his head but couldn’t move. The voice seemed like it had been in a dream, making him doubt its reality.

His mind raced. The Fourth Prince, already stripped of his status – Xiao Changtai was actually with the Tujue, helping them attack the Northwest.

And Crown Prince Jia Chen wanted to meet Xiao Changtai – was he planning to collude with the Tujue?

Asking him to betray the Northwest, become a traitor who sold out his country?

This was too shocking for Geng Liangcheng. He envied Shen Yueshan’s power and prestige, his methods against the Shen family were extremely despicable, and he had even secretly rejoiced at the sudden outbreak of war as an opportunity to seize power.

He wanted power and position and wanted to become king of the Northwest, but he had never thought of betraying his country or allying with barbarians.

“Where is the Crown Prince? Why hasn’t he rescued me?” Geng Liangcheng asked weakly.

“The Crown Prince is rescuing you right now,” the person behind him answered.

Geng Liangcheng was momentarily speechless.

The cold night wind brought a chill that crept up his spine and invaded his whole body, making him shudder involuntarily.

If Xiao Juezong had already planted spies among the Tujue and even knew about Xiao Changtai’s alliance with the Tujue Khan, he must have anticipated all this long ago. If Shen Yueshan was killed by him, then was this battle engineered by Xiao Juezong, aiming to ally with the Tujue Khan to destroy the Northwest?

So he had boarded a pirate ship?

Geng Liangcheng gritted his teeth: “I must decline.”

“If the Crown Prince wanted to cooperate with the Tujue, he wouldn’t seek you out. The Northwest is what the Crown Prince wants – how could he let others interfere?” the person behind him said coldly.

Indeed, wouldn’t it be better for Xiao Juezong to control the Northwest himself? If he had wanted to cooperate with the Tujue all these years, he wouldn’t have waited until now. So this was a stratagem.

Chapter 546: Inevitable Trade-offs
The news of Geng Liangcheng’s capture quickly reached the Northwestern King’s city. This was Shen Xihe’s last day of keeping vigil for Shen Yueshan.

“County Princess, I must go to Tingzhou personally,” Wei Ya said, standing before Shen Xihe in full military attire, holding his helmet with a serious expression.

Shen Xihe glanced at him, then looked behind her. Zhenzhu, who stood at her side, immediately knelt in courtesy before leading everyone away, leaving only Wei Ya and herself in the room.

“Elder Brother has gone to Tingzhou. Uncle Wei can remain here to guard this place,” Shen Xihe said frankly.

“The heir has gone to Tingzhou?” Being astute enough to suspect Geng Liangcheng, how could Wei Ya not be perceptive? He immediately gleaned much information from this single sentence. “Did the County Princess and the heir know beforehand that the Turks would attack the city?”

Wei Ya was born in the Northwest. Since he could remember, the fighting between the Northwest and the Turks had never ceased until Shen Yueshan unified the Northwest, bringing nearly ten years of peace. He did not fear war, but having suffered from its ravages, he disliked it.

He especially disliked when people deliberately provoked war for their benefit. This battle had nearly led to Tingzhou’s fall, and according to current reports, the Northwest had already lost thousands of its sons.

“Elder Brother went after the battle,” Shen Xihe noticed Wei Ya’s fingers tightening on his helmet. “Neither my brother nor I anticipated the Turks would attack the city, but this matter is not unrelated to me…”

Shen Xihe explained how Shen Yueshan’s fake death was initially just a collaboration with Xiao Huayong, with the simple goal of helping her leave the capital and attend her brother’s wedding under the pretext of searching for her father. Later, events snowballed, drawing in more and more people, all to disturb the current situation, achieve their goals, and satisfy their interests, making the situation increasingly complex.

Xiao Huayong played a crucial role in this. She truly hadn’t anticipated it would trigger a war with the Turks. The farthest she had thought ahead was to diminish His Majesty’s authority and remove his influence in the Northwest. Xiao Changtai hadn’t been part of her calculations.

But Xiao Changtai must have been part of Xiao Huayong’s calculations. Everything must have been anticipated by Xiao Huayong. She didn’t blame Xiao Huayong for this, nor did she have the right to. This sin began with her, and she should bear the burden.

After hearing Shen Xihe’s words, she told Wei Ya everything except that Xiao Juezong was Xiao Huayong in disguise.

Wei Ya’s eyes flickered continuously as his emotions churned. He didn’t see this as Xiao Huayong’s fault because he had realized something even Shen Xihe hadn’t: since Shen Yueshan wasn’t dead, he could have prevented this war simply by appearing in Tingzhou. He certainly could have swept away the Turks, but he hadn’t gone.

This was because they all needed Geng Liangcheng to become a traitor guilty of collaborating with the enemy. Only then could they maintain their unity.

They had been through too many life-and-death situations together. Even if Shen Yueshan had obtained evidence of Geng Liangcheng’s allegiance to Emperor Youning, people would still plead for mercy. Even if Shen Yueshan had evidence that Geng Liangcheng intended to kill Shen Yun’an, unless Shen Yun’an died, people would still try to use their past relationship to wear him down.

If Shen Yueshan agreed, it would be like releasing a tiger back to the mountains, making it impossible to severely punish other traitors in the future – this would break the rules. But if Shen Yueshan refused, those close to Geng Liangcheng or who had received his favors would certainly feel he was being inhumane.

They would condemn Shen Yueshan, feeling he was no longer the great general who had shared their hardships, but merely the aloof King of the Northwest. They would become estranged from him.

Once their united heart showed cracks, with added instigation or deliberate creation of conflicts, the cracks would only grow larger, leading to more people rebelling against the Northwest. This was why Emperor Youning wanted to manipulate Geng Liangcheng.

Only if Geng Liangcheng himself proved to be a coward who colluded with the Turks would these people feel, amid their heartbreak, that his death was deserved.

This was human nature. When one’s bottom line hasn’t been crossed and interests haven’t been harmed, people always remember their gratitude toward the executioner, hoping others will show leniency. If leniency isn’t shown, they say the person has changed or lacks compassion.

Wei Ya heaved a long sigh. Seeing Shen Xihe’s dim eyes, his perceptive nature immediately understood her guilt. “County Princess, don’t overthink it. Since Geng Liangcheng had already allied with His Majesty, if we hadn’t found a way to eliminate him cleanly, the sacrifices would have been far greater…”

Without Geng Liangcheng’s infiltration, Shen Yueshan wouldn’t have needed to fake his death. Even with Xiao Changtai’s silver tongue, if Shen Yueshan were alive, he couldn’t have convinced the Turkish king to attack.

“Thank you for your comfort, Uncle Wei.” Shen Xihe forced a smile. She raised her eyes to the Northwest’s azure sky. Though cloudless, perhaps because the sun was too bright, it seemed covered in dust to her. “I just don’t like this feeling…”

The power struggles between those in high positions affected innocent soldiers.

Shen Xihe’s methods of planning had always differed from Xiao Huayong’s, not because she couldn’t plan on a grand scale, but because she disliked involving too many people, especially innocent ones. How tragic was it for people to have their fates controlled without knowing anything?

“County Princess, in Lord Wang’s position, sometimes there’s no way to avoid making certain choices. We all hope for perfect solutions, but this world doesn’t offer that many perfect solutions. This was already the minimal sacrifice.”

Not killing Geng Liangcheng and keeping him close would have had unimaginable consequences.

To kill Geng Liangcheng, it had to be done in a way that convinced everyone. Unfounded charges would only be a time bomb that could shatter the Northwest.

Geng Liangcheng had been so careful and had won the hearts of the Northwestern people that even if Shen Yueshan wanted to gradually demote him, he couldn’t. Moreover, without pointing out his danger, even if he were stripped of his position, he could easily spy on Northwestern secrets through his former brothers.

Shen Xihe wasn’t one to dwell on things, nor was she particularly benevolent. She just thought of those young soldiers who died under Turkish blades in Tingzhou, and since this matter began with her affairs, she naturally felt some remorse – but it was only remorse.

If she had to do it again, even knowing this outcome, she couldn’t change this choice. Everyone has a selfish side, and she couldn’t let the Shen family take risks. Once they knew Geng Liangcheng was a traitor, eliminating him required the most irrefutable crime.

Whether it was Shen Yueshan’s soldiers, Geng Liangcheng’s brothers, or the Northwestern commoners who trusted Geng Liangcheng, they all needed a reason to be unable to forgive him, so they wouldn’t harbor resentment over his death.

Since both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had gone to Tingzhou, Wei Ya only sent men as reinforcements for appearance’s sake, without leaving personally.

Chapter 547: His Majesty Has No Right to the Northwest
That night, under the joint efforts of Wei Ya and Shen Xihe, a fire broke out in the memorial hall, reducing the coffin to ashes. Shen Xihe, citing the war situation, hastily buried the ashes. The funeral that the people had eagerly anticipated came to an abrupt end, leaving no trace of inconsistency for anyone to find.

After returning from the burial, Shen Xihe was walking through the corridor leading to the inner courtyard when she saw Xiao Changfeng standing in the center. She approached slowly, wearing a plain white silk shawl, but Xiao Changfeng didn’t move aside.

He cupped his hands in greeting to Shen Xihe: “Crown Princess, has the Northwestern King truly passed away?”

Before the memorial hall fire, Xiao Changfeng hadn’t doubted Shen Yueshan’s death. When Shen Yueshan was brought back that day, he had gathered all the physicians in the city, and none thought Shen Yueshan could be saved. What level of medical skill would it take to deceive so many physicians of varying abilities?

When Shen Yueshan was sent back to the Northwest, everyone’s reactions, including Shen Yun’an’s, couldn’t have been faked. Xiao Changfeng was even more convinced that Shen Yueshan was truly gone, which was why he had written so decisively to His Majesty.

His Majesty sent Pei Zhan, and just as Pei Zhan arrived in the Northwest, Shen Yun’an disappeared. Shen Yun’an’s disappearance planted seeds of doubt in Xiao Changfeng’s mind, and the series of events that followed were so tightly connected they left no room to breathe, yet they all seemed reasonable.

The night before Shen Yueshan’s funeral procession, the memorial hall caught fire, burning down a building in the Northwestern King’s mansion. With so many people in the Northwestern King’s mansion, how did the fire start? Why wasn’t it saved in time? All of this was too suspicious.

“What does Prince Xun mean by this?” Shen Xihe turned her head slightly to look at Xiao Changfeng.

“This prince suspects the Northwestern King faked his death.” Xiao Changfeng gave a cold laugh. “If I were to spread this news now, the Northwestern people would certainly be angry and disbelieving, because you and the Northwestern King have won their hearts deeply. You are their guardians, their faith, and they believe everything you say without question.

But the Northwestern King is indeed alive and must return eventually. As much as they hate me now for spreading rumors, when the Northwestern King’s fake death is exposed, they will blame themselves for their foolishness. Who knows if they will still be so united afterward, still revering the Northwestern King as divine?

Moreover, if I let this rumor spread, people will surely come to the mansion to seek confirmation from the Crown Princess. I wonder when facing these people who have absolute faith in the Northwestern King’s mansion, will the Crown Princess avoid them or continue the deception?”

Avoiding them would show guilt while continuing the deception would inevitably backfire.

Faced with Xiao Changfeng’s aggressive questioning, Shen Xihe smiled elegantly and raised her chin slightly, displaying her pride: “Prince Xun, I might as well tell you, my father is indeed not dead, and my elder brother was never missing.”

Meeting Xiao Changfeng’s uncertain gaze, Shen Xihe appeared even more composed: “You’re welcome to try your method and see if any of the common people will feel fooled when my father returns from his fake death if they will have any complaints about the Shen family’s control of the Northwest, or if they will doubt my father and brother’s authority!”

What reason could make the people forgive Shen Yueshan’s fake death, especially when it led to the Turks’ invasion?

After a moment’s thought, Xiao Changfeng understood: “Geng Liangcheng was His Majesty’s man!”

Her rosy lips bloomed like a flower as Shen Xihe’s eyes gleamed: “Yes, but unfortunately, His Majesty didn’t trust you enough to tell you earlier. If you had known Geng Liangcheng was His Majesty’s man earlier, you would have seen through everything.”

“Don’t try to sow discord,” Xiao Changfeng said gravely.

“It’s merely the truth,” Shen Xihe said lightly. “Geng Liangcheng was His Majesty’s man, Pei Zhan was Prince Jing’s man, and they’ve all gone without return. All of this… is the price His Majesty must pay for his misplaced trust!”

“The Crown Prince…”

“The Crown Prince?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows with a slight smile. “What kind of woman does Prince Xun think I am?”

Though Xiao Changfeng didn’t understand why she asked this, he answered honestly: “The Crown Princess is a woman who makes men tremble in fear.”

“Indeed, would a woman like me marry a good-for-nothing?” Shen Xihe smiled meaningfully, then passed by Xiao Changfeng expressionlessly, maintaining her unhurried pace as she left.

In this whole affair, it was Shen Yueshan who disappeared, delaying Xiao Changfeng, including luring him into the deep mountains and forests to slaughter all the men he brought – it was all her doing. In Xiao Changfeng’s mind, this entire matter was orchestrated by the Shen father and daughter.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t defend Xiao Huayong at this moment, as doing so would make them think Xiao Huayong was extraordinary. Speaking this way made them think Xiao Huayong was just a pitiful soul played by the Shen father and daughter.

After all, Xiao Huayong had always been followed by His Majesty’s men without ever leaving His Majesty’s sight. Xiao Huayong took Pei Zhan to Tingzhou only because she had discovered traces of her missing brother, and she couldn’t leave Northwestern King’s city.

It was a fact that Shen Yueshan wasn’t dead, and there was no need to hide this from Xiao Changfeng, nor could it be hidden. Even if Xiao Changfeng were to send an urgent message to Emperor Youning now, the situation was already decided, and Emperor Youning couldn’t do anything in time.

“Crown Princess, to achieve your goals, you harmed loyal subjects. What wrong did General Pei commit?” Xiao Changfeng suddenly turned and called out loudly to Shen Xihe’s retreating figure.

Shen Xihe stopped. She raised her head to look straight ahead, her expression indifferent: “Prince Xun, my father, and brother guard the Northwest, allowing its people to live in peace and prosperity. What wrong have they committed that would cause His Majesty to alienate my father’s right and left arms from him?”

“His Majesty has treated the Northwestern King well, yet the Northwestern people only see the Northwestern King!” Xiao Changfeng said harshly. “Though there may be no rebellious intentions, how is this different from being traitors?”

Shen Xihe turned suddenly, her hairpin swaying in the air with a flash like a sword’s gleam, as sharp as her gaze: “If His Majesty wants the Northwest to see him, what has His Majesty done for the Northwest? Has he fought on the battlefield against enemies, or provided funds during the Northwest’s drought?

In the second year of Youning, when the Northwest suffered a great drought, my father sought aid from the court three times. His Majesty refused, citing the eunuchs’ control of the court. Prince Xun, to this day, do you truly believe that His Majesty had no way to help the Northwest then?

In the ninth year of Youning, when the Turks allied with the Mongols and Tibetans to attack the Northwest, my father nearly died on the battlefield and sought aid from the court, but it sank like a stone in the sea. All the branch families of our Shen clan were sacrificed in that great battle, while His Majesty took advantage of the situation to topple the eunuch faction with Minister Gu.

In the twelfth year of Youning, His Majesty, under the pretext of civilizing barbarians, sent court officials to supposedly assist my father in both civil and military affairs. My father, being a subject, dared not disobey. But what was the result? His Majesty’s appointees oppressed the foreign tribes, discriminated against those who had surrendered, and in just one year, turned the Northwest into chaos, nearly causing a civil uprising.

My father gave His Majesty chances, but it was His Majesty who lacked the magnanimity to accept others, it was His Majesty who never treated the Northwestern people as his subjects. In His Majesty’s eyes, all Northwestern people bear the surname Shen. It’s not that they don’t respect His Majesty; it’s that His Majesty abandoned them first.

As for the Northwest – His Majesty has no right to it!”

Chapter 548: The Crown Princess’s Audacity
“That’s still no justification for harming loyal subjects!” Xiao Changfeng said gravely.

“Harming loyal subjects?” Shen Xihe let out a soft laugh, her eyes full of mockery that seemed to ask ‘Why are you so naive?’ “Has Your Highness forgotten the imperial orders that you and Minister Pei carried?”

Xiao Changfeng’s body stiffened slightly.

Shen Xihe’s eyes were faint: “If Your Highness has forgotten, let me guess, just to refresh your memory. My father disappeared in Liangzhou, which borders the Northwest. If not for my father’s concession, Liangzhou should have belonged to the Northwest. A brave and battle-hardened general who spent his life-fighting in the Northwest was ambushed and disappeared in Liangzhou.

Your Highness didn’t believe it, and neither did His Majesty. His Majesty believed this was my father’s scheme, though the purpose remained unknown.

That’s why I was allowed to come search for my father, using me as bait. This could test whether my father was truly ambushed, and also see how capable the Crown Prince was in protecting his newly wedded wife.

Liangzhou was a good place, specifically chosen for me. His Majesty couldn’t let me proceed further. If I entered the Northwest and my father harbored rebellious thoughts or used this disappearance to plot something major against His Majesty and seize power, His Majesty would certainly be at a disadvantage. Acting against me in Liangzhou was the best strategy.

Naturally, I am His Majesty’s daughter-in-law. If possible, His Majesty would prefer to use me to force my father out. If my father refused to appear, or if your plans went awry and I died in Liangzhou, that would simply be my fate.”

Xiao Changfeng’s expression tightened.

Shen Xihe raised her chin and sneered: “If I died in Liangzhou because of my father, he couldn’t demand an explanation from the court. He could only blame himself for failing in his scheme. If my father truly was ambushed and couldn’t be lured out to save me, it would only prove his incompetence.

Your Highness asks how innocent Minister Pei was. Am I not innocent to His Majesty?

Because I am my father’s daughter, I can be used as a pawn, and if I die accidentally, it would be deserved. Pei Zhan is His Majesty’s man, carrying out His Majesty’s orders. If something happens to him as a pawn, it’s us harming loyal subjects?

So in Your Highness’s view, His Majesty’s methods are justified no matter who they harm – what a loyal subject indeed. Unfortunately, my father and I don’t possess such noble loyalty.”

Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes: “Your Highness, in this game, anyone can be either the player or a piece, including us both. When life and death are at stake, Your Highness wants me to be loyal to the emperor, but the emperor gives me no way to live. Your Highness wants me to pity loyal subjects, not knowing these loyal subjects are the knife His Majesty holds at my throat.”

Xiao Changfeng was speechless.

Shen Xihe continued: “In Liangzhou, Your Highness should be thankful for the traitor Geng Liangcheng, otherwise Your Highness would have lost your life long ago…”

If they hadn’t discovered Geng Liangcheng, Shen Yueshan wouldn’t have needed to lie low or fake his death to this extent. Despite Xiao Changfeng’s noble status, since he accepted His Majesty’s order to use her as bait to lure out Shen Yueshan, he was already her enemy. In the forest, she could have taken his life.

It would have given His Majesty reason to investigate thoroughly, and she could have stayed in the Northwest claiming shock or that the killer remained unknown.

However, because Geng Liangcheng was the primary threat, they didn’t escalate matters.

Xiao Changfeng’s heart trembled – so that day in the wilderness, Shen Xihe truly had killing intent towards him!

She truly dared – was there anyone in this world she wouldn’t dare to kill?

Seemingly noticing Xiao Changfeng’s shock and disbelief, Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Prince, I’ve killed before.”

In over ten years, only one prince had died – Uncle Prince Kang.

He thought of how Prince Kang was caught privately manufacturing weapons, something even His Majesty couldn’t cover up when exposed to public view. So this had been Shen Xihe’s scheme!

“The Crown Princess is quite bold, telling me all this. Aren’t you afraid I’ll inform His Majesty?” Xiao Changfeng asked after taking a deep breath.

A slight laugh escaped her nose, her rosy lips blooming like a flower. Her beauty was unmatched – her usual faint smile made people feel her detachment and superiority, but with a slightly deeper smile, she was as stunning as peach blossoms: “In His Majesty’s eyes, taking my life is just a matter of time. Whether he knows these things or not won’t change his mind. Knowing will only anger him, but as long as my brother and father remain the kings of the Northwest, His Majesty can’t easily move against me. An opportunity like this time, where I voluntarily came to the Northwest seeking my father, His Majesty probably won’t be found again.

To make His Majesty hate me and gnash his teeth yet be unable to do anything about it – I should thank Your Highness for informing him.”

“You—”

Arrogant – Xiao Changfeng had heard of Shen Xihe’s audacity and pride, but this was his first time experiencing it firsthand.

Shen Xihe tilted her head slightly, her lips still holding that dazzlingly beautiful smile. Her fearless, completely unconcerned manner made Xiao Changfeng’s heart cold: “Aren’t you afraid that making His Majesty more wary is dangerous? Aren’t you afraid Prince Jing will learn of Minister Pei’s death and become your mortal enemy?”

The Pei family had few members left. If Pei Zhan lost his life in Tingzhou, Prince Jing would surely go mad. Prince Jing wasn’t like His Majesty – he didn’t sit on the throne and wouldn’t think as far ahead as His Majesty did.

“Hehehe…” Shen Xihe’s smile grew more unrestrained as she laughed softly. “Your Highness, feel free to tell Prince Jing, but what about evidence?”

Raising her eyebrows, Shen Xihe continued: “Just because Minister Pei died in the Northwest? But it wasn’t my father who invited Minister Pei to the Northwest. Prince Jing isn’t a fool. Your Highness serves His Majesty, and His Majesty is wary of us Shens. If Your Highness tells Prince Jing, imagine how Prince Jing will interpret it?”

How would he interpret it?

Most likely, he would think Xiao Changfeng was trying to sow discord, making Xiao Changyan confront the Shen family under His Majesty’s orders, using him as the vanguard.

It wouldn’t be the first time His Majesty had used his son – hadn’t Prince Xin met the same fate?

“No wonder, no wonder…” Xiao Changfeng understood. No wonder Shen Xihe spoke so freely, telling him everything.

Because whether it was Shen Xihe’s scheme or the Shen family killing Pei Zhan, he had no concrete evidence. His Majesty would believe his words, but it made no difference. As Shen Xihe said, His Majesty would take her life sooner or later.

It wouldn’t happen earlier or later because of one incident – it all depended on who won the game between His Majesty and Shen Yueshan.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Changfeng once before turning to leave.

“Crown Princess, why tell Prince Xun these things?” Shen Xihe was never one to speak just for momentary satisfaction. Although she wasn’t afraid of Xiao Changfeng knowing, there was no need to tell him these things. Zhenzhu felt Shen Xihe must have another purpose.

“After Father returns, Beichen will be in danger,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Chapter 549: The Crown Prince Is Easy to Appease
“His Highness is in danger?” What danger could the Crown Prince be in?

Shen Xihe stood in the courtyard, looking toward Tingzhou: “When Father was gravely ill, Prince Xun invited physicians from across the city. Not one failed to declare Father’s life was hanging by a thread. This succeeded in deceiving Prince Xun, who then sent word to His Majesty about the situation. When Father returns, His Majesty will surely realize there is someone of extraordinary medical skill by my side.

Whether these people are mine or belong to Beichen will cause His Majesty to speculate. If they are Beichen’s people, then what of his illness these years, and the deadly poison in his body – has it been cured? If so, why conceal this from His Majesty? It will only convince His Majesty that he knows about his origins.”

Xiao Huayong had said that Emperor Youning was a peculiar man who cared only for his achievements. Regarding matters after his death, he thought only of how his reputation and accomplishments would be passed down through the ages. As for who would inherit the throne, although he deliberately cultivated successors, he still adhered to the principle that the victor becomes king – perhaps because this was how he had obtained the throne, and thus he didn’t mind if brothers killed each other.

Therefore, His Majesty wasn’t concerned about whether Xiao Huayong had cured the poison, but rather why Xiao Huayong would conceal it if he had.

Emperor Youning absolutely could not allow Xiao Huayong to know his true origins.

“After what I said today when Pei Zhan dies in Tingzhou, Prince Xun will certainly report to His Majesty. The capital only became chaotic after my arrival, including Prince Kang’s death. His Majesty will be most wary of me.”

Shen Xihe was deliberately placing herself between Xiao Huayong and Emperor Youning.

Knowing that Shen Xihe was such a capable and calculating woman, her choice of Xiao Huayong surely wasn’t out of love but must have other motives. His Majesty would easily guess her true intentions in marrying Xiao Huayong.

It was essential to prove that this person of extraordinary medical skill was by her side. The more this was emphasized, the more it would prove that Xiao Huayong’s life was short and that Shen Xihe’s goal was to raise the eldest grandson and resolve the Shen family’s crisis.

“Crown Princess, if His Highness knows…” Zhenzhu expressed some concern.

Shen Xihe had revealed such intentions early on, but the Crown Prince wouldn’t allow it. They had even quarreled over it. As a close servant, Zhenzhu couldn’t help but overhear, being just a wall away while guarding the door.

“It’s fine. When he finds out, I can convince him with just one sentence,” Shen Xihe smiled slightly.

Zhenzhu thought about it and realized that the Crown Prince did seem unusually easy to appease when it came to the Crown Princess.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong, who had already rushed to Tingzhou, couldn’t help but sneeze. Folk wisdom said this happened when someone was thinking of you. The Crown Prince knew only the Crown Princess would be thinking of him, and his heart felt as sweet as if it had been spread with honey.

However, after sneezing, he collapsed, fortunately caught quickly by Tianyuan. The Crown Prince had fainted from exhaustion after the long journey, and they immediately took him to the Tingzhou Protectorate mansion.

By this time, Geng Liangcheng had made his decision. Seeing Xiao Changtai again, he called out, “Fourth Young Master!”

Since Xiao Changtai had been stripped of his clan status, calling him Fourth Prince would have been inappropriate. To let Xiao Changtai know he was aware of his identity, in his urgency he could only address him this way.

Xiao Changtai stopped and looked down at the badly wounded Geng Liangcheng as he slowly removed his mask. “How did you recognize me?”

“A master pointed it out,” Geng Liangcheng said straightforwardly.

This caused Xiao Changtai’s eyes to grow cold. Either Geng Liangcheng had deliberately allowed himself to be captured, but if so, he should have called out to him yesterday. Calling out today meant he had only learned his identity last night or this morning, which meant spies had infiltrated the Turkic military camp!

“I was ordered to facilitate a deal between the Fourth Young Master and the master,” Geng Liangcheng said.

“Ordered?” Xiao Changtai savored these words thoughtfully.

“Yes, acting under orders.”

“Whose orders?”

“Fourth Young Master, I must speak with you privately,” Geng Liangcheng looked around.

Xiao Changtai also glanced at their surroundings and commanded, “Bring him to my tent.”

Although Xiao Changtai was an honored guest among the Turks, he didn’t have the authority to take prisoners. In the end, Xiao Changtai had to personally seek out the Turkic Khan to take custody of the man.

“Speak,” Xiao Changtai said from his elevated position, looking at Geng Liangcheng collapsed on the ground.

“Does Fourth Young Master know who was behind the Prince’s death?” Geng Liangcheng built up suspense.

Xiao Changtai’s narrow eyes narrowed further.

“It was Crown Prince Jiachen,” Geng Liangcheng quickly said.

Xiao Changtai, who had been casual until now, immediately sat up straight. “Who did you say?”

“Crown Prince Jiachen. I’ve met him. He wanted me to…” Geng Liangcheng explained the whole situation to Xiao Changtai.

After listening, Xiao Changtai fell into deep thought. Everything seemed logical, perhaps too logical. The name Crown Prince Jiachen was now known to all – someone who could attack His Majesty’s traveling palace and escape unscathed must have extraordinary abilities.

“When did the Crown Prince arrive in the Northwest?” Xiao Changtai asked.

Geng Liangcheng was somewhat bewildered, wondering why Xiao Changtai suddenly asked about the Crown Prince who coughed incessantly at the slightest breeze and fainted after kneeling for an hour, so sickly: “Seven days ago.”

“Tell me in detail what has happened since the Crown Prince arrived in the Northwest,” Xiao Changtai continued.

“In four words: the day after His Highness arrived, this humble official led troops to reinforce Tingzhou,” Geng Liangcheng said.

“When did you meet Crown Prince Jiachen?” Xiao Changtai asked again.

Though Geng Liangcheng didn’t understand the purpose of these questions, he answered them all truthfully.

After asking many more questions and hearing Geng Liangcheng’s answers, Xiao Changtai only said, “Let me think about this…”

At this moment, Xiao Juesong arrived. Xiao Juesong wanting to cooperate with him was like being handed a pillow while drowsy.

Xiao Changtai never believed in such coincidences. One thing was particularly suspicious: lately, no one could infiltrate the Turkic Khan’s tent. Xiao Juesong’s people must have infiltrated early on, and if they had, they should have known of his arrival. Why wait until after Geng Liangcheng was captured to use him as a bridge?

“Master, the Mistress wishes to see you,” a subordinate reported while Xiao Changtai was pondering.

Xiao Changtai’s heart skipped a beat. Having maintained his disguise all this time, he had arranged for Ye Wantang to stay outside Tingzhou, away from harm. Each day he came to the Khan’s tent under the pretense of gathering intelligence about the battle situation. Ye Wantang wouldn’t seek him out without reason.

With a bad feeling in his heart, Xiao Changtai returned to their village lodgings to find Ye Wantang doing her makeup before a mirror. She wore an extremely simple cotton dress, her hair pinned with thorns, no longer as luxurious as in previous years. Yet as she sat there, her elegance remained undiminished.

“Wanwan, you were looking for me?” Xiao Changtai had changed into ordinary men’s robes.

Ye Wantang’s hand paused as she lowered her eyes while brushing her hair, but she didn’t speak.

Xiao Changtai stepped forward, naturally putting his arm around her. “What did you want to see me about?”

Ye Wantang gently brushed his hand away, her eyes cold: “The Turkic attack on Tingzhou was your doing.”

Chapter 550: Identity Revealed
Xiao Changtai’s brows furrowed. After years of marriage, he knew his wife well – her attitude and reactions showed she had solid evidence before questioning him this way.

“I… just wanted revenge on Xiao Huayong,” Xiao Changtai’s face showed hatred and resentment. “Our current situation is all because of him…”

“Slap!”

Before Xiao Changtai could finish, Ye Wantang struck his face with all her might. Hot tears burst from her eyes. Her hand remained frozen in mid-air, maintaining the striking position but trembling uncontrollably – her entire body shaking.

Disappointment, pain, and regret intertwined in her eyes as her lips quivered: “Even now, you show no remorse, pushing all blame onto others. Your current situation is entirely self-inflicted – it’s because you overestimated yourself, ambitious yet faced with a stronger opponent. He is the Crown Prince, the legitimate heir, rightfully meant to inherit the throne. As a concubine’s son, you sought to steal his position, yet couldn’t accept his counterattack?

Having lost the struggle, and being less capable, you’re still full of hatred. You even forgot your ancestors, forgot the Han blood in your veins, forgot the humiliation when the Turks trampled Central Plains, treating our Han sons as prey and our Han daughters as objects of lust – yet you willingly joined them!

Unworthy of being a Han son, you’re unworthy of being my husband, I, Ye Wantang!”

Her fierce condemnation cut like knives straight to the heart. Xiao Changtai’s eyes turned bloodshot: “You finally regret it, don’t you?”

“Yes, I regret it! I regret not seeing it sooner!” Ye Wantang’s tears fell like rain. “When I married you, my grandfather was still alive. He said you were still a prince – how could I not understand his meaning? But I still married you without hesitation. Priceless treasures are easy to find, but true love is rare.

I’ll never forget that day when bees swarmed everywhere. You shielded me underneath you, your body swollen red from stings, yet still joked to make me laugh. I knew then you were the one I wanted to marry.”

Wiping tears from her cheeks, Ye Wantang gazed deeply at Xiao Changtai: “You deceived me again and again, using my feelings for you to bind me. I’ve been disappointed countless times, but I never regretted marrying you. Today, however, you’ve made me realize that neither love nor deep affection guarantees a life without regrets.”

Over these years, as his bedside companion, how could Ye Wantang not have suspicions, no matter how careful Xiao Changtai was?

But they were already married. With him being a prince and the Crown Prince being weak and likely to die young, having such ambitions – though worrying – seemed understandable to Ye Wantang. She wanted to stay out of politics but couldn’t force him to do the same.

Fortunately, his heart toward her had never wavered. Married for several years, even though they remained childless, he never considered taking a concubine. When others spread vicious rumors about her infertility, he took all the blame upon himself.

His love for her was genuine, and because of this pure devotion, no matter what she learned about him, she couldn’t cut ties with him.

The person she deeply loved could have flaws, could be ambitious, could lose everything, and as long as his heart toward her remained unchanged, she would stay loyal.

Until this moment, she finally understood – it wasn’t just that. She couldn’t accept a traitor to their country, someone who turned to the Turks who had once despised the dignity and lives of the Han people!

“Wanwan…”

“Don’t come near me!” Ye Wantang quickly backed away, her guarded eyes showing traces of disgust.

Disgust!

That trace of disgust caused anger to explode in Xiao Changtai’s chest, rushing to his head. He quickly moved forward, grabbing Ye Wantang’s hand: “You can misunderstand me, blame me, but you cannot feel disgust toward me!”

Ye Wantang began struggling violently: “Let go of me! I forbid you to touch me!”

“Forbid me to touch you? If I want to touch you, you have no right to refuse!” With bloodshot eyes, Xiao Changtai was deeply wounded by Ye Wantang at this moment, his anger transforming into violent rage amid her struggles.

The sounds of things crashing inside the room drifted through the window, accompanied by the woman’s angry then suppressed moans. The gathering clouds in the sky were oppressive and dark, the pattering rain masking all traces.

When Xiao Changtai came to his senses, he had no idea how to face Ye Wantang. Filled with remorse and regret, he crouched by the bed, holding her hand, softly begging for forgiveness. He never imagined there would come a day when he would force himself upon her.

Eyes burning, seemingly out of tears, Ye Wantang withdrew her hand, turning away, unwilling to look at him again.

Xiao Changtai kept watch over Ye Wantang, but she remained like a wooden doll, the light in her eyes completely extinguished. Only after repeated urging from his subordinates did Xiao Changtai reluctantly leave, leaving many people to watch over Ye Wantang.

As soon as Xiao Changtai left, Ye Wantang got up and left the room, ignoring the guards outside. She walked aimlessly, feeling the night wind, standing on the wildly overgrown lawn until daybreak.

No one dared disturb her, no one knew what she was thinking…

Two days later, Shen Xihe received a message about signal flares belonging to her seen outside Tingzhou. Thinking of what she had given Ye Wantang last year, she couldn’t help but sigh deeply.

She decided to head to Tingzhou.

During these two days, Xiao Changtai finally decided to meet with Xiao Juesong. Geng Liangcheng received no further torture in the Turkic camp. He was even given separate accommodation in a tent, coincidentally seen by two commanders who had infiltrated the enemy camp to rescue him.

They saw him drinking and chatting pleasantly with the Turkic Khan.

These two chose to hold their position. Though suspicious, they remembered Geng Liangcheng’s years of meritorious service to the Northwest, thinking perhaps this was just his escape plan.

That night, Geng Liangcheng seemingly escaped with someone’s help, but shortly after his escape, the Turks secretly sent troops to follow him. The two commanders were greatly alarmed.

If Geng Liangcheng successfully returned to Tingzhou city and the gates opened, these Turkic soldiers could launch a surprise attack. With Tingzhou’s defenders unprepared, the city would easily fall!

At this time, Xiao Huayong, disguised as Xiao Juesong, met with Xiao Changtai at their agreed location.

Xiao Changtai looked at the aged Xiao Juesong, his examining gaze unconcealed. After a while, he finally said: “Crown Prince? Heh, should I call you Uncle or Imperial Brother?”

Xiao Huayong looked at him without speaking.

But Xiao Changtai was already certain he was Xiao Huayong: “No Crown Prince Jiachen was attacking the traveling palace – it was all just a scheme by Your Highness to escape His Majesty’s probing. Your Highness entered the Tingzhou Protectorate mansion but was bedridden from excessive fatigue – such tricks might fool others, but not me!”

Upon hearing that Xiao Huayong was lying in the Protectorate mansion, Xiao Changtai knew he must be concealing his true activities. It happened to coincide with Geng Liangcheng wanting to introduce him to Xiao Juesong. He had no evidence, only intuition.

“What does it matter if you saved Geng Liangcheng? He will soon become a traitor who leads the Turks to break into the city!” Xiao Changtai sneered.

Xiao Huayong stopped pretending and used his voice: “Thank you.”

Chapter 551: Confrontation
Xiao Huayong’s calm and seemingly sincere thanks made Xiao Changtai’s mocking smile fade: “You planned this deliberately!”

“Not entirely foolish,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward. “From beginning to end, my target was Geng Liangcheng. You… were just a bonus.”

Geng Liangcheng had already turned to Emperor Youning. Even though he had ulterior motives, if not eliminated, his first move would surely be to seize the opportunity to work with Emperor Youning against Shen Yueshan. The more Shen Yueshan had trusted him before, the more devastating his betrayal would be.

However, until now, Geng Liangcheng had never done anything harmful to the Northwest – or if he had, there was no evidence. Instead, his military achievements were brilliant, and his dedication to the Northwest had won people’s hearts. Even for ordinary mistakes, countless people would surely plead for mercy on his behalf.

For someone like Geng Liangcheng, the strike had to be decisive, leaving no chance for recovery.

Xiao Huayong knew Xiao Changtai had seen through his identity, so he deliberately entered the city pretending to be bedridden. With Xiao Changtai’s spies in Tingzhou, he would surely hear of this and suspect Xiao Huayong had other plans. Looking across Tingzhou, finding no other changes, Xiao Changtai would boldly guess that Xiao Juesong was him in disguise.

The goal was to use Geng Liangcheng to lure Xiao Changtai into a trap. Since that was the case, Xiao Changtai decided to play along, convincing the Turkic Khan to use Geng Liangcheng as bait. Turkic soldiers would follow Geng Liangcheng back to the city under cover of darkness, launching a surprise attack. If they could breach Tingzhou’s walls, it would shake the Northwest’s foundation.

Because the Northwest’s power structure was complex, with numerous tribes once entrenched there, though Shen Yueshan had forcefully suppressed, gathered, and civilized them in recent years, people had to bow their heads but weren’t necessarily willing. Without opportunity, they remained docile, but if the Turks breached Tingzhou, they might be tempted to act, especially with Shen Yueshan’s death making them restless.

If all went smoothly, this would surely throw the Northwest into fragmentation. With the Northwest in chaos and Xiao Huayong distracted, he could seize the chance to eliminate Xiao Huayong and perhaps become the one who quelled the rebellion. Then he could clarify that the witchcraft incident was Xiao Huayong’s frame-up, and maybe negotiate with his Imperial Father to become the king of the Northwest.

One could say Xiao Changtai was both daring in thought and action. If his opponent hadn’t been Xiao Huayong, he might have truly risen from the ashes.

His fingers clenched, veins bulging on the back of his hand. Rage burned in Xiao Changtai’s eyes like a physical force. He had calculated everything, yet still fell into Xiao Huayong’s scheme. Xiao Huayong was like a massive stone pressing on his back – all of Xiao Changtai’s misfortunes had started when Xiao Huayong returned from the Taoist temple.

“If I had known…” Xiao Changtai gritted his teeth. If he had known, when he first showed his edge, he should have immediately targeted the temple, ensuring Xiao Huayong could never return.

“Even if you had known, this would still be your fate,” Xiao Huayong’s eyelids lowered slightly. Though he made no contemptuous gesture, his disdain was evident.

“You think you can escape unscathed today?” Xiao Changtai raised his arms, and instantly dozens of guards rushed out from behind the rock wall.

He had arranged this meeting with Xiao Huayong among rock formations that resembled a range of small peaks, behind which he had hidden nearly half his elite guards. Today he would surely take Xiao Huayong’s life!

Xiao Huayong surveyed the crowd that instantly surrounded him, each wearing light armor and showing murderous intent in their eyes.

“Outside Tingzhou city, I have another great gift for you, to let you taste the flavor of being too clever for your good!” Xiao Changtai stepped back and made a gesture, and his guards surged forward, cold blades stabbing toward Xiao Huayong from all directions.

Xiao Huayong stood his ground, completely composed. The passing wind gently lifted his black hair. He seemed to ignore the approaching blades that could turn him into a pincushion.

Before the frontmost attackers’ blade tips could touch Xiao Huayong’s robes, he lifted on his toes, drew a breath, and then stepped on the blade edges. Before the sweeping cold swords could reach him, he lightly leaped out of the encirclement.

Xiao Changtai’s men quickly turned to pursue Xiao Huayong. At that moment, dense arrows flew like streams of light, raining down and instantly felling many of Xiao Changtai’s men.

Xiao Changtai’s expression changed as he drew his sword and leaped toward Xiao Huayong.

Shifting his body, the hand behind his back turned deftly, his fingertips using a short flute to block Xiao Changtai’s incoming sword tip.

Xiao Changtai’s eyes flashed fiercely. His sword-wielding hand pressed down with force, the sharp blade scraping along the flute’s body, sending sparks flying, cutting downward with unstoppable momentum.

Xiao Huayong’s hand holding the short flute avoided Xiao Changtai’s sword, sliding to the end. His wrist turned, fingers flicking the flute’s base, sending it flying as he spun on his foot, quickly avoiding Xiao Changtai’s sword as it swept down from the flute’s body.

Missing his strike, Xiao Changtai reacted nimbly, reversing for another slash. Xiao Huayong spun to the other side, avoiding while reaching to grab the falling flute.

Xiao Changtai seized this opportunity to stab at Xiao Huayong’s back. Xiao Huayong quickly performed a back flip, but as he landed Xiao Changtai’s sword thrust straight at him, forcing him to keep retreating.

His foot touched the rock wall as the long sword swept horizontally. Xiao Huayong raised his knee to push off, doing a side flip. His arm swept across, the short flute in his hand striking toward Xiao Changtai’s cheek.

Xiao Changtai’s eyes turned cold as his waist twisted, slashing his sword fiercely down at Xiao Huayong.

The two crossed paths for an instant, and then Xiao Huayong landed while Xiao Changtai had to spin several times to steady himself.

Xiao Huayong’s knee was wounded by the sword’s edge, his robe torn with a small cut that only he could feel stinging.

On Xiao Changtai’s face, a long red mark stretched from his ear to his nose bridge near his eye corner. Almost instantly, blood flowed from his nostril.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows: “Fourth Brother’s martial arts are quite impressive.”

His praise was genuine, and he understood why Xiao Changtai had escaped several encirclements – with such skills, few could capture him.

Xiao Changtai’s curved finger wiped above his upper lip, looking down at the shocking red. His left face throbbed with pain. Seeing that Xiao Huayong only had torn robes at his knee, not even certain if the skin was cut, his expression grew darker.

“Enough talk. Today either you die or I perish!” Xiao Changtai raised his sword and attacked Xiao Huayong again.

He ran so fast that only afterimages could be seen. Xiao Huayong narrowed his eyes, also taking on a serious demeanor to respond.

Meanwhile, outside Tingzhou city, in the deep night heavy with dew, faint dust clouds could be seen rising in the distance. Soldiers who discovered the situation quickly went on alert.

Chapter 552: Battle and Kill
The soldiers who had been guarding the city for years could naturally tell from experience that such floating dust clouds were not from a large group of horsemen approaching. By rough estimation, it wouldn’t be more than three people, or at most just one.

Therefore, although they remained vigilant and immediately notified their superiors, they weren’t overly concerned. As the sound drew closer, they gradually determined it was just one person. Soon after, the tower’s firelight illuminated Geng Liangcheng, who was already nearly at the base of the city wall.

“Open the gates quickly!” Geng Liangcheng shouted at the top of his lungs before even reaching the city gate.

The archers positioned on the wall tower were ordered to stand down by their commanding officer. These men all recognized Geng Liangcheng, and after confirming with tonight’s gate commander that this was indeed General Geng Liangcheng, they took it upon themselves to open the city gates. The gate commander, who had once received Geng Liangcheng’s favor, personally went to the gate to welcome him.

As the gates opened and he had barely stepped out, before Geng Liangcheng could ride forward, several arrows shot out from the darkness with terrifying precision. Not a single arrow missed its mark – they struck both the man who came to welcome Geng Liangcheng and the two junior officers partially hidden by the doorway who had opened the gates.

At the same moment, dust clouds rolled in waves, the ground trembled, and thousands of Tujue soldiers charged forward in a killing formation.

“Close the gates, close the gates quickly—” a commander shouted from the wall tower.

But Geng Liangcheng hadn’t yet entered the city. He spurred his horse forward at full speed, and just before the heavy city gates could fully close before they could be secured, they were hit with a violent impact. This strike quickly forced the gates open, and with an incomprehensible shout, the Tujue broke into Jingzhou city.

Strangely enough, these Tujue soldiers bypassed Geng Liangcheng, seemingly ignoring him completely as they charged into the city, their numbers growing from few to many.

The soldiers at the city gate quickly gripped their weapons and tried with all their might to block the invasion, but it was like eggs striking stone. The Tujue soldiers came with overwhelming force and killing intent, easily breaking through into the city gates.

They advanced like an unstoppable force, but unexpectedly, once inside the gates, there were no sudden lights from nearby houses, no panicked citizens fleeing in all directions. The silence was so eerie it sent chills down their spines.

A unit of Han soldiers suddenly emerged from outside the city gate, swiftly attacking from the rear, while inside the city, large numbers of troops swarmed out. The Tujue army suddenly found themselves surrounded from front and back, with most of their forces trapped at the city tower. The number of archers on the tower had multiplied several times over, and arrows rained down as fighting erupted on both sides.

Geng Liangcheng was caught in the middle, still uncertain and confused at this point. Remarkably, neither the Tujue nor the Han armies had raised a blade against him. His mind was blank, unable to determine whether the Tujue Khan had used him or if his conspiracy with Xiao Juesong had been discovered.

Regardless, to protect himself now, he would have to fight fiercely against the Tujue.

However, before he could act, another group of people emerged from somewhere, striking down the Han soldiers who were blocking outside the city gate. They appeared to be anxiously searching for something, and upon finding Geng Liangcheng, immediately shouted: “General, let’s go quickly!”

Geng Liangcheng was bewildered – he didn’t recognize any of these people.

These men were trained by Xiao Changtai over the past year. With his vast wealth, Xiao Changtai could easily raise a sizeable army in a year if he wished. Though they might not become a major force, Xiao Changtai only required them to be brave and capable of fighting one against three, rather than being as well-coordinated as a regular army.

Xiao Changtai’s plan was simple: use Geng Liangcheng to open the city gates, let the Tujue attack, and then have his men strike like a mantis catching a cicada while the oriole waits behind. By pretending to be Geng Liangcheng’s men, they would confuse the Jingzhou army’s perception. Almost all of this was within Xiao Huayong’s predictions – in front of everyone, Xiao Changtai would establish Geng Liangcheng’s guilt of conspiring with the enemy and betraying the country!

The sounds of battle echoed inside and outside the Jingzhou city gates. Under the silent night sky, sparks flew as swords and blades clashed.

At this moment, the two commanders who had gone to infiltrate the Tujue camp to rescue Geng Liangcheng caught up. They were burning with rage, especially upon seeing the mysterious private army helping Geng Liangcheng. The two fought their way through, approaching Geng Liangcheng to capture him.

Geng Liangcheng wouldn’t surrender without a fight. He fiercely resisted, seized a long spear, and engaged in combat with the two men beneath the city gate. Xiao Changtai’s men, using the excuse of protecting Geng Liangcheng, continuously pressed forward. The Han soldiers, still unclear about the situation and maintaining their respect for Geng Liangcheng, chose to give way to these men who were shouting about protecting him, focusing instead on fighting the Tujue.

With help from Xiao Changtai’s men, the two commanders were no match for Geng Liangcheng. Xiao Changtai’s men restrained one commander and raised a blade to slash at his neck.

Geng Liangcheng cried out in horror: “No—”

His voice hadn’t finished when an arrow whistled through the air, piercing clean through the neck of the man who was about to kill the commander.

A lone rider wielding a long spear charged forward on horseback.

His black clothes were like ink, fluttering in the wind.

Though the two armies were so tightly packed at the city tower that not even water could flow through, he managed to force his way through powerfully. With his handsome and resolute face, and sharp and deep eyes, he twirled his spear and several Tujue heads fell to the ground.

Swift as an arrow, he charged through with unstoppable force.

It was none other than the missing Shen Yun’an!

While others were still stunned, the commander who had just escaped death reacted with exceptional speed, immediately swinging his blade at the traitor Geng Liangcheng.

Geng Liangcheng couldn’t dodge in time, and his arm was severely cut, flesh torn open. The sight of blood instantly enraged him – he had consumed some doctored food at dinner, substances that Xiao Huayong’s people had added, designed to make one easily angered and agitated.

Stimulated by his wounds and the sight of blood, Geng Liangcheng’s attacks against the two commanders became nearly lethal with every strike.

The two commanders quickly became covered in wounds, but Geng Liangcheng remained relentless. It was at this moment that Shen Yun’an broke through the encirclement and arrived before Geng Liangcheng. From horseback, he extended his spear to block Geng Liangcheng’s blade that was about to pierce a commander’s heart.

“Young Master, Geng Liangcheng conspired with the Tujue, we both witnessed it! He’s trying to kill us to silence us!” the two commanders shouted.

Hearing this, Shen Yun’an raised his spear and quickly pressed toward Geng Liangcheng. The drugs in his system were taking stronger effect – though Geng Liangcheng wanted to explain, his hands seemed to act of their own accord, meeting Shen Yun’an’s restrained attacks with lethal force at every turn.

Shen Yun’an retreated again and again, sustaining multiple minor wounds from Geng Liangcheng in the process. Finally, when Geng Liangcheng raised his blade to strike at Shen Yun’an’s head, and Shen Yun’an appeared to be cornered with nowhere to dodge, only then did he fight in earnest. His spear twisted around, and before Geng Liangcheng’s blade could fall, the spear pierced Geng Liangcheng’s heart. Geng Liangcheng’s blade stopped at Shen Yun’an’s forehead, its edge breaking the skin and leaving a thin, long bloody mark between his brows.

Geng Liangcheng died by Shen Yun’an’s hand in self-defense, killed only after Shen Yun’an had shown repeated restraint and was finally forced to act, all witnessed by many eyes.

This explanation would suffice.

Chapter 553: Using Another’s Blade to Kill Xiao Huayong
The battle didn’t end with Geng Liangcheng’s death. Shen Yun’an’s appearance greatly boosted the morale of the Jingzhou army, making them especially spirited in killing the enemy. The conflict extended far beyond this – the Mongols, who neighbored the Tujue, took the opportunity to begin harassing Yunzhou.

Small-scale armed conflicts also erupted in Kucha, Gongyue City, and other regions of the Northwest border.

All of these were personally quelled by Shen Yueshan. Yes, Shen Yueshan personally appeared. Instead of coming to Jingzhou, he traveled westward from Xizhou, using this incident to conduct a massive cleanup of the entire Northwest, eliminating not only Emperor Youning’s spies but thoroughly removing everyone else’s informants as well.

When the Northwestern Royal City learned that Shen Yueshan wasn’t dead, the entire city erupted in celebration. Remarkably, not a single person felt deceived by Shen Yueshan. They didn’t know why their Northwestern King had returned from death, nor did they wish to investigate the circumstances. They only knew they hadn’t lost their God of War, their King!

As long as the Prince was alive, the Northwest would become increasingly stable, and their lives would become more secure and prosperous.

Shen Xihe left the Northwestern Royal City but left Xiao Changfeng behind. Since their unmasked conversation, Shen Xihe had become completely uninhibited in front of him, refusing to let him follow even when he wanted to.

Seeing the city-wide celebration, as lively as New Year’s festivities, left Xiao Changfeng even more shocked and emotionally conflicted than the city’s mourning during Shen Yueshan’s fake death.

In the Northwest, the Northwestern King was revered as a god, his position unshakeable.

His Majesty’s desire to consolidate the Northwest would be incredibly difficult. At this moment, he finally understood why His Majesty didn’t dare act rashly or move against the three Shen men lightly. If His Majesty were to act, unless it was completely untraceable, even if the Northwestern King didn’t rebel, the Northwestern citizens might split away to maintain their autonomy.

Earlier, he had told Shen Xihe that he could incite the common people. Now he finally understood the source of Shen Xihe’s mockery and derision.

Standing on the city tower, Xiao Changfeng watched the surrounding jubilation. Some people excitedly spread the news, others knelt to thank heaven and earth, and some families embraced each other with tears of joy.

He pondered how Shen Yueshan must have devoted unimaginable effort to the Northwest to earn such devotion from its people.

During his time in the Northwest, observing the words and actions of the Shen father and sons, they showed no signs of rebellious intent. If they could continue coexisting peacefully with His Majesty, perhaps that would be the best outcome for all.

But…

His Majesty had his long-term considerations and worries, while the Northwestern King had his constraints and concerns.

Neither was wrong, but some matters simply have no clear right or wrong.

Shen Xihe knew nothing of Xiao Changfeng’s thoughts. She had successfully met with Ye Wantang, who appeared pale, emanating an air of dejection, her eyes having lost their usual warm gentleness.

“I knew you would find me,” a glimmer of admiration crossed Ye Wantang’s lifeless eyes.

Xiao Changfeng had forced himself on her, and fearing she might attempt suicide, he had posted many guards to watch her. Yet Shen Xihe still found her and subdued all these men.

“I told you before, I hoped you wouldn’t seek me out,” Shen Xihe expressed slight regret.

Ye Wantang had once been one of the capital’s Nine Perfections, born to a noble family, gentle and virtuous, intelligent and refined. If she hadn’t met Xiao Changtai, even if she had married a noble son who wasn’t completely devoted to her, she could have lived a comfortable life. Without love’s obsession, there would be no pain and sorrow, and she wouldn’t have ended up with a heart reduced to ashes.

Ye Wantang lowered her head with a desolate smile: “I should have seen through it earlier, should have awakened sooner, but my heart couldn’t let go, couldn’t release…”

She had many chances to see Xiao Changtai’s true nature, but because she couldn’t completely give up on him, she always turned a blind eye, deceiving herself, naively hoping and imagining everything would turn out well.

Not wanting to discuss this further, Shen Xihe asked: “Why did you seek me out?”

Ye Wantang raised her head, slowly composing her emotions, and gazed steadily at Shen Xihe: “I heard the Northwestern King was safe and sound. Thinking carefully, perhaps this was all your plan from the beginning. I don’t know your purpose, but I understand that by now, he must have fallen into your trap. I want to see him one last time.”

“Are you so certain of his defeat?” Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow.

Ye Wantang smiled bitterly: “The fact that you could see me means his defeat is inevitable.”

None of Xiao Changtai’s men could get past Shen Xihe, and her swift arrival to meet proved the capability of Shen Xihe and the Xiao Huayong couple.

“What do you mean by ‘one last time’…” Shen Xihe asked.

Ye Wantang’s gaze turned distant: “Whether alive or dead, I just want to see him once.”

Shen Xihe nodded. If Ye Wantang wanted to see him alive, that might be difficult: “I’ll do my best.”

Standing up, Shen Xihe glanced around and asked: “Do you want to leave with me now?”

“Aren’t you going to ask what I want in return?” Ye Wantang was surprised.

She had requested to see Xiao Changtai once, and Shen Xihe had agreed without stating any conditions.

Shen Xihe turned to look at her: “If I don’t ask, won’t you still offer? You’re someone who understands propriety.”

Lost in thought, Ye Wantang looked at Shen Xihe, feeling a sense of familiarity: “Sometimes you remind me of an old friend, yet you’re completely different from her.”

Her former close friend Gu Qingchi had been equally clever and wise, but too aloof. Gu Qingchi carried herself with a proud and cold detachment that set her apart from others; Shen Xihe was different, exhibiting a composed confidence that emanated from her very core.

Shen Xihe didn’t respond to this, simply gazing calmly at Ye Wantang.

“He has a cache of treasures, I know where they’re hidden; three days ago, he sent a letter to the capital, saying Crown Prince Jiachen was in the Tujue camp, and must surely have connections with someone in the capital.” This was all Ye Wantang knew.

Shen Xihe’s eyes suddenly darkened.

Xiao Changtai had sent word to the capital mentioning Crown Prince Jiachen – in the capital, only one person would fear Xiao Juesong: Emperor Youning!

He must have been unable to contact Emperor Youning directly, but he would have left people in the capital, like Ye Qi, who could find ways to get news of Xiao Juesong’s presence here to the emperor.

If Emperor Youning learned of Xiao Juesong’s whereabouts, he would certainly deploy full force to intercept and kill him. He would never allow this grave threat to escape again.

But Xiao Juesong was Xiao Huayong in disguise. Almost instantly, Shen Xihe realized Xiao Changtai might have figured it out. If he had sent news that Xiao Huayong was here stirring up trouble, Emperor Youning would have been half-believing, and even if he mostly believed it, he wouldn’t have taken such dramatic action.

But with Xiao Juesong, it was entirely different.

Xiao Changtai was planning to use Emperor Youning’s hand to silence them!

She rushed out immediately, taking out a bone whistle and blowing it. Only by finding the Haitan Eagle could she quickly locate Xiao Huayong!

Chapter 554: Who Is Whose Pawn?
Standing under the vast prairie sky, gazing at the endless horizon, Shen Xihe worried about Xiao Huayong while maintaining a clear mind. She knew that while others might not be suspicious of Xiao Huayong feigning illness upon arriving in Jingzhou, how could Xiao Changtai, who had seen his true face, not harbor doubts?

Knowing Xiao Changtai would be suspicious, he still acted this way – intending to make Xiao Changtai suspect that Xiao Juesong was him in disguise, prompting Xiao Changtai to use all his strength to intercept and kill him. This was his plan to catch Xiao Changtai in one sweep, leaving him no chance to escape.

He must have understood that someone as cunning as Xiao Changtai would certainly have a backup plan, and the best backup would be seeking His Majesty’s help.

The only question was how Xiao Changtai would quickly transmit the information to His Majesty. Once His Majesty received the news, unable to act directly from such a distance, he would surely expose all his arrangements in the Northwest, willing to pay any price to eliminate Xiao Juesong.

He was using his strength to thoroughly root out every threat to the Northwest.

But even with his exceptional abilities, martial prowess, and unusual followers, Xiao Changtai’s true strength remained unknown, and now His Majesty’s people were involved as well…

Amid her worries, the Haitan Eagle, hearing her continuous whistle blasts, flew in from the distance. The moment Shen Xihe spotted it, she mounted her horse and turned to instruct Zhenzhu: “Take Lady Ye back and take good care of her.”

Before her words faded, she whipped her horse and shot forward like an arrow leaving its bow. Mo Yu and Mo Yuan followed her, one ahead and one behind. Mo Yuan followed the Haitan Eagle in front while Mo Yu led her guards behind.

At the same time, in the Jingzhou Protectorate, Pei Zhan received His Majesty’s secret order with a location outside Jingzhou, commanding him to intercept and kill Xiao Juesong.

Pei Zhan immediately went to the chambers where the Crown Prince lay ill, addressing Tian Yuan at the door: “Commander Cao, this old official has received an imperial command and must leave the mansion. As for the Crown Prince here…”

“Since you bear an imperial command, Minister Pei should not delay. This is the Jingzhou Protectorate, and His Highness is here. Minister Pei need not worry,” Tian Yuan quickly replied.

Everything was proceeding according to the Crown Prince’s plan. His Majesty, receiving Xiao Changtai’s secret report, would certainly send someone to deal with Xiao Juesong. With no clear leader, Pei Zhan was the best choice to command.

“This old official wishes to see the Crown Prince,” Pei Zhan requested.

“Please wait a moment, Minister Pei.” After this polite response, Tian Yuan turned to enter and seek permission. Moments later, he returned to escort Pei Zhan inside. Through a layer of gauze curtains, Pei Zhan could faintly see the Crown Prince struggling to sit up in his robes.

Tian Yuan lifted the curtain in his presence, and through the gap, before the curtain fell, Pei Zhan caught a glimpse of the Crown Prince’s turned face. Apart from being somewhat pale, with dim and weary eyes, it was indeed him. Satisfied, Pei Zhan performed the proper courtesy and explained the situation, though without specifying the imperial command.

“How dare we neglect His Majesty’s command?” The Crown Prince’s voice conveyed exhaustion and weakness. “Minister Pei should go ahead; I shall remain here awaiting your return. Do not worry about Jingzhou’s safety – I hear the Young Master is already leading troops against the enemy outside the city.”

Pei Zhan had naturally received news that the Tujue had breached the city gates, was trapped at the entrance by the army, and that it was Geng Liangcheng who had led the wolves in. He also knew Shen Yun’an was commanding troops in battle at the city gate, but being responsible for Xiao Huayong’s safety, he couldn’t go see for himself.

They had followed Shen Yun’an’s trail to Jingzhou, so his appearance here raised no suspicions. As for the unrest elsewhere and Shen Yueshan’s appearance, with Shen Yueshan and Xiao Huayong’s careful control, news hadn’t yet reached Jingzhou.

Why Shen Yun’an appeared here and why he had mysteriously disappeared before – these questions would have to wait.

“Your Highness, please take care of your health. This subject takes his leave.” Finding nothing suspicious, Pei Zhan bowed and withdrew.

Tian Yuan escorted Pei Zhan out and stood at the door, watching his figure grow distant until it shrank into a speck in the intense sunlight, then sighed almost inaudibly.

His Majesty sending Pei Zhan was meant to pit Prince Jing against the Crown Prince, to determine their capabilities – whether using the Crown Prince to test Prince Jing, or Prince Jing to test the Crown Prince or some other intention, no one knew.

The Crown Prince turned this plan to his advantage, instead causing Prince Jing to grow distant from His Majesty. This time, Pei Zhan’s imperial mission to capture Xiao Juesong was surely a one-way journey. His Highness’s move would accomplish multiple goals: alienating Prince Jing from His Majesty, eliminating Xiao Changtai, and clearing out all of His Majesty’s remaining agents in the Northwest. It was a dangerous gambit, and Tian Yuan worried whether the Crown Prince could handle it.

Yet he couldn’t leave either; he had to remain here, declaring to everyone that the Crown Prince had been here all along.

After leaving the Protectorate, Pei Zhan quickly joined with the men His Majesty had assigned him. These were spies and underground forces His Majesty had planted over many years – hundreds of them, and none ordinary.

Leading these men, Pei Zhan rushed toward the location Emperor Youning had provided.

This location had naturally been leaked by Xiao Changtai, who had passed it to the imperial desk through his underground network in the capital. When Emperor Youning received it, he was particularly hesitant, fearing it might be Xiao Juesong’s trap. Since Xiao Changtai dared not expose himself and His Majesty wouldn’t trust his word, he had to find an inconspicuous person to reach imperial ears – but such a person lacked credibility, causing Emperor Youning to hesitate.

However, Xiao Huayong helped by having Xiao Changqing take the stage again, using Rong Ce as a pretext to report to His Majesty about discovering traces of Xiao Juesong in the Northwest.

Emperor Youning thoroughly understood Xiao Changqing’s capabilities – he would never personally report without some certainty, and he used Rong Ce’s name. Although Emperor Youning knew that because of the Gu family matter, Xiao Changqing harbored resentment toward him as emperor and father, and might secretly work against him.

However, even if Xiao Changqing didn’t fear being implicated himself, he would never endanger the entire Rong clan. Therefore, Xiao Changqing must have truly discovered Xiao Juesong in the Northwest, in Jingzhou – this wasn’t false intelligence. Xiao Changqing hadn’t given a specific location, only his deductions.

But this secret report had a specific location, and Emperor Youning had also received news of Xiao Changtai in the Tujue camp. He guessed the secret report was most likely from Xiao Changtai, meaning Xiao Juesong had found Xiao Changtai, and either they couldn’t reach an agreement or had conflicting interests. Xiao Changtai wanted to fish in troubled waters, so he had to muddy those waters first.

Though understanding this, Emperor Youning had no choice but to comply with Xiao Changtai’s wishes, because Xiao Juesong was like a bone in his throat. As long as Xiao Juesong lived, he could potentially expose the secret of how he had killed his brother to usurp the throne – something Emperor Youning could not tolerate.

So he immediately sent orders to Pei Zhan, and Xiao Changtai was certain Emperor Youning wouldn’t miss this opportunity.

Chapter 555: This Is His Wife
Thus, in his confrontation with Xiao Huayong, Xiao Changtai had been steadily forcing him toward the position he had revealed to Emperor Youning.

The location was his choice, where he had already laid numerous traps. He drove Xiao Huayong from the rolling rocky hills into a deciduous forest – a rare sight in the Northwest, where wind-blown sand, desert, rocky outcrops, and grasslands dominated. Leaves carpeted the ground.

Xiao Huayong spun to dodge Xiao Changtai’s sword, landing gracefully, only to have two men suddenly emerge from the ground like moles, their hands gripping his ankles.

Glancing down, he discovered they had lifted stone slabs – long and narrow, just large enough for a person to hide inside. The slabs were covered with scattered leaves like those around them, the trap so expertly crafted it was nearly impossible to detect with the naked eye.

At the same moment, Xiao Changtai leaped from above, sword raised to strike Xiao Huayong.

The sharp blade gleamed blindingly in the sunlight.

To force him to this spot, Xiao Changtai had been fighting with him since the previous night until now. Both men bore numerous wounds, though Xiao Huayong’s were merely superficial injuries taken deliberately to give Xiao Changtai confidence and prevent his immediate retreat. Xiao Changtai, however, was covered in serious wounds inflicted by Xiao Huayong, his face twisted in pain, clothes tattered and stained with blood.

Judging the timing was right, Xiao Huayong raised his hand holding the short flute, his other palm bracing its end, blocking Xiao Changtai’s aerial sword strike. The tremendous force caused cracks to spread across the jade flute, which seemed ready to shatter to dust at any moment.

As Xiao Changtai descended, the cracks in the flute grew more pronounced. With Xiao Huayong’s legs restrained, another person sprang from underground behind him, gleaming blade raised to strike his back.

The flash of the blade caught in Xiao Huayong’s peripheral vision. He suddenly exerted force with his legs, pressing his entire body downward. His spread legs kicked against the shoulders of the two men restraining him on the ground, causing their necks to slam violently against the stone walls. One died instantly with a twisted neck, the other lost consciousness.

At the same moment, Xiao Changtai channeled all his strength through his arms into his iron sword. With a crack, Xiao Huayong’s short flute shattered. Xiao Changtai thought he could use this chance to strike Xiao Huayong’s shoulder, but unexpectedly, inside the flute was a slender weapon about as thick as a little finger, neither quite sword nor blade. This object was incredibly hard – his sword left not even a scratch when it struck.

In the moment of Xiao Changtai’s surprise, Xiao Huayong’s flattened legs hooked at the ankles, sweeping alternately as he spun upward like a whirlwind.

He barely avoided the blade striking from behind – the attacker’s sword hit the ground instead, sending leaves flying and leaving a stark mark in the earth.

Xiao Huayong executed several aerial cartwheels, but before he could steady himself, Xiao Changtai’s iron sword came pursuing again.

The sword light flowed, closing in instantly. As Xiao Huayong landed, he sensed movement in the ground. He quickly slashed with his weapon, blood spraying and spattering the ground as he rolled away. Still, Xiao Changtai’s thrusting sword grazed his shoulder, leaving a bloody mark.

“Xiao Huayong, today is your death day!” Xiao Changtai’s sword movements flowed like water, swift as a gale.

Nobody knew how many people were buried underground. Though Xiao Huayong could sometimes anticipate them, each time he dealt with attackers at his feet, he would suffer wounds from Xiao Changtai to varying degrees.

Xiao Changtai was an extremely cautious person. To avoid alerting him and giving him another chance to escape, even though Xiao Huayong knew Xiao Changtai had set an ambush in this area, he hadn’t set counter-traps. He hadn’t expected Xiao Changtai to be so cunning.

At this moment, Xiao Changtai was also secretly furious. Though he had Xiao Huayong trapped, he still couldn’t take him down. He kept waiting, waiting for His Majesty’s people to arrive, never realizing that Xiao Huayong had leaked his location to him specifically to make him act against Geng Liangcheng and to draw out His Majesty’s forces.

Not setting nearby troops didn’t mean Xiao Huayong was unaware of the ambush locations. He had positioned people disguised as Xiao Juesong’s subordinates to intercept along the fastest route from Jingzhou. To be safe, not knowing how many men His Majesty would assign to Pei Zhan, Xiao Huayong had left most of his forces to intercept Pei Zhan and his men, leaving himself alone to deal with Xiao Changtai.

As Xiao Huayong slipped away from under his sword once again, Xiao Changtai gnashed his teeth in hatred. His sword-holding hand suddenly tapped the ground twice in rhythm, and three men sprang up from below, each throwing venomous snakes at Xiao Huayong as they emerged.

Xiao Huayong twirled his weapon, feet spinning rapidly. The weapon moved so fast in his hands that it left afterimages like a night-blooming cereus flower blooming. In one circular motion, he deflected all the flying snakes, some cut clean through. But by then, Xiao Changtai’s sword was already approaching his face.

Xiao Huayong leaned backward, Xiao Changtai’s sword hand following just three inches from his throat as he moved forward. Two of Xiao Changtai’s men raised their broadswords, charging at Xiao Huayong’s flanks from diagonal angles like wings.

Seeing this, Xiao Huayong’s wrist tensed, his weapon flicking upward to deflect Xiao Changtai’s iron sword while simultaneously spinning toward Xiao Changtai’s face along his blade. He then flipped, striking the ground with one palm to leap upward, avoiding the two attackers. But as his body rose into the air, another of Xiao Changtai’s men – who had anticipated this evasion – had already jumped up first, blade plunging downward toward Xiao Huayong.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong had no time to twist away mid-air and could only try to avoid vital areas. Just then, a blur swept past, snatching away his would-be attacker in the split second before the blade could pierce Xiao Huayong’s body. A clear, resonant cry rang out in the sky as Xiao Huayong flipped to land, quickly retreating several steps to steady himself.

Arrows whistled through the air, targeting Xiao Changtai and his men.

Xiao Huayong turned to look. In her purple robes, she was like a beautiful mountain flower, her slender figure appearing graceful and elegant as she galloped forward on horseback, drawing and nocking arrows as she rode.

This was his wife.

Xiao Huayong’s expression involuntarily softened, his eyes filled with pride.

After carrying away the man who had tried to harm Xiao Huayong, the Haitan Eagle swiftly returned to deal with the others. Seeing the situation turn unfavorable, Xiao Changtai immediately called out all his remaining men hidden underground. He quickly retreated, clearly preparing to escape again.

Xiao Huayong raised his weapon, his footwork light and otherworldly as he easily deflected the attackers coming from both sides, charging straight for Xiao Changtai, determined not to give him another chance to flee.

Chapter 556: Youyou, You’re Ignoring Me
When Xiao Changtai was intercepted, his expression became even more twisted and furious. His attacks toward Xiao Huayong were lethal. At this moment, Shen Xihe galloped closer and shouted: “Beichen—”

As soon as she called out, the horse charged toward the two men. Xiao Huayong, who had been in a deadlock with Xiao Changtai, quickly dodged and pushed Xiao Changtai away with force. Caught off guard by Xiao Huayong’s sudden withdrawal, Xiao Changtai almost stumbled forward. Seeing the horse charging toward him, he twisted his feet and spun backward, barely avoiding Shen Xihe.

A malicious thought arose in his mind. As his body leaned back, he swept his sword out, intending to knock Shen Xihe off her horse. He thought that if he could capture Shen Xihe, who knew no martial arts, Xiao Huayong would naturally surrender. However, he never expected that this was exactly what Shen Xihe had been waiting for. The moment he leaned back to face her, she threw a handful of powder that scattered all over his face.

The choking, pungent fragrance made his hand falter. The horse had already swiftly passed by him, and in an instant, he had inhaled a large amount of the powder. Dizziness immediately overtook him, his eyelids suddenly felt as heavy as a thousand pounds. After taking one last blurry look at the sky above, he toppled over.

Xiao Changtai’s collapse threw his subordinates into panic, and Mo Yu and Mo Yuan quickly subdued them.

Shen Xihe pulled the reins and turned to look at Xiao Changtai’s subdued subordinates, her eyes growing cold: “Kill them.”

There was no use keeping them alive, as these people had worked together to try to kill Xiao Huayong.

Driving her horse forward, she extended her delicate white hand to Xiao Huayong. Though he had numerous wounds, fortunately, none were serious. He revealed his white teeth in an enchanting smile and grasped her hand, leaping onto the horse.

After Xiao Huayong was seated securely, Shen Xihe turned the horse around and headed back in the direction they had come from, with Mo Yu following closely behind.

Mo Yuan hoisted the unconscious Xiao Changtai onto a horse and followed behind with several guards.

“Please don’t be angry with me?” Xiao Huayong embraced Shen Xihe from behind, resting his chin on her shoulder, pleading softly while feeling the horse’s jolting movements.

Shen Xihe pressed her lips together, remaining silent.

She was extremely angry now, though she couldn’t quite explain why. Xiao Huayong had good intentions, using this opportunity to clear out all of His Majesty’s thorns in the Northwest. She should be grateful, but when she thought of how he had risked his life for this, and how she had just witnessed him in danger, she burned with anger. Yet she had no right to criticize him, so she remained tense, her expression cold.

“Youyou…”

“Whatever you have to say, save it for when we return,” Shen Xihe coldly interrupted him.

When she arrived, she noticed another group of people waiting outside. These people had deliberately let her enter, but for Xiao Huayong’s sake, she had no choice but to rush in despite knowing the danger. Now that they had captured Xiao Changtai, these people were waiting for both sides to be wounded before swooping in to reap the benefits.

These people must have been sent by His Majesty. There were more of His Majesty’s hidden forces in the Northwest than they had imagined – Pei Zhan had already brought over a thousand men from another direction, and here several hundred more lay in ambush!

“I must speak,” Xiao Huayong knew that the Blessed Peace Emperor would never have everything within his expectations. The emperor would always make two-handed preparations, ensuring to the greatest extent that his prey wouldn’t escape his grasp.

He hadn’t arranged for people to approach the area where Xiao Changtai had set his trap because Xiao Changtai was vigilant, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t made preparations further back – otherwise, why would he have come alone to seek out Xiao Changtai?

In truth, Xiao Changtai wasn’t much to fear. He had brought the Haiedong eagle with him, but he never expected the eagle would be called away by Shen Xihe. If not for that, he wouldn’t have experienced such danger just now. Naturally, this was something he couldn’t tell Shen Xihe.

“I’m very happy that Youyou came to help me,” Xiao Huayong now seemed like a willful child, showing none of the decisive ruthlessness or mature steadiness he had displayed while dealing with Xiao Changtai.

The Haiedong eagle circled overhead, and Shen Xihe had already noticed its direction had deviated from its original path. Though her memory was excellent, Shen Xihe didn’t hesitate – she chose to follow the eagle’s direction.

“Youyou, you’re ignoring me,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe tighter, complaining somewhat pitifully.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to respond to Xiao Huayong. She had a knot of anger in her chest, and she feared that if she opened her mouth, she would say harsh words to him.

“Youyou, look – even though you knew I was in danger, knew that coming to help me would put you in danger too, you still came to find me without hesitation,” Xiao Huayong said tactfully.

His implied meaning was: you risked yourself for me and I didn’t get angry at you, so don’t be angry at me either.

This only made Shen Xihe more furious.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to say something, an unexpected change occurred. Xiao Changtai, who should have been unconscious for much longer, suddenly opened his eyes and struck out at Mo Yuan with his fist. Fortunately, Mo Yuan reacted quickly and dodged, but Xiao Changtai took the opportunity to roll off the horse.

Shen Xihe and the others quickly pulled their horses to a halt. Xiao Changtai had been holding onto consciousness through sheer willpower. Though he had just awakened, he had inhaled quite a bit of the sleeping fragrance and his head was very dizzy. There was no way he could escape from so many of Shen Xihe’s people. He rolled down the hillside.

Seeing this, Xiao Huayong gave a cold laugh and blew his bone whistle. The Haiedong eagle swooped past and quickly intercepted Xiao Changtai. When Xiao Changtai tried to struggle, the eagle became annoyed. Having been trained, it knew its master wouldn’t allow it to kill this living thing. It flapped its massive wings once, knocking the man unconscious again.

Xiao Changtai was soon back in Mo Yuan’s custody. This time, to prevent any further incidents, Mo Yuan bound him securely.

However, their commotion had attracted the attention of the ambushed men. These people began pursuing and surrounding them from all directions, but Xiao Huayong’s arranged forces engaged them, preventing them from catching up to Shen Xihe.

Among these pursuers was a particularly fierce leader who managed to break through the encirclement and chase madly after them. Seeing the distance shortening, Xiao Huayong drew Shen Xihe’s bow, turned around in one fluid motion to lean against her back, and shot an arrow – all in one smooth sequence.

The bow had been made specifically for Shen Xihe and wasn’t quite suitable for Xiao Huayong’s hands, yet he hadn’t expected that young man to be able to dodge it. This raised Xiao Huayong’s estimation of him.

A fierce general trained by His Majesty – Xiao Huayong narrowed his eyes. Just as he was about to dismount to personally finish this man, a crimson figure flew past them, landing in the center and blocking the pursuer’s path.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows upon seeing Xiao Changying. He wasn’t surprised at all.

He didn’t care if Xiao Changying guessed his relationship with Xiao Jueson. After he had given His Majesty reassurance through the Fifth Prince’s hands, someone as clever as the Fifth Prince would naturally suspect the connection between him and Xiao Jueson, though at most they would only guess at some private collusion between the two.

Since Xiao Changying wanted to step forward, Xiao Huayong would accommodate him. Instead, he patted the horse’s rump, making it speed away.

Chapter 557: Perilous Circumstances
Xiao Changying knew these were His Majesty’s men and wouldn’t leave any survivors, as that would expose his secret trip to the Northwest. He must have had Xiao Changqin covering for him in the capital to dare stay away so long, so he absolutely couldn’t reveal he wasn’t in the capital.

As a precaution, Xiao Huayong left the Haiedong eagle behind – if Xiao Changying found himself outmatched, the eagle could provide some assistance.

They first headed uphill, gaining a clearer view of the fighting below. The clash between the two forces resembled a bloody battlefield.

Shen Xihe whipped her horse harder, quickly crossing over the mountain and descending, leaving the troubled area behind. Just as they were nearing the plains, where ambushes would become nearly impossible, an arrow emerged from nowhere. Wrapped in roaring flames, it streaked past their vision and struck a tree, igniting it instantly.

As one tree caught fire, the flames spread fiercely, quickly engulfing four more trees in all directions. In the blink of an eye, they were surrounded by a forest of fire.

The burning leaves fell, carrying flames to the ground covered in dry foliage. In the arid conditions, tongues of fire sprang up easily.

“His Majesty has no shortage of clever people,” Xiao Huayong looked up, spotting an extremely thin wire crisscrossing between the treetops. The fire spread so quickly because of this iron wire guide, and the dry Northwestern trees caught flame easily.

About a li’s distance ahead had become a bridge of fire, with them trapped beneath. The flames grew increasingly fierce. Whatever had been done to the leaves made them drip like wax as they fell burning.

It truly became a rain of fire. A drop on one’s skin would at least burn away flesh. But losing a layer of flesh would be the least of their worries – Shen Xihe hadn’t noticed it earlier, but as the fire spread, a distinctive scent wafted through the air.

“The scent of qilin horn…” Shen Xihe furrowed her brow and said softly.

The black horse grew very restless, and Shen Xihe struggled to control it.

“Qilin horn?” Even the widely knowledgeable Xiao Huayong hadn’t heard of it.

“It’s a plant from Tianzhu. Its sap is as poisonous as Angel’s Tears, but more aggressive – it can burn the skin and allow the toxin to spread into the body through the wounds,” Shen Xihe explained to Xiao Huayong.

With no maritime restrictions in this dynasty, Shen Xihe often had merchants bring back exotic plants from their ocean voyages. She took particular interest in poisonous specimens and had been fortunate enough to obtain qilin horn before, conducting many tests to thoroughly understand its properties.

Before them, flames wrapped in leaves fell drop by drop, creating a dazzling rain of fire that sparkled like crystal beads strung through the forest. When caught in sunlight, it was extraordinarily brilliant and bewitchingly beautiful – yet a single touch could be lethal.

“Should we… find another path?” Shen Xihe knew she couldn’t solve this predicament.

Those who set this trap must have anticipated this would be their only viable exit. They had prepared this deadly trap for Xiao Huayong’s group, planning to surround them from behind and prevent their escape.

But they had underestimated Xiao Huayong – his men had not only blocked Pei Zhan but had completely prevented any pursuit.

There were only a few escape routes – they could return to the battle, but other paths likely held venomous snakes or unknown dangers lying in wait.

Xiao Huayong gave a soft laugh. His bright black eyes scanned the trees up and down, then glanced at a nearby guard before leaping up: “Your sword!”

As he soared upward, Shen Xihe’s guard instinctively threw his sword. Xiao Huayong caught the blade in mid-air, gripping it with both hands. His technique was swift as the wind – even Shen Xihe couldn’t follow it. As he landed, he swept the blade horizontally. Though the sword’s edge was three to five steps from the nearest tree, its powerful force manifested as a frost-white energy that rippled out like water. A crack rang out in the silence, like a dried branch snapping.

Xiao Huayong maintained his sword stance, not yet standing straight, when rapid cracking sounds erupted. The two trees nearest him fell, followed by two more behind them. Even the third row of trees showed cracks and swayed precariously.

Shen Xihe had never been so astonished. Her obsidian pupils couldn’t help but dilate, and even Mo Yu and Mo Yuan felt their hearts tighten.

Such martial arts they had only heard of in stories. As martial artists themselves, they could precisely gauge such abilities. They had thought these skills existed only in tales, never expecting to witness them firsthand.

As the trees fell backward, the flaming leaves stopped falling. The ground was still burning, and Shen Xihe ordered Mo Yu: “Cover the horses’ hooves.”

Having grown up in the Northwest facing constant warfare, they were prepared for various harsh conditions. They instinctively carried necessities like hoof coverings.

As the cold blade continued felling trees one by one, the ground fires grew stronger. Xiao Huayong turned to Shen Xihe and the others: “Go first.”

If they didn’t leave soon, the great fire would become impassable.

Just as Shen Xihe’s group finished covering the horses’ hooves, she turned to instruct Mo Yuan: “You go ahead.”

She had to stay with Xiao Huayong – when the fire grew stronger, having horses would allow a quicker escape.

“Crown Princess, let this servant stay. Crown Princess should go first with Mo Yu,” Mo Yuan called out loudly.

How could he let the Crown Princess risk herself here? And with these flames… The distance was so great, and as more trees fell, the fire would become increasingly difficult to extinguish. Yet if the trees weren’t cut down, the poisoned burning leaves falling from above would allow toxins to enter their bodies.

Mo Yuan only regretted his insufficient skill. If he had Xiao Huayong’s profound ability to cut thick tree trunks from afar, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t need to stay behind.

“I require obedience,” Shen Xihe said coldly.

“Crown Princess…”

“Everyone out,” Xiao Huayong commanded in a deep voice after another slash that cut through several trees in two rows, steadying himself.

His wide sleeves fell back, revealing his sword hand trembling slightly. Cutting so many trees had truly drained his energy. The growing flames and choking smoke in his nostrils made him uncomfortable. Having Shen Xihe stay would only distract him – only once she was safe could he focus completely.

Chapter 558: Never Leaving Behind
The fire raged uncontrollably, turning half the forest red. Shen Xihe looked up to see Xiao Huayong’s deep, unyielding gaze. She pressed her lips together, ultimately choosing to trust him, whipping her horse forward and leading the others ahead.

He cut down burning trees before her while she followed, watching as flames licked at his clothes’ hem, watching as his shoes began to curl from stepping on fire. Her eyes grew misty.

The soles of Xiao Huayong’s feet burned, the scorching heat piercing like sharp needles, causing heart-wrenching pain. This fire carried poison – he couldn’t let it burn through his shoes. Shen Xihe threw him two leather covers: “Wrap these on first.”

Though the leather wouldn’t burn easily, it would heat up quickly, certainly scalding his feet.

Xiao Huayong caught them and gave Shen Xihe a gentle smile. He moved swiftly, then continued clearing a path. They couldn’t approach the standing trees where burning drops fell too densely. As more trees fell, the flames grew fiercer. Surrounded by fire, everyone felt as if they were inside a furnace. Even Shen Xihe’s delicate skin began to feel the stinging pain of splitting flesh on her arms.

Choking smoke filled Xiao Huayong’s nose, irritating his recently healed eyes. He knew they needed to move quickly. Fighting the discomfort in his chest, he leaped up, his clothes billowing as he spun. The ordinary steel sword seemed to glow in his hands, its edge too bright to look at directly. As he swung, it was as if a great wind suddenly arose, an even stronger force sweeping out straight ahead, like an invisible giant blade cutting through a row of massive trees as cleanly as a razor through hair.

As this batch of trees fell with thunderous crashes, the fire momentarily diminished. Xiao Huayong pressed on with all his might. After several moves, two rows of trees fell though still ten paces from him. When he finally landed, his stance was unsteady, nearly losing balance. To avoid worrying Shen Xihe, he channeled his energy, gripping the sword with both hands. As his knee struck the ground where his force had extinguished the flames, power surged through the embedded blade, forcefully sweeping aside the burning branches. He felt a searing pain in his meridians – his strength was failing.

With a light shout, Xiao Huayong leaped up once more, his long arms gripping the gleaming sword. He poured all his remaining power into one horizontal sweep. Shen Xihe almost thought she saw energy rippling like waves from the blade, surging toward the burning trees, feeling them one by one.

The burst of energy was so powerful it instantly extinguished the fires in the still-standing trees. With few trees remaining, Shen Xihe called out: “Charge!”

Xiao Huayong spun as he landed, once again driving the great sword into the ground. The remaining force connected with his previous energy, quickly extinguished the last few trees.

They rushed forward. Seeing them clear the forest, Xiao Huayong quickly charged after them. As soon as he released his grip, his energy dispersed, and the burning leaves flared up again like candles bent by a fierce wind, reigniting as soon as the gust passed.

Before he could get out, drops of fire began falling again, forcing him to stop abruptly and retreat while the drops were still sparse, back to where the trees had fallen, where no fire fell.

Shen Xihe, having just leaped clear on horseback, turned back to witness this. Her gaze sharpened. As soon as she cleared the forest, she pulled the reins and turned her horse around. Seeing Xiao Huayong forced to retreat, she bit her lip and dismounted, taking her cloak from her pack and her water skin, and pouring all the water over the cloak. She urged Mo Yu and the others: “Quick, water!”

Mo Yu, Mo Yuan, and the others were already moving before Shen Xihe finished speaking, pouring all their water onto her cloak. Once Shen Xihe confirmed every part was soaked through to dripping, she mounted again, donned the cloak, pulled up the hood, and tucked the edges into the saddle to ensure she was completely covered before charging back in.

Mo Yu didn’t try to stop Shen Xihe or offer to go in her place, knowing this was something she had to do herself. Without realizing it, the Crown Prince had become someone of utmost importance to her master.

Xiao Huayong’s throat burned from the smoke, which grew thicker. He tried to hold his breath while seeking an escape route – if necessary, he would have to retreat and find another way around alone.

Just as he retrieved his dropped sword to withdraw, hoofbeats sounded again. Through the thick smoke and flames came Shen Xihe, wrapped completely except for her eyes, which showed unwavering determination and pure clarity.

As she galloped toward him and drew close, she pulled off her cloak and threw it to him. The fire burned fiercest here but without falling flames. Shen Xihe pulled the reins, quickly turning her horse. Before completing the turn, she gripped the saddle with one hand while reaching for Xiao Huayong with the other.

As she spun, she grasped his hand and pulled him onto the horse. Xiao Huayong had already caught the cloak and leaped up, pressing tightly against her back.

“Are you afraid?” Xiao Huayong asked softly as they faced what had become almost a waterfall of fire, gripping the still-dripping cloak.

“No,” Shen Xihe replied calmly, eyes forward, gripping the reins. “Ready?”

“Let’s go.”

Before Xiao Huayong finished speaking, Shen Xihe had already whipped the horse forward toward the forest. Her cloak wasn’t large enough to cover two people, but they had only this much water, not enough to soak another garment, and no water source nearby. Xiao Huayong couldn’t wait for her to find one.

She charged unflinchingly toward the forest where fire fell like strings of pearls. Just before they reached the falling flames, Xiao Huayong gripped the cloak’s corners and whirled it out like an umbrella, forming a tight shield above them.

His arms moved constantly, making the cloak flutter like a banner, changing positions so quickly it seemed to maintain continuous coverage, leaving no gaps for the flames to penetrate, catching them all on the cloak.

Shen Xihe trusted him completely, driving forward without blinking. The horse’s neighs and the meteor-like falling fire flashed past in her peripheral vision.

Most of the burning trees in the forest had already been cut down by Xiao Huayong, leaving only a hundred or two meters to cross. Working together, husband and wife quickly broke through the encirclement.

Chapter 559: Youyou Treats Me So Well
Mo Yu and Mo Yuan’s hearts, which had been suspended in anxiety, finally settled at this moment. The cloak had already caught fire, and Xiao Huayong swiftly threw it into the forest. The group rushed out to a safe distance, only stopping once they were certain they wouldn’t be surrounded by the flames.

Shen Xihe turned her head to ask Xiao Huayong, who was lying on her back, “Are you all right?”

“I haven’t been injured, Youyou, don’t worry,” Xiao Huayong reassured Shen Xihe, though his voice was noticeably hoarse, suggesting his throat had been affected.

“Were you burned?” This was what concerned Shen Xihe the most.

“No,” Xiao Huayong answered decisively.

Shen Xihe didn’t waste any time, immediately whipping the reins to leave this dangerous place – every moment they lingered brought additional risk.

When they returned to Tingzhou, the battle there had already concluded – or rather, it had shifted location. Shen Yun’an had led his forces in pursuit of the Tujue army, determined this time to chase them to the Khan’s tent before stopping.

Upon reaching the Provincial Governor’s mansion, they secretly entered the room where Xiao Huayong’s body double was lying. Zhenzhu was already waiting there. Shen Xihe commanded, “Quick, examine His Highness’s condition.”

Zhenzhu dared not delay, as Xiao Huayong had already lost consciousness. She observed her mistress, who maintained an outwardly composed expression with tightly pressed lips, but noticed Shen Xihe’s whitened knuckles from her tightly clenched fingers. Understanding that her mistress was at the edge of extreme restraint and self-control, she anxiously began checking Xiao Huayong’s pulse.

Xiao Huayong’s external injuries weren’t severe and only needed basic treatment, but he had exhausted his strength completely, reaching a state of depletion. Fortunately, his tendons and meridians weren’t damaged, however… the toxins seemed to be spreading again.

“Axi, quickly apply acupuncture to His Highness.” Fortunately, Shen Xihe had brought Sui Axi with her. Zhenzhu quickly moved aside, “I’ll guide you, insert the needles at Zhongfu, Tianxi, Zhourong…”

While Zhenzhu instructed, Sui Axi swiftly and precisely inserted the needles. After completing the acupuncture, Sui Axi checked Xiao Huayong’s pulse herself. Her expression grew serious as she met Shen Xihe’s intense gaze. Looking at her usually immaculate mistress, whose dress hem was now soiled and hair slightly disheveled, having not left to freshen up since bringing Xiao Huayong in, Sui Axi understood Shen Xihe’s deep concern.

How could Sui Axi not understand the worry in Shen Xihe’s heart? She had to report truthfully: “Crown Princess, the toxins in His Highness’s body show signs of spreading again. I have managed to suppress them once more, but like a fierce beast that has escaped its cage once, it will become easier for it to break free again. Originally, the strange poison in His Highness’s body could have been suppressed for three to five years without issue, but now I fear it can only be contained for at most three years…”

Xiao Huayong’s extreme exertion had weakened his internal organs, allowing the poison to take advantage and inflict further damage to his vital energy.

Though her face paled slightly, Shen Xihe’s voice remained steady: “I understand. Treat His Highness’s wounds. I’ll go freshen up.”

As Shen Xihe left the room, she encountered Xie Yunhuai hurrying over.

Xie Yunhuai had secretly followed after Shen Xihe arrived in Tingzhou, later taking lodging at an inn in the city.

“I’ll go check on the Crown Prince.” They exchanged nods in greeting. Xie Yunhuai had noticed Shen Xihe’s disheveled state from afar, so he continued without stopping.

Shen Xihe didn’t linger either. She quickly bathed and changed clothes, then returned to Xiao Huayong’s room. By this time, Xiao Huayong had regained consciousness, though this time his weakness wasn’t an act but genuine.

“Youyou, I’m hungry…” Before Shen Xihe could speak, Xiao Huayong seemed to take the initiative.

Xie Yunhuai had already left, and only their people remained in the room. Xiao Huayong never minded showing his vulnerable side and acting spoiled with Shen Xihe in front of Zhenzhu and Sui Axi.

At such times, Zhenzhu and the others would always withdraw discretely, and this time was no exception.

“What would you like to eat?” Shen Xihe’s voice unconsciously softened.

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow, his smile growing brighter: “Wontons.”

“Rest for a while, and they’ll be ready when you wake,” Shen Xihe said as she tucked his blanket more securely around him, then looked at him directly.

Understanding her intent, Xiao Huayong obediently closed his eyes. Shen Xihe sat for a moment longer before rising to leave. As soon as she left, Xiao Huayong opened his eyes, filled with an intense happiness that couldn’t be concealed.

Xie Yunhuai had already informed him of his current condition. Whether it was three to five years or at most three years, it made little difference to him. Within three years, he was determined to rid himself of this strange poison.

He had finally managed to gradually win her heart and trust and hadn’t yet had enough of her love. How could he bear to leave this mortal world that had finally given him something to cherish?

Shen Xihe didn’t treat him with guilt or excessive caution. Her gentleness wasn’t because she learned of his condition, but because they had gone through difficulties together. His expression relaxed as he slowly closed his eyes, his mind filled with images of her rushing back to save him. He couldn’t help but smile as he drifted off to sleep.

When Xiao Huayong woke again, not only were Shen Xihe’s wontons ready, but the medicine prescribed by Xie Yunhuai had also been prepared.

Both bowls were steaming as they were placed before him. Xiao Huayong initially reached for the medicine bowl, intending to drink it in one go, but Shen Xihe stopped him: “You’ve been fighting with Xiao Changtai from last night until today without a drop of water. How can you take medicine on an empty stomach? Eat something first to line your stomach.”

Though Shen Xihe’s reasoning was sound, the Crown Prince, now being pampered by his Crown Princess, couldn’t help being a bit spoiled: “I thought to get the bitter part over with first, but if I eat the wontons now, won’t the medicine taste even more bitter afterward?”

“Have two wontons first, then take the medicine, and finish the rest after,” Shen Xihe offered a solution.

But the Crown Prince wouldn’t accept it: “If I start eating Youyou’s wontons, I’m afraid I won’t be able to stop.”

Seeing his undisguised spoiled behavior, Shen Xihe could only stand up: “You eat first, then take your medicine, and I’ll make you something sweet afterward.”

“Youyou treat me so well,” Xiao Huayong got his way, his smile as sweet as honey.

Shen Xihe shook her head helplessly and returned to the kitchen.

Tian Yuan stood at the doorway, watching Shen Xihe walk away with an expression of disbelief. Since when had their Crown Prince, a man of iron will, needed sweet treats after taking medicine?

He seemed to have forgotten how in the past, to suppress the poison in his body, he had swallowed all manner of bitter and foul medicines without even blinking.

The Crown Prince, who was enjoying his meal, caught sight of Tian Yuan’s constipated expression: “If you’re having digestive problems, I can have Zhenzhu prepare some medicine for you.”

Tian Yuan startled, quickly smoothing his expression into a proper smile, and stepped forward with a bow, taking a document from his robes and presenting it to Xiao Huayong with both hands: “Your Highness, Pei Zhan has departed.”

Xiao Huayong glanced at it but didn’t take it. He recognized at a glance that this document bore the Imperial seal.

Without receiving an Imperial decree from His Majesty, even if only verbal, Pei Zhan would have worried about a trap and absolutely wouldn’t have led people to deal with “Xiao Juezong.”

His Majesty understood this point as well, which is why he would certainly have given Pei Zhan an Imperial decree.

Chapter 560: They Reaped All the Benefits
This imperial edict was evidence that His Majesty bore the greatest responsibility for Pei Zhan’s death – it was His Majesty who had wronged the Pei family!

“Keep it, and send it back to the capital along with Minister Pei’s remains,” Xiao Huayong commanded with casual indifference.

“Yes, Your Highness,” Tianyuan immediately withdrew to make arrangements.

Xiao Huayong was eating while deep in thought. When Shen Xihe brought in some honey cakes, she saw his contemplative expression and placed them before him, asking, “What are you thinking about?”

“The position of Minister of War is vacant again,” Xiao Huayong came back to his senses and smiled meaningfully.

Shen Xihe understood – that Xiao Huayong was planning to manipulate the court again. Previously, Dong Biquan, His Majesty’s confidant, had been Minister of Revenue before being removed. Minister of Personnel Xue Kui was also removed, and replaced by former Chief Justice Xue Cheng.

He seemed to pay little attention to the Ministry of Rites. The Minister of Works would retire in at most two years, and the Minister of Justice had only recently been replaced due to the Qi Pei family matter. Thus, in these three years, almost all six ministries had been completely changed.

“His Majesty must compensate the Pei family,” in Shen Xihe’s view, even if the Pei family had no one suitable to take over the position, it would surely go to someone closely connected to either the Pei family or Prince Jing.

“Then let His Majesty compensate the Pei family,” Xiao Huayong picked up his medicine bowl, furrowed his brows, and rather reluctantly took a small sip. He showed an expression of incredible distaste, secretly glancing at Shen Xihe, before finally putting on a resigned face and downing it in one gulp.

Shen Xihe couldn’t stand his theatrics. As he put down the medicine bowl, she picked up a honey cake and brought it to his lips.

Having achieved his goal with his performance, Xiao Huayong’s eyes crinkled with joy as he stretched his neck to bite the soft, melt-in-your-mouth honey cake from Shen Xihe’s fingers. Whether intentionally or not, his warm tongue brushed against her finger.

He swallowed the cake with obvious enjoyment, then licked his lips afterward.

Shen Xihe wasn’t overthinking it – Xiao Huayong’s actions demonstrated one thing: seduction!

Yes, Shen Xihe was certain that Xiao Huayong was trying to seduce her!

She felt somewhat annoyed, but looking at his still-pallid face, she couldn’t bring herself to scold him.

Taking a deep breath, she finally said, “We caused quite a commotion this time. His Majesty suffered heavy losses, so we shouldn’t make any more moves.”

This time, Xiao Huayong’s scheme had been exceptionally clever. His Majesty couldn’t find any evidence against them, yet the Northwest had gained all the benefits. Shen Yueshan had successfully eliminated Geng Liangcheng, his formidable adversary, without causing any internal turmoil. Shen Yunan had likely conspired with Xiao Huayong early on, laying traps in the Turks’ homeland while they were approaching Tingzhou.

That’s why he could so easily strike at the Turkic royal camp. This would likely force the Turks to suffer grievously, cede territory, and pay reparations. Not only would this expand the Northwest’s territory and intimidate neighboring regions, but they could also request rewards from His Majesty for their service.

Shen Xihe could imagine His Majesty’s contorted expression when Shen Yunan’s memorial requesting rewards would reach the imperial desk. Though seething with hatred, he would have no choice but to bestow rewards. The Northwest had grown more powerful again, and not only could he not show anger, he would have to lead the praise.

His Majesty had been planning to control the Northwest for an unknown time – perhaps since the fall of the eunuchs, or even earlier, possibly when he was first exiled to the Northwest. In any case, Xiao Huayong had destroyed years or even decades of his careful planning in one stroke, enough to make His Majesty cough blood.

Moreover, he had lost Pei Zhan in the Northwest, and he needed to appease Prince Jing Xiao Changyan’s faction…

Just thinking about His Majesty’s current situation made Shen Xihe feel thoroughly satisfied.

Shen Yueshan’s fake death was due to discovering someone colluding with the Turks – His Majesty couldn’t punish him for that, as it was an emergency measure under the principle that commanders in the field may act without imperial orders.

Pei Zhan’s killer was Xiao Juesong, who had disappeared. His Majesty’s fury had no outlet for release; he could only swallow it. Even during the height of eunuch power, the emperor who ruled all under heaven had probably never suffered such a helpless defeat.

The emperor’s rage was unimaginable, but what of it? He could find no outlet. Hopefully, His Majesty wouldn’t fall ill from suppressing it.

“I’ll listen to Youyou,” Xiao Huayong replied with apparent docility.

He had no real intention of controlling the Six Ministries – they didn’t need his people. At most, he just wanted to use the Minister of War position to stir up more trouble and give His Majesty more headaches.

“If you have any thoughts, you can share them with me,” Shen Xihe said. Xiao Huayong had specifically mentioned the Minister of War position before changing the subject, and she didn’t want him to change his plans just because of her words.

“I just wanted to use this to irritate His Majesty,” Xiao Huayong admitted frankly, but his dark eyes flickered, “However, I suddenly realized someone else would enjoy this more than me. We’ve gained so many advantages already, might as well take a break and watch the show.”

“Who?” Shen Xihe felt Xiao Huayong was up to no good.

“Fifth Brother.” No one was more eager than Fifth Brother to annoy His Majesty.

For instance this time, His Majesty wouldn’t have been able to send orders to Pei Zhan so quickly without Fifth Brother’s instigation.

Fifth Brother’s information hadn’t been wrong either – it was just that His Majesty’s chosen man proved inadequate. There was no way to suspect Fifth Brother.

“Prince Lie has helped us after all…” Shen Xihe felt it wasn’t quite right.

“Fourth Brother also incited the Mongols to rebel this time. I did Fifth Brother a favor by giving him some hints. The Mongols were defeated so quickly because Rong Ce had made thorough preparations early on – it will surely be counted as a great merit,” Xiao Huayong felt he hadn’t shortchanged either brother.

Therefore, he righteously demanded of Shen Xihe: “When others urge me to be more lenient with those two brothers, I might listen. But Youyou must never say such things in the future, or I’ll deliberately make things difficult for them.”

Though he said “them,” he meant Xiao Changying. Xiao Huayong disliked how Xiao Changying hung around his sister-in-law, but since Xiao Changqing was very protective of his full brother, dealing with Xiao Changying meant involving Xiao Changqing as well, hence “them.”

Though he knew perfectly well she had no connection to Prince Lie, Xiao Huayong still righteously displayed his displeasure. Yet somehow when he did this, it didn’t feel domineering or unreasonable to her.

His expression looked just like Duanming baring his teeth when provoked by Zhenzhu – trying to look fierce but lacking any real threat. It made Shen Xihe laugh out loud, but her laughter caused Xiao Huayong’s expression to sour, so she quickly controlled herself: “Alright, I won’t mention Pri-“

“Hmm?”

She hadn’t even finished saying “Prince Lie” when Xiao Huayong’s face darkened again. Shen Xihe smiled helplessly: “I won’t mention it, I won’t mention it.”

The Crown Prince was satisfied and leaned back comfortably: “Xiao Changtai – how do Youyou want to handle him?”

Chapter 561: What I See Is the Deep Grave of the Yellow Springs
Though they could have killed Xiao Changtai along with his subordinates in the grove, Shen Xihe had brought him back alive – clearly, she must have had other intentions.

“I made a promise to someone,” Shen Xihe said, instructing Zhenzhu to fetch a box. While Zhenzhu was gone, she told Xiao Huayong everything Ye Wantang had said to her. When Zhenzhu returned with the box, she handed it to Xiao Huayong, “This contains the location where Xiao Changtai hid the rest of his money, along with the keys and maps to retrieve it.”

Xiao Huayong took the box. Both he and Shen Xihe knew the money’s origins were questionable. The tomb-robbing case was already closed, and it wasn’t possible to reopen it now to compensate each family, especially since Xiao Changtai had already squandered most of the money. Complete compensation wasn’t possible, but given the money’s dubious nature, neither husband nor wife wanted to keep it for themselves.

Xiao Huayong naturally wouldn’t leave this hot potato in Shen Xihe’s hands. Holding the box, he pondered for a moment before saying, “Let’s use it for charitable donations – at least that way it can generate some good karma for the families whose tombs were robbed.”

This was the best solution Xiao Huayong could think of, and also the most prudent option Shen Xihe had considered: “But under whose name?”

Shen Xihe didn’t want to use her and Xiao Huayong’s names – wouldn’t that still be taking advantage of the situation?

“Give it to Hua Fuhai, he’ll handle it appropriately,” Xiao Huayong felt such a minor matter didn’t require his attention.

However, Shen Xihe suggested: “I’ll have Qi Pei work with Hua Taoya, let him learn from this too.”

“I’m honored that Youyou thinks so highly of my people,” Xiao Huayong was delighted by this suggestion, as it meant gradually merging their two power bases until they became indistinguishable.

The more familiar Shen Xihe became with his people, the happier he was.

Smiling, Shen Xihe discussed a few other matters before leaving, telling Xiao Huayong to rest more. Having exhausted himself and spent a sleepless night fighting with Xiao Changtai, Xiao Huayong obediently followed her instructions to rest.

After Xiao Huayong fell into a deep sleep, Shen Xihe lit some calming incense and quietly left the room.

Outside the door, Zhenzhu informed her that Xiao Changtai had awakened: “Lady Ye sent someone to ask when she could see him?”

“What has Lady Ye done since arriving here?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Nothing at all. She’s been quietly keeping to herself, and hasn’t even spoken half a word to anyone.” The only thing she’d done was send someone to ask when she could see Xiao Changtai.

Shen Xihe walked briskly, contemplating for a moment before sighing deeply: “Have Mo Yuan take him over.”

Mo Yuan gave Xiao Changtai a muscle-weakening drug before untying him and escorting him to Ye Wantang’s room. Before this, Ye Wantang had sent another request to Shen Xihe for a table of food and a jar of premium Yichun wine.

Yichun wine was Xiao Changtai’s favorite, having been an imperial tribute since the Jin Dynasty and remaining so in the current dynasty.

Getting premium Yichun wine wasn’t easy, especially in the Northwest. Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu ask Tianyuan, who quickly procured a jar of Yichun wine that rivaled tribute quality.

“Whatever else she requests, grant it,” Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu as she moved to another room to handle some aftermath matters.

After the Yichun wine was delivered to the bedroom, Ye Wantang made no further requests. When Xiao Changtai was brought to the room, she dismissed everyone else, leaving only herself and him.

Xiao Changtai sat weakly against one side, his face pale, too weak to even stand. He heard the beaded curtain rustle and looked up to see Ye Wantang, magnificently dressed, pushing aside the curtain and walking toward him step by step.

She was truly beautiful, with her hair arranged high and adorned with golden hairpins set with jewels, dressed in fine silks, her movements graceful. Her trailing dress spread out around her, displaying her noble bearing. He felt dazed – when she had married him years ago with her grand wedding procession, she had been just as breathtakingly beautiful.

“Wanwan…” Xiao Changtai’s voice was weak.

With an exquisite flower ornament adorning her brow, complementing her clear, gentle eyes, she looked at him for a moment before sitting beside him. She arranged the dishes, and noticing he might not even have the strength to hold chopsticks, she rolled up her sleeves and brought his favorite dishes to his lips.

But Xiao Changtai didn’t open his mouth.

Ye Wantang gave a self-mocking smile and put the food from her chopsticks into her bowl. Taking her chopsticks, she ate it in front of him, watching his pathetic state while chewing: “Did you think I would kill you to curry favor now that I see you defeated?”

“I didn’t mean that…” Xiao Changtai wouldn’t doubt Ye Wantang; he just didn’t trust anyone else here.

Understanding his meaning, Ye Wantang’s smile deepened: “In our current situation, if they wanted us dead, why bother with poison?”

Xiao Changtai remained silent.

Ye Wantang didn’t press the issue, instead feeding him again. This time Xiao Changtai ate whatever she fed him. After he was full, Ye Wantang began eating herself, lost in thought as she did so.

Xiao Changtai noticed her unusual expression and waited until she was almost finished before saying: “Wanwan, go back to the capital…”

These words made Ye Wantang’s arm freeze. She paused and put down her chopsticks, her gaze gentle: “I can’t go back…”

From the moment she had risked everything to leave with Xiao Changtai, she knew it was the final choice of her life. If she chose correctly, they would forget the past together and spend their remaining years in carefree contentment. If she chose wrongly, it would be a path of no return.

“Wanwan…”

“I lied to you.” Before Xiao Changtai could speak, Ye Wantang interrupted him. She picked up the wine jar and poured two cups. “That day when I said I regretted marrying you, it was just words spoken in anger. Even now, I still can’t let you go.”

Her smile turned desolate as she continued: “I hate myself for becoming like this. Before marriage, I thought that if I married the wrong person, I could withdraw in time. Even if divorce wasn’t possible, I would at least protect my heart…”

Tears welled up in her eyes as she slowly looked away from Xiao Changtai’s face, staring vacantly ahead: “Only now do I realize how naive and foolish I was then. Some feelings are carved into your bones – unless you dig out the flesh and scrape the bones clean, how can you break free?”

“Wanwan.” Xiao Changtai’s eyes also reddened.

“I truly… truly fell deeply in love with you, beyond salvation. I keep thinking why couldn’t you have been crueler to me? If you loved power so much, why didn’t you take more concubines to strengthen your position? If you had, perhaps I could have seen sooner, freed myself sooner…”

Seeming to realize something, Xiao Changtai’s heart was gripped by immense fear: “I didn’t take concubines only because I didn’t want His Majesty to see my ambitions too early, not because I was truly devoted to you as you thought!”

Ye Wantang, whose tears had been barely contained, let them fall at these words. She raised the wine before her: “I never wanted you to fight for that dragon throne in Mingzheng Hall, because… where you see the path to supreme power, I see only the deep grave of the Yellow Springs.”

With these words, Ye Wantang threw back her head and drained her cup in one gulp.

Chapter 562: Only Seeking to Rest Together
As two clear tears rolled down her cheeks, Ye Wantang set down her wine cup. Xiao Changtai was thunderstruck, staring at her intently. He desperately tried to move his fingers but couldn’t summon any strength, only able to call out to her in a trembling voice: “Wanwan…”

“A true man should have grand ambitions,” Ye Wantang’s lips curved in a faint smile. “This isn’t wrong in itself. The wrong… the wrong was only that Atai was born into the imperial family.”

For princes of the imperial family, aside from the legitimate heir, anyone who harbored ambitions inevitably faced bloody warfare. Yet the supreme throne was the most tempting pinnacle of power for any man.

How could ordinary families give birth to such treasonous thoughts? But he was born into the royal family, not far from that position of ruling all under heaven. His developing such thoughts was truly not his fault.

The only fault lay in her naivety, unable to see through to his wild ambitions hidden beneath his calm exterior.

“Wanwan, I was wrong, I was truly wrong…” Xiao Changtai had confessed and apologized to her countless times before, but only this time, his appearance – though not overtly grief-stricken but suffused with endless despair – showed Ye Wantang he was sincere.

But sincerity came too late.

Ye Wantang’s chest began to constrict painfully. The wine Shen Xihe had sent was naturally unpoisoned – she had prepared and added the poison herself.

Back when she learned of Gu Qingchi’s arrangements, she had felt regret and confusion. Today, she finally understood Gu Qingchi’s resolution and the release she sought. She wasn’t as strong as Gu Qingchi.

If she had possessed Gu Qingchi’s determination instead of foolishly holding onto hope time and again, trusting him, perhaps they wouldn’t have reached this irreversible point.

Sweat beaded on her forehead as Ye Wantang reached out with trembling hands, trying to reach Xiao Changtai across the table. Whether the poison acted too quickly or the distance was too great, she collapsed before touching him.

“Wanwan—” Xiao Changtai cried out in anguish, his heart feeling as if it would burst. He despised his weakened body that prevented him from reaching her.

Fallen across the table, Ye Wantang’s chest pain made her vision darken. Her gaze grew unfocused as she weakly curved her lips, murmuring faintly: “Heaven’s… will…”

“Wanwan… Wanwan… please don’t…” Xiao Changtai begged through his tears. He never imagined she would leave him this way, forcing him to watch helplessly as her eyes closed, too weak even to hold her in his arms.

“Atai!” Suddenly Ye Wantang found a burst of strength, her eyes bright with clarity. “This mortal world is too tempting, we can’t help but be drawn in by worldly desires. Since that’s so, let’s leave this place together, go somewhere else – just you and me, never to be parted again, alright?”

At this moment, Xiao Changtai would agree to anything. He nodded frantically, tears streaming down his face: “Yes, yes, yes, just the two of us. I’ll never think of anything else again, my eyes and heart will hold only you, only you!”

Having received her long-desired promise, Ye Wantang seemed instantly relieved. The light in her eyes suddenly scattered. She forced herself to look at him deeply one last time before her head fell to the side as she passed away. Though her face was pale and lifeless, her lips held a slight curve, departing peacefully and with a hint of satisfaction.

Xiao Changtai froze. His tears flowed uncontrollably, but he remained as if under a paralysis spell, silently weeping as he watched her, unable to make a sound like a wooden puppet drained of all vitality.

Shen Xihe stood outside the door. She had long guessed Ye Wantang’s plans but hadn’t intervened. In her mind appeared another person’s resolute embrace of death. Ye Wantang had nothing left to live for.

She used her death to awaken Xiao Changtai, while also protecting the Ye family. Without her and Xiao Changtai’s connection, those who had feuded with him would leave the Ye family alone. The Ye family members should also wake up and think carefully about their future.

Xiao Changtai sat woodenly, staring vacantly at Ye Wantang who looked as if in deep sleep. His mind was blank, his soul seemingly emptied in that instant. After an unknown time, as the drug’s effects wore off, he suddenly found his strength returning. He quickly tried to stand but stumbled. Crawling on hands and knees, he reached her and with trembling hands carefully gathered her barely-warm body into his arms, treating her as something precious. He neither wailed hysterically nor collapsed in grief, but simply held her in a daze.

Incense smoke curled through the room as the moon set in the west and the sun rose in the east. Only when the first ray of light entered the room did Xiao Changtai seem to regain his senses. His face was pale, his lips bloodless, even his skin peeling. He carefully laid down Ye Wantang’s cold body and meticulously arranged her appearance before picking her up and kicking open the door. The guards outside immediately raised their swords.

Xiao Changtai ignored them, speaking only in a hoarse, cold voice: “I want to see the Crown Princess.”

The guards remained highly alert, but Xiao Changtai stared straight ahead, unblinking, woodenly carrying Ye Wantang forward. Xiao Changfeng arrived at the news and saw Xiao Changtai, his eyes flickering.

The commotion quickly reached Shen Xihe, who had just risen and was having breakfast. She sent Zhenzhu to bring Xiao Changtai before her. When he appeared carrying Ye Wantang, she had just finished her meal.

“You wanted to see me?” Shen Xihe asked quietly.

“Yes.” Xiao Changtai still held Ye Wantang, his deathly gaze fixed on Shen Xihe. “I have some things to give you.”

At this point, anything Xiao Changtai could offer must be extraordinary, given his years of scheming. Instead of asking what it was, Shen Xihe asked: “What do you want in return?”

Xiao Changtai lowered his eyes to look at Ye Wantang in his arms, his gaze lingering and tender: “Burial together – choose a place of scenic beauty to bury us both, far from strife, with no need for anyone to sweep our graves or make offerings.”

He hadn’t given her what she wanted in life; he would give it to her in death.

It was his ambition and greed that had driven her to death. Only now did he realize that his repeated deceptions, his refusal to let her go, stemmed from his inability to live without her. Now that he had lost her and fallen into the hands of Xiao Huayong and his wife with no escape, rather than struggle futilely, he would calmly trade for his final wishes.

As she had said, when caught in the game, one must accept defeat. He had already made her despise him once; he didn’t want her to despise him again. He feared…

He feared that on the road to the Yellow Springs, she wouldn’t wait for him.

“Alright.” Shen Xihe had already planned to give Ye Wantang a proper burial.

Judging by Ye Wantang’s final actions, she would have wanted to be buried together with Xiao Changtai.

Chapter 563: Had She Never Considered Him Family?
Xiao Changtai carried Ye Wantang away. When Shen Xihe’s subordinates and Xiao Changfeng’s men tried to stop them, Shen Xihe commanded, “Let him go.”

“Princess Consort, Xiao Changtai is a traitor who colluded with foreign enemies,” Xiao Changfeng wasn’t as obedient as Shen Xihe’s subordinates.

Xiao Changtai continued walking as if he hadn’t heard Xiao Changfeng’s words.

“Prince Xun, this is the Northwest. If you don’t wish to become the next Pei Zhan, don’t defy me,” Shen Xihe warned in a deep voice.

As soon as she finished speaking, Mo Yuan and others had already drawn their swords with hostile expressions toward Xiao Changfeng and his men.

“Let’s talk this through, let’s talk this through.” Bu Shulin, who was technically one of Xiao Changfeng’s subordinates, stepped forward to mediate. Seeming to have persuaded Shen Xihe, she turned to Xiao Changfeng and said, “Commander, the wise adapt to circumstances. You and I are merely ordered to protect Her Highness the Princess Consort. We have no authority over other matters – who is a traitor and who is a rebel is not for us to judge.”

Regarding the accusation that Xiao Changtai colluded with foreign enemies, no one had evidence. Besides Xiao Huayong and Geng Liangcheng, no one had witnessed Xiao Changtai’s actions in Tujue firsthand, and their secretly received intelligence reports couldn’t serve as proof.

Previously when Xiao Changtai had fled and was presumed dead, His Majesty had ordered his clan’s execution but hadn’t issued an arrest warrant for a “dead man.” Though Xiao Changfeng now wanted to capture Xiao Changtai, he had no legitimate authority to do so.

Moreover, given the Provincial Governor’s reverence toward Shen Xihe, Xiao Changfeng truly couldn’t leave the governor’s mansion with just one word from her.

While killing him would be difficult for Shen Xihe to explain and would cause numerous problems – which was why she hadn’t ordered his death after weighing the pros and cons – if pushed too far, she could potentially fabricate charges to have him executed.

Xiao Changfeng could only watch helplessly as Xiao Changtai left. After Xiao Changtai’s departure, he too was kept under Shen Xihe’s watch, forbidden from leaving the governor’s mansion.

Shen Xihe went to visit Xiao Huayong. Yesterday when she had returned, she had used a secret entrance. Even though Xiao Changfeng had heard some movement, he couldn’t have seen her. He had no way to confirm whether Xiao Huayong had ever left the governor’s mansion.

“You let him go?” Xiao Huayong had received the news before Shen Xihe arrived.

“He has nothing left to live for. Why not grant him a final shred of dignity?” Shen Xihe replied indifferently.

“You trust him this much?” Xiao Huayong was somewhat surprised.

Xiao Changtai was a man who would stop at nothing – like wildfire that couldn’t be completely extinguished, sprouting anew with the spring breeze.

“All these years, he never had another woman.” Not even in secret – his feelings for Ye Wantang were genuine.

This was also why Ye Wantang would rather die than let him go. It was hard to say whether this was Ye Wantang’s fortune or misfortune.

“Based on this alone, you believe he wasn’t lying?” Xiao Huayong pondered thoughtfully.

“If he had used any other reason, I naturally wouldn’t have believed him. At this point, he wouldn’t use the Ye family to escape.” Seeing Xiao Huayong’s persistent questioning, Shen Xihe began to waver slightly and added with a smile, “If he truly proves to be utterly shameless, I won’t let him escape the Northwest.”

Seeing how his casual questioning had made Shen Xihe lose confidence, Xiao Huayong found it both amusing and somewhat gratifying. It was because she valued his abilities that she took his doubts seriously. He dropped the matter and concealed his smile, saying, “If certain people fail to know what’s good for them, killing them wouldn’t be amiss.”

Seeing his gloomy expression, Shen Xihe immediately understood he was referring to Xiao Changfeng. She shook her head and said, “It can’t be done cleanly.”

Setting aside Xiao Changfeng’s capabilities, his men had become elite forces after the incident at Liangzhou Post Station. He must have also left men outside the mansion. Most importantly, Bu Shulin was one of Xiao Changfeng’s subordinates. Let alone being unable to eliminate Xiao Changfeng and all his men in one stroke, even if they could accomplish this, leaving Bu Shulin alone would put her in danger.

If they killed Xiao Changfeng on trumped-up charges and gave Emperor Youning a perfunctory explanation, while the Emperor couldn’t openly rage, he could use the fact that only Bu Shulin survived the total annihilation to endlessly torment her.

Moreover, Bu Shulin was a woman and couldn’t be sent to prison – if her identity was exposed, the consequences would be even more unthinkable.

This was why Shen Xihe repeatedly showed forbearance toward Xiao Changfeng.

Additionally, they had already caused quite a stir in the Northwest this time. They couldn’t continue making trouble, or they would incur the Emperor’s hatred. The Emperor was still the sovereign who held great power – in a confrontation, they would certainly be at a disadvantage.

“I thought you had already decided to kill him,” Xiao Huayong’s brows furrowed slightly.

Given Shen Xihe’s character, not finding an excuse to send Xiao Changfeng away but keeping him in the governor’s mansion, even occasionally restricting his movements, was tantamount to exposing her actions to him. How could Xiao Changfeng not report this to His Majesty?

Even without evidence, His Majesty would deeply believe Xiao Changfeng’s words, unless Shen Xihe deliberately wanted His Majesty to know everything. His eyes sharpened as he suddenly sat up, fixing his gaze on Shen Xihe: “Youyou, you—”

Being as clever as he was, he could easily understand why Shen Xihe would act this way – she intended to take all responsibility for everything that happened in the Northwest upon herself and the Shen family!

“How can you do this to me? Have you truly never considered me family?” In his agitation, Xiao Huayong’s hidden anxieties and insecurities burst forth all at once.

Shen Xihe had expected Xiao Huayong to be displeased once he understood, but she hadn’t anticipated such an extreme reaction. She was slightly stunned: “How could you think this way?”

“Why wouldn’t I think this way?” Having already spoken the words buried in his heart, Xiao Huayong decided to lay it all bare. “You keep me carefully hidden away, yet completely expose yourself and your father. You simply want His Majesty to direct all his attention toward you and your father. To avoid involving me, you’re willing to let His Majesty view you as a thorn in his side, deliberately letting him see your methods!”

Since they had known each other, whether as the fake Xiao Huayong or the real one she later exposed, he had never raised his voice to her so harshly. Shen Xihe found herself unable to refute his words – his reasoning was correct, but his understanding of her intentions was not.

She grasped his trembling hand, gently stroking it, saying nothing.

Xiao Huayong wanted to pull his hand away but couldn’t bring himself to do so. Being silently comforted by her like this made him feel extremely awkward – though he was very angry, he couldn’t maintain his anger. He simply kept his face stern.

When his face was no longer so flushed, Shen Xihe finally spoke in a gentle voice: “I’m not doing this out of gratitude to you, nor out of fear of implicating you, and certainly not, as you said because I’ve never considered you family.”

To show his determination to stand with them, he had expended great effort this time to completely uproot His Majesty’s power in the Northwest. Shen Xihe understood his grievance.

Chapter 564: Indeed, One Sentence Was Enough to Appease Him
Under such circumstances, it was natural for Xiao Huayong to feel resentful and hurt if Shen Xihe still kept him at arm’s length.

Xiao Huayong turned his face away, gritting his teeth, looking utterly dejected.

Shen Xihe cupped his face with both hands, forcefully turning him to face her, their eyes meeting: “I only feel this matter is extraordinarily serious. His Majesty already suspects you know about your origins. If Father and I don’t take responsibility for this entire scheme, why would you oppose His Majesty? You are the legitimate Crown Prince, and His Majesty openly shows you special favor. We can’t let His Majesty become certain that you hate him. He is the Emperor, and there’s no evidence of what happened back then. Even if there were evidence, after so many years, the court officials want stability – how could they openly support you over events from the past?

We can’t directly confront His Majesty. Father and I are already thorns in his side. In previous years, he merely viewed me as a woman, not worth his attention. After this incident, as long as Father and Brother can hold the Northwest, just as I can’t easily kill Prince Xun now, even if I’m under His Majesty’s constant watch if he can’t find any fault with me, His Majesty can’t do anything to me.”

“He may not be able to act openly, but do you know how many methods he has in secret…”

“It doesn’t matter,” Shen Xihe interrupted Xiao Huayong. “Even if I am someone who can be bullied…” She paused, her obsidian eyes twinkling with a faint smile, “Besides, I have you by my side. I believe that even if I sink into a swamp, you can pull me out unharmed.”

The Crown Prince, who had been feeling uncomfortable with a weight in his chest and full of grievances, immediately felt refreshed upon hearing these words, as if a cool breeze had blown through the summer heat. He couldn’t help but break into a smile.

Standing at a distance, Zhenzhu, who had been cowering like a quail since the Crown Prince and Princess Consort began arguing, suddenly remembered how Princess Consort had said she could appease the Crown Prince with just one sentence. Now she truly believed it.

No matter what situation I find myself in, I believe you can protect me completely.

How could the Crown Prince stay angry after that?

This was telling the Crown Prince that the Princess Consort acted so boldly because she had someone to rely on and that someone was the Crown Prince himself.

Though he knew these words were meant to comfort him, knew that deep down she didn’t think this way – such a capable woman wouldn’t pin her hopes on a man’s protection, and whenever she encountered danger, she would always choose to save herself.

Nevertheless, hearing her words, Xiao Huayong’s accumulated frustration instantly dissipated, like clouds parting to reveal the moon, bright light enveloping his entire being, making him involuntarily radiant.

He suddenly reached out and pulled her into his embrace: “Youyou, I… I don’t know what to do with you.”

His entire life was destined to be in Shen Xihe’s hands. Especially now that she knew how to comfort him, she had an even firmer grip on his heart. With just one sentence from her, he would willingly give her his whole heart.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly upward as she returned his embrace, even tilting her head to rest on his shoulder.

This melted Xiao Huayong’s heart completely – never mind, as long as she was happy.

And so the Crown Prince compromised.

Meanwhile, although Shen Xihe believed Xiao Changtai was determined to die, she still had people follow him – not secretly, but openly. After all, they would need to collect the bodies; how else would they know where he would end it all?

Xiao Changtai took Ye Wantang back to the small village where they had settled for the past year. They had a new home there. That night, after lying down with Ye Wantang, he never woke again, having taken the same poison as her.

The people following them discovered the couple’s embracing bodies the next morning. There were several envelopes on the table in the room, all of which were delivered to Shen Xihe by her servants.

These contained information about the complex relationships within the court that Xiao Changtai knew of, as well as some officials’ private matters. His wealth was hidden in two locations – Ye Wantang had only revealed half, and now Xiao Changtai disclosed the other half.

“A cunning hare has three burrows,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but remark. There was a good reason why Xiao Changtai had managed to survive and stay hidden in the margins for so long.

Having received these items, Shen Xihe also fulfilled Xiao Changtai’s last wishes. She sought out a feng shui master to find an excellent burial site for the couple and ordered a lavish funeral.

It was around this time that news of Pei Zhan’s death finally reached Emperor Youning in the capital. Upon seeing the news, Emperor Youning suddenly stood up, his vision darkening, nearly collapsing. Fortunately, Liu Sanzhi was quick enough to support him.

The Emperor soon recovered, but his chest felt painfully tight. The power he had carefully and quietly cultivated in the Northwest for so many years had been eliminated this time. Pei Zhan’s forces and those surrounding Xiao Huayong were only half of it. Emperor Youning had thought that would be enough – if so many people couldn’t handle Xiao Jueson, there was no point in sacrificing more people.

But he hadn’t counted on Shen Yueshan hiding in the shadows, who had ruthlessly eliminated the Emperor’s other deeply buried forces, taking the approach of better to kill wrongly than let someone escape!

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty! Quickly summon…”

“No need!” Emperor Youning raised his hand to stop him.

He took a cup of tea from a young eunuch’s hands, and took a sip to catch his breath, but grew increasingly angry as he thought about it. He furiously threw the teacup, frightening all the palace maids and eunuchs in the room into kneeling, not daring to breathe.

The Northwest was lost, completely beyond his control.

Pei Zhan was also gone; the Eighth Prince must be recalled from An’nan City.

“I truly underestimated those three…” Emperor Youning closed his eyes briefly.

Since the Xiao family incident years ago, the three Shen men have maintained a superficial ruler-subject relationship with the court. The Shen father and sons neither caused trouble nor easily left behind any handles to grasp. He had focused on stabilizing the court and enriching the treasury, and things had remained peaceful.

Now the court was entirely in his hands, with only the Northwest remaining as a major concern. Shen Yueshan was issuing a warning to the Emperor.

“Your Majesty, could the King of the Northwest and Crown Prince Jiachen…” Liu Sanzhi cautiously reminded him. He always felt that while this matter appeared to be planned by the three Shen men, and indeed they benefited the most, everything wouldn’t have gone so smoothly without Xiao Jueson playing a key role.

At least His Majesty wouldn’t have sent people to assassinate Xiao Jueson, which led to everything being exposed.

Emperor Youning tiredly pinched the bridge of his nose: “Shen Yueshan is too proud to ally with Xiao Jueson.”

The reason Emperor Youning had left Shen Yueshan to deal with last, rather than first joining forces with Gu Zhao to deal with Shen Yueshan before dealing with Gu Zhao, was firstly because with Tujue and Tibet watching like tigers eyeing their prey, Shen Yueshan couldn’t act rashly, and secondly because of Shen Yueshan’s well-known debt of gratitude to the three of them – mother and sons.

Chapter 565: Better to Hope for a Grandson First
Thirdly, he knew Shen Yueshan was too upright to conspire with treacherous people over personal gains.

“But the King of Northwest was kidnapped by Crown Prince Jiachen, and then Crown Prince Jiachen appeared in Tujue…” Everything seemed connected to Xiao Jueson.

Having seen Xiao Jueson in person and unaware of his death, Emperor Youning, and Liu Sanzhi didn’t believe Shen Yueshan could cause such a commotion under Xiao Jueson’s banner while remaining silent unless there was some benefit.

“Shen Yueshan isn’t foolish. His conflict with me is merely about power; but with Xiao Jueson, it’s a blood feud,” Emperor Youning couldn’t figure out the connection, but he maintained his rationality, firmly believing Shen Yueshan would never collaborate with Xiao Jueson.

He was more inclined to believe that Shen Yueshan had indeed been kidnapped by Xiao Jueson but escaped, making his story true. He naturally wouldn’t show himself. After Shen Yueshan escaped and faked his death, he might have even fooled Xiao Jueson, which led to Xiao Jueson running to Tujue, hoping to use them to occupy the Northwest. Coincidentally, his supposedly dead son was also in Tujue, which resulted in Xiao Changtai sending him messages.

This was the only reasonable explanation.

Liu Sanzhi nodded in agreement, his doubts instantly dispelled. He dared not say more, as His Majesty was currently grieving over the loss of his spies in the Northwest.

“Has the Crown Prince shown any unusual behavior?” the Emperor asked.

Liu Sanzhi was responsible for closely monitoring Xiao Huayong. Truthfully, before the temporary palace incident, Liu Sanzhi had also suspected Xiao Huayong. But after the incident, when Crown Prince Jiachen suddenly appeared, and they witnessed Xiao Jueson kidnapping Xiao Huayong – Xiao Jueson’s expression and demeanor couldn’t possibly have been fake – it meant their previous suspicions about the Crown Prince were likely Xiao Jueson’s doing.

Especially this time, when Liu Sanzhi had people closely following the Crown Prince, from his request to leave the palace without the Emperor’s approval, to eventually “successfully” escaping the palace while they turned a blind eye.

To the Northwest, the Crown Prince was weak and poisoned, often needing rest due to exhaustion. During this time, he had also arranged for some medical spies to check the Crown Prince’s pulse several times. The pulse readings were sent back and confirmed by imperial physicians trusted by His Majesty, showing no suspicious signs.

The Crown Prince had stumbled his way to the Northwest, then to the Tingzhou Governor’s mansion. Though his men couldn’t infiltrate the mansion, first with Pei Zhan accompanying and later with Xiao Changfeng present, they couldn’t detect any deception from the Crown Prince.

By this point, especially after seeing Xiao Changfeng’s letter, Liu Sanzhi no longer suspected Xiao Huayong: “Your Majesty, the Shen woman had never interacted with the Crown Prince before entering the capital. Upon arrival, she caught attention with her righteous speech at the Court of Justice. Besides the Crown Prince, she never associated with others. Her feelings for the Crown Prince were obvious.

This time, the King of Northwest’s fake death fooled even Prince Xun’s thorough medical examination, proving the Shen woman has skilled physicians by her side. They must have long been certain about the Crown Prince…

Therefore, the Shen woman’s focus on the Crown Prince from beginning to end might have a deeper meaning.”

Some things didn’t need to be stated explicitly. Shen Xihe targeted Xiao Huayong because he was the legitimate heir, albeit supposedly dying, to bear a legitimate grandson, giving the Shen family a chance to compete. This was the best path forward for the Shen family.

Sure enough, shortly after Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe’s marriage, Shen Yueshan eagerly eliminated all of His Majesty’s spies in the Northwest. To call this a coincidence would be too convenient.

Emperor Youning nodded slightly in agreement. After Xiao Huayong was poisoned and went to the Taoist temple, he sent tutors to teach him. Xiao Huayong remained intelligent, though his stamina was poor and learning was more difficult than for others. But he wasn’t stupid, and since beginning to participate in government affairs, he had performed adequately, if not exceptionally.

He also had spies in the Taoist temple recording Xiao Huayong’s development. It was only when various matters were stirred up after Xiao Huayong’s return that he became suspicious.

Looking at it now, Xiao Jueson seemed most suspicious, which meant Xiao Huayong was innocent, though he had now become a pawn of the Shen father and daughter.

The Shen woman truly had remarkable methods, even setting up the trap for Prince Kang. Her intelligence greatly resembled her birth mother’s. The Crown Prince was now completely besotted with her…

Emperor Youning could understand. The Crown Prince had been diagnosed with a short life expectancy since age eight – what noble lady would willingly marry someone destined for an early death? All the noble ladies in the capital avoided him, fearing becoming the former Crown Princess, causing their maternal family to face suspicion from the new ruler.

No lady had ever shown him favor before. The Shen woman was the first, and she was beautiful, with a proud personality, treating others with indifference and superiority, yet showing attention only to him. It was only natural for the Crown Prince to fall for her.

“Future dealings with the three Shen men must be carefully planned,” Emperor Youning felt that none of this family of three would be easy to handle.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that she had achieved her goal through Xiao Changfeng’s actions, completely clearing Xiao Huayong’s name with Emperor Youning. She remained in Tingzhou. On the day of Xiao Changtai and his wife’s burial, Shen Yueshan arrived in Tingzhou, exhausted and covered in dust from travel.

“Father, why did you rush here?” Shen Xihe looked at Shen Yueshan’s unkempt beard with concern and couldn’t help but reproach him.

“Your father missed his precious daughter,” Shen Yueshan cheerfully coaxed Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe quickly brought Shen Yueshan inside and had Zhenzhu check his pulse. Shen Yueshan had taken powerful medicine – though it was for healing internal injuries, such medicine carried significant risks. Yet he had disobeyed orders, insisting on personally appearing in places like Gouyue City.

After examining Shen Yueshan’s pulse, Zhenzhu calmly reported to Shen Xihe: “Princess Consort, don’t worry. The King only needs to recover slowly according to Doctor Qi’s method, and he will heal completely.”

“Hahaha, is Youyou reassured now?” Shen Yueshan’s voice was strong. “Those cowards – your father only needed to show his face to make them surrender willingly. There was no need to fight at all.

Now, your father can focus on recovery. Once your brother is married, perhaps before long, I can enjoy playing with grandchildren…”

Speaking of this, Shen Yueshan’s gaze couldn’t help but drift to Shen Xihe’s abdomen.

Being a father rather than a mother, he couldn’t directly ask his daughter if there was good news.

Shen Yueshan wasn’t pressuring his daughter to have children soon. It was just that he was getting old, and after so many years of warfare, the Shen clan had dwindled severely. He desperately yearned for the birth of a new life carrying the Shen family bloodline.

Though Shen Yueshan thought he was being subtle, Shen Xihe responded coldly: “Father, you’d better focus on hoping for a grandson first!”

In truth, Shen Xihe herself was quite troubled, not knowing why she and Xiao Huayong still had no good news to share even now.

Chapter 566: Could It Be That His Highness the Crown Prince Is Truly… Unable?
Xiao Huayong had always been insatiable in his desires, and they hadn’t particularly tried to avoid it. Although Shen Xihe no longer harbored her initial thoughts of hoping for Xiao Huayong’s early passing so she could raise a young son while dealing with the wolves at court, she still wanted to have a child soon.

A child that would belong to her and Xiao Huayong. If Xiao Huayong could safely survive his crisis, having an heir would help stabilize their position. If he couldn’t survive it, at least he would have experienced the joy of fatherhood in his final days, perhaps leaving him with fewer regrets.

Unexpectedly, Shen Yueshan misunderstood his daughter’s meaning and blurted out, “Could it be that His Highness the Crown Prince is truly… unable?”

Tianyuan, who had heard that his father-in-law had returned and was supporting Xiao Huayong as they were about to knock on the door: …

Shen Xihe froze, then angrily exclaimed, “Father, what nonsense are you spouting!”

In the Northwest, where customs were more uninhibited, such talk wasn’t as taboo as it would be in the capital. Shen Xihe was angry that her father would groundlessly doubt Xiao Huayong’s…

Shen Yueshan, never having been shouted at by his daughter like this, felt somewhat wronged: “I… I just noticed his delicate skin, and face as white as powder…”

Before he could finish, he received his daughter’s death glare, and Shen Yueshan sheepishly fell silent.

Standing at the doorway, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help touching his face, then lifted his arm to examine his skin, finding himself unable to refute his father-in-law’s words.

He wanted to turn and leave, but he knew that with Shen Yueshan’s keen hearing, he was already aware of his presence. Leaving now would only make things awkward, so he signaled to Tianyuan, who then knocked on the door.

Mo Yuan, guarding the room, announced: “My Lord, Princess Consort, His Highness the Crown Prince has arrived.”

He was also somewhat afraid, having heard the conversation inside, but since the Crown Prince was approaching and wasn’t an outsider, he had planned to announce him when he reached the door. Who knew the Lord would raise his voice with such a comment?

Shen Xihe was about to scold Shen Yueshan when she heard the announcement and immediately felt her face flush. Even though Xiao Huayong was supported by Tianyuan, she wouldn’t meet his eyes.

Shen Yueshan, however, showed no awareness of what he’d said: “This time, we owe everything to your planning.”

“It was my duty to do so,” Xiao Huayong replied modestly.

Neither showed any awkwardness as if the earlier words had never been spoken or heard.

“How are your injuries?” Shen Yueshan asked with concern.

He already knew how Xiao Huayong had been injured, including details about his martial arts abilities, all vividly reported to him by Mo Yuan. It wasn’t that he had asked Mo Yuan to spy; rather, he was concerned about the situation here, and Mo Yuan’s reports were all sent with Shen Xihe’s permission.

“Thank you for your concern, father-in-law. I’m quite alright,” Xiao Huayong answered submissively. Noticing Shen Xihe’s discomfort, he added, “Youyou, I have some matters to discuss privately with my father-in-law.”

Shen Xihe, already unsure how to face Xiao Huayong, took the opportunity to leave: “I’ll go check on the kitchen.”

She wasn’t curious about what the two men needed to discuss privately. Men always had things they couldn’t discuss in front of women, and with one being her doting father and the other her husband whom she trusted with her life, she had no reason to be suspicious.

After Shen Xihe left, Xiao Huayong frankly told Shen Yueshan: “Father-in-law, I must inform you that Youyou and I won’t have children in the next few years.”

Although Shen Xihe knew about herbs and spices, she wasn’t well-versed in medicine. The pregnancy-preventing medicine Xiao Huayong had obtained from Linghu Zheng was used on himself, and even Zhenzhu didn’t know about it.

“What do you mean by this?” Shen Yueshan asked.

“The palace isn’t safe, and there are already rumors about my short lifespan. If Youyou bear my child, they will become targets. Moreover, Master Linghu can’t confirm whether the toxins in my body would affect the child,” Xiao Huayong explained, showing shame.

There were too many uncertainties about his condition. He shouldn’t have selfishly kept her by his side, as he might not even be able to give her a healthy child. But he couldn’t bear to push her away, nor could he endure watching her marry someone else. This was his deep guilt towards Shen Xihe.

“You mean to say that you truly have strange poison in your body? And the rumors about your short life aren’t false?” Shen Yueshan’s eyes suddenly turned sharp.

“Yes,” Xiao Huayong bowed his head.

“You—” Shen Yueshan raised his hand in anger, wanting to strike him.

But he didn’t follow through. His mind was in chaos. Despite his verbal criticism of Xiao Huayong, he had approved of him, and after learning of his martial arts skills, he had naturally assumed, without verification, that these were all part of Xiao Huayong’s disguise, mere false rumors. Now learning that it was all true, he was angry at Xiao Huayong but more furious with himself!

His daughter’s lifelong happiness, and he had been so negligent!

“Does Youyou know?” Shen Yueshan demanded.

“I have hidden nothing from Youyou,” Xiao Huayong answered.

Shen Yueshan’s anger deflated instantly. How could he not know his daughter? Shen Xihe knew everything yet still married Xiao Huayong without hesitation. Perhaps initially she had indeed valued his position, but now watching coldly, he could see that his daughter’s feelings for her husband weren’t as calculating as she had first claimed.

“Is there a cure for the poison in your body?” Whether in the beginning or now, Shen Yueshan didn’t want his daughter to become a young widow.

“Doctor Qi says he has some leads,” Xiao Huayong said.

Shen Yueshan had just personally experienced Xie Yunhuai’s abilities, and he knew something of his character. If he had no confidence, he wouldn’t have said such things. This gave Shen Yueshan some comfort.

“Fine, you young people, I can’t control you,” Shen Yueshan decided to let it go and leave them be.

He knew his daughter well; she wasn’t some fragile woman who couldn’t handle life and death. Besides, this world was full of unexpected events – even healthy people might meet with sudden misfortune tomorrow. Rather than worry about what might happen in three to five years, better to focus on the present.

“About the Turks, how long do you intend to have Yun’an keep them surrounded?” Shen Yueshan changed to official business. Shen Yun’an was still besieging the Turks.

“That depends on brother-in-law’s intentions,” How long to besiege the Turks was entirely up to Shen Yun’an’s judgment; Xiao Huayong hadn’t made any arrangements.

The Turks had internal unrest that wasn’t yet settled. When they heard the “news” of Shen Yueshan’s death and were provoked by Xiao Changtai, they couldn’t resist his enticements and rashly sent troops, essentially digging themselves into a big hole. Shen Yun’an had created internal chaos for them from behind while besieging them from the front, and now they were fish on a chopping block.

But destroying them wasn’t realistic; there were many political considerations.

Shen Yun’an probably wanted to get the most benefits possible, such as war horses and tributes!

Chapter 567: You Only Know How to Coddle Your Delicate Husband
Shen Yun’an had besieged the Turks for exactly seven days, pushing right up to the royal tent, nearly causing the Turkish Khan to cough blood to death.

“This Turkish Khan has quite the capacity for endurance,” he still hadn’t yielded or accepted Shen Yun’an’s conditions.

The Turkish royal tent was now practically in dire straits. It was because the Khan couldn’t resist the temptation that they ended up in this besieged situation with no way out. Although Shen Yun’an was gentle with the Turkish civilians and wouldn’t casually slaughter them, the Turks still complained bitterly. The supporters of the Southern Great King were particularly active, demanding the Khan abdicate his throne to atone for his sins.

Various factions were at an impasse, external enemies were watching like tigers eyeing their prey, and the lion was making excessive demands for compensation. The Turks had attacked first this time, and Shen Yueshan’s conditions after his “death” made it impossible for them to seek external aid. Particularly the Mongols, who had been restless alongside them, were now firmly suppressed by Rong Ce’s preemptive actions.

Combined with Shen Yueshan’s return, they wouldn’t dare cause trouble even with a hundred times more courage. Despite all the pressure, the Turkish Khan still held firm.

“That’s because he has ill-gotten gains in his possession,” Xiao Huayong had recovered well these past few days. Tingzhou had returned to its former bustle, with goods very cheap. Shen Xihe prepared different tonics for him daily, and even his weakest constitution had improved over these five or six days.

However, in Xiao Changfeng’s eyes, he was still the frail Crown Prince, so he only occasionally allowed Tianyuan to support him walking in the courtyard. After Shen Yueshan’s arrival, many aftermath matters were handed to him, while Shen Xihe revolved around Xiao Huayong.

This made Shen Yueshan quite jealous, and the father-in-law and son-in-law secretly competed. This time Xiao Huayong directly said: “Youyou has worked hard to keep me appearing harmless. With my current weakness, as my wife, if Youyou isn’t frequently by my side, wouldn’t Prince Xun become suspicious? Suspicious that I’m not truly weak? Youyou’s careful efforts would likely be wasted.”

This left Shen Yueshan speechless. He wanted to argue further, but news arrived that the Xue family’s dowry procession had departed and would soon reach the Northwest. They needed to quickly settle matters here, so Shen Yueshan had no time to argue with Xiao Huayong.

“Is it what Xiao Changtai gave him?” Shen Xihe had reviewed all the letters Xiao Changtai left before his death.

The wealth that could tempt the Turkish Khan to lose his head was no small sum – it was a quarter of Xiao Changtai’s fortune. Over these years, he had amassed wealth through tomb raiding, becoming quite influential. His collected treasures were shipped overseas and exchanged for exotic items to convert into money.

His accumulated wealth was countless, probably enough to make even the Emperor covetous. Speaking of which, those shops Xiao Changtai specifically used for selling foreign goods were quite good and had been taken over by Xiao Huayong, becoming another disguised message relay point.

However, the people inside were all Xiao Changtai’s men, and they would need to be completely replaced.

“Your Highness…” Just as Xiao Huayong was about to answer, Tianyuan’s voice came from outside.

Tianyuan brought in a cage, not containing a bird but a rat.

Xiao Huayong said to Tianyuan: “Try it.”

Tianyuan opened the cage, and the furry rat darted out. It showed no fear, turning its head left and right as if searching for something. After sniffing around for quite a while, it finally headed decisively in one direction, soon circling back and forth over a stack of letters.

These letters were what Xiao Changtai had left behind, and Shen Xihe looked at them with confusion.

“These letters were coated with a special potion, colorless and odorless. I only discovered it two days ago,” Xiao Huayong explained. “If you feed this type of rat the same potion for two days, it becomes addicted to it and can’t quit. No matter how far, it will find ways to locate this scent.”

After a moment’s thought, Shen Xihe understood: “You think Xiao Changtai sprinkled this kind of potion on the treasure he gave to the Turkish Khan?”

“From what I know of him, he wouldn’t genuinely give away his carefully accumulated wealth so generously to the Turks,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

Xiao Changtai had died without mentioning this point, but Xiao Huayong discovered it. Paper soaked in the potion would become more brittle and thick, feeling different from normal paper, though only someone who had used it themselves would notice.

“Has Your Highness also studied such potions?” Shen Xihe asked curiously.

“Before I had the gyrfalcon, I could only mark my letters this way,” to prevent substitution, and if they were substituted, to quickly find them. Later, after getting the gyrfalcon and then acquiring a batch of hunting falcons, Xiao Huayong used falcon messaging.

These falcons, after training, were much better than carrier pigeons that only knew to fly to familiar places.

Moreover, hunting falcons weren’t easily captured. If someone intercepted them, once their trained rhythm was disrupted, they would fly back instead of continuing to seek the recipient.

Xiao Huayong had an expression of “These are just my old tricks,” making Shen Xihe laugh softly: “Is Your Highness planning to send this rat to the Turks?”

“I’ll go personally.” Once he hijacked the wealth Xiao Changtai gave to the Turkish Khan, without that support, the Khan would be unable to appease others and would inevitably face rebellion. To keep his throne secure, he would have to bow to the court.

As long as he surrendered and accepted Shen Yun’an’s conditions, the court would naturally support him. He would lose face, but at least he could preserve his life and position.

Once he was brought down by internal Turkish forces, it would only lead to death.

“You can’t go,” Shen Xihe disapproved. Xiao Changfeng was constantly watching both Xiao Huayong and her, mainly her, but if Xiao Huayong wasn’t around, Xiao Changfeng would surely notice.

“To fool him, any excuse will do,” Xiao Huayong said dismissively.

Shen Xihe knew it would be simple for him to create an excuse that Xiao Changfeng couldn’t find fault with, but avoiding Xiao Changfeng’s suspicion would be difficult. They had finally used Xiao Changfeng to present him as an innocent little rabbit before the Emperor, and Shen Xihe wouldn’t let her hard work be easily destroyed, though she knew Xiao Huayong quite wanted to destroy it.

He didn’t want the Emperor’s blade to only point at her, but couldn’t overcome her wishes, so could only use roundabout methods.

“Let Father go,” Shen Xihe gave him a quiet smile.

Though she was smiling, and the smile reached her eyes, Xiao Huayong understood that if he insisted, he might face ten nights of sleeping alone. Just thinking about the taste of lonely nights made Xiao Huayong obediently compromise.

“You only know how to coddle your delicate husband,” Shen Yueshan mounted his horse, still grumbling irritably.

“Am I not thinking of the bigger picture?” Shen Xihe wouldn’t accept groundless accusations. “This is our Northwest’s achievement, naturally it should be Father working with Brother to make it perfect.”

Chapter 568: The Young Lord’s Exorbitant Demands
“Youyou…” Shen Yueshan suddenly called her name seriously, wanting to say something, but swallowed it back, “Father will return soon.”

Shen Xihe watched Shen Yueshan swiftly ride away. His unspoken words surely concerned Xiao Huayong. Though he didn’t say it, it made her slightly furrow her brows, but she didn’t dwell on it.

Shen Yueshan had noticed his daughter growing increasingly attached to her husband. Even knowing his daughter’s strong will and that she could endure even the worst outcome, he still didn’t want her to experience such mortal grief.

He worried about the future but couldn’t presently advise his daughter to care less for her husband. Setting aside whether Xiao Huayong would improve later, one couldn’t hope for his decline. Even considering the worst, they couldn’t remain detached in matters of love. Just thinking of Xiao Huayong’s sincere efforts for the Northwest, Shen Yueshan couldn’t bring himself to say it.

With Shen Yueshan personally taking action, it took just two days to silently steal the treasure Xiao Changtai had given the Turkish Khan. Though the Khan had cautiously hidden it in several places, the potion’s effect on the trained rats was too strong, and Shen Yueshan didn’t miss a single location.

After stealing the wealth, Shen Yueshan had it carted before them in boxes, opening them brazenly to show them clearly. The Turkish Khan fainted on the spot. The Turkish leaders, led by the Southern Great King, knowing they couldn’t gain any more benefits, immediately harbored ill intentions, wanting to take advantage of the Khan’s illness to take his life, using his offense against the celestial empire as justification to negotiate maximum benefits for themselves.

With the Khan atoning through death, and the Shen father and son pressing harder, they could use this to incite all Turkish warriors. At worst, there would be another battle, and the Shen father and son might not gain much advantage.

Shen Yueshan clearly understood their intentions. That night, he led men to infiltrate the royal tent, timely rescuing the Turkish Khan from a flurry of blades, and coincidentally killing the Turkish Southern Great King.

Having killed their Southern Great King, the Turks could only swallow this anger, as they had saved the Khan, and the Southern Great King was a traitor.

The Turkish Khan, having escaped death, was angrier about the Southern Great King’s death than about the latter’s murderous intentions, knowing that with the Southern Great King’s death, Turkey’s military leadership would quickly wither. It would be impossible to challenge the celestial empire in the short term.

Forced by circumstances, he could only bow his head and accept Shen Yun’an’s proposal.

“Khan, previously I proposed three thousand war horses annually from you as terms of surrender. Now that we father and son have saved your life, we can’t calculate it that way. You must tribute five thousand war horses annually to the Northwest, for a term of ten years,” Shen Yun’an grinned roguishly, raising the price.

The Turkish Khan rolled his eyes in anger, but Shen Yun’an crossed his blade at the necks of the Khan’s remaining two princes. One slash and the Turkish royal court would have only his left!

“Fine!” The Turkish Khan nearly used all his strength to squeeze this word through his teeth.

Afterward came the haggling over other matters, which Shen Yun’an didn’t care much about. He wanted the war horses – fierce war horses were the foundation for strengthening the army.

The next day, both parties signed the agreement outside Tingzhou city. The agreement was made in triplicate: one for the Turks, one for the Northwest Prince’s mansion, and naturally, one was rushed to the capital to make the Emperor envious.

These things belonged to the Northwest, but the gold and silver treasures Xiao Changtai had given to the Turks had been exposed. These items were of dubious origin, and with Huafu Hai opening markets in the Northwest, they didn’t care about these things. Shen Yueshan magnanimously returned them to Emperor Youning as consolation.

Emperor Youning felt no consolation upon receiving them. Knowing these were bribes Xiao Changtai had given to the Turks, thinking that his exiled son had amassed such wealth made Emperor Youning want to dig him up from his grave.

After resolving the Tingzhou affairs, Shen Xihe and the others returned to the Northwest royal city, where they were welcomed by citizens lining the streets. Everyone knew about this defeat of the Turks, how the Turkish royal family was reportedly reduced to just one or two survivors, and that the Turks would pay tribute in war horses for ten years, meaning they wouldn’t trouble them for at least a decade.

Although the Turks hadn’t invaded for many years before this, they would occasionally cause minor disturbances, keeping everyone constantly on edge. Now they could finally relax and raise their families with peace of mind.

Following Shen Xihe’s carriage, Xiao Changfeng watched the commoners revere the Shen father and son like gods, having to admire how deep the Shen family’s roots ran in the Northwest.

In his youth, he had followed his father in the Northeast, where the people also greatly respected his father. When news of his father’s death came, citizens there also mourned, but it couldn’t compare to Shen Yueshan.

The Northeast people appreciated his father and grieved his death, but they didn’t become helpless, fearful, or feel the sky was falling without him – the Northwest people did.

Just as Shen Yueshan had to go to great lengths to kill Geng Liangcheng to stabilize the Northwest’s leaders and people, if the Emperor wanted Shen Yueshan dead, he would need to convince the Northwest people thoroughly, or the Northwest would instantly fall into chaos.

With this thought, deep worry appeared in Xiao Changfeng’s eyes.

They arrived joyfully at the Prince’s mansion gate but unexpectedly encountered Geng Liangcheng’s wife, dressed in mourning clothes, suddenly rushing out holding Geng Liangcheng’s memorial tablet. Her appearance froze the smiles on everyone’s faces, and the surroundings instantly fell silent.

“My Lord, my late husband followed you since childhood, repeatedly risking his life for the Northwest, never harming it in the least. His parents died at Turkish hands while he defended against them, how could he collude with the Turks? This humble woman doesn’t believe it!” Madam Geng fell to her knees with a thud, holding Geng Liangcheng’s tablet high: “The gods watch over us, please restore my dead husband’s innocence!”

As Madam Geng’s words fell, surrounding citizens began to whisper, memories of Geng Liangcheng’s good deeds surfacing in their minds, making them realize that, thinking carefully, it seemed true as Madam Geng said – General Geng had never failed the Northwest. If he had wanted to collude with the Turks, he should have betrayed them when his parents were in Turkish hands.

People of the time valued filial piety; most children valued their parents’ lives above their own.

If even his parents’ lives couldn’t make Geng Liangcheng betray them, how could he become a traitor in his twilight years just to preserve his own life?

“Sister-in-law, do you truly want me to judge this matter before the entire city?” Shen Yueshan’s gaze was heavy.

Madam Geng didn’t believe her husband would betray the country. If this charge wasn’t overturned, the Geng clan would struggle to maintain their footing in the Northwest.

Chapter 569: The Crown Princess Who Controlled Hearts
She had no children with Geng Liangcheng, but Geng Liangcheng still had cousins and siblings. The Geng family was still a great clan. As Geng Liangcheng’s wife, her maiden family would also be unable to hold their heads high because of this, unless these people expelled both of them from the clan.

“Your Highness!” At this moment, two hunched elderly men with graying beards, dressed immaculately, walked over supported by a young man. They bowed in greeting. One was the Geng clan patriarch, and the other was Madam Geng’s clan patriarch. The Geng clan patriarch said, “This old one also doesn’t believe the rumors. We request Your Highness to make a fair judgment. If it is true, our Geng clan has produced such a criminal, we will certainly expel him from the clan!”

Madam Geng’s clan patriarch also agreed.

Expulsion from the clan was an extremely serious matter. One would be erased from the clan genealogy, couldn’t be buried in the ancestral grave after death, and would receive no offerings – destined to become a wandering ghost after death. Fortunately, Geng Liangcheng had no descendants. If he had any, his future generations would have no protection and could be bullied by anyone.

Shen Yueshan had anticipated all of this. Otherwise, why would dealing with Geng Liangcheng require so much effort? Therefore, the evidence they needed – both testimonial and physical – was complete.

The testimonial evidence came from Sang Yin and the two commanders who went to rescue Geng Liangcheng, along with countless eyes that witnessed Geng Liangcheng’s confrontation with Shen Yun’an at the city tower. The physical evidence was an agreement Geng Liangcheng signed with the Turkic Khan, believing Xiao Juesong would save him, under Xiao Changtai’s manipulation. This agreement was also found in the letters Xiao Changtai left behind.

Shen Yueshan first pointed out the people, revealing the events one by one. With each sentence they spoke, Madam Geng’s face grew paler. Finally, he presented the physical evidence, and the Geng clan patriarch immediately declared they would expel Geng Liangcheng from the clan.

Madam Geng was grief-stricken but still shook her head, unwilling to believe any of it.

Sang Yin had originally felt somewhat guilty. He knew Geng Liangcheng had pledged allegiance to His Majesty and planned to seize an opportunity to kill the Prince, thus charging him with colluding with the enemy and betraying the country seemed morally uncomfortable. However, upon seeing the agreement Geng Liangcheng signed with the Turkic Khan, Sang Yin’s unease completely vanished.

“Sister-in-law, you are confined to the inner courtyard and unaware of Geng Liangcheng’s actions. I shall make the decision and order your divorce from Geng Liangcheng. You may return to your family.” Shen Yueshan knew that as his bedside companion, Madam Geng must have known about Geng Liangcheng’s actions, but he didn’t want to push things too far.

With the divorce from Geng Liangcheng, she would have no relation to him. With his approval of the divorce, even if she returned to her clan, no one would slight her.

“Hahahahaha…” Madam Geng suddenly burst into maniacal laughter. After laughing, she stared at Shen Yueshan with hatred and indignation. “What a hypocrite, the Prince of the Northwest! My husband would never betray the Northwest and collude with the Turks. It must be you… you discovered he was dissatisfied because you executed my son without mercy, so he sent word to the court. That’s why you went to such lengths, faking death and attacking the Turks, all just to destroy him!”

As Madam Geng spoke, she looked deeply at Sang Yin, Wei Ya, and the others: “Just you wait, he wants to become the Emperor of the Northwest. He has no loyalty to the court. As long as you choose to be loyal to the Emperor, my husband’s fate will be each of yours—”

After shouting this, Madam Geng raised her hand, suddenly plunging a dagger toward her own heart.

Just before her dagger could pierce her body, a tiny needle first pierced her wrist, causing it to go numb. Only the tip of the dagger managed to pierce her, the wound not serious, as she collapsed powerlessly.

“Zhenzhu, tend to Madam Geng’s wound!” Shen Xihe had sensed from the moment Madam Geng appeared that she hadn’t come to seek justice, and hadn’t come to have Shen Yueshan condemn her husband in front of everyone.

She had come for revenge, to plant seeds of disaster for Shen Yueshan. If today she had truly managed to spill her blood after speaking these words, not only would the common people be shaken, but even Sang Yin and the others would harbor doubts.

It wasn’t about distrusting Shen Yueshan, but some things were so shocking they would inevitably cause people to suspect.

So she had kept a close watch on Madam Geng, and fortunately, her hand was quick enough. Xiao Huayong was in the carriage with her and had meant to act, but with Xiao Changfeng right beside them, if Xiao Huayong had moved, it would have been impossible to escape Xiao Changfeng’s eyes. Shen Xihe had held him back.

Shen Yun’an and Shen Yueshan were different from her after all. They had fought on battlefields with Geng Liangcheng, and he truly hadn’t colluded with the enemy or betrayed the country – he had only turned to His Majesty. They both harbored some lingering sentiment, making them more lenient and reluctant to be harsh with Madam Geng.

Xiao Changfeng’s gaze swept over Shen Xihe. This Crown Princess’s control and prediction of human nature had shocked him as well.

She not only had to guess Madam Geng’s intentions but also stop her at precisely the right moment. If too early, before Madam Geng revealed the dagger, Shen Xihe’s preemptive action might have seemed suspicious as if she feared letting Madam Geng speak. If too late, Madam Geng would have succeeded in planting a thorn in the hearts of the Northwest Prince’s right-hand men.

A tiny thorn that perhaps they wouldn’t notice now, but once they had conflicts and disagreements with the Northwest Prince in the future, this thorn would move. The inconspicuous wound it had caused over the years would suddenly burst open and even fester until incurable.

Dying to prove one’s point was, for many people, an extremely shocking matter.

However, this shocking scene ultimately didn’t occur, having been prevented by Shen Xihe at precisely the right moment. Instead, it became Madam Geng’s farce. These people saw the sincerity and magnanimity of the three Shen family members, as well as Madam Geng’s narrow-mindedness and her ugly face twisted by hatred.

Thinking of this, Xiao Changfeng couldn’t help but glance again at the Crown Prince, who had half his face showing. Xiao Huayong was currently gazing at his wife with full admiration, even somewhat mesmerized. He wasn’t putting on an act for Xiao Changfeng – it was just his instinctive pleasure in seeing Shen Xihe’s graceful movements in action, making him unconsciously admire her, unable to get enough of watching.

This scene, falling in Xiao Changfeng’s eyes, seemed to confirm that the Crown Prince was completely under the Crown Princess’s control.

Indeed, he was completely devoted, though not in the way Xiao Changfeng imagined a strong woman dominating a weak man.

The Geng family drama thus came to an end. After today’s events, no matter what Madam Geng might do in the future, no one would ever believe even a word she said.

Madam Geng was brought into the prince’s mansion, and her injury was treated. The needle shot from Shen Xihe’s bracelet hadn’t yet worn off. She came specially to visit the lying Madam Geng, dismissing the servants: “What is Madam thinking?”

Madam Geng also knew it was Shen Xihe who had ruined her perfect plan, putting her in such an awkward position now. She turned her gaze away, refusing to look at her.

However, Shen Xihe sat down by the couch: “Let me guess. Madam must know that I will send people to escort you unharmed out of the prince’s mansion. After you leave, you plan to hang yourself at the mansion’s main gate tonight, believing it won’t be completely ineffective.”

Chapter 570: He Was Poisoned by Something Called Shen Xihe
Having her thoughts guessed, Madam Geng stared fixedly at Shen Xihe.

“It’s not worth it, Madam.” Ignoring Madam Geng’s cold gaze, Shen Xihe lowered her head to smooth the sleeves laid flat across her knees. “Would you believe that as soon as you hang yourself at the prince’s mansion gate, I can immediately have people move you to the mass grave, making everyone think you were too ashamed to show your face and disappeared?”

Madam Geng trembled instantly: “You…”

Tilting her head slightly and raising her eyebrows, Shen Xihe gave Madam Geng a charming smile and said, “Don’t waste your efforts. If you want to die, I’ll grant your wish. Once you leave the prince’s mansion, you won’t live much longer.”

“If I die, it will prove your prince’s mansion silences people by murder!” Madam Geng growled.

“Unfortunately, you’ve already made one scene about dying. For such a repeat offender, no one will think that way,” Shen Xihe replied with some regret.

“You’re not the Princess, you’re not the Princess—” Madam Geng suddenly shouted hoarsely, “The Princess would never be so…”

Madam Geng had raised Shen Xihe, and though the time wasn’t particularly long, it wasn’t short either. While Shen Xihe possessed such intelligence and wit, she hadn’t had such a cold heart. The person before her now was too unfamiliar.

“Heh…” Shen Xihe laughed softly, “Madam Geng hasn’t even seen herself clearly, yet thinks she sees through others.”

“What did you say!”

“I never understood why Uncle Geng would betray my father. At his age, with no son to inherit his legacy, even if his schemes succeeded, it would only bring momentary satisfaction. How many years could he be the Prince of the Northwest?” Shen Xihe’s bright gaze fell on Madam Geng’s face. “Taking such a huge risk, becoming estranged from everyone, ruining his reputation – all to pledge allegiance to His Majesty. It wasn’t like Uncle Geng’s nature, unless…”

Shen Xihe deliberately paused. Madam Geng’s pupils contracted slightly, confirming that her guess wasn’t wrong: “It was you. You couldn’t bear the pain of losing your son, crying every day, whispering in Uncle Geng’s ear day after day, personally injecting the demon into his heart. His deep love for you led him down this path of no return.”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Madam Geng shrilly retorted, and then her gaze became blank. “I didn’t, you’re talking nonsense, it wasn’t me!”

“Geng Zhongji deserved his death. How many innocent people did he kill? You always tried to solve everything with money – did you never have nightmares about it?” Shen Xihe couldn’t understand why some people could disregard others’ flesh and blood relationships for the sake of their own.

Willfulness was inherently selfish – she understood all this. But for a couple who had once been so upright and honest to become completely different people because of this long-lost child, disregarding human life and violating morality – it was something she, having never experienced it, found difficult to comprehend.

“I only had Zhong’er, this one child. He was lost because both his parents had to protect his home and country. He fell into kidnappers’ hands, was trafficked through many places, and suffered greatly. If he hadn’t been lost, if he had stayed by my side, how could things have turned out this way?” Madness and obsession filled Madam Geng’s eyes. “We owed him all this, the people of the Northwest owed him. They only lost a daughter, we saved their whole family!”

Shen Xihe quietly looked at the deranged woman before her. How could someone who was once gentle and virtuous become so unreasonable, so frighteningly obsessed, merely because of the pain of losing a child?

She had a bold guess in her heart. She stood up: “Since you miss him so much, go be with him then.”

Dropping these words lightly, ignoring Madam Geng’s shudder, Shen Xihe turned and left.

She returned to her bedchamber where Xiao Huayong was sitting by the window in the outer room, holding a book. It was Shen Xihe’s book about rare flowers, plants, and trees, with her annotations. Xiao Huayong was reading it with great interest.

“Confirmed?” When Shen Xihe returned, Xiao Huayong asked abruptly.

Others wouldn’t understand, but Shen Xihe did. She nodded slightly: “Confirmed without a doubt. If nothing unexpected happens, we can capture them tonight.”

The Geng couple understood the Shen siblings, but how could Shen Xihe not understand them as well? Geng Liangcheng’s sudden ambition when pledging allegiance to His Majesty – was it just because of Geng Zhongji?

Madam Geng was a woman of the inner court. The inner courts of the Northwest were generally simple. Due to warfare, very few families had multiple wives and concubines. Most were monogamous because many couples had experienced life and death together. Combined with the Northwest’s previous poverty, they didn’t have much inclination for pleasure. Therefore, someone like Madam Geng was unlikely to have complex thoughts.

Her appearance today holding Geng Liangcheng’s memorial tablet had seemed somewhat abrupt to Shen Xihe. Though people might show some cleverness or extreme behavior when grieving and angry, it wasn’t unreasonable. Shen Xihe had only grown suspicious, which was why she went to probe.

Geng Liangcheng’s betrayal was indeed due to Madam Geng’s constant reminders, allowing his dissatisfaction to grow secretly until it became unstoppable, leading him to turn to His Majesty.

Then Shen Xihe suspected there might also be someone behind Madam Geng, occasionally reminding her of Geng Zhongji’s death, gradually diluting the evil in her heart about Geng Zhongji while intensifying his tragic fate, which then influenced Geng Liangcheng through her.

This person was also the one giving Madam Geng ideas. Shen Xihe had deliberately gone to threaten Madam Geng’s life. People were all the same – they could bravely sacrifice themselves, ending their lives without blinking, but when others threatened their lives, they would become afraid. Once afraid, they would instinctively seek their spiritual support.

“Seeing the big picture from small details – Youyou, I’m impressed.” Xiao Huayong hadn’t thought of so much.

“You just don’t understand them.” Shen Xihe didn’t think she was particularly remarkable. Her thoughts went further, “Beichen, I even suspect that Geng Zhongji wasn’t the real Geng Zhongji.”

So from the beginning, it was all carefully planned to make Geng Liangcheng – the person Shen Yueshan would least expect to betray him – turn traitor.

“This is very much like His Majesty’s style,” Xiao Huayong closed the book and pondered for a moment, giving Shen Xihe a confirming answer.

Emperor Youning was most skilled at the unexpected.

“So, there are still His Majesty’s spies in the Northwest Prince’s city,” Shen Xihe said softly.

“Probably not many.” After all, it wasn’t easy to plant spies right under Shen Yueshan’s nose. “This time we can follow the trail and root out these remaining fish that slipped through the net.”

“After capturing them, behead them all and send them to His Majesty’s desk,” Shen Xihe’s eyes gleamed coldly.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh softly, pulling Shen Xihe into his arms and holding her tightly with great fondness: “My Youyou, you truly entrance me…”

Every side of her made his heart pound, unable to control its accelerating beats.

He had truly been poisoned, and this poison was called Shen Xihe – incurable, penetrating deep into his very being.

Chapter 571: The Crown Princess’s Ruthless Methods
Madam Geng was escorted from the prince’s mansion. Apart from the self-inflicted wound, many saw her being sent back to the Geng mansion with rosy cheeks.

Although Geng Liangcheng had colluded with the enemy and was already dead, the final disposition hadn’t been decided, and their mansion hadn’t been confiscated.

Back home, Madam Geng was restless, her mind filled with Shen Xihe’s words “Since you miss him so much, go be with him then.” Though spoken plainly, these words filled her with terror, laden with murderous intent.

She waited until dark, then stealthily left the Geng mansion for an abandoned temple. She left her token there and quickly returned home.

Moyu, who had been tracking her, returned to report to Shen Xihe.

“Did you get close? Did you notice anyone?” Shen Xihe asked.

“This servant didn’t approach but presumed she went there. I didn’t notice anyone around, nor did anyone stay to keep watch,” Moyu replied.

Shen Xihe nodded with satisfaction: “Go rest, no need to stand watch.”

Not getting too close and not leaving anyone behind would let vigilant people lower their guard. Without startling the snake in the grass, it would be easy to catch.

After everyone withdrew, Shen Xihe stood by the window contemplating the moon. Suddenly, Xiao Huayong lifted her from behind: “The night is short, Youyou should be thinking only of me.”

Shen Xihe’s thoughts were interrupted by Xiao Huayong. She looked at him, her dark eyes as deep as his back, as if something was about to break free. Regarding marital intimacy, Xiao Huayong was indulgent in all kinds of pleasure. Though Shen Xihe had experienced it too, she still found it embarrassing, yet she couldn’t refuse this man who was particularly domineering in bed.

Ice-like silk shed from jade-bright skin,

Peaks rise proudly like a crimson peach;

Brocade and bamboo mat shadows overlap,

Flower-plucking moon-playing clouds disperse.

The next morning while doing her makeup, Shen Xihe saw the charm in her brows and tenderness in her eyes, frightened by her reflection, she quickly flipped the mirror face down.

Xiao Huayong walked over unhurriedly, and picked up her rouge, powder, and eyebrow brush, wanting to do her makeup.

Shen Xihe glared at him, but he only smiled more smugly. By his hand, he finally managed to conceal the spring colors in her features, only then escaping her knife-like stares.

Madam Geng’s contacts were very cautious, not making contact for several days. Only after Shen Yueshan and others had discussed and finalized all of Geng Liangcheng’s crimes, sealed the Geng mansion, and left Madam Geng homeless for several days due to her refusal to divorce, did that person appear. Despite such caution, they still fell into Shen Xihe’s hands.

“Reveal your accomplices, and I can give you a quick death,” Shen Xihe sat in the dim room, speaking softly.

The bound person remained silent. They had been drugged and were completely weak, unable even to commit suicide. Though they could still speak, they wouldn’t.

After waiting a moment, Shen Xihe nodded to Moyu, who held tongs gripping a red-hot copper kettle in front of the person. Zhenzhu grabbed their arm, throwing their limp hand onto the kettle.

“Ah—” The scorching pain made even this trained person scream sharply.

Before they could finish screaming, Zhenzhu yanked their arm, leaving a layer of flesh on the kettle, then quickly dipped the arm in salt water beside them.

“AAAHHH—” The bone-deep pain made them dizzy, desperately wanting to faint, but A’xi stood beside them, using a silver needle to prevent unconsciousness.

Zhenzhu pulled out their hand and immediately applied medicine to the wound.

“I have the most cruel tortures here, and the best physicians, able to keep you suffering without dying…” Shen Xihe spoke softly, her voice steady and clear like ice striking jade, so pleasant it made one overlook the sinister content of her words.

After the torture, the person still bit their trembling teeth in silence.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe admired Emperor Youning’s training: “Question them thoroughly, mind the limits, keep them alive until they talk.”

That night, the person, tortured until covered in wounds without a patch of good flesh, finally couldn’t endure and confessed everything they knew, begging for a quick death. Of course, Shen Xihe didn’t let them die immediately but followed their confession to capture everyone they named. Only then did she give them a quick end. The others were also tortured, and once confirmed there was nothing more to confess, she had this batch of over ten people killed.

Shen Xihe had Moyu take their heads and apply her precious funeral incense. This incense could prevent corpses from decaying, though with just heads rather than complete bodies sealed in coffins, they wouldn’t last as long.

Still, it would be more than enough to reach the capital, preventing the bodies from rotting before His Majesty could recognize them.

“Youyou, you have no task for me?” Xiao Huayong had been waiting for Shen Xihe to assign him a mission.

Under heaven, only he could silently deliver the heads to His Majesty.

Shen Xihe’s gaze moved from her book, glanced at the expectant Xiao Huayong, then returned to her book, blocking their eye contact: “Such a small matter doesn’t require Your Highness’s attention.”

“You have another way?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows, quite expectant.

Shen Xihe smiled without speaking. Xiao Huayong waited a while, feeling anxious. He had no interest in others’ affairs but was extremely curious about anything related to Shen Xihe.

Just as he was about to ask, Zhenzhu’s voice came from outside: “Crown Princess, Prince Xun has arrived.”

Xiao Huayong had to sit aside, one hand propped on the table, shoulders drooping, feigning weakness.

Xiao Changfeng entered and bowed, then asked: “Crown Princess called for me, what instructions do you have?”

“I have a gift for His Majesty that only Your Highness can deliver to him, so I must trouble you,” Shen Xihe put down her book, her gaze falling on a large box in front.

Xiao Changfeng followed her gaze: “What might it be?”

“Your Highness can take a look,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward.

Xiao Changfeng opened the box to find several smaller boxes inside. He opened one and his expression changed instantly, stepping back involuntarily.

Xiao Huayong was too far to see, and under Shen Xihe’s gaze, had to feign curiosity: “What is it?”

Xiao Changfeng turned sharply, staring at Shen Xihe: “What is the Crown Princess’s meaning?”

“I’m returning to His Majesty the people he sent. Also, here are their confessions. I don’t believe these people made false accusations, so I took great pains to preserve their appearances for His Majesty to identify, so he can see clearly which petty criminals dared to slander His Majesty and sow discord between the court and the Northwest.” Shen Xihe gestured for Zhenzhu to hand the confessions to Xiao Changfeng.

Chapter 572: Your Highness May Still Be Salvageable
The confessions were genuine – under Shen Xihe’s torture, unless they were completely insensate death soldiers, few could withstand such torment. They revealed everything in detail: their origins, their contacts, how they normally concealed themselves, where they originally came from, and so on.

Of course, they didn’t know they were working for the Emperor – His Majesty would never put himself in the open for such matters. These were all embellishments Shen Xihe added in writing. It didn’t matter that there was no evidence, as dead men tell no tales, and the various clues revealed in these people’s confessions naturally pointed to who was behind it all.

“Crown Princess, do you realize this is challenging imperial authority!” Wang Changfeng hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to be so bold. How dare she – how dare she give him the heads to deliver to His Majesty’s presence?

“Challenging imperial authority?” Before Shen Xihe could respond, Xiao Huayong looked at her with a puzzled expression. “Youyou, what did you send to His Majesty?”

Speaking as if unaware, Xiao Huayong extended his hand, letting Tianyuan support him as he walked toward the box to investigate.

Shen Xihe stepped forward before him, closing the box lid: “Just a few heads, Your Highness shouldn’t look. No need to frighten Your Highness.”

“Heads?” Xiao Huayong’s face turned slightly pale, both shocked and anxious. “You… why did you send heads to His Majesty, you…”

“Your Highness.” Shen Xihe called to him softly, stepping forward to hold his hand, speaking gently, “These people claimed repeatedly they were acting on imperial orders to drive a wedge between the Western Border generals and my father. Father has always been loyal to the court, and His Majesty has praised him as a pillar of the state. These people must have been used by someone, attempting to disrupt the harmony between the court and the Western Border.

Under severe torture, they confessed to some fabricated nonsense. I wanted to send these people back to the capital for His Majesty’s judgment, but the Western Border is far from the capital, and these people were broken by torture. If we sent the complete bodies to the capital, they would likely be completely decomposed and unrecognizable – how could His Majesty investigate thoroughly then?

After much consideration, only their heads remained intact. I had people apply some fragrance to preserve them, so naturally His Majesty could see them clearly and conveniently investigate. I truly had the best intentions.”

Wang Changfeng stared at Shen Xihe in astonishment as she transformed completely before his eyes, showing such a gentle and respectful demeanor toward Xiao Huayong, every bit the image of a virtuous wife and mother.

Xiao Huayong, seeming to recover from his initial shock, calmed down and after careful consideration said: “Sending heads directly to His Majesty is still inappropriate, it offends imperial dignity and shows disrespect. Better to send them to the Court of Judicature for thorough investigation and handling.”

Wang Changfeng’s eyelid twitched – wouldn’t sending this to the Court of Judicature make this matter even bigger? Who knew if Shen Xihe had other evidence in hand? Whether she did or not, once it reached the Court of Judicature, they would need to give some explanation. Moreover, these confessions, once at the Court of Judicature, would likely be previewed by the Six Ministries and Three Departments. Even if nothing concrete came of it, everyone would form their conclusions, and His Majesty would likely lose face.

If the matter spread, other regional military governors would inevitably become suspicious. If someone took advantage of the situation to cause more trouble, who knew what complications might arise?

Now Wang Changfeng finally understood why Shen Xihe dared to be so brazen, even deliberately acting in front of Xiao Huayong – she wanted to use Xiao Huayong’s hand to blow this matter up.

“Your Highness speaks wisely, I was short-sighted.” Shen Xihe said with lowered eyes and a submissive manner. “Let’s do as Your Highness says…”

“Crown Princess.” Before Shen Xihe could finish, Wang Changfeng spoke first, “This matter is of great importance. Perhaps I should report to His Majesty first, let Him decide.”

Shen Xihe frowned with concern: “That’s not good. As the Crown Prince said, this would be disrespectful to His Majesty. I was hasty earlier, and knowing petty people were trying to sow discord, my judgment was lacking…”

“Your Highness.” Wang Changfeng didn’t want to argue with Shen Xihe – her acting skills were truly refined. He addressed Xiao Huayong directly, “This concerns the Western Border and the court. Reporting to the Court of Judicature without going through His Majesty would seem to bypass imperial authority.”

Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement after hearing this: “What you say makes sense. Let’s follow your suggestion.”

“Your Highness…”

“Youyou, I think Prince Xun’s proposal is more appropriate,” Xiao Huayong gently held Shen Xihe’s hand and persuaded her.

Shen Xihe cast a cool glance at Wang Changfeng and forced a smile: “If Your Highness thinks it appropriate, then it must be so.”

Xiao Huayong pulled Shen Xihe inside with an indulgent yet helpless expression: “In this matter, His Majesty and I will certainly give you an answer…”

Reaching the dividing screen, Xiao Huayong didn’t forget to give Wang Changfeng a look, signaling him to leave.

Wang Changfeng quickly ordered people to lift the box and strode away, while Xiao Huayong’s voice comforting Shen Xihe grew distant.

“Satisfied?” After Wang Changfeng left, Shen Xihe opened the window and watched the direction he disappeared. Xiao Huayong stood behind her and asked softly with a laugh.

“Satisfied.” Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly.

She specifically wanted to send the heads to Emperor Youning’s presence, wanted to anger him until he coughed blood, wanted him to know clearly that she was challenging him, yet he could do nothing about it!

Putting on a show with Xiao Huayong in front of Wang Changfeng was because Wang Changfeng was Emperor Youning’s confidant. She wanted to create an image in front of Wang Changfeng of Xiao Huayong as someone who doted on his Crown Princess but still retained some clarity, seemingly still salvageable.

It remained to be seen if Wang Changfeng and His Majesty would take the bait, whether they would try to save Xiao Huayong, attempting to pull him away from the bewitchment of her, this scheming enchantress. If they came…

Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Huayong, smiling meaningfully – that would make for quite a show.

Knowing her thoughts, he flicked her nose gently: “His Majesty isn’t so easily fooled. Even if he truly wants to use me against you and your father, he would certainly be wary of me.”

“Wary of you? Can His Majesty guard against you?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly. “In terms of scheming, who could match Your Highness?”

Especially this Western Border trip made Shen Xihe deeply appreciate the exquisiteness and far-reaching nature of Xiao Huayong’s planning.

“So in Youyou’s heart, I am invincible.” Xiao Huayong was very pleased.

In contrast to the couple’s pleasure, Emperor Youning’s face turned iron-gray with anger upon receiving the heads Wang Changfeng delivered, even though he had only read Wang Changfeng’s message and hadn’t seen the heads placed on his imperial desk.

He had thought a few people remained, never expecting Shen Xihe to detect them so quickly, even completely uprooting them, catching them all in one sweep!

This further convinced him that the earth-shattering changes in the Western Border were all long planned by the three of them. Caught between Shen Xihe’s delivered heads and Shen Yunan’s delivered alliance treaty with the Turks, Emperor Youning felt a dull pain in his skull.

Chapter 573: The Emperor’s Choice
“The Shen family can no longer be tolerated,” Emperor Youning rubbed his aching temples, his palm pressing heavily on the desk.

“Your Majesty, shall we summon the Imperial Physician…” Liu Sanzhi supported Emperor Youning’s arm, asking softly.

Just as he was about to wave it off, Emperor Youning felt another surge of blood rushing to his head, his vision momentarily darkening. This frightened Liu Sanzhi so much that he called loudly for the Imperial Physician without hesitation.

When Mingzheng Hall summoned physicians, the Imperial Medical Office wished they had wings to fly over. They dared not delay a moment. By the time Emperor Youning had just finished a cup of water to catch his breath, the Imperial Physician-in-Chief and two Deputy Imperial Physicians had rushed over.

Emperor Youning simply let them check his pulse. All three looked somewhat grave, but finally, the Imperial Physician-in-Chief chose his words carefully: “Your Majesty is diligent, but must take care of your health. Your Majesty endured harsh conditions in childhood, which weakened your constitution more than most; in your youth, you campaigned on battlefields, leaving many hidden injuries. More rest would be advisable.”

In truth, Emperor Youning had lacked proper nourishment in childhood, and his military campaigns in his youth had left chronic ailments. Now, as he aged, he naturally couldn’t suppress the deficiencies from his youth. But how could an Imperial Physician dare say that His Majesty was getting old and needed care?

Emperor Youning wasn’t one to avoid reality. Though the Imperial Physician-in-Chief spoke diplomatically, he understood. He didn’t need the physicians to tell him – in recent years, he’d noticed his energy wasn’t as abundant as before: “Prepare some medicinal soups for our treatment.”

The three physicians sighed in relief and quickly acknowledged before withdrawing.

Emperor Youning lowered his eyes wearily: “Speaking of hidden injuries, how could we compare to the battle-hardened Shen Yueshan? Yet Shen Yueshan appears vigorous and strong, while we fear we won’t outlast him…”

With only Liu Sanzhi remaining in the room, he hurriedly said: “Your Majesty bears the burden of the entire realm. How could the Western Border King compare to Your Majesty’s exhaustive efforts for the state and society? The Western Border King may appear energetic, but who can say what happens behind closed doors?”

Knowing his confidant was trying to comfort him, Emperor Youning’s mood improved slightly. He leaned back on his dragon throne, gazing at the magnificent ceiling. Sandalwood incense curled through the silent great hall. After an unknown time, Emperor Youning said, “Tell me, would it be good to arrange Huaiyang’s marriage to Changfeng?”

This idea had occurred to Emperor Youning long ago when it was purely out of an uncle’s protective care. As for now…

Liu Sanzhi silently considered for a while before bowing and saying: “Your Majesty’s sincere care for the County Princess, she will surely be grateful in her heart.”

Wang Changfeng was His Majesty’s man, Shen Yingruo was the Shen family’s person.

Previously, both sides could maintain a surface-level peace, but after Shen Xihe and her father and brother forcefully uprooted His Majesty’s cultivated forces on the Western Border, they were close to openly breaking faces, while underneath, they were like fire and water.

Emperor Youning glanced at Liu Sanzhi, whose words revealed nothing, and didn’t continue this thread of conversation.

But he still had this intention conveyed, and soon Shen Yingruo received this news, just as she had prepared wedding gifts for her elder brother and handed them to servants to deliver to the escort agency for protected delivery.

When she came of age, Shen Yunan had sent her gifts too, though valuable, they lacked genuine care, but Shen Yingruo had been satisfied. For Shen Yunan’s wedding this time, Shen Yingruo had prepared gifts with great care, not to curry favor but for her peace of mind, regardless of whether Shen Yunan would be pleased.

“County Princess, news from the palace – His Majesty intends to arrange your marriage to Prince Xun,” Madam Tan said softly to Shen Yingruo.

“What’s this about?” Shen Yingruo frowned.

She had no spies in the palace, so for this to reach her ears meant His Majesty wanted her to know, giving her mental preparation, which was practically the same as being determined to issue the decree.

Previously, His Majesty had intended to betroth her to Wang Changfeng, but they had both declined. His Majesty had let it go then. To suddenly have such thoughts again, there must be some reason causing His Majesty to become suddenly forceful.

“This servant doesn’t know. Perhaps we should send word to Consort Su in the palace?” Madam Tan suggested.

Before leaving, Shen Xihe had instructed Shen Yingruo that if anything happened, she could seek Consort Su. Consort Su had originally been meant to marry the Crown Prince, but was badly tormented by the Crown Princess without leaving evidence. After marrying His Majesty, she occasionally created trouble for the Crown Princess in the palace. Everyone thought they would fight to the death, never imagining that Consort Su was the Crown Princess’s person!

When hearing this news at the time, Madam Tan was scared pale, and both she and Shen Yingruo grew even more in awe of Shen Xihe.

Long ago, Shen Yingruo had recognized reality – there was a vast difference between her and Shen Xihe in terms of scheming ability.

But before leaving, Shen Xihe’s willingness to share such a big secret with her had made Shen Yingruo elated for a long time, though she knew Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid of her revealing this information.

“Have Elder Sister’s people ask about it,” Shen Yingruo also wanted to know why Emperor Youning suddenly changed his attitude, becoming so insistent on her marrying Wang Changfeng.

After Shen Xihe married into the Eastern Palace, she had invisibly expanded her network. With Xiao Huayong’s help, Jiuzhang was the first to know what Shen Yingruo wanted to investigate and had already transmitted the news to the Western Border.

Jiuzhang took the initiative to select what could be told to Shen Yingruo about the Western Border events, mainly that the Western Border had gained many benefits this time, while His Majesty had lost troops and generals and was helpless against the Western Border.

After reading this, Shen Yingruo held the letter in both hands, silent for a long time.

Madam Tan couldn’t help glancing at it, quickly reading through, then couldn’t help but feel heartache, gripping Shen Yingruo’s shoulders: “County Princess, that is the Emperor…”

The Emperor always put rulership first – even princes called him Sovereign Father before Father. First sovereign, then father – let alone Shen Yingruo, who was only His Majesty’s niece, and a distant one at that.

These years, His Majesty had indeed shown great affection for Shen Yingruo, and she was clever. Though Jiuzhang hadn’t specified the reason, Shen Yingruo could understand – His Majesty had no way to deal with the Shen family now, and seeing her elder sister’s forcefulness and meticulousness, he wasn’t planning to find a breakthrough there but had turned his attention to her instead.

Suddenly understanding His Majesty’s intentions, Shen Yingruo felt heavy-hearted and hurt, her eyes involuntarily stinging with tears. But she quickly came to terms with it: “I was too greedy.”

How could she hope for an emperor to truly love her as a younger relative? He simply hadn’t needed to use her before, but now her usefulness had arrived, hadn’t it?

“County Princess, your marriage isn’t something His Majesty can control,” Madam Tan said. “While the King is still here, His Majesty has no right to arrange your marriage arbitrarily.”

“Why do you think His Majesty let me know of this news?” Shen Yingruo’s lips twitched. “His Majesty wants me to know my place, to willingly accept this marriage. Now that Elder Sister isn’t in the palace, and Father is far in the Western Border, messages take time to travel back and forth. If I’m willing myself, Father, and they won’t oppose it.”



Chapter 574: Who Isn’t a Beauty?
This was why Shen Yingruo was lost in despondency – the Emperor was, after all, just the Emperor.

His Majesty wanted her to make a choice: whether to be like her strong-willed elder sister who would only ever be a Shen family woman or to be grateful for His Majesty’s years of care and be his understanding, thoughtful niece.

“County Princess…” Madam Tan moved her lips but didn’t know how to comfort her. In truth, Shen Yingruo understood everything and now faced a difficult choice.

“Nurse, do you know that night when I went to find Father, Elder Sister said I was both Father’s daughter and His Majesty’s niece? Father wouldn’t treat me well because he didn’t want me caught between two sides – this was all he could do for me as a father.” Shen Yingruo raised her head to look out the window, her eyes dim and lifeless. “I was naive enough to think I could truly have both…”

With a soft, self-mocking laugh, Shen Yingruo said bitterly: “Indeed, how could there be kindness in this world without reason?”

“County Princess, you…” Madam Tan’s brow twitched. “You mean to…”

Shen Yingruo folded the letter once, then threw it into the fire basin: “I should repay His Majesty’s kindness.”

“County Princess!” Madam Tan raised her voice, then realizing her impropriety, lowered it again. “Do you know if you marry Prince Xun, you’ll be…”

“Change from being a Shen to being a Xiao-Shen?” Shen Yingruo lowered her eyes to watch the flames consume the letter. “Isn’t Elder Sister also a Xiao-Shen?”

“This…” Madam Tan moved her lips, not knowing what to say. The Crown Princess marrying the Crown Prince was her own choice, and also the inevitable result of the Western Border and His Majesty’s entanglement. Whether for the Shen family’s private interests or His Majesty’s, the Crown Princess’s marriage into the royal family was unavoidable. But Shen Yingruo had a choice.

“I know, Elder Sister married for the Shen family.” Shen Yingruo raised her head again to look at Madam Tan. “Nurse, before I met Elder Sister, I was still naive, a young lady dreaming of romance and marriage. But later, when Elder Sister came to the capital, I thought she would be resentful, bitter, raging against fate’s unfairness to her.

Later I realized I was wrong. She was so composed and calm, wise and decisive. She was truly the eldest daughter of a noble family who put family first, while I only thought of fine clothes and jewelry, delicacies and poetry, young love and beauty.

Thinking about it now, I was truly just a little girl. Is romance so important? Worth spending a lifetime pursuing, planning, and scheming for? Even if I can’t be as ambitious as Elder Sister, why can’t I do something else? So that in my life, whether long or short, when I look back at the final moment, I can be proud, knowing I didn’t waste it?”

“County Princess, don’t act rashly.” Madam Tan sensed something in Shen Yingruo’s thoughts that made her nervous.

“I’m perfectly clear-headed right now.” Shen Yingruo’s gaze grew increasingly determined. “Marriage is marriage, regardless of who it’s to. Prince Xun is young and talented, accomplished in both civil and military arts, isn’t he the prime choice for capital ladies? Look no further than the second daughter of the Pingyao Marquis House – hasn’t she been trying everything?”

How could Shen Yingruo not see Yu Sangning’s intentions?

She was just bored, and someone came to flatter her and entertain her, passing along some outside gossip. She had no interest in Wang Changfeng herself but enjoyed watching Yu Sangning’s antics.

“Marriage is for life, one should find someone they love…”

“Nurse, do you think Elder Sister loves the Crown Prince?” Shen Yingruo asked.

This left Madam Tan speechless. Others might see the Crown Prince and Crown Princess as inseparable and deeply in love, but they were from the Shen family and understood Shen Xihe better than anyone – she was someone who didn’t need romance, devoid of such sentiment. Between them lay the irreconcilable divide between the royal family and the Shen family. No one could predict where they would end up.

“If His Majesty wants me to marry, I’ll marry. It saves others from scheming over my marriage.” Shen Yingruo said with a light, mocking laugh. “If His Majesty thinks I’ll follow my husband’s lead and use me to control Father and the others, he’s miscalculated.

If His Majesty can maintain some genuine feelings, and Prince Xun isn’t too unreasonable, I’m willing to be a virtuous Princess Xun.

But if His Majesty means to use the handsome man strategy on me, and Prince Xun agrees to it, they shouldn’t blame me…”

Her bright almond eyes flashed with sharpness. She would respect those who respected her. But whoever tried to use her should be prepared to be used in return.

She turned to sit before the mirror, touching her increasingly beautiful face since coming of age: “Who isn’t a beauty…”

If Prince Xun was willing to be a good husband and not drag her into these grudges, she would be a good wife.

If Prince Xun wanted to use his looks against her, she had her beauty to use against him.

By complying with His Majesty now, using her marriage to repay his years of care and favor, she would no longer owe him anything. From then on, His Majesty would just be His Majesty to her – they would be sovereign and subject, no longer uncle and niece.

“County Princess, why not consult with the Crown Princess before deciding?” Madam Tan suggested.

Shen Yingruo shook her head gently: “Elder Sister won’t interfere with my marriage, nor do I need to tell her why I’m agreeing to it. I just need to handle myself well.”

Madam Tan thought for a moment and didn’t try to persuade her further.

The Western Border matter was essentially concluded after Shen Xihe uprooted those who had bewitched Madam Geng.

Madam Geng had gone completely mad after learning Geng Zhongji wasn’t her son.

Wang Changfeng came daily to pay respects, always asking when they would depart. They had only come to find Shen Yueshan, and now that things had developed this way and everything was settled, they should return to the capital soon.

“Next month is the Crown Prince’s wedding. Since we’re already in the Western Border, and the Crown Princess only has this one elder brother, we can’t miss this wedding. I’ve already written to inform His Majesty.” Xiao Huayong received Emperor Youning’s reply and handed it to Wang Changfeng. “His Majesty has agreed. If Prince Xun is eager to return to the capital, he may go ahead first.”

At this point, with Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe wanting to attend Shen Yunan’s wedding, and them already being on the Western Border, wouldn’t it be unreasonable if Emperor Youning forcefully recalled them?

There truly weren’t any particularly urgent matters in the capital requiring the Crown Prince and Crown Princess’s return, so Emperor Youning hadn’t even thought of preventing Xiao Huayong’s request.

After reading it, Wang Changfeng said: “Changfeng was ordered to ensure the Crown Princess’s safety, only to escort the Crown Princess and Your Highness safely back to the capital.”

This indicated he would stay. No one was happier about Wang Changfeng staying than Bu Shulin. She had been having fun, rarely seen around, loving the Western Border’s grasslands and deserts where she could gallop freely. The Western Border horses made her drool with desire.

The Western Border ladies had captivated her – yes, the ladies.

As a lady herself, Bu Shulin naturally preferred the company of other ladies. However, in Wang Changfeng’s eyes, this just served as evidence of the Shunan Crown Prince’s fondness for wine and women.



Chapter 575: Deep Maternal Love
Soon, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong received news that His Majesty intended to arrange a marriage between Xiao Changfeng and Shen Yingruo. Because of this, Shen Xihe had been studying Xiao Changfeng with a scrutinizing gaze these past few days.

Every time Xiao Changfeng encountered Shen Xihe’s evaluating looks, he couldn’t help but feel unsettled, enveloped by an ominous premonition.

Constantly on guard against Shen Xihe taking action against him, Xiao Changfeng had come to understand this Crown Princess quite well during their journey together. There seemed to be nothing in this world she wouldn’t dare to do. The Crown Prince deferred to her in everything, while the Prince of the Northwest and the Northwestern Heir would gladly present her with every treasure in existence if they could.

Such overwhelming indulgence typically creates someone who acts on their whims, and while Shen Xihe did indeed do as she pleased, she could always handle the consequences herself. She never needed the Northwestern Prince or Heir to clean up after her. Even with the Crown Prince, apart from occasionally utilizing his influence, she rarely relied on his position as Crown Prince to accomplish things.

The more he observed this, the more Xiao Changfeng found himself developing an inexplicable fear of Shen Xihe, though he couldn’t pinpoint when it had begun.

“My Youyou, so beautiful, yet someone fears you – how unreasonable,” watching Xiao Changfeng avoid Shen Xihe’s gaze and quickly leave, Xiao Huayong shed his frail demeanor, cupped Shen Xihe’s face, and couldn’t resist kissing her.

Shen Xihe pushed his hands away, casting a sidelong glance at Xiao Huayong: “His Majesty wants to betroth Huaiyang to him.”

“Good news.” Xiao Huayong had received the information earlier than Shen Xihe but hadn’t told her, as there was no urgency. He didn’t need to show off, and he knew Shen Xihe would learn of it soon enough.

He didn’t know much about Shen Yingruo, but if she had any wisdom, she would wait for her father and siblings’ responses before making a decision. If she lacked even this basic judgment, she wouldn’t be worth their concern – she could simply be considered His Majesty’s person. In that case, as long as she followed the rules and didn’t act against His Majesty or his people, they would show her some consideration in the future.

Shen Xihe’s gaze returned to Xiao Huayong: “Good news?”

“Unlike my uncle, my cousin is more clear-headed,” Xiao Huayong nodded with a smile.

“More clear-headed meaning?” Shen Xihe didn’t quite understand his deeper meaning.

“It means that while he’s loyal to His Majesty now, he won’t offend any of the princes, and naturally, you’re the last person he’d want to offend in the future,” Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened around his eyes and brows. “Even if we end up facing His Majesty in battle, he will still fight for His Majesty, but he won’t use underhanded tactics against us. Each serves their master, and victory determines the outcome. If His Majesty wins, he remains a loyal warrior; if we win, it depends on our magnanimity.”

Shen Xihe understood now. Xiao Changfeng was someone who knew how to leave himself an escape route. As His Majesty’s subject, he served with complete devotion and loyalty, following orders faithfully. Such a person’s fate during a dynastic change would depend on luck – if he encountered a generous new ruler, he would serve the new master with the same loyalty he had shown the old.

“You think your sister will accept this marriage arrangement?” Otherwise, why would she keep looking at Xiao Changfeng?

“The Shen family has been neither warm nor cold to her; she doesn’t have the resolve to firmly resist His Majesty,” Shen Xihe was certain Shen Yingruo would accept the marriage. “Moreover, she’s clever and knows she owes His Majesty for years of care. She also knows that Father, Brother, and I value relationships deeply. She won’t simply turn against His Majesty – even if she must eventually do so, she’ll first exhaust all bonds of gratitude.”

Shen Xihe was very accurate in reading people. The reason she had told Shen Yingruo about Noble Consort Shu was because she had noticed that Shen Yingruo held an inexplicable reverence and admiration for her father, herself, and even Shen Yun’an, whom she had little contact with. She viewed the three of them as so pure that she strived to be a worthy Shen family member, someone who could match up to the Shen name.

She worked hard in both moral character and intelligence.

Xiao Huayong had never paid attention to Shen Yingruo before and didn’t understand her. Hearing Shen Xihe’s words, he showed an indescribable expression: “Could it be because of Father-in-law’s bloodline?”

While Xiao Huayong knew people were naturally born either clever or slow-witted, he believed that one’s personality was shaped by their environment and the people around one during their formative years. Shen Yingruo had grown up in the capital with a crazy, sharp-tongued birth mother beside her and a deeply mysterious uncle nearby – how had she not grown up to be paranoid, gloomy, and scheming?

Instead, she had become open-minded, sophisticated, bright, and forthright.

She harbored no hatred for Shen Yueshan, who had abandoned her without a care, only admiration and reverence.

She showed no hostility toward her elder sister, who had monopolized their father’s love since childhood, only deep respect.

“Asked like that, I don’t know how to answer.” Shen Xihe had also been curious about this and had even suspected at one point whether Shen Yingruo was hiding her true nature too deeply, because, according to Xiao Huayong’s reasoning, that should have been Shen Yingruo’s normal personality development.

People need guidance, especially when their minds are not yet mature – they are more likely to become extreme and degenerate.

She had observed Shen Yingruo and confirmed that she wasn’t deeply concealing anything, but was truly kind-hearted and inexplicably revered their family of three.

These two brilliant people, for the first time, found something unreasonable yet existing, looked at each other, and couldn’t help but smile.

“You two have been married for so long, yet still act so lovey-dovey.” Shen Yun’an happened to come by and couldn’t help but tease his sister and brother-in-law. At the same time, he felt somewhat displeased – accepting Xiao Huayong was one thing, but seeing his precious sister smile so sweetly at another man caused an inexplicable sourness in his heart.

Not just Xiao Huayong – even with his father, he had always been jealous since childhood.

It was an illness, he knew, but he didn’t want to cure it, nor could he.

Seeing her brother’s sour expression and remembering his childish fights with their father in past years, Shen Xihe didn’t want Shen Yun’an to act the same way with Xiao Huayong, so she shared their earlier question.

Originally intending to divert Shen Yun’an’s attention, she didn’t expect him to suddenly drop his smile and, after a moment of silence, say: “Her wet nurse was one of our mother’s people.”

Shen Xihe was shocked and stared at Shen Yun’an in disbelief.

“I only found out last year…” Shen Yun’an sighed softly.

He had always had a knot in his heart about Shen Yingruo’s existence, and after returning from the capital, he had been quite dissatisfied with her. When Shen Yueshan learned of this, he told him about the matter.

“Before Mother passed away, she had arranged everything…” As Shen Yun’an spoke, his admiration for his mother deepened further.

Madam Tao had been a wise woman, her wisdom no less than the current Shen Xihe. However, Madam Tao had ultimately grown up in a scholarly family, raised on the classics. Thus, while she was wise, her wisdom differed from Shen Xihe’s, who had been raised without any constraints by Shen Yun’an and Shen Yueshan, daring to compete with young men.



Chapter 576: Forgiving Others is Forgiving Oneself
Although Madam Tao grew up under traditional constraints on women, her abilities in supporting her husband, educating her children, and managing household affairs were unmatched. Like when she first heard about Lady Xiao and couldn’t maintain her composure, leading to premature labor, though she could have been saved and lived three to five more years, she resolutely chose death.

This was because she knew only her life could permanently humble Lady Xiao and turn His Majesty’s righteousness into guilt, thus maximally protecting her children’s future interests.

She had thought of everything then. Since Shen Yueshan and Lady Xiao had already consummated their relationship, although the chances of pregnancy were small, it couldn’t be ignored, so she made early arrangements.

Madam Tan owed Madam Tao a life debt – Madam Tao had saved her from her husband’s beatings, arranged her divorce to escape that hell, and helped her find work in wealthy households to make a living and learn skills.

Only before her death did she write to Madam Tan, saying that if Lady Xiao wasn’t pregnant, so be it, but if she was, Madam Tan must use her skills to enter the Shen household and become the child’s wet nurse. Regardless of the child’s gender, there was no need to harm or spoil them – simply teach them to distinguish right from wrong.

“Mother…” Shen Xihe felt as if her heart had been struck hard. She was as shocked as when she’d learned that Madam Tao could have lived but chose to live three to five years less for the long-term benefit of her father and brother.

Those three to five years might have brought changes, but she never considered such possibilities.

“Father said that Mother acted this way because she didn’t hate this child. Since we are Mother’s children, we should have Mother’s tolerance,” Shen Yun’an said somewhat shamefully. “In this regard, I’m not as good as Youyou.”

From beginning to end, Shen Xihe had never hated Shen Yingruo or shown any resentment, but Shen Yun’an hadn’t gotten over that mental hurdle before learning of this matter.

“Youyou take after her mother.” Even Xiao Huayong had to admire his mother-in-law’s far-reaching wisdom and broad-mindedness.

“Forgiving others is forgiving oneself.” Shen Xihe recalled a calligraphy piece her mother had left behind, six characters written in Madam Tao’s hand.

Unless it was a matter of life and death, forgiving others was essentially forgiving oneself.

Like Shen Yun’an – before knowing this, he couldn’t accept Shen Yingruo’s existence, yet was constrained by blood ties to Shen Yueshan and couldn’t do anything about it. He could only feel uncomfortable inside – what good did it do besides torturing himself?

But once he got over that hurdle and no longer felt bothered by Shen Yingruo’s existence, his mind broadened and his troubles disappeared.

“When will Youyou take me to pay respects at Mother-in-law’s grave? I haven’t yet paid my respects as her son-in-law.” Since they were talking about Madam Tao, Xiao Huayong took the opportunity to express what had been on his mind.

He should pay respects to Madam Tao, who was buried in the Northwest. But for such matters, he had hoped Shen Xihe would bring it up first. However, they had been here for days, and everything else had been resolved, yet Shen Xihe hadn’t mentioned it, leaving him somewhat disappointed.

If the mountain won’t come to me, I must go to the mountain.

“I had planned to wait until Brother’s wedding when we would take Qiaoqiao to pay respects – we could all go together,” Shen Xihe explained her real intention.

She had planned this way because of Xiao Huayong’s special status as Crown Prince. Traditionally, when a Crown Prince visited his in-laws, the parents-in-law bowed to their son-in-law – how could they accept bows from the Crown Prince?

Shen Xihe valued propriety and hadn’t considered specifically taking Xiao Huayong to bow and pay respects. But since they must pay respects, she had found a compromise – going together with her brother and sister-in-law. Then, neither Xiao Huayong nor she would be the focus, and they could simply pay respects without anyone being dissatisfied.

The unresolvable knot between the Northwest and the court meant that while Shen Yueshan’s generals had accepted Xiao Huayong, they still couldn’t accept him as Crown Prince. If Shen Xihe specifically took him to pay respects to her mother, it would be fine if Xiao Huayong knelt, but if he didn’t and the uncles learned of it, they would surely escalate it to the level of court officials looking down on Northwesterners.

Although Shen Xihe believed Xiao Huayong would kneel, she still didn’t want to risk potential trouble.

“A daughter-in-law is a daughter-in-law, a son-in-law is a son-in-law.” Xiao Huayong quickly understood Shen Xihe’s difficulty in considering everyone’s position. “When I’m here, I’m not the Crown Prince, just your husband.”

Since he put it that way, Shen Xihe said, “I’ll have Zhenzhu make preparations, and we’ll go see Mother tomorrow.”

Only then was Xiao Huayong satisfied.

Meanwhile, Shen Yingruo received replies from both Shen Yueshan and Shen Xihe, each containing just one sentence.

Shen Yueshan: Marriage concerns a lifetime; consider it carefully and seriously.

As a father, whether for Shen Xihe or Shen Yingruo, he didn’t interfere with whom they wanted to marry – the choice was entirely theirs.

Shen Xihe: A Shen woman does not yield to force, does not compromise, and does not go against her heart.

Shen Yingruo finished reading Shen Yueshan’s letter, then stared at Shen Xihe’s for a very long time, until tears welled up in her eyes, though she ultimately didn’t let them fall.

Not accepting coercion, not allowing oneself to compromise, not making decisions against one’s heart – this was the privilege of Shen family women.

Her elder sister was telling her that as long as she bore the Shen name, the Shen family would support her.

While Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were enjoying their honeyed days in the Northwest, the court was in chaos. Several promising candidates for Minister of War had successive incidents, with private matters and blemishes being exposed. Pei Zhan’s body wasn’t yet cold, and the court was already fighting red-eyed.

Emperor Youning nearly fainted from anger during morning court one day.

Someone was stirring up trouble, but no one could figure out who, because no one showed signs of benefiting like a fisherman, nor did anyone stick their head out to meddle. It was as if someone was purely using the Minister of War position to make everyone red-faced and embarrassed, but not for personal gain.

No one believed that someone would cause so much trouble without wanting the Minister of War position, which effectively concealed the puppet master, Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Huayong wasn’t in a hurry to return, not wanting to get involved with these murky affairs, letting Xiao Changqin cause havoc while His Majesty couldn’t push the matters to him to handle.

In May, as Shen Yun’an’s wedding approached, the entire Northwestern royal city was decorated in red, filled with celebration, as if every household was simultaneously celebrating a wedding.

Standing on a wall, watching this scene, Xiao Huayong said to Shen Xihe, “It still doesn’t compare to your brother’s wedding.”

“You already put much thought into our wedding.” Shen Xihe was very satisfied with their wedding, given the protocols required by the Crown Prince’s status.

Xiao Huayong wrapped his arm around Shen Xihe’s shoulders: “Though I might be slightly inferior to your brother in the wedding ceremony, my betrothal gift surely surpasses his.”

“Betrothal gift?” Shen Xihe thought for a moment – indeed, the Crown Prince’s betrothal gifts could only be exceeded by the Emperor and Empress.

Knowing she had misunderstood, he looked up at the flourishing Northwest: “Clearing the Northwest – that’s my betrothal gift to you. Are you pleased?”

Facing the wind at the city gate, Shen Xihe looked at the tall, jade-like Xiao Huayong with his composed expression, and smiled sweetly: “I’m pleased, very pleased indeed.”



Chapter 577: The Crime of Misconduct Carries Ten Years
The rugged and vast Northwest was especially beautiful in May.

The undulating snow-capped mountains and the endless emerald grasslands stretched as far as the eye could see. In the quiet of a deep night, under a tent beneath countless stars, one could almost hear the sound of melting ice flowing toward the grasslands.

Even the yellow sand had become gentler, its heat diminished. Riding camels at a leisurely pace held its unique charm.

“The Northwest summer is truly beautiful,” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but praise as Shen Xihe took him sightseeing everywhere.

“Yes, truly beautiful,” Shen Xihe also sighed.

These beautiful scenes were ones she had never appreciated before. Though born and raised in the Northwest, she had been confined to the royal city. She had never imagined she could one day withstand the desert winds and mountain chill, never thought she could so freely traverse every corner of the Northwest.

But joyful days are always brief. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong needed to return home – in three days would be Shen Yun’an’s wedding. They had just received word from Shen Yueshan that the Xue family and the bride had entered the city.

In the sunset, the layered mountains seemed splashed with thick ink, a mesmerizing sight.

“If you like it, I’ll find a way to bring you back in the future,” Xiao Huayong turned to look at Shen Xihe, his gaze gentle.

Shen Xihe turned to look at him as well. The orange-red sunset light enveloped him, with the mountain range as his backdrop, making him appear even more magnificent, like a deity. She smiled sweetly, turned back, and tucked her wind-blown hair behind her ear: “Your Highness, we’re still forty to fifty li from the royal city, and the gates will close in an hour. We should make haste.”

With a radiant smile, Shen Xihe whipped her horse, and it shot forward like an arrow.

They were the Crown Prince and Princess after all – this trip for her brother’s wedding had already required much arrangement. To come again would be too troublesome, not just for His Majesty but for Shen Xihe herself.

Xiao Huayong watched her riding form shrink to a dot in the distance, like moving with the wind and quickly spurred his horse to follow.

These past few days they had been traveling everywhere alone, without even Shen Xihe’s maids. Naturally, Xiao Changfeng had wanted to come but couldn’t – Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong didn’t bother with grand excuses, simply sneaking away at night, while Shen Yun’an and others kept Xiao Changfeng from searching for them.

Xiao Huayong had been to many places and thought he had experienced all the pleasures of travel. But this trip with Shen Xihe made him realize that with a beloved companion, even storms could be beautiful.

The couple made it back inside just before the city gates closed. Once inside, they dismounted and led their horses slowly. People greeted them along the way, and some vendors who hadn’t yet closed shop tried to give their goods to Shen Xihe as gifts.

She politely declined them all. Before they had finished walking one street, suddenly a sharp cry rang out: “Crown Princess—”

The familiar shrill call made Shen Xihe stop and turn to see Bu Shulin, white as paper, running toward her as if chased by ghosts.

“Greetings, Crown Prince,” Bu Shulin hastily bowed, then pleaded quietly to Shen Xihe with a bitter face, “You must save me!”

“What crime have you committed?” Shen Xihe asked.

Whether from playing the role of a wastrel for too long or for other reasons, Bu Shulin had been indulging in wine and women in the Northwest, frequenting brothels. She had caused quite a stir before, and Shen Xihe, finding her troublesome, had forbidden her from participating in affairs and stopped watching over her, letting her play until she seemingly forgot her name.

“I haven’t committed any crime, I just—”

“This humble official greets the Crown Prince and Crown Princess.” Before Bu Shulin could finish, a steady, deep voice sounded behind her, making her freeze.

Seeing Cui Jinbai in close pursuit, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but be amused, though her excellent self-control prevented her from laughing out loud.

Bu Shulin had instinctively hidden behind Shen Xihe, peering out with a wary gaze at Cui Jinbai.

“What drama are you two acting out now?” Xiao Huayong looked between the black-faced Cui Jinbai and the downcast Bu Shulin.

“This official was tasked with escorting the Xue lady to the Northwest for her marriage to the Northwestern Heir. We just entered the city today, and I was looking to catch up with Heir Bu. Unfortunately, I happened upon Heir Bu in an inappropriate dalliance with a courtesan.” Cui Jinbai’s voice was cold as he spoke, casting a dark glance at Bu Shulin. “This is the crime of misconduct.”

Shen Xihe raised her brows. She was also familiar with the law. In this dynasty, courtesans were entertainers belonging to official establishments.

While they could perform and serve wine, intimate relations were forbidden. Officials who became too familiar with courtesans committed the crime of misconduct, which could result in ten years’ imprisonment if caught and proved serious.

Shen Xihe knew Bu Shulin was a woman, so she didn’t interfere when Bu Shulin frequented the official entertainment houses to listen to music and drink with courtesans. They were all women – what could happen? Moreover, Bu Shulin enjoyed it and it helped maintain her disguise, so why not?

Who would have thought she’d be caught by the Deputy Chief Minister of Justice from so far away?

“I… I just thought Na’er’s hands were soft and white, and exchanged a few jokes with her. How is that being intimate?” Bu Shulin protested.

“What this official saw was Na’er with clothes half-removed, half her body in Heir Bu’s embrace, holding a wine cup in her mouth, about to pass wine to Heir Bu, who showed no sign of refusing,” Cui Jinbai said stiffly.

Shen Xihe turned to look at Bu Shulin in surprise – passing wine mouth to mouth?

This…

Bu Shulin shook her head like a rattle drum, her hands waving frantically: “I-I-I… I didn’t! I… I was about to refuse when Minister Cui lifted the curtain and entered, speaking in that sarcastic tone, saying he’d drag me to the authorities – misconduct carries ten years!”

Upon hearing this, she grabbed her outer robe, running while dressing. Cui Jinbai followed closely, and fortunately, she had spotted Shen Xihe, finally finding a lifeline.

Looking at Cui Jinbai’s handsome face stretched tight, probably clenching his teeth to the point of pain, Shen Xihe could barely contain her laughter as she forced herself to say: “Minister Cui must be tired from the long journey. Though Heir Bu is somewhat unrestrained, she knows her limits. I believe she would have refused, but was startled by Minister Cui’s sudden appearance, causing this misunderstanding. With my brother’s wedding approaching, let’s put this matter to rest. If Heir Bu offends again, there will be no leniency.”

Bu Shulin looked at Shen Xihe with tearful gratitude.

With the Crown Princess speaking up, Cui Jinbai hadn’t intended to send Bu Shulin to the authorities anyway. He had just been overcome with rage when, after rushing thousands of li to find her, he discovered her embracing a beauty. At that moment, his fury had peaked, and he had wanted to draw his sword and execute the woman in her arms!

Chapter 578: Come On, Let’s Hurt Each Other
“Since the Crown Princess trusts World Son, this humble official trusts that the Crown Princess won’t show favoritism and cover-up,” Cui Jinbai stepped back. “However, to prevent such incidents from happening again, and to ensure World Son doesn’t betray the Crown Princess’s trust, World Son must promise not to visit the Imperial Music Bureau or brothels again.”

Bu Shulin took a deep breath. She loved watching beautiful people dance – what right did this person have to deprive her of such pleasure!

However, at this moment, she felt Cui Jinbai seemed somewhat dangerous. If she stubbornly refused, she feared Cui Jinbai might do something chilling. Therefore, she could only make faces at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe glanced at her and nodded with a smile: “From today onwards, you are not allowed to visit the Imperial Music Bureau or brothels. This is my order.”

Bu Shulin immediately deflated, her eyes darkening. In Cui Jinbai’s eyes, this reaction made his expression even more gloomy.

“Let’s return to the manor, you must be tired,” Xiao Huayong said to Shen Xihe, then took her hand as they left together.

Cui Jinbai was already at the edge of his self-control, but Bu Shulin remained oblivious. She had provoked a long-suppressed hungry wolf who was hanging by a thread – once that thread snapped, who knew what the normally proper and courteous Young Lord Cui might do.

Shen Xihe was perceptive of people’s hearts; she was trying her best to protect Bu Shulin. Otherwise, given her personality, she definitely wouldn’t have intervened for Bu Shulin. As long as Cui Jinbai maintained some rationality, she would have let Bu Shulin be tormented by him to learn a lesson.

But Bu Shulin hadn’t noticed this. Xiao Huayong felt his wife had shown enough loyalty – others’ affairs should be left for them to resolve.

Without Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong as buffers, Bu Shulin faced Cui Jinbai. Even with five or six steps between them, she sensed deep danger and ran after Shen Xihe: “Crown Princess, wait for your subordinate! I must protect the Crown Princess’s safety!”

At the crucial moment, instinct saved Bu Shulin’s life.

Watching Bu Shulin chase after Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, Cui Jinbai still had matters to attend to, as he was responsible for escorting the bride.

The marriage between Shen Yun’an and Xue Jinqiao was imperially bestowed. The Western Region affairs had indeed greatly angered Emperor Youning, but things had reached this point with no way to reverse course. The surface work still needed to be done, so naturally someone had to be sent to escort Xue Jinqiao with a proper ceremony on behalf of the court. Emperor Youning had openly raised this matter in court.

Perhaps because His Majesty had specifically mentioned it, and since officials of the fourth rank and above in the capital had all heard something about the Western Region affairs, they wondered if this was His Majesty’s test. Whether their hearts were loyal to His Majesty or not, at this critical moment none were willing to actively lean toward the Western Region, lest His Majesty make note of it.

This conveniently left an opening for Cui Jinbai. As Emperor Youning’s expression grew increasingly dark and he was about to assign someone, Cui volunteered.

Before Xue Jinqiao and Shen Yun’an’s wedding could proceed smoothly, he still had many important matters to attend to.

Only after feeling Cui Jinbai’s heavy gaze disappear did Bu Shulin finally exhale deeply. She complained pitifully to Shen Xihe: “You…”

Before she could utter her nickname, she met the Crown Prince’s piercing gaze, which forced Bu Shulin to swallow her words and say instead: “Crown Princess, you’re taking my life here. You know how much I love songs and dance…”

“If you enjoy these things, you don’t have to specifically go to the Imperial Music Bureau. You can invite people to your lodgings and do as you please,” Shen Xihe said lightly.

Bu Shulin’s eyes lit up as she clapped and smiled: “Brilliant! I’ll go rent a large mansion right away…”

They were accompanying guards, all staying in the courtyard arranged by Shen Yun’an. Considering they would remain for over a month, they hadn’t stayed at the post station, as that would cause many inconveniences.

But sharing one courtyard, even though Shen Yun’an had given her a separate room because she was the World Son, the room wasn’t spacious enough for dancing and singing. She didn’t want to spend money benefiting others, so she might as well find her courtyard to enjoy alone.

“If you don’t want to drive Young Lord Cui mad, go ahead,” Shen Xihe dropped a cool remark.

She thought that with so many people in the courtyard, her brother arranged, if Bu Shulin invited these official courtesans for entertainment, with so many people present they wouldn’t act inappropriately and would maintain propriety. Even if Cui Jinbai was displeased, he wouldn’t act out. But Bu Shulin still wanted to play with fire.

Getting a separate courtyard would just make it convenient for Young Lord Cui to find her and do as he pleased, wouldn’t it?

Cui Jinbai was already suspicious about whether she was a woman, yet she still wouldn’t exercise restraint. Cui Jinbai might not have cared whether she was a woman or not, but if truly provoked, Shen Xihe felt Cui Jinbai would even consider drugging Bu Shulin – regardless of gender, he would claim her for himself first.

Bu Shulin immediately shuddered and lowered her head, becoming as docile as a quail.

Xiao Huayong had enjoyed watching this good show, but the next moment, his smile froze on his lips because a figure came flying over, heading straight for his wife. Since Long Feng was also standing nearby, Xiao Huayong suppressed his instinct to fight, pulled Shen Xihe aside, and spun to dodge this figure’s impact.

Although the person came rushing over quickly, Xiao Huayong still saw clearly that it wasn’t anyone else but Shen Yun’an’s bride-to-be.

“Sister, Sister, I’ve missed you so much!” Xue Jinqiao threw herself into an embrace, hugging Shen Xihe tightly.

Bu Shulin felt uncomfortable – she had wanted to hug Shen Xihe, this flower-like beauty, for so long. But she was disguised as a man, and Shen Xihe despised her. She couldn’t do it privately, much less publicly, yet this little girl got to do it so easily!

Bu Shulin pulled Xue Jinqiao away: “This is the Crown Princess. You are the Young Lady of the Xue family – how dare you not pay proper respects to the Crown Prince first! You show no regard for rank!”

Xue Jinqiao stared heavily at Bu Shulin for a moment before being forced to greet Xiao Huayong first: “This Xue pays respects to Your Highness. Your Highness, ten thousand blessings.”

“Mmm.” Xiao Huayong responded faintly, then took Shen Xihe’s hand and left.

Shen Xihe knew Xiao Huayong was unhappy again. His possessiveness of her sometimes resembled a child’s – completely irrational and boundless. She could only turn back and smile at the pouting Xue Jinqiao.

They returned to the manor. Xue Jinqiao couldn’t meet Shen Yun’an before the wedding, and just around the corner was the prince’s manor. Coming this far was already Xue Jinqiao’s limit; she could only watch helplessly as Shen Xihe was led away by Xiao Huayong.

Seeing Xue Jinqiao’s frustration, Bu Shulin was pleased and followed along humming a tune with her hands behind her back.

Xue Jinqiao gave Bu Shulin an unfriendly look, then turned to Xiao Longfeng who had escorted her: “Prince Xun, this humble woman has some matters requiring World Son Bu’s assistance. Would Prince Xun be so kind as to allow it?”

Both Xiao Longfeng and Bu Shulin were escorting Shen Xihe, but Xiao Longfeng was the commander.

“There’s no inconvenience. World Son Bu, please go with Lady Xue,” Xiao Longfeng didn’t think much of it.

Xue Jinqiao knew Bu Shulin feared Cui Jinbai and the place she needed to return to was exactly where Cui Jinbai was stationed. If she couldn’t see her sister, she wouldn’t let Bu Shulin have an easy time either!

Chapter 579: World Son Bu Doesn’t Need a Doctor
Bu Shulin hadn’t expected Xue Jinqiao to be so malicious. Everyone in the capital knew that World Son Bu had initially chased after Young Lord Cui, but later started running away, and then it became Young Lord Cui constantly cornering World Son Bu. Even when Young Lord Cui voluntarily offered to escort the Xue family’s daughter to the Western Region for marriage, many joked that Young Lord Cui was using public duty for private purposes, going to ease his lovesickness.

Xue Jinqiao knew Bu Shulin now avoided Cui Jinbai like a snake or scorpion, which is why she harbored such malicious thoughts. But Xiao Longfeng was Bu Shulin’s direct superior – how could she refuse when Xiao Longfeng assigned her to escort Xue Jinqiao?

No, she couldn’t go to Xue Jinqiao’s pre-wedding residence. Eyes rolling, Bu Shulin skillfully clutched her stomach: “Ouch, my stomach hurts! I can’t, I can’t, I need to use the privy!”

With that, Bu Shulin turned and ran. Xue Jinqiao was so angry she stamped her feet. Xiao Longfeng couldn’t force his subordinate, and even though he knew Bu Shulin was terrible at everything except faking illness, he could only let her go.

Watching Bu Shulin run away, Xue Jinqiao suddenly smiled, slightly revealing her snow-white teeth. Though her eyes curved like crescent moons, somehow it looked chilling.

Xiao Longfeng rubbed his nose, feeling these young ladies were quite different from his understanding of young ladies. Better to avoid provoking them.

Xue Jinqiao was escorted back to her pre-wedding residence by Xiao Longfeng. This was a separate mansion specially purchased by Shen Yueshan and his son. The Xue family had stayed here last year, and Xue Heng had already resigned from his official position, planning to make this place their permanent residence.

Upon returning to the Xue residence, Xue Jinqiao saw Cui Jinbai and approached him: “Young Lord Cui, my grandfather is here, so Young Lord Cui needn’t oversee everything. Moreover, in the Western Region, no one would harm me. I just met World Son Bu on my way back – World Son Bu must have eaten something bad and was suffering from severe stomach pain. I thoughtlessly asked World Son to escort me back, and we had some arguments. I deeply regret it now. Could I trouble Young Lord Cui to bring a doctor to check on World Son Bu on my behalf?”

When Cui Jinbai heard Bu Shulin was unwell, his heart tightened. He didn’t comprehend the other words, only hearing the final request for him to visit Bu Shulin on Xue Jinqiao’s behalf. He quickly nodded: “I’ll go check right away.”

To fall ill after just one moment’s absence – she must have been eating and drinking recklessly at the Imperial Music Bureau.

Cui Jinbai rushed to the courtyard where Bu Shulin and others were staying while sending his subordinate to fetch Xie Yunhuai. Xie Yunhuai was still in the Western Region, having been earnestly invited by Shen Yun’an and his father to attend Shen Yun’an’s wedding.

Xie Yunhuai had helped considerably this time, and they had also received many of his prescriptions. Xie Yunhuai repeatedly said it was because Shen Xihe had generously gifted the manuscripts of Elder Baitouweng, and he should be grateful. But however great the favor, Xie Yunhuai’s assistance had been more than enough repayment.

Therefore, Shen Yun’an and his father planned to treat Xie Yunhuai as a close friend, which is why they invited him to stay for Shen Yun’an’s wedding.

Xie Yunhuai couldn’t refuse such sincere hospitality, and he indeed had some matters to handle, so he stayed. He planned to personally sail overseas after attending Shen Yun’an’s wedding, as he had confirmed in the Western Regions that the strange poison in Xiao Huayong’s body might have come from a foreign country.

Having escaped by feigning illness and unable to go drinking and watching performances, Bu Shulin could only return to take a nap. She had just hummed her way back to her room, taken off her outer robe, and lain down on the couch when hurried footsteps approached. Bu Shulin quickly got up, grabbed her outer robe, and put it on.

Hastily dressing while walking out from behind the screen, the door was pushed open with a bang. Bu Shulin, frowning slightly, saw it was Cui Jinbai and rolled her eyes dramatically. She simply took off her loosely worn outer robe again, threw it on the screen, turned, and went inside, immediately lying down and pulling up the covers.

“Where are you unwell?” Cui Jinbai followed, asking with concern.

“Me?” Bu Shulin lay lazily. “I’m perfectly fine.”

Cui Jinbai carefully examined Bu Shulin’s appearance and confirmed she wasn’t lying – she was fine. Suddenly, all of Xue Jinqiao’s words surfaced in his mind. So Bu Shulin had pretended to be sick to avoid escorting Xue Jinqiao back?

Why was she unwilling to escort Xue Jinqiao? She had no grudges against Xue Jinqiao – what made her keep such a distance was probably himself, stationed at the Xue residence.

His worried face instantly darkened: “You don’t want to see me?”

Bu Shulin showed an indescribable expression. Men were such mercurial creatures – this person could go from being so concerned it was as if someone was dying, to being so gloomy and intimidating in the next moment that people kept their distance.

“Can you stop being so moody all day?” Bu Shulin felt this unpredictable man would drive her mad sooner or later.

“I’m moody?” Cui Jinbai laughed in extreme anger. “Why am I like this? It’s all because of you!”

“Can you be reasonable? When did I provoke you again?” Bu Shulin was also irritated. “I just went drinking at a brothel! Which young man doesn’t do that?”

“You specifically cannot go drinking at brothels!” Cui Jinbai said forcefully.

“Why not?” Bu Shulin’s temper flared. She had been a hostage since childhood, living freely in the capital with no one to restrain her. She had developed an unrestrained personality and couldn’t tolerate others restricting her.

Cui Jinbai’s eyes and heart were hurt by her glare. In his rage, he grabbed Bu Shulin, pulled her toward himself, and tilted his head to silence her irritating, chattering mouth.

Bu Shulin was so shocked her mind went blank. By the time she reacted, the inexperienced Cui Jinbai was already messily biting at her lips. She forcefully pushed Cui Jinbai away. He stumbled backward, instinctively grabbing Bu Shulin’s arm.

Caught off guard, Bu Shulin fell toward him. They knocked over the screen, and Bu Shulin landed on top of Cui Jinbai. Xie Yunhuai, who had been led to Bu Shulin’s bedroom, stepped through the door just in time to see this scene.

Xie Yunhuai: …

Bu Shulin: …

Cui Jinbai: …

Silence. Deathly silence.

“I came to the wrong room,” Xie Yunhuai immediately stepped backward, retreating.

The person who had led Xie Yunhuai here was outside and heard his words with confusion: “Doctor Qi, this is World Son Bu’s room.”

“Oh, World Son Bu doesn’t need a doctor.” Xie Yunhuai turned the head of the curious Imperial Guard who was about to peek in. “I heard your Imperial Guards were injured sparring with the Western Region soldiers. Why don’t I take a look at them instead?”

“Certainly, Doctor Qi, this way please…”

As the voices grew distant, Bu Shulin felt like swallowing Cui Jinbai whole! She quickly jumped up, wiping her lips: “Get out! Get out of here!”

Cui Jinbai stood up unhurriedly, arranged his clothes, and then set up the screen again. Though he left, he didn’t exit the room, but walked around the screen and sat composedly in the outer chamber.

Looking at Cui Jinbai sitting there so calmly behind various screens, Bu Shulin was so angry she put her hands on her hips.

Chapter 580: Is This Making a Marriage Agreement With Me?
“What are you sitting here for?” Bu Shulin shouted angrily.

Cui Jinbai stared ahead, still sitting steadily: “Waiting for you to calm down.”

Calm down?

Bu Shulin raised her voice: “Seeing you, I can’t calm down!”

“Then don’t look,” Cui Jinbai replied.

Bu Shulin: …

She remembered when she had clung to Cui Jinbai to avoid marrying the princess, constantly hovering around the Court of Justice. Back then, Cui Jinbai had said something similar – that seeing her made it impossible to focus on work. She had teased him then, saying he was infatuated with her and that’s why she affected him so much. Under his death glare, she had changed her words to suggest he simply not look at her.

Karma had come so quickly. Now she regretted it, deeply regretted it!

If she could turn back time, she definitely wouldn’t have provoked this clingy person!

Having brought this on herself, Bu Shulin could only lie lifelessly on the bed, staring vacantly at the ceiling.

After sitting quietly for a quarter hour, Cui Jinbai seemed to think Bu Shulin should have calmed down. He lightly coughed to announce himself before speaking: “Alin, can we stop fighting?”

“Who’s fighting with you?” Bu Shulin rolled her eyes again.

“Between us, you pursued me first. I rejected, avoided, and advised against it. Yet you persisted. How can you stir my once-peaceful heart into turbulent waves and then try to withdraw without a drop of water on you?” Cui Jinbai said softly. “From childhood, I was taught not to dare call myself a gentleman, but I still followed the Three Cardinal Guides and Five Constant Virtues. I wouldn’t dare be discourteous to ladies, let alone harbor feelings for men.

These improper thoughts I have for you all started because of you. If not for your bold and blatant flirtations, how would I have developed these feelings?

You’ve made me like this, so don’t think you can escape unscathed.”

He knew Bu Shulin might not truly like men – she had just used him as an escape from marrying the princess. But now, he couldn’t turn back. If Bu Shulin wanted to withdraw, what should he do?

Bu Shulin closed her eyes heavily. She couldn’t refute a single word of Cui Jinbai’s – everything was her own doing.

Moreover, she felt very guilty for turning a model young master from a noble family into a pitiful person who openly accepted his same-sex desires. But she couldn’t give Cui Jinbai the response he wanted.

Speaking honestly, was she truly without any feelings for Cui Jinbai?

Not quite. He was such an outstanding person – how many young ladies in the capital secretly admired him? Yet he had no bad habits, kept himself pure, was courteous, and was completely devoted to her.

“Regarding our matter, let’s wait until my Bu family can reach a good conclusion before making any decisions,” she didn’t bother with empty words about them both being men – Cui Jinbai didn’t care whether she was male or female. “If before then, you find someone you like, or realize we can’t have a good ending and want to leave, I won’t blame you.”

Cui Jinbai excitedly stood up, and rushed to Bu Shulin’s bed, his eyes bright: “Are you… are you suggesting making a marriage agreement with me?”

Bu Shulin: …

Bu Shulin patiently explained: “That’s not what I meant. I’m saying before the Bu family is secure, I won’t discuss marriage. In my heart, the Bu family takes precedence over personal relationships. I absolutely won’t let personal feelings entangle me and my father.

Moreover, you and I… society won’t tolerate it, His Majesty won’t tolerate it, only the Crown Prince… might make it possible. I don’t know how long until that day comes, nor do I know if you can wait until then…”

“I can wait! No matter how long, I’m willing and will wait for you,” Cui Jinbai said urgently.

Bu Shulin looked at him: “Then let’s agree on that.”

“Since you want me to wait, you must treat me differently. I have only one condition,” Cui Jinbai seized the opportunity.

“Tell me first,” Bu Shulin didn’t immediately agree.

“From now on, no more drinking and womanizing,” Cui Jinbai said solemnly.

“I’m already a wastrel – if I don’t drink and womanize, but become diligent like you, would His Majesty still tolerate me?” Bu Shulin quickly made excuses. This was her life, unchanged for over ten years, deeply ingrained in her bones. She loved these things – how could she give them up?

Pursing his lips, Cui Jinbai could only compromise: “You can go to these places, but you can’t let anyone get close to you.”

Going to brothels without embracing delicate young ladies – what fun would that be? Just going to those places purely to drink?

But facing Cui Jinbai’s deathly serious gaze, Bu Shulin could only perfunctorily say: “Alright, alright, I’ll try my best, I’ll try my best.”

“Not try your best – you must!” Cui Jinbai wouldn’t yield on this point.

Bu Shulin fell silent.

Cui Jinbai felt quite wronged: “Before meeting you, I had never been intimate with anyone. I had no serving maids near me, even male servants couldn’t approach me, let alone stepping foot in the Imperial Music Bureau or brothels. But you…”

As he spoke, Cui Jinbai’s clear eyes stared straight at Bu Shulin, his gaze practically forming two solid words: Promiscuous!

Bu Shulin felt very guilty under his gaze. Hearing Cui Jinbai’s words, she felt like a playboy, and an experienced one at that, while Cui Jinbai was pure as ice and jade, untouched by a speck of dust.

“Fine, fine, I won’t go anymore, won’t go,” Bu Shulin waved impatiently.

Only then did Cui Jinbai show a smile, sitting on the edge of the bed, gazing at her intently: “Are you not feeling unwell anywhere?”

“My heart’s been dug out – how else could I feel unwell?” Bu Shulin said sullenly.

“If you truly enjoy singing and dancing, I can invite professionals to entertain you, but I must accompany you,” Cui Jinbai conceded slightly.

Bu Shulin gave him a fake smile: “Thank you for your generosity.”

Seemingly missing her sarcasm, Cui Jinbai smiled back: “It’s good that you recognize my generosity.”

This conversation…

Bu Shulin felt like their gender roles had reversed – it sounded just like a man praising his proper wife…

At least the atmosphere between them had finally improved.

The next day, when Shen Xihe went to see Xue Jinqiao, she was surprised to see Bu Shulin there, wondering why Bu Shulin would voluntarily come.

Meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze, Bu Shulin smiled weakly – she had been forced to come.

“Sister, did you come to help me try on my wedding clothes?” Xue Jinqiao’s eyes curved happily seeing Shen Xihe.

Bu Shulin pursed her lips. This girl was fierce toward others – those who hadn’t seen her vicious side would think she was pure and kind.

“Yes, to see if your wedding clothes fit properly,” Shen Xihe nodded.

She had come to keep Xue Jinqiao company and check if anything was lacking, as Xue Jinqiao and Shen Yun’an’s wedding was in two days.

Xue Jinqiao wasn’t skilled at needlework, so the wedding clothes were made by the Xue family’s seamstresses, and naturally, there were no problems.

Chapter 581: The Crown Prince Becomes Quite Petty About Being Used for Comparison
“Sister, are you leaving in a few days?” After trying on her wedding dress, Xue Jinqiao, who had been happy earlier, suddenly remembered overhearing Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai discussing travel arrangements.

Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin would return together, including Xiao Changfeng who would escort both Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe.

“Yes, after you and my brother’s wedding, after we change how we address each other, you can no longer call me Sister. I’ll have to call you Sister-in-law,” Shen Xihe said with a gentle laugh. “Once you’re married, North Star and I will have no reason to remain away from home. From now on, my brother and father will have to trouble Qiaoqiao to take care of them. If they don’t treat you well, send me a message, and I’ll take your side.”

Xue Jinqiao, who had been feeling reluctant and unhappy, brightened up at Shen Xihe’s last words: “Don’t worry, Sister. I’ll take good care of them and keep them healthy and strong.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile, holding Xue Jinqiao’s hand as she detailed all the preferences of the Shen father and son. Though she had prepared a small booklet, she still wanted to tell everything in person.

Shen Xihe spent the entire day with Xue Jinqiao. Xue Jinqiao was very dependent on Shen Xihe, and since this was the first time Shen Xihe had spoken so much to her, she listened with particular attention, even calling her two closest maids, Huahua and Caocao, to help her remember everything.

The day before the wedding, as the only female master of the Shen household, Shen Xihe was very busy managing affairs at the Shen residence. Fortunately, several aunts including Sang Yin had come to help earlier, otherwise Shen Xihe might not have been able to handle everything.

On Shen Yunan’s wedding day, the Northwestern royal city was extremely lively with songs, dances, and the thunderous beating of gongs and drums. Looking at the Northwestern royal city, it truly seemed like a national celebration.

Their wedding, with the Northwest having been cleared of troubles, proceeded smoothly without any mishaps. The only minor incident was when Xue Jinqiao, her face hidden behind a round fan, lost her step while looking for Shen Xihe and nearly fell. Fortunately, Shen Yunan reacted quickly and caught her in his arms, which drew quite a bit of teasing from the crowd.

Shen Xihe thought everything would continue smoothly, but unexpectedly, before dawn the next day, the new bride Xue Jinqiao came looking for her. She and Xiao Huayong hurriedly got up and anxiously opened the door, thinking something had happened.

As soon as Xue Jinqiao saw her, she threw herself into Shen Xihe’s arms and began crying pitifully.

“What’s wrong?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

“Wuwuwu… Sister, I want to leave with you wuwuwu…” Xue Jinqiao clung tightly to Shen Xihe and wouldn’t let go.

The fully dressed Xiao Huayong, seeing this scene, would not have tolerated it if not for how miserably Xue Jinqiao was crying and the fact that this was the morning after Xue Jinqiao and Shen Yunan’s wedding.

“Did my brother mistreat you?” Shen Xihe couldn’t imagine what could make Xue Jinqiao want to leave Shen Yunan the day after their wedding. Although Xue Jinqiao’s thoughts were sometimes hard to fathom and occasionally showed signs of melancholy, she was still reasonable and wouldn’t easily say such things.

“He was too much, he bullied me, it hurt so much, and he wouldn’t let go…”

“Ahem! Ahem!” Xiao Huayong coughed timely and strode out of the room.

Shen Xihe also felt somewhat uncomfortable, as she roughly understood what Xue Jinqiao was referring to. But as a sister, how could she interfere in her brother’s bedroom matters?

She could only pull Xue Jinqiao into the room for some private words, while Shen Yunan, who had rushed after Xue Jinqiao, was blocked outside by his brother-in-law, who also gave some subtle advice.

After comforting the sobbing Xue Jinqiao, Shen Xihe helped her wash up and dress at her place, then held her hand as they went to pay respects to Shen Yueshan with tea and changed their forms of address.

“Then what should I call Sister… you?” Xue Jinqiao asked, somewhat confused.

“Call me You…”

“Si Yan, it’s the name bestowed by His Majesty,” Xiao Huayong interjected.

Shen Xihe gave him a helpless glance but didn’t contradict him, though she didn’t want to pressure Xue Jinqiao: “My milk name was given by mother, it’s Youyou; my style name was bestowed by His Majesty, it’s Si Yan.”

Shen Xihe thought Xue Jinqiao would choose to call her Youyou, but unexpectedly, she tilted her head in thought and asked: “Does everyone call you Youyou?”

Shen Xihe nodded.

“Then does anyone call you Si Yan?” Xue Jinqiao asked again.

Probably understanding Xue Jinqiao’s thoughts, Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “Not yet.”

“Then I’ll call you Si Yan from now on, I’ll be the only one who calls you that.” As Xue Jinqiao said this, her eyes sparkled, and she raised her chin proudly at Shen Yunan and Xiao Huayong. Of course, she wanted to include her father-in-law in this, but as a junior, she had to maintain proper etiquette.

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to, she was just constrained by propriety.

Shen Xihe found it somewhat amusing and had to explain: “In the future, others might call me this as well.”

This was the style name bestowed by His Majesty, and while Shen Xihe didn’t reject it because of its imperial origin, if she made new acquaintances in the future, she naturally wouldn’t easily reveal her milk name.

But Xue Jinqiao didn’t care about this: “Then I’ll still be the first to call you that. It would be even better if more people in the capital called you this. That way, when you hear it, you’ll think of me, the first person who called you that. Isn’t that right, Si Yan?”

Shen Xihe smiled and nodded: “Yes.”

Xue Jinqiao was thus consoled, but that night, to everyone’s surprise, she came to Shen Xihe’s room with her bedding, ignoring Xiao Huayong’s sour face: “You’re leaving tomorrow, I want to spend tonight sleeping with you.”

After saying this, she put on a pitiful expression.

Xiao Huayong immediately couldn’t stand it anymore, but before he could act, Shen Xihe stepped forward to block him and took Xue Jinqiao’s hand: “Alright, we’ll sleep together tonight.”

“Youyou!”

“We’re departing tomorrow, I have some things to tell my Sister-in-law,” Shen Xihe said to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong took a deep breath and stormed off.

“So petty,” Xue Jinqiao couldn’t help but mutter.

Not only did Shen Xihe hear this, but Xiao Huayong did too. What’s more, Xue Jinqiao wasn’t wrong – sisters-in-law who would be separated for a long time wanting to spend one last night together, and the husband making a fuss about it, showed a lack of magnanimity.

“If my brother acted like this, I wouldn’t want him anymore,” Xue Jinqiao added.

She had told Shen Yunan about this when she came, and Shen Yunan wasn’t like the Crown Prince who couldn’t bear to be apart from his wife.

Little did she know that Shen Yunan was thinking of last night’s events. He had always been chaste and never taken any concubines, so he was inexperienced and had frightened his young wife so terribly. Being in his prime, he decided to spend tonight studying and learning, which was why he magnanimously let his wife go, while also getting some revenge on his brother-in-law who had mocked him in the morning.

This beautiful misunderstanding led Xue Jinqiao to compare and think better of Shen Yunan: “Your brother is better than the Crown Prince.”

Shen Xihe smiled without commenting, as Zhenzhu prepared the bed, and she retired with Xue Jinqiao.

But Shen Yunan had miscalculated – his black-faced brother-in-law came looking for him, saying he wanted to have a sparring match with his brother-in-law.

Chapter 582: Prince Jing Xiao Langyan
The next day, when Shen Xihe and Xue Jinqiao, who had slept well, saw their husbands, they noticed dark circles under both men’s eyes.

“Brother An, what happened to you?” Xue Jinqiao immediately rushed to Shen Yunan’s side, tilting her head to examine his eyes carefully, even wanting to reach out and touch them.

Her hand was caught by Shen Yunan, who glanced at Xiao Huayong: “Didn’t sleep well last night.”

That wasn’t true – it was from being hit by Xiao Huayong, who had specifically targeted his eyes while avoiding other areas. He had tried every method early in the morning, but still couldn’t hide the marks.

“And you?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong with an ambiguous smile.

Though Xiao Huayong knew Shen Xihe wasn’t easily fooled and probably already knew the reason, he said without blushing: “Without my wife’s company, I tossed and turned all night.”

Xiao Huayong’s injuries weren’t severe, nowhere near as dark as Shen Yunan’s. In terms of martial arts, they were evenly matched, but Xiao Huayong was more cunning, often using feints to trick Shen Yunan badly.

Xue Jinqiao looked thoughtfully between the Crown Prince and Shen Yunan, wondering if all married men became this miserable when separated from their wives.

Xue Jinqiao was pure white paper in certain aspects. Her childhood experiences had left her in a closed-off state in many ways, not accepting outside things or people. There were many things she didn’t understand and could only comprehend through her intelligence.

Thinking of this, and remembering how Shen Yunan had readily let her spend the night with Shen Xihe, she felt guilty and took his arm, saying: “I’ll never leave you to sleep alone again.”

Shen Yunan’s resentment instantly vanished as he looked down at his young wife’s sincere eyes. He broke into a smug grin, even raising his eyebrows to show off to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t admit he was jealous, but he still cast longing glances at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe pretended not to notice. She could never be as coquettish as Xue Jinqiao, nor could she act with such pure innocence.

“Envious?” Shen Xihe asked with a smile, noticing Xiao Huayong’s constant staring.

Xiao Huayong nodded, honestly admitting it.

Shen Xihe’s beautiful eyes turned: “You might want to think about whether you could handle it if I acted like that.”

Xiao Huayong seriously considered it. Imagining Shen Xihe behaving like Xue Jinqiao made him shudder involuntarily. Why was that?

Such behavior came naturally to Xue Jinqiao, making it pleasing to see. But Shen Xihe was dignified, rational, calm, and composed. If she were to act like that…

Xiao Huayong’s first reaction would probably be to wonder what he’d done wrong to make his wife change so drastically…

Seeing that Xiao Huayong understood, Shen Xihe gave him a sweet gesture, taking his hand without avoiding Shen Yunan and the others: “Let’s go have breakfast, we shouldn’t delay our journey.”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes fell on her hand holding his, his lips curling into a smile. As he walked with Shen Xihe, he turned his head to provoke Shen Yunan.

However, his provocation annoyed not just one person but both husband and wife. Before Shen Yunan could act, Xue Jinqiao let go of him and rushed to hold Shen Xihe’s other hand, letting out a light snort.

Xiao Huayong: …

Shen Yunan: …

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh. The Northwestern sky was especially blue, and the atmosphere in the Shen family was particularly warm.

But no matter how warm and sweet it was, they still had to part. The Shen Yunan couple accompanied Shen Xihe and the others almost to Liangzhou. On their final day together, Xue Jinqiao clung to Shen Xihe, crying inconsolably, wailing that she wanted to return to the capital with her.

After much persuasion and a promise to exchange letters every ten days, they finally bid farewell to the sniffling Xue Jinqiao.

They had left the capital in March and returned in June.

From when willow branches sprouted tender buds until clouds and trees separated them, though only three months had passed, perhaps because of everything that had happened, it felt to Shen Xihe as if they’d been away from the capital for a very long time.

June in the capital was already quite hot. Under the scorching heat, it seemed especially quiet, a silence like the calm before a storm, with a hint of oppression lingering in the air.

Fortunately, the Eastern Palace had been well maintained. After the stuffiness of their journey, they were met with cool air upon their return.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong’s first task after returning was to tidy themselves and pay respects to Emperor Youning. They had kept abreast of developments in the capital – Xiao Changqing had used the vacancy of the Minister of War to nearly throw the entire court into chaos. The position remained unfilled; whenever someone was proposed or the Emperor considered appointing someone, some problem would arise with the candidate. Now, many people considered the position cursed, and rumors about it being hexed had spread.

They expected Emperor Youning, who should have been overwhelmed with problems, to scold them, but surprisingly, he was pleasant, only putting on a serious face when mentioning Xiao Huayong’s secret departure from the palace, giving a few stern reminders before readily dismissing them.

Leaving Mingzheng Hall, they exchanged glances. The Emperor’s unusual behavior suggested something more complex was at play.

They would face whatever came their way. They just smiled at each other and went to pay respects to the Empress Dowager.

The next day, naturally, there were noble ladies sending cards requesting to see Shen Xihe. She chose to meet with some, including Shen Yingruo. After the others left, Shen Xihe kept Shen Yingruo behind: “When will His Majesty arrange the marriage?”

“In the next few days,” Shen Yingruo replied.

His Majesty wouldn’t issue the decree while Xiao Changfeng was away. Ostensibly, he needed to inform Xiao Changfeng first, but Shen Yingruo knew the Emperor was determined, and Xiao Changfeng wouldn’t be able to refuse.

“Live your life well in the future, don’t get involved in these matters,” Shen Xihe advised.

“Yes,” Shen Yingruo nodded.

Shen Xihe had nothing more to say, and Shen Yingruo didn’t want to remain in this awkward silence, so she took her leave, which Shen Xihe granted.

Just after Shen Yingruo left, Prince Jing Xiao Langyan came to the Eastern Palace seeking an audience, naturally with Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong had Tianyuan invite Xiao Langyan in. When Shen Xihe first saw Xiao Langyan, she noticed he was the darkest-skinned among all the princes, as was common for men who spent years in the military. His eyes were as deep as cold stars, his features stern, and he carried himself with a soldier’s bearing. His chiseled features looked particularly heroic, and he wore a navy blue reversed-collar robe and a jewel-inlaid gold crown, exuding nobility.

Like an unwavering mountain, he commanded respect, carrying an unshakeable presence.

“Greetings to Crown Prince Brother and Sister-in-law,” Xiao Langyan’s voice was deep and solid, not particularly forceful but inherently powerful.

“Eighth Brother, please dispense with formalities,” Xiao Huayong smiled warmly.

Xiao Langyan stood straight, looking ahead, and without any pretense, spoke directly: “I’ve come today regarding my uncle’s death in the Northwest, to inquire about some matters from Royal Brother.”



Chapter 583: Prince Jing’s Hidden Depths
During the An’nan rebellion years ago, the Pei family was nearly wiped out, with only Xiao Langyan’s uncle Pei Zhan surviving. Pei Zhan had only one son, Pei Ce, who had served as military advisor and deputy general alongside Xiao Langyan, guarding An’nan City.

With Pei Zhan’s death in the Northwest, His Majesty couldn’t possibly leave the sole heir Pei Ce in An’nan City. As the closest nephew, Xiao Langyan couldn’t avoid returning for Pei Zhan’s burial arrangements. The fact that he remained in the capital suggested he wouldn’t return to An’nan City.

“What would Eighth Brother like to know?” Xiao Huayong asked warmly, fully embodying the role of a good brother.

Xiao Langyan met Xiao Huayong’s gaze directly: “Where did Uncle die, and how did he die?”

“That day, Minister Pei came to find me, saying His Majesty had ordered him on an external mission. I didn’t ask much and approved it. Due to travel fatigue, I took to bed upon reaching Tingzhou. The next day, I heard Minister Pei had been ambushed at Danxia and unfortunately lost his life,” Xiao Huayong said slowly. “I ordered Prince Xun to handle Minister Pei’s remains. As for why Minister Pei left and how he died, I truly don’t know.”

“Why did Your Highness go to Tingzhou?” Xiao Langyan asked.

“It’s a long story…”

Xiao Huayong sighed before explaining how Shen Yueshan had accidentally discovered his right-hand man’s betrayal, and to maintain stability in the Northwest, they had to fake death to capture this traitor. Shen Yunan was aware of this and followed after Geng Liangcheng went to Tingzhou.

Due to the confidential nature of the matter, the Shen father and son hadn’t informed others. When the heir went missing, everyone was anxious. Someone reported seeing the heir’s traces, and with the situation urgent and Shen Xihe needing to remain in the royal city, he had gone in pursuit.

He hadn’t planned to bring Minister Pei along; Pei had volunteered himself.

Xiao Langyan’s expression remained neutral. As someone who had experienced battle, even standing still he resembled a straight sword – having tasted blood and been sharpened, he exuded a sharp, oppressive presence without doing anything.

“I’ve heard of General Geng’s betrayal. The Northwestern King and his heir’s careful planning was indeed necessary.” Xiao Langyan could understand this point, but then he changed tack: “The Crown Princess is a married daughter, and the matter was secret. Even to mislead others, not informing her would have been reasonable.

However, if the Northwestern King and heir were so cautious, and the heir knew the Northwest so well, shouldn’t they have been extremely careful on the road to Tingzhou? Yet someone discovered their traces? Weren’t they concerned this information would reach Geng Liangcheng’s ears, making him realize it was a trap?”

Listening from the side, Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly, thinking how sharp Xiao Langyan’s mind was.

Since these events had occurred, many clever people had been involved, yet none had noticed this slightly illogical hole. Yet Xiao Langyan had pointed it out precisely.

Xiao Huayong seemed to seriously consider this: “I don’t know why this happened. Perhaps the heir deliberately had someone he trusted leak information to the royal mansion, or perhaps someone seeking a reward happened to get it right? Time was pressing, and I could only err on the side of belief rather than doubt.”

Xiao Huayong’s two explanations were reasonable. Shen Yunan couldn’t directly reveal such crucial information, so finding ways to hint at it made sense. If it truly was Shen Yunan’s trap, since he dared to do it, he must have had ways to keep it from Geng Liangcheng.

Seeming to accept Xiao Huayong’s answers, Xiao Langyan didn’t pursue this further but raised another question: “Geng Liangcheng was battle-hardened, a fierce Northwest general who had been stationed in Tingzhou. If he were colluding with the Turks, he wouldn’t have failed to find ways to take Tingzhou, rather than letting people in through the city gates.

Moreover, if he were colluding with the Turks, he shouldn’t have pretended to fall into Turkish hands immediately upon reaching Tingzhou without making any preparations!”

“Eighth Brother makes excellent points.” Xiao Huayong remained calm and composed. “Regarding this, after Madam Geng proved her loyalty through death, the Northwestern King, along with the Tingzhou Protector and several generals, investigated. Geng Liangcheng’s collusion with the Turks happened after his capture; he had already secretly pledged allegiance to our elusive royal uncle.”

Xiao Langyan’s gaze deepened: “So, Crown Prince Brother means that Prince Jiachen was plotting behind the scenes, Geng Liangcheng was turned by him, the Northwestern King faked his death to draw out the snake, and then Prince Jiachen instigated the Tingzhou chaos, with General Geng volunteering to join forces with him?”

“That’s what I believe,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

Xiao Langyan looked at Xiao Huayong for a long while before cupping his hands in salute: “Thank you, Crown Prince Brother, for clearing up my doubts. I won’t disturb you further. Please allow me to take my leave.”

“Eighth Brother, please go ahead,” Xiao Huayong didn’t try to keep him.

After Xiao Langyan left, Shen Xihe said: “I thought Prince Xin was clever and Xiao Changtai cunning, but it seems Prince Jing is the one keeping his abilities hidden.”

Every question Xiao Langyan had asked was probing, yet his tone and demeanor showed no sign of testing or suspicion toward Xiao Huayong, though each point hit the mark.

“Without me, those three could have put on quite a show,” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly.

If Xiao Changtai hadn’t fallen into his hands, he wouldn’t have been forced into this position so early. Perhaps only Xiao Changqing in the entire court had noticed something off about Xiao Changtai’s facade, but exposing it wouldn’t be easy.

In a three-way standoff, if Xiao Changqing also had designs on the throne, it would surely have been a thrilling struggle.

Xiao Huayong’s words showed a complete dismissal of dealing with these people. Usually, Shen Xihe would remind him not to be complacent, but now she couldn’t be bothered. Neither His Majesty nor Xiao Changtai had gained any advantage over him.

Considering herself intelligent, Shen Xihe wondered how this man’s mind worked, truly able to turn situations as easily as clouds and rain, using the realm as his game board and all under heaven as pieces, achieving whatever he wished.

“Is Prince Jing staying in the capital now?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Yes,” Xiao Huayong nodded. “The Pei family only has his cousin left. If he doesn’t stay, he fears Pei Ce will become the next Pei Zhan.”

“He’s willing to relinquish control of An’nan City just like that?” Shen Xihe felt it wasn’t so simple.

Xiao Huayong smiled: “If your father and brother came to the capital, could the Northwest fall into others’ hands?”

“Not for two or three years.” After that, it was uncertain.

“He’s already cultivated enough trusted subordinates in An’nan City, he doesn’t need to oversee it personally. His wings are now fully grown – if he doesn’t return to the capital now, he’ll hardly find another chance to spread them. Besides, Pei Zhan’s death is also an opportunity for him,” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously.

Shen Xihe didn’t need to ask further, thinking briefly: “Minister of War.”

The Minister of War position had been used by Xiao Changqing to trouble His Majesty and remained unfilled. His Majesty felt guilty about Pei Zhan’s death, and Xiao Langyan had military achievements to his name.

Chapter 584: Making a Bet Out of Boredom
Appointing the Minister of War to Xiao Changyan not only compensated the Bei family but also allowed His Majesty to see if those stirring up trouble behind the scenes could tarnish Xiao Changyan’s reputation as well.

“Prince Xin probably didn’t expect that after all his hard work, Prince Jing would be the one to benefit,” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

“The Fifth Brother has caused His Majesty enough trouble for so long that his mind is at ease now. He has no interest in this position, so it doesn’t matter who gets it,” Xiao Huayong didn’t think Xiao Changqing would be upset.

“What about you?” Shen Xihe’s bright eyes met Xiao Huayong’s gaze. “Prince Jing is so young yet already one of the Six Ministers. Isn’t that the biggest threat to your position?”

“Threat?” Xiao Huayong tasted these words in his mouth. “In this world, I only allow you to pose a threat to me. As for a mere Minister of War, he can have it if I’m willing. If I’m not willing, he won’t get to keep it.”

Listen to how arrogant he was! He didn’t take Xiao Changyan’s impending position as one of the Six Ministers seriously at all.

“Among all my brothers, except for the Second Brother, none of them should care,” Xiao Huayong added.

Capable people don’t harbor jealousy – they either climb up themselves or pull down those in their way. Only those who can neither climb up nor pull others down would feel bitter and complain about unfairness.

Mentioning Prince Zhao, Shen Xihe thought he was quite remarkable. He was His Majesty’s eldest surviving son and the only Prince with an heir. When the Crown Prince wasn’t viewed favorably, he should have been the most advantageous candidate worthy of attention. Yet unless deliberately mentioned, even Shen Xihe would unconsciously overlook him.

When Xiao Huayong said he lacked ability, Shen Xihe didn’t think Xiao Huayong misjudged. This was just Xiao Huayong’s conclusion about himself. In Shen Xihe’s view, Prince Zhao was extremely skilled at concealment – silent and seemingly uninvolved in competition, but advancing steadily step by step.

Mentioning Prince Zhao reminded Shen Xihe of another matter: “Prince Zhao should be getting married soon.”

Last year, Xiao Changmin was betrothed to Yu Sangzi. The wedding, arranged through the Ministry of Rites, was set for July to avoid conflicting with the Crown Prince’s wedding – just about a month away now.

Yu Sangning couldn’t possibly let Yu Sangzi become a Prince’s consort, otherwise, she would have no chance to marry into the royal family, even if it meant marrying Xiao Changfeng. The Yu family didn’t have the same status as the Shen family, nor did they have any political value for Emperor Youning to utilize.

Because of Shen Xihe, Xiao Changfeng was temporarily sent to the Northwest by His Majesty. Yu Sangning missed her opportunity to gain Xiao Changfeng’s favor. Now that His Majesty wanted to betroth Shen Yingruo to Xiao Changfeng, Yu Sangning could only scheme about Yu Sangzi, planning to replace Yu Sangzi by marrying Xiao Changmin.

As a casual conversation between husband and wife, Shen Xihe mentioned this matter to Xiao Huayong.

“A mere concubine-born daughter of a Marquis? Does she have such ambition? Royal marriages cannot be trifled with. Does she think she can just replace someone as she wishes?” Xiao Huayong laughed upon hearing this, not believing Yu Sangning had such capability.

After all, Xiao Huayong was still a man with typical male characteristics. It was just that his tolerance and vision far exceeded ordinary men of the time, making him appear particularly exceptional. He had never paid attention to the ladies of the capital and was only reasoning based on royal marriage rules.

Xiao Changmin was a Prince, not some character in a novel where the bride could be switched right before entering the bridal chamber and had to be accepted. Not to mention that in the current dynasty’s royal weddings, the bride’s face wasn’t even covered with a veil but only a round fan, making it impossible to switch people. Even if she somehow managed to switch places after entering the bridal chamber, it would be the crime of deceiving the emperor. This was an imperial arranged marriage – how could it be treated so frivolously? If this concubine-born daughter had ambition, she should have the brains to know such actions would be enough to cost the entire Yu clan, including herself, their heads.

Even if her elder sister met with misfortune before the wedding, it wouldn’t fall to her, a concubine-born daughter, to fill the position. When a royal prince wants to take a wife, who couldn’t he marry?

“Don’t underestimate women. Some ladies can accomplish even the most difficult tasks if they set their minds to it,” Shen Xihe felt that based on her intuition and her assessment of Yu Sangning’s inability to resist power and wealth, Yu Sangning would succeed.

“Since Youyou is so confident, why don’t we watch together how this concubine-born daughter of a Marquis will turn things around and become our sister-in-law?” With nothing better to do, why not watch a show? Although Xiao Huayong rather disdained women’s drama, he was happy to accompany his wife since she enjoyed it.

“Why don’t I make a bet with Your Highness? I bet she’ll succeed. If I win, Your Highness owes me one favor,” Shen Xihe’s eyes gleamed as she spoke.

She didn’t particularly care whether Yu Sangning would succeed, nor did she have anything specific to ask of Xiao Huayong. The idea just suddenly struck her, so she voiced it.

Xiao Huayong’s first instinct was to say “I’ll do anything you ask, no need for a bet,” but fortunately he didn’t speak those words. His usually not-so-quick mind suddenly became sharp when faced with his wife’s enchanting smile: “If I win, will Youyou grant me one favor as well?”

“We can only be observers, no interference allowed.” She didn’t want Xiao Huayong to meddle just to win.

“Deal, this is interesting.” Now Xiao Huayong was truly intrigued.

Yu Sangning had no idea that she had become entertainment for the Eastern Palace couple in their idle time.

She thought the same as Shen Xihe – feeling disappointed about not having more interaction with Xiao Changfeng during this time. She had also heard palace news that His Majesty intended to betroth the County Princess of Huaiyang to Xiao Changfeng. But Xiao Changfeng was her best choice, and she wasn’t willing to give up just like that. She wanted to make one last effort.

She found out Xiao Changfeng’s usual route after his duties and waited for him one day.

“Does Second Lady Yu have business here?” Due to the matter of Yu Sangning’s cat, Xiao Changfeng couldn’t ignore her without greeting them.

“I specifically came here to wait for Your Highness,” Yu Sangning spoke somewhat nervously.

“Is there something you need this prince’s help with?” Xiao Changfeng asked.

Yu Sangning looked at Xiao Changfeng, seemingly gathering her courage before speaking: “I have admired Your Highness for a long time. I wonder if I might have the fortune to stay by Your Highness’s side.”

Xiao Changfeng was surprised. He looked at Yu Sangning, whose small face was flushed red. Though her legs were tense and her back stiff with anxiety, she still tried to maintain composure.

Current social customs were liberal – young men and women could take the initiative in expressing their feelings, with ladies being particularly bold and unrestrained. However, ladies from noble families were still bound by propriety. Many ladies admired Xiao Changfeng, but Yu Sangning was the first to stand before him and speak so directly.

Xiao Changfeng responded courteously: “Thank you for your misplaced affection, Second Lady Yu, but this prince already has someone in mind.”

Just earlier, His Majesty had mentioned his marriage to Shen Yingruo. To say he had someone in mind about Shen Yingruo would be somewhat false, but when His Majesty mentioned it, he didn’t object. He thought marrying her wouldn’t be bad, so he agreed.

“Is… is it the County Princess of Huaiyang?” Yu Sangning asked, face pale.

“Yes.”

Yu Sangning closed her eyes, two crystal tears falling. She forced a smile: “Then… then I wish Your Highness fulfillment of your wishes and endless fortune…”

With that, Yu Sangning turned and left. As the distance between her and Xiao Changfeng increased, darkness gradually appeared in her eyes.

At this point, she only had one path left.



Chapter 585: One Day Without Youyou Makes Me Restless
“Second Lady Yu is truly shameless,” Xiao Huayong immediately learned of Yu Sangning’s confession to Xiao Changfeng.

This was related to his bet with his wife, so he naturally paid more attention. Recently, Xiao Changqing had been stirring up trouble in court. Following his wife’s advice, since the Northwestern affairs had greatly affected His Majesty, they needed to lay low and not draw attention.

“Why are you watching her so closely? What a waste of effort,” Shen Xihe was busy with an abacus, calculating the profits from Duhuo Tower over the past few months and the Eastern Palace’s income and expenses, which Zhenzhu and Biyu had organized for her final verification.

She had only mentioned Prince Zhao to Xiao Huayong by chance, which reminded her of Yu Sangning. It was just a casual conversation between husband and wife, and though they made an impromptu bet out of interest, while they wouldn’t renege, it wasn’t important enough to monitor constantly.

“This is the first time Youyou has discussed someone she dislikes with me, and the first time Youyou has made a bet with me. Of course, I take it seriously,” he wasn’t focused on Yu Sangning, but rather on the bet with Shen Xihe. “I may not have much else, but I have plenty of people at my disposal, one person’s worth of attention is nothing.”

“Just wait for the results,” Shen Xihe said, head lowered as her fingers quickly moved the abacus beads, creating crisp sounds.

“I’m just curious what methods she’ll use to achieve her goal while keeping herself safe,” Xiao Huayong was simply bored, and his wife wouldn’t let him cause trouble. “Rather than waiting for the results and then investigating the cause, why not watch it unfold from the beginning?”

“Restless, bored, one day without Youyou makes me restless!” As soon as Xiao Huayong finished speaking, Baisui squawked these words.

Xiao Huayong’s smile froze as he turned to glare at this foolish bird that had stopped respecting him since being given to his wife.

He felt he needed to summon his gyrfalcon to take it for a flight, to show it just how high the sky was.

Shen Xihe heard another fresh phrase from Baisui’s beak and couldn’t help but look at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s longing for Shen Xihe wasn’t recent. This foolish bird wouldn’t speak at first no matter how it was taught, so he had been more casual around it. Who knew the bird would remember everything and randomly blurt things out?

Zhenzhu and the others lowered their heads, their training as servants helping them barely suppress their smiles.

“Ahem!” Xiao Huayong cleared his throat with a loose fist. “Since I am here, you all may withdraw.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Zhenzhu and the others were glad to leave, lest they hear something they shouldn’t and the Crown Prince, embarrassed and angry, persuaded the Crown Princess to marry them off.

Soon only Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong remained. Shen Xihe seemed to think of something and smiled softly before returning to her calculations.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s smile improved Xiao Huayong’s mood considerably.

Baisui, seemingly unable to bear seeing him happy, changed its tune: “Youyou longs for deer’s call, Youyou delights in deer’s call, Youyou chases deer’s call.”

Shen Xihe slowly raised her head: “?”

Xiao Huayong: …

“So Your Highness talks in his sleep,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but tease.

Xiao Huayong decided to embrace it: “Youyou speak truly. Don’t I dream of Youyou admiring me, delighting in me, pursuing me?”

All in all, Shen Xihe remained impressed by the Crown Prince’s thick skin and quick adaptability.

“Youyou—Gak!” Before Baisui could continue, Xiao Huayong flicked a fish-eye pearl that hit the bird. Baisui fluttered its wings and obediently retreated to the far side away from him.

Xiao Huayong snorted: “Foolish bird.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but be amused by the sight of him quarreling with a bird. For Baisui’s sake, she changed the subject: “Second Lady Yu is thorough in everything. Her most skilled method is harming people behind their backs while saving them to their faces…”

Shen Xihe told Xiao Huayong about how Yu Sangning had someone push the Old Madam into water so she could rescue her and return to the Pingyang Marquis Manor, and how she had poisoned her legitimate sister to cause a rash on Yu Sangzi’s face, then took the opportunity to appear in public with Yu Sangzi to gain fame in the capital.

She harmed the Old Madam, yet the Old Madam was grateful to her; she harmed Yu Sangzi, yet Yu Sangzi remained grateful to her.

This time, to achieve her goals, she needed to: First, prevent Yu Sangzi from marrying Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin; Second, ensure the Marquis Manor suffered no losses as she needed her maiden family’s support; Third, arrange the rescue so that even though Yu Sangzi wouldn’t marry him, Xiao Changmin would marry her instead, and even His Majesty wouldn’t object to her humble birth.

“Yes, achieving all three points won’t be easy,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

“There is one way to accomplish it all,” Shen Xihe smiled gently, moving the last bead up. “Prince Zhao is attacked, the First Lady Yu sacrifices herself to save him, and with her dying breath entrusts Second Lady Yu to Prince Zhao.”

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows: “Indeed, one truly can’t underestimate these ladies.”

Shen Xihe closed the account books one by one: “This is her usual method. First Lady Yu is the Marquis’s legitimate daughter – if she were betrothed to Prince Lie, it would be difficult for Yu Sangning to succeed. But betrothed to Prince Zhao, First Lady Yu wouldn’t want to be a stepmother and would naturally resist Prince Zhao. She could then arrange according to First Lady Yu’s wishes to find her someone she likes.

Secretly encouraging their romance, if First Lady Yu prioritizes the bigger picture, she would have to be ruthless enough to ensure they become intimate, forcing First Lady Yu to leave. To leave the capital and hide her identity, she would naturally have to fake her death.

But to avoid implicating the Yu family while preserving their wealth and status, the fake death must have value.”

There was no better way than hiring assassins to attack Prince Zhao, letting First Lady Yu die for him, and entrusting Second Lady Yu to him with her dying breath.

“Brilliant.” Xiao Huayong had to admire such scheming, though her vision was limited to the inner court, solely focused on relying on men. Compared to his wife— no, there was no comparison.

Quickly dismissing these thoughts, Xiao Huayong said: “According to what you say, First Lady Yu’s fake death might become real.”

Only the dead can keep secrets forever.

“She won’t leave such a big loose end,” Shen Xihe nodded.

All of Yu Sangning’s plans were within Shen Xihe’s expectations. Long ago, she had found Yu Sangzi a man she couldn’t refuse – a scholar who came to the capital for the imperial examinations. His talent was genuine, and he originally had a good chance at the spring examinations, but for the sake of the plan, Yu Sangning made him miss the final examination, causing him to fail.

“Second Lady, we…” Yu Sangning’s maid brought the poison she had requested, knowing the entire plan and feeling afraid.

“We have no other choice,” Yu Sangning’s eyes were cold and dark.

The maid, who had more contact with Yu Sangzi, had a bold idea: “Why not target the County Princess of Huaiyang instead? If she dies after becoming Prince Xun’s consort, His Highness Prince Xun would need to remarry…”

“Slap—” Before the maid could finish, Yu Sangning struck her. “You think you’re so clever? Her surname is Shen!”

Yu Sangning had a bone-deep fear of Shen Xihe. She had merely harbored thoughts about the Empress Dowager, and Shen Xihe had nearly taken her life. If she were to kill Shen Yingruo, wouldn’t Shen Xihe leave her alive?

Chapter 586: Mobilizing the Entire Family
Yu Sangning’s fear of Shen Xihe had reached its peak since that incident at the temporary palace when Shen Xihe had left her hanging from a cliff.

She had previously only thought of Shen Xihe as sharp-witted and willful, but given her noble status and meticulous way of handling matters – she even dared to hang the Emperor’s Noble Consort from a tree in the capital’s outskirts, and afterward, neither the Emperor nor the Noble Consort could do anything but let the matter go.

So what was she in comparison?

To avoid directly confronting Shen Xihe, she had tried her utmost to find another path, no longer wanting to marry into the royal family. Unfortunately, heaven did not grant her wish. She failed to secure the Xun Prince, and now Yu Sangzi’s marriage to the Zhao Prince had been put on the agenda. She could only proceed down this path.

Fortunately, she had never intended for Yu Sangzi to marry the Zhao Prince. Yu Sangzi herself didn’t want to be a stepmother, and now she even had someone she loved. Under her scheming, the two had already been intimate. These past few days, Yu Sangzi had been in a daze, and today the palace would send the betrothal gifts…

Some things she simply couldn’t accomplish alone – she needed the entire Yu family’s assistance.

Yu Sangzi was, after all, the legitimate daughter of a Marquis household. Marrying a Prince as his second wife, and with the Prince already having a legitimate son, Emperor Youning, considering his relationship with the Marquis of Pingyao, had arranged for Yu Sangzi’s betrothal gifts to match the specifications of the previous Princess Consort of Zhao, without any reduction.

The entire Yu household was overjoyed, except for Yu Sangzi, whose face was deathly pale.

Lady Yu noticed her daughter’s unusual behavior and, after repeated questioning, finally forced out the truth that her daughter was no longer pure. She immediately fainted from shock. The shrewd Old Madame also sensed something was amiss. She directly questioned Yu Sangning, as the two were almost always together – there was no way Yu Sangning wouldn’t know what had happened to Yu Sangzi.

Yet Yu Sangning stubbornly refused to speak, even when Old Madame punished her by making her kneel in the courtyard. She wouldn’t utter a single word.

Though she wouldn’t speak, Old Madame had her means. She discovered that Yu Sangzi had been in close contact with a destitute scholar. Thinking Yu Sangzi merely had feelings for someone, she angrily summoned Yu Sangzi to explain both logically and emotionally that this wasn’t a simple engagement with an ordinary person that could be broken off with humble apologies and compensation.

“Grandmother!” Yu Sangzi fell to her knees with a thud, her pale face trembling as she said, “I… I am no longer pure…”

The current dynasty was very open-minded about widows remarrying – they would even punish in-laws who prevented widows from remarrying. But that applied to legitimate widows, not to unmarried women who had been intimate without proper matchmaking and had lost their virtue and chastity.

Upon hearing this, Old Madame’s mind buzzed, experiencing a moment of complete blankness. Unlike Lady Yu, she didn’t faint, but her finger trembled as she pointed at Yu Sangzi, unable to speak for a long while. Finally, she forced out through clenched teeth: “Go, summon the Marquis and the First Young Master!”

When the Marquis of Pingyao arrived with his eldest son, Old Madame’s courtyard was terrifyingly quiet. Yu Sangzi knelt there with her head bowed in silence, and even Lady Yu knelt beside her. Seeing this scene, the Marquis felt his heart clench and hurriedly stepped forward, saying: “Mother, if Ayun has made a mistake, just tell me. I will surely guide her properly. She is, after all, the Marchioness – if others see her kneeling here, they might think I don’t know how to teach my wife.”

“Not only do you not know how to teach your wife, but you also don’t know how to teach your daughter! Your daughter is shameless, having been intimate with someone without proper matchmaking. Our Marquis household is about to face great disaster, and you’re still protecting them!” The hall had already been cleared of servants when Old Madame spoke with a cold laugh.

The Marquis and the Heir’s expressions changed instantly as they looked at the kneeling Lady Yu and Yu Sangzi. The Marquis immediately flew into a rage: “Worthless daughter!”

The Heir stopped his father from raising his hand, respectfully saying: “Father, please calm your anger. Let’s first think of a way to get through this crisis. If this matter isn’t handled properly, it truly would be the crime of deceiving the Emperor!”

For a Prince betrothed to lose her virtue before marriage, making the Emperor’s son a cuckold – if the Emperor found out, even if they weren’t executed as an entire household, they would still face exile!

“Handle it properly?” The Marquis stared at his son with bloodshot eyes, his motherly and sisterly connections having reduced his fatherly love, “How do you plan to handle it? Even if I gave her a cup of poison right now to make her die suddenly, the palace would still send someone to examine the corpse!”

The identity of a Prince’s betrothed was no small matter. While the post-mortem examination wouldn’t violate the corpse and couldn’t determine her virginity, they could easily tell whether someone died from poison or other causes. They couldn’t pull off what the Northwestern Prince had done, faking a death that fooled all the doctors in the city!

The room fell into silence, everyone’s hearts burning with anxiety. Yu Sangzi felt both guilt and regret.

She truly didn’t want to marry the Zhao Prince, but she also knew imperial orders couldn’t be defied. Although she admired Scholar Wen, she had always maintained proper boundaries. That day, for some unknown reason, she had acted on impulse and made a foolish mistake.

If she could atone for her crime by killing herself, she wouldn’t hesitate. But if she were to take her own life now, it would only give the Yu family’s political enemies ammunition to accuse her of being dissatisfied with the Emperor’s arranged marriage and attacking the Yu household. She had thoroughly become the Yu family’s sinner.

“What if… what if we tamper with the wedding night sheet?” Lady Yu suggested, having heard of such things before.

The Marquis swept a cold glance at her: “Do you think the Zhao Prince is a fool?”

The Zhao Prince had been with many women – he would know whether someone was a virgin or not during intimacy. This method was purely something that only ignorant women would think of – it was like covering one’s ears while stealing a bell!

Now Yu Sangzi couldn’t marry, couldn’t run, couldn’t die – one wrong move would implicate the entire family.

“Perhaps we should be honest with the Zhao Prince. I don’t think he seems content with mediocrity. You…” Old Madame looked at the Marquis of Pingyao, “You should discuss it with him. Tell him our Marquis household will follow his lead in the future…”

The Marquis of Pingyao was the Emperor’s man, deeply trusted by His Majesty. Just revealing a few things would be enough to make the Zhao Prince cover up this matter, but afterward, the Marquis would no longer be a pure official, instead becoming the Zhao Prince’s pawn.

“Tell the Zhao Prince?” Although the Emperor had arranged the marriage, the Marquis had never intended to align with any prince. The Emperor’s thoughts were hard to fathom, and the future ruler might not be the Zhao Prince – he needed to keep his options open. “What man could endure such humiliation? Even if the Zhao Prince tolerates this shame today for his benefit, wouldn’t the day of his success be the day of our family’s destruction? And if he doesn’t succeed, our early allegiance would only lead us to share in his defeat!”

After another oppressive silence, the Heir Yu Sangbai suddenly raised his head and looked at his father: “Father, I received news a few days ago that the eldest son of the Yu family’s main branch plans to assassinate the Zhao Prince after he pays respects to his late Princess Consort.”

After Yu Zao became a false Yu Zao due to the Zhao Prince and Shen Xihe’s maneuvering, it did indeed preserve the Yu family, but Yu Zao’s wife and children became the ones who suffered. Especially those who didn’t know the truth called them bastards, and since Yu Zao’s death, they had lived a life where everyone bullied them.

Chapter 587: Sister, Let Me Marry the Zhao Prince
Yu Zao’s wife had already divorced and remarried, having her maiden family’s support. The children she had with Yu Zao naturally remained with the Yu family. Only those with authority in the Yu family knew the truth but couldn’t reveal it. To avoid arousing the Emperor’s suspicions, they sent the children away, occasionally providing some assistance under the pretext of having raised them for over a decade. In the former Young Master Yu’s eyes, these were merely acts of charity and aid.

Recently, Young Master Yu somehow learned that his father was the real Yu Zao, who had sullied his name to protect the family. His grandparents knew this truth, which explained their secret support.

This revelation severely affected Young Master Yu. Having lived a life worse than beasts these days, he planned to do something momentous – to strike at the Zhao Prince, because it was the Prince who had turned his father into an impostor and him into a bastard, subjecting him to endless humiliation.

The death anniversary of the Zhao Prince’s first wife was approaching, and every year he would take his children to the temple for memorial services.

They could use this situation to turn the tide. Young Master Yu wanted to kill the Zhao Prince – they would facilitate this, then have Yu Sangzi die while saving the Zhao Prince. Yu Sangzi had to die for this matter to be truly resolved.

“Where did you get this information? Is it reliable?” The Marquis of Pingyao seemed somewhat moved – this was the best solution.

“It’s reliable. They meant to curry favor with us, knowing we’re to be related to the Zhao Prince,” Yu Sangbai affirmed confidently.

Yu Sangning, who had been silent in the corner with her head bowed, slowly curved her lips upward.

Yu Sangzi remained silent with her head down. After what had happened, she knew she had no way out. She didn’t think her father and brother were cold-hearted – everything was her own doing.

“Very well, let’s take this gamble!” Whatever happened, it couldn’t be worse than the current situation. This was the only way out of their predicament. The Marquis of Pingyao agreed.

Lady Yu was unwilling to accept this outcome and desperately pleaded. Old Madame, exhausted, dismissed them. The Marquis left with a wave of his sleeve, and Yu Sangbai helped his mother and sister leave.

Yu Sangning waited for a long time, ensuring Lady Yu and the Heir had left Yu Sangzi’s room, before running to find her: “Sister.”

Yu Sangzi’s eyes were calm as she handed Yu Sangning a box containing sorted jewelry and ornaments: “These are items I’ve used. I hope you won’t mind accepting them. You can either have them remade or sell them for money in times of need.”

Yu Sangning felt her heart tighten. Since the palace banquet incident, Yu Sangzi had been genuinely kind to her – not in a condescending way, but with true sincerity. Looking at these jewels and treasures, she felt a lump in her throat.

In her life, few people had ever been kind to her, and Yu Sangzi was the first to show genuine care!

For some reason, her eyes began to sting.

“Sister, are you truly resigned to this?” Yu Sangning asked hoarsely.

Yu Sangzi smiled with a hint of relief: “It was my own mistake. This is the punishment I deserve.”

“Sister…” Yu Sangning pulled a letter from her sleeve, “This is from Scholar Wen for you. Father and brother won’t spare him. I’ve already helped him leave the city – he’s waiting for you outside. You should escape.”

Yu Sangzi took the letter, read it through with tears and a smile, then gathered all her private correspondence and burned them together: “I can’t run. I’ve received my parents’ kindness for over ten years and enjoyed the Marquis household’s fortune. I can’t let them suffer for my desires.”

“Sister, this medicine will make one appear lifeless within an hour, but taking the antidote within that hour will save you. Let’s take this gamble.” Yu Sangning took out a bottle of medicine and handed it to Yu Sangzi. “I obtained this by chance years ago. It helped me escape that den of wolves. The rest is here. Taking the medicine doesn’t guarantee awakening, and even if you do wake, your health will be severely damaged. But since you’re facing death anyway, shall we take this gamble? Your Scholar Wen probably won’t leave without seeing you, and if he returns, everything will be exposed.”

Thinking of that man’s kindness toward her, Yu Sangzi’s heart trembled. She unconsciously gripped the medicine bottle, her heart in great turmoil.

Yu Sangning waited for a while before continuing: “This matter needs the Heir and Lady Yu’s help to keep it from Grandmother and Father. I’ve already told them. You don’t want them to carry this burden forever, do you?”

“But if I live…”

“Let the Heir and Lady Yu send you both far away, the further the better. You can live in seclusion in the mountains, working from sunrise to sunset, growing old together.” Yu Sangning encouraged, “Sister, unless you plan to die with Scholar Wen, once news of your death spreads, he will surely return. By then, the Zhao Prince might notice something amiss, and all our efforts would be wasted…”

Yu Sangzi thought of her beloved’s character, and her hesitation turned to determination. She hugged Yu Sangning: “Aning, thank you for planning this for me.”

Yu Sangning remained stiff for a long while before hugging her back and whispering in her ear: “Sister, let me marry the Zhao Prince.”

Yu Sangzi pulled away from Yu Sangning, slightly startled.

Yu Sangning said: “I don’t want others controlling my marriage. What difference does it make who I marry? Sister, since you’re thanking me, please grant me this.”

“But don’t you love the Xun Prince…”

“How could I be worthy of the Xun Prince? Even for the Zhao Prince, without your help, someone of my status could at best marry into an ordinary official’s family. Any official’s son with good prospects, unless from a humble background, wouldn’t marry a concubine’s daughter,” Yu Sangning smiled self-mockingly.

“Are you truly decided?” Yu Sangzi looked deeply at Yu Sangning.

Yu Sangning nodded firmly.

“Very well, I agree,” Yu Sangzi consented.

After Yu Sangning left, Yu Sangzi caressed the medicine bottle, her thoughts turning numerous times before finally breaking into a gentle smile.

As in previous years, the Zhao Prince took his children to the temple for memorial services on his first wife’s death anniversary. To avoid appearing deliberately sentimental about the past, he always traveled in plain clothes with minimal guards.

The capital should have been safe, but this time they encountered an ambush and pursuit while descending the mountain. Though few, the assassins had set up an ambush along his necessary route, causing heavy casualties. He had his guards protect his children while he drew the attackers away.

Concerned about who might be forcing his hand, he was reluctant to reveal his hidden guards unless necessary. Then they encountered Yu Sangzi, who was ascending the mountain with her escorts, along with the arriving Young Master Yu. Both helped the Zhao Prince, finally saving him.

Just as everyone relaxed their guard, no one expected the helpful Young Master Yu to suddenly reveal murderous intent, drawing a dagger from his sleeve to stab at the Zhao Prince. The Prince was completely unprepared for this attack from his future wife’s relative who had just risked his life to protect him. In that critical moment, Yu Sangzi pushed the Zhao Prince away, and the dagger plunged deep into her chest. Yu Sangzi fell into the Zhao Prince’s arms.

“How truly spectacular,” Xiao Huayong learned of the entire process immediately.

Chapter 588: The Twelfth Prince Is the Most Useful Tool
“A bet is a bet,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward as she looked at Xiao Huayong.

“Indeed, indeed, I sincerely admire Youyou,” Xiao Huayong smiled tenderly, his voice extremely gentle. “Everything happened exactly as Youyou predicted.”

“Not everything was within expectations,” Shen Xihe pondered. “I hadn’t expected the Second Young Lady Yu to make use of the Yu family.”

The general outline matched her predictions. She had been curious about where Yu Sangning would find skilled assassins to target the Zhao Prince. Hired assassinations inevitably left traces, with too many loose ends. When a Prince faced assassination, the Emperor would certainly investigate thoroughly. If it was discovered that the Marquis of Pingyao’s household had orchestrated it, they wouldn’t merely face exile but the complete execution of the entire family.

Only after a thorough investigation proving the Marquis’s household had no connection to the assassination could they be completely established as victims. Yu Sangning had utilized the previous Yu Zao incident, making the tormented Young Master Yu’s actions appear reasonable.

This way, even Yu Sangzi’s timely appearance with guards at the same location as the Zhao Prince wouldn’t arouse suspicion or seem too coincidental.

As for how Young Master Yu had the resources to orchestrate such a large operation, Yu Sangning knew she couldn’t handle it alone, which was why she drew in the entire Marquis household. With the Marquis and his heir involved, these details weren’t her concern.

“There’s one more thing,” Xiao Huayong said. “The First Young Lady Yu didn’t die, and was sent away by the Marquis’s heir.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t had people watching the Marquis’s household, so she was unaware of this. The Marquis’s people had handled it cleanly, nearly deceiving even his spies.

“Didn’t die?” This surprised Shen Xihe.

Yu Sangning typically acted ruthlessly, never leaving loose ends. Yet this time she had spared Yu Sangzi’s life.

“Perhaps she still retained some conscience?” Xiao Huayong said in an amused tone.

Shen Xihe glanced at him: “It can only be that the First Young Lady being alive benefits her more than being dead.”

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly: “Indeed, Youyou understands young ladies’ thoughts better.”

Things had happened as Shen Xihe suspected. Yu Sangzi hadn’t died because of the fake death medicine Yu Sangning provided. With weapons involved, no one knew if Yu Sangzi’s intervention would prove fatal. The worst outcome would have been death anyway, but heaven favored her – though the knife appeared to strike deep, it hadn’t hit any vital spots.

After removing the knife, the Imperial Physician said if Yu Sangzi could wake up, she would survive the crisis. She did wake up and then took Yu Sangning’s fake death medicine. She had to die, real or fake – she couldn’t marry into the Prince’s household.

She didn’t “survive,” and in her “final moments” entrusted Yu Sangning to the Zhao Prince. Owing to a life debt, the Zhao Prince naturally agreed. Even the Yu family, after sending Yu Sangzi away, for the Zhao Prince’s face, actively registered Yu Sangning under Lady Yu’s name. Now Yu Sangning was no longer a concubine’s daughter but a legitimate daughter.

Moreover, this legitimate daughter, having helped Yu Sangzi and benefited the Yu family, would surely receive the Marquis household’s full support in the future. Even if Lady Yu, for her birth daughter’s sake, wouldn’t be particularly kind to Yu Sangning, at least she wouldn’t make things difficult for her.

With this move, she had completely won over the Marquis’s household, making them her support and maternal family. As for the Zhao Prince, owing the Marquis’s household a life debt, he absolutely couldn’t neglect Yu Sangning.

After Yu Sangzi’s seventh-day memorial service, the Zhao Prince requested imperial permission to marry, expressing his wish to wed the Yu family’s Second Young Lady. The entire capital knew this marriage was bought with the First Young Lady’s life, and since Yu Sangning had been registered as a legitimate daughter, the Emperor naturally granted the Zhao Prince’s request.

However, due to the First Young Lady’s recent death, the wedding was delayed by three months.

As for Young Master Yu’s assassination attempt, it inevitably led to requests for the Emperor to reinvestigate Yu Zao’s case. But the trap Shen Xihe had set and Xiao Huayong had cleaned up couldn’t be overturned – Yu Zao was still an impostor, and Young Master Yu had simply acted out of desperation upon learning of his changed status.

“The Zhao Prince’s eldest legitimate son will likely face difficulty…” Shen Xihe had met the child, a handsome young boy with a likable personality.

Yu Sangning was self-serving. Yu Sangzi had refused to marry the Zhao Prince because of her kindness – she couldn’t bear to harm the children, yet didn’t want her children to be born inferior, which was why she had strongly resisted becoming the Zhao Prince’s wife.

Yu Sangning was different – anyone who stood in her way wouldn’t meet a good end. Her next target would certainly be the Zhao Prince’s eldest legitimate son.

Hearing her words, Xiao Huayong touched the five-colored thread on his wrist: “You say she fears you like a tiger. Now that she’s marrying Second Brother, will she persuade him to stay in line?”

“She feared me because she was a concubine’s daughter in a Marquis’s household, without support; I was a Prince’s legitimate daughter with immense power. Now she’s no longer a minor concubine’s daughter. Though I’m the Crown Princess, outranking her, once she becomes the Zhao Prince’s wife, privately she’ll be my elder sister-in-law. She may not fear me anymore.”

Shen Xihe handed a treat to Baisui, then one to Duanming: “If the Zhao Prince has ambitions, and you maintain your reputation, with the Zhao Prince still unaware of your true nature, as the wife rises with her husband, her ambitions will only grow.”

The position of Empress – how could Yu Sangning, now with family support, not be tempted?

“In that case, why not send them away sooner?” To avoid the eyesore.

“Why hurry to remove people who can be sent away anytime?” Shen Xihe wasn’t anxious. Keeping them around would trouble the Emperor, and occasionally serve as a smokescreen. “But as for Prince Jing…”

Xiao Lengyan had become Minister of War, holding the highest official position among all princes. With Xiao Huayong’s occasional illnesses, many speculated about the Emperor’s thoughts regarding Xiao Lengyan. Xiao Lengyan had been very quiet lately as if he’d forgotten about Pei Zhan’s death.

But Shen Xihe hadn’t forgotten what he’d said to Xiao Huayong in the Eastern Palace that day. He suspected Xiao Huayong, or perhaps her and her father, feeling that Pei Zhan’s death wasn’t accidental. This made him all the more unpredictable.

“Little Eight is indeed more interesting than them,” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly. “Don’t worry, I’ll assign someone interesting to him as well.”

The Twelfth Prince, Prince Yan Xiao Lenggeng, had thought his Crown Prince brother would become normal after marriage. But after a year without being tasked, his Crown Prince brother had remembered him again, asking him to align with Eighth Brother – prettily called alignment, but speaking, he was to be a spy.

Regarding this Eighth Brother, Xiao Lenggeng didn’t know much. When Xiao Lengyan left the capital, he had been very young, but his Crown Prince brother had anticipated all his concerns and sent him a detailed account of the Eighth Brother’s habits.

“Why do you always single out the Twelfth Prince to use?” Shen Xihe couldn’t help asking after hearing Xiao Huayong’s arrangements.

She remembered several times when Xiao Huayong had set traps, Xiao Lenggeng had played unexpectedly crucial roles at key moments. Yet Xiao Lenggeng was skilled at hiding, performing his duties properly, making him easy for many to overlook.

“He’s useful,” Xiao Huayong revealed his bright white teeth.

For those who had designs on their Youyou, not making full use of them would be a waste of their intentions.

Chapter 589: Preparing to Repay His Majesty
The conflict between Xiao Lengqin and Xiao Lengyan at court had given Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong some peaceful days, otherwise, they wouldn’t have had the leisure to watch the drama at the Marquis of Pingyao’s household.

With the Second Prince Zhao Prince Xiao Lengmin’s wedding delayed and the capital’s summer heat unbearable, the Emperor decided to move to the temporary palace. After last year’s incident with Xiao Juesong in Linyou, the Emperor had chosen a different temporary palace this year.

In the past two years, the Emperor had encountered a giant snake during the autumn hunt and an assassination attempt at the temporary palace. This year, before departure, heeding the Imperial Astronomer’s suggestion, the Emperor planned to first offer incense at the Nation-Protecting Temple, intending to bring the Empress Dowager and princes along, publicly declaring it as praying for the people’s welfare.

“Offering incense?” When Shen Xihe heard the news, she was embroidering delicate pingzhong leaves on Xiao Huayong’s new clothes.

Previously, Xiao Huayong’s clothes had all been made by the Imperial Wardrobe Bureau. After their wedding, all of Shen Xihe’s maids except Moyu were skilled at needlework, so Xiao Huayong’s everyday clothes no longer needed the Bureau’s attention, only his ceremonial robes required their work.

“Yes, just seeking peace of mind,” Xiao Huayong stood nearby, one hand behind his back, his exquisitely embroidered apricot-colored robe accentuating his tall frame as he calmly played with Baisui.

A few days ago, when Shen Xihe wasn’t around, Xiao Huayong had let the gyrfalcon take Baisui out for a flight. Since returning, Baisui had become much more obedient, saying only what it was told, never blurting out forgotten exclamations.

“Peace of mind? If I were making His Majesty uneasy, would he still go to the temporary palace to escape the heat?” Shen Xihe paused her work, her bright eyes swimming with amusement as she looked at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong turned back, intrigued: “How do Youyou plan to make His Majesty uneasy?”

“Remember the ‘gift’ His Majesty tacitly allowed to be given to me the day after our wedding?” Shen Xihe answered with another question.

To test whether Xiao Huayong knew about his origins, Emperor Youning had arranged for Prince Qian’s memorial tablet to catch fire – Shen Xihe had kept this account with His Majesty.

“I remember you stayed in the incense room for a long time that day and spent much time there in the following days.” Regarding matters concerning her, he remembered everything well, especially something so memorable.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly and gave Zhenzhu a look. Understanding immediately, Zhenzhu withdrew and quickly returned with a box of incense. The incense looked identical to ordinary stick incense in both color and scent.

Xiao Huayong held it, examining it carefully. Perhaps because he had never closely inspected other incense before, he couldn’t detect any difference from regular incense.

“Your Highness won’t notice differences by looking – even master incense makers might not spot them. But Your Highness could try lighting one,” Shen Xihe suggested.

Tianyuan had already cleverly brought forward a fire starter. The incense was quickly lit, and Xiao Huayong held it. The scent was ordinary – without deliberate attention, one wouldn’t notice anything unusual. Even trying to distinguish it, one might only sense slight differences but couldn’t quite identify what they were.

Suddenly, the incense began spitting sparks, frightening Tianyuan who almost lunged forward. Even Xiao Huayong was startled for a moment, but his trust in Shen Xihe prevented him from throwing the incense away. After the sparks scattered briefly, the incense went out. Xiao Huayong looked it over but couldn’t determine the cause.

“This…” his heart pounded.

Though this seemed like a small trick if such an incident occurred during His Majesty’s prayers – sparks flying and the incense extinguishing during the three bows – it would be no small matter.

When Shen Xihe had performed the ancestral rites and the tablet caught fire, many had secretly spread rumors that she wasn’t accepted by the Xiao ancestors. Such matters seemed trivial, with no one pursuing them.

Yet that day when Shen Xihe argued with others, it became a major point of attack. A woman once rejected by the Xiao ancestors wasn’t legitimate – the court officials might accept Shen Xihe’s children but would never accept her.

The Emperor had planted this early danger to prevent Shen Xihe from becoming a second Empress Wu.

His Majesty knew Xiao Huayong’s physical condition intimately. Because of this, even suspecting he knew his origins, the Emperor was unwilling to openly confront him. Why face off against someone destined to die soon? Letting him waste away silently, no one could find fault.

Therefore, the Emperor had long suspected Shen Xihe’s motives for marrying him and casually created an inconspicuous weakness, enough to break through iron walls at crucial moments.

“With His Majesty’s prayers rejected by heaven, my being rejected by the Xiao ancestors seems unremarkable in comparison,” Shen Xihe had anticipated this future danger from the beginning.

Don’t underestimate such seemingly minor matters. If the Emperor played it well, to prevent Shen Xihe from gaining too much power and the Xiao imperial clan from becoming Shen puppets, he could entrust the throne on his deathbed, explaining the Shen family’s dangers. There would be no shortage of loyalists willing to die to demand Shen Xihe’s ritual suicide or surrender of power.

No matter how powerful Shen Xihe was, even if she could watch these people die without blinking, her grip on imperial power would crumble. The court would harbor various thoughts and many grievances against her. She knew she couldn’t command absolute loyalty from the entire court.

Throughout history, no one has achieved this. Even if they had, the dynasty’s decline would follow. The court needed different voices, requiring mutual checks and balances to move forward effectively.

“Give me the incense, Youyou. I’ll arrange it,” Xiao Huayong looked eager to visit the temple.

He anticipated seeing what expression would appear when such an incident occurred during the required prayers.

Shen Xihe could have quietly mixed in the incense herself and ensured the Emperor received the tampered sticks, but since Xiao Huayong wanted to participate, she handed him the incense to deepen his enjoyment.

Watching Xiao Huayong leave with light steps, his robes flying, Shen Xihe lowered her head and resumed her needlework to complete the leaf.

“Crown Princess, Noble Consort Rong has sent someone to invite you to Hanzhang Palace,” Biyu reported soon after Xiao Huayong left.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows, quickly finished her stitching, and stood up: “Let’s go see what games the Noble Consort is playing now.”

The last time Shen Xihe visited Hanzhang Palace, she had openly confronted Noble Consort Rong. Afterward, busy traveling to the Northwest with Xiao Huayong, she hadn’t mentioned the matter of palace authority. She had been considering choosing a day to remind Noble Consort Rong when the Noble Consort sought her out first.

When Shen Xihe arrived at Hanzhang Palace, Noble Consort Rong had prepared exquisite pastries to entertain her, as if forgetting their previous unpleasantness.

Chapter 590: Your Small Matter Is My Great Concern
“What instructions does Noble Consort have? Please speak freely. The weather is hot, and I don’t care for sweet, greasy foods,” Shen Xihe wasn’t being disrespectful to Noble Consort Rong; she truly disliked rich foods during the hot weather, preferring only light dishes when temperatures rose.

Noble Consort Rong maintained her dignified, graceful smile: “In five days, His Majesty will take us to Xiangguo Temple to pray for blessings. The Empress Dowager instructed me early on to transfer the palace authority to the Crown Princess. Why not begin with this prayer ceremony, letting the Crown Princess manage it? This will allow everyone to see that the Crown Princess is capable of handling palace affairs. I can take this opportunity to transfer the palace authority to the Crown Princess, which will also give me some relief in the future.”

Regarding the prayer ceremony, since His Majesty was bringing the Empress Dowager, he naturally selected some inner court members to attend. Noble Consort Rong was among them, and as Crown Princess, Shen Xihe would also accompany them. While the Ministry of Rites and Imperial Astronomers would coordinate with Xiangguo Temple for the ceremony itself, the arrangements for the female members needed to be handled by whoever held palace authority.

The number of attendees wasn’t large, making it a relatively simple matter. Noble Consort Rong entrusting this task to Shen Xihe demonstrated her care for her junior, showing both her willingness to delegate power graciously and her magnanimity in not abruptly abandoning her duties or deliberately making things difficult for Shen Xihe.

“I accept Noble Consort’s kind intention,” Shen Xihe nodded to Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu received a box from Noble Consort Rong’s palace maid, which likely contained seals and documents needed for managing palace maids.

“If the Crown Princess has any questions, feel free to ask me,” Noble Consort Rong added warmly.

“I will certainly trouble Noble Consort for guidance,” Shen Xihe responded politely. “With only five days until the ceremony, I should return to familiarize myself with the prayer protocols. If Noble Consort has no other matters, I shall take my leave.”

“Please proceed, Crown Princess,” Noble Consort Rong stood up to personally see Shen Xihe out.

Shen Xihe didn’t decline, and only when they reached the palace gates of Hanzhang Hall did she say, “Noble Consort, please stop here.”

“Take care, Crown Princess.”

Their interaction was perfectly harmonious and courteous, disappointing many who had been hoping to witness the drama.

“Why didn’t Noble Consort inform us earlier, instead of waiting until now?” Ziyu couldn’t help complaining. How could anything be prepared in only five days?

“This was deliberate,” Zhenzhu glanced at Ziyu. “She’s intentionally making things difficult for the Crown Princess. If the Crown Princess doesn’t accept, she’ll have an excuse later. When the Empress Dowager inquires about the palace authority matter, she’ll certainly bring this up, letting everyone know it wasn’t that she wouldn’t give up authority, but that the Crown Princess couldn’t handle the responsibility. Even if palace authority is forcibly transferred to the Crown Princess in the future, the palace servants below won’t dare easily align themselves with her.”

“I knew she had ill intentions,” Ziyu now despised Noble Consort Rong the most.

“This is just the beginning. Noble Consort Rong’s true malicious intent surely lies in the prayer ceremony itself,” Biyu’s expression grew serious.

Having Shen Xihe manage the prayer ceremony at this time meant Noble Consort Rong must have set some trap. Her goal was simple: to make Shen Xihe commit a major blunder, preferably one that would thoroughly humiliate her. This way, the Empress Dowager wouldn’t be able to easily request palace authority for Shen Xihe in the future.

“What’s going on?” Xiao Huayong returned from an outing to find Shen Xihe’s maids looking displeased.

“Just some minor matters. I’ve spoiled them too much,” Shen Xihe didn’t want to trouble Xiao Huayong with these inner palace affairs.

“Youyou, even your smallest matter is earth-shattering to me.” Xiao Huayong knew his wife’s capabilities. If she said it was a small matter, it must be something she could easily resolve. Still, he wanted to know, so he sat beside Shen Xihe and leaned in close to whisper, “Tell me about it.”

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t asked, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have mentioned it, but since he did, she didn’t want to hide anything from him, so she explained the situation.

“This is simple. I’ll go speak with Fifth Brother,” If one’s mother needed managing, and if it required others to discipline her, they shouldn’t complain if the handling was harsh.

“Why do you need to seek out Prince Xin?” Shen Xihe grabbed Xiao Huayong’s wrist as he was about to stand.

“She’s his mother,” Xiao Huayong replied matter-of-factly.

“Your Highness doesn’t understand Noble Consort Rong,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “Prince Xin and Prince Lie cannot restrain her at all.”

Noble Consort Rong was their birth mother and elder. Besides verbal persuasion, what could Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying do to her? Of course, they couldn’t take action. Not just because of filial piety, but also because His Majesty was still alive. If even His Majesty as her husband couldn’t restrain her, how could it fall to her sons?

Though Xiao Changqing was skilled in handling matters and likely had methods for dealing with anyone else, he was powerless against his birth mother.

“Since Youyou says so, I won’t bother making the trip,” Following Shen Xihe’s logic, speaking to him would likely be futile, and might even alert Noble Consort Rong through Xiao Changqing. Better to let his wife teach her a lesson, lest some consorts who’ve managed the household too long forget they’re merely consorts. “In the future, Youyou mustn’t hide things from me.”

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s pretend anger, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile: “Inner palace matters are just struggles between women. Your Highness shouldn’t be involved.”

Shen Xihe was herself a woman, and it wasn’t that she looked down on women, but she felt that magnificent, towering men like Xiao Huayong shouldn’t be troubled by such trivial matters.

“I never avoid discussing court matters with Youyou, nor do I prevent or interfere with your maneuvering with our sons. Why then do Youyou turn around and forbid me from participating in women’s struggles for fame and gain?” Xiao Huayong argued forcefully. “Anyone who goes against you, regardless of gender, and no matter how small the matter, is our enemy. We husband and wife are one. I’ve never felt that protecting my wife or dealing with women compromises my dignity or principles.”

He had never been a gentleman, nor did he care for those elaborate customs. He would protect what he cared about, unbounded by any ethical teachings.

His attitude was extremely serious, showing genuine concern. Shen Xihe’s reluctance to involve him in inner palace struggles perhaps had nothing to do with them being inner palace struggles, but rather stemmed from her wanting to conceal anything concerning her, especially when people were working against her.

“I understand now, it won’t happen again,” Shen Xihe showed excellent contrition.

Xiao Huayong’s irritation instantly dissipated, his dark eyes filling with mirth: “In Buddhist grounds, to create major trouble, lust, and bloodshed are the two most taboo things.”

Though Buddhist grounds had many taboos, to implicate the Crown Princess’s reputation and prevent Shen Xihe from ever managing palace affairs again, these two points were crucial.

His furrowed brow as he pondered made Shen Xihe unconsciously stare in fascination, even involuntarily curving her lips into a smile.

His Highness the Crown Prince had handled countless major situations with ease, deciding victories from thousands of miles away. When had he ever not been calm and composed? Only because this matter was directed at her did he show unprecedented seriousness.

“Beichen, I suspect Noble Consort Rong’s sudden actions might be at His Majesty’s behest,” Shen Xihe suddenly said.

The Northwestern situation stuck in His Majesty’s throat like a fishbone. She had deliberately let His Majesty feel that she and her father controlled everything. His Majesty taking action against her was just a matter of time.

Chapter 591: Heaven Does Not Bless His Majesty
Before the prayer ceremony at Xiangguo Temple, Emperor Youning finally confirmed the marriage between Xiao Changfeng and Shen Xihe. Among the Northwestern Prince’s children, one daughter became an Eastern Palace consort, another married a hereditary prince, and the only son would inherit the family business to become the future Northwestern Prince. The entire family was now nobility – since the dynasty’s founding, there had never been such an illustrious household.

One couldn’t help but think that if Shen Xihe were to give birth to another legitimate son who would become the Imperial Grandson, the Shen family’s influence would be… immeasurable.

“Like oil in raging fire.” These days, Shen Xihe had heard such whispers spreading alongside news of the two’s betrothal. Some people were even implying that the Shen family’s prominence was becoming excessive.

This was likely the second reason why His Majesty arranged the marriage between Shen Xihe and Xiao Changfeng. The more conspicuous their success, the more truly discerning people would avoid the Shen family, leaving only opportunists to draw near.

“His Majesty particularly values reputation, and assumes others do the same,” Xiao Huayong let out a soft laugh through his nostrils.

Shen Xihe laughed along – neither she nor her husband particularly cared about reputation.

Besides, these rumors would soon vanish without a trace, starting today.

“Your Highness Crown Prince, Your Highness Crown Princess, the prayer ceremony is about to begin. Please follow this official,” Just as this thought crossed her mind, someone came to summon Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong exchanged glances before following the Ministry of Rites official. The Emperor’s prayer ceremony was a major event. To ensure the entire process went without a single flaw, the Ministry of Rites and Imperial Astronomers had rehearsed numerous details with the temple monks for a long time. Both the Emperor and Xiao Huayong had an Imperial Astronomer by their side, quietly providing reminders.

Everything proceeded smoothly until Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe, and others accompanied His Majesty to the elevated platform. The Emperor held the incense in both hands and after three bows, stood up to personally place the incense on the burner. Suddenly, sparks began shooting out with a hissing sound, startling the Emperor into dropping the incense, which fell to the ground.

Even on the ground, it continued to emit sparks before completely extinguishing.

For this prayer ceremony at Xiangguo Temple, His Majesty had ordered not to disturb the common people. Civilians could still come to the temple normally for prayers, though they had to pass through multiple security checks. Most commoners, not being in a hurry and fearing official scrutiny, naturally chose to come another day.

Some civilians truly needed peace of mind, while others were bold enough to want a glimpse of His Majesty’s face. Thus, there were still commoners present at Xiangguo Temple. The area before the main hall was an open space, surrounded by guards holding long spears. Though some commoners tried various ways to peek, they wouldn’t be driven away as long as they didn’t cross any boundaries. No one had expected such a mishap with His Majesty’s incense.

Not only did the accompanying royal relatives and ministers witness it, but even some commoners saw it too.

People of the time were very superstitious about such matters. Seeing the Emperor’s prayer incense inexplicably shoot sparks and fall to the ground, they considered it a terrible omen, believing something bad would surely happen. There was immediate panic and discussion.

Seeing the situation deteriorating, General Zhen Bei Hou of the Imperial Guards immediately ordered his men to disperse the crowd with warnings. The Minister of Rites hurriedly stepped forward, trembling as he said, “Your Majesty, the golden sparks from the incense are an auspicious sign…”

Such insincere words from the Minister of Rites could only be echoed by others.

Only Emperor Youning’s expression was very poor. His heart suddenly felt empty and uneasy, feeling that something unfortunate was about to happen. While this ceremony was ostensibly for blessings, it was meant to seek peace of mind after two unlucky years.

Being an emperor after all, he followed his officials’ lead and accepted new incense from Xu Qing, determined to continue the ceremony.

However, the newly presented incense behaved just like the previous one. This time, Emperor Youning didn’t drop it but held it firmly, watching as it sparked and suddenly extinguished.

The Minister of Rites swallowed hard, not knowing how to explain this away.

Others remained as quiet as chickens while Xu Qing stepped forward: “Amitabha. May this humble monk examine the incense, Your Majesty?”

Emperor Youning handed the incense to Xu Qing, who carefully examined it and had someone bring out the incense from the box. He compared both the untouched and burned incense one by one but found no differences.

Xu Qing took out three sticks, lit them himself, and waited. However, after burning halfway, nothing like the previous incident occurred. The officials lowered their heads even further.

Especially since Xiao Huayong and others were offering incense alongside His Majesty, and their incense was burning normally to the end. None experienced what happened to Emperor Youning. There was only one reasonable explanation: Heaven did not bless His Majesty!

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong, not expecting he could even infiltrate people into Xiangguo Temple. If she had attempted this, she likely couldn’t have achieved such perfection. The incense wasn’t the problem – the issue lay with the person presenting it. Though this person held the incense box with both hands, they could smoothly switch between the problematic and normal incense.

In perfect understanding, Xiao Huayong turned his head, his eyes concealing both amusement and a hint of pride seeking praise, his gaze meeting Shen Xihe’s briefly before looking away.

At this moment, everyone’s attention was focused on this inexplicable event, and no one noticed the brief exchange between husband and wife.

“Heaven has its deities, Earth has its emperor. Your Majesty is the human emperor, rightfully equal to Heaven. Perhaps the myriad gods and buddhas dare not accept Your Majesty’s ceremony,” When the atmosphere was most tense, Second Prince Xiao Changmin, Prince Zhao, suddenly spoke.

“Prince Zhao speaks the truth.”

“Your Majesty should indeed be equal to Heaven.”

“Your Majesty need not bow to gods or pray to Buddha.”

Not everyone believed in Buddhism or Daoism. Take Shen Xihe, for example, and there were many like her. Many agreed with Xiao Changmin’s statement, not fearing that such words might be disrespectful to deities in this Buddhist place. To them, a local official was more important than a distant emperor, and their glory and wealth depended on His Majesty, who naturally was the one they should protect and flatter.

“Your Majesty is most honored. Since Heaven dares not accept Your Majesty’s three bows, perhaps the Crown Prince could pray on Your Majesty’s behalf,” the Minister of Rites quickly seized the opportunity. This incident needed to be smoothed over.

With this face-saving solution offered, Emperor Youning temporarily set aside any investigation and stepped aside, saying to Xiao Huayong: “Crown Prince, pray on Our behalf.”

Xiao Huayong naturally stepped forward. Emperor Youning raised his hand, and the young novice monk respectfully presented the incense to him. The Emperor personally lit it and handed it to Xiao Huayong, who received it with both hands. After three bows, nothing unusual occurred, and this prayer ceremony finally came to a somewhat successful conclusion.

Somehow, that day’s events spread like wildfire throughout the capital, with various versions circulating as if everyone had witnessed it personally. The most common interpretation questioned whether Heaven truly blessed His Majesty.

“This was your doing.” Shen Xihe was certain it was Xiao Huayong, as only he, knowing beforehand, could have arranged everything so quickly.

“Let His Majesty taste what it’s like to be the subject of gossip,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly.

“What about the incense?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Huayong smilingly handed her an incense box. Upon careful examination, Shen Xihe discovered a hidden compartment – with a gentle push, it would flip to reveal another side holding identical but different incense sticks.

Chapter 592: Waiting for the Crown Princess to Turn Force Against Force
“Beichen, what clever craftsmanship,” Shen Xihe played with the box in her hands.

The box’s connecting axis was ingeniously made. It wasn’t loose – turning the box upside down wouldn’t make it flip; nor was it too tight – a gentle push would make it turn over. The incense ends were tied together with thin strings in bundles of about ten, to be drawn from the top when needed.

“Just common street performance tricks, nothing worth mentioning,” Xiao Huayong said with smiling eyes.

“Do you know street performance arts?” Shen Xihe moved her gaze from the box, asking curiously.

She asked because she felt Xiao Huayong seemed to know everything.

However, street performance was truly something Xiao Huayong didn’t know, but he wouldn’t admit defeat: “Not yet…”

Not knowing wasn’t a problem; he could learn: “In a while after I’ve studied it, I’ll demonstrate for Youyou.”

She extended her hand, holding the box in front of Xiao Huayong. He reached for it, but instead of placing it in his hand, she moved the box away and grasped his hand: “You are the Crown Prince. Your hands are for wielding the brush, defeating enemies, and ruling the empire. There’s no need to study such things. We can simply invite performers to the Princess’s manor one day.”

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe looked down on these skills – if she did, she wouldn’t want to see them. She just felt Xiao Huayong shouldn’t waste time on such things. If people of their station had to personally master everything and dabble in all matters, life would be too exhausting.

“I only put in effort and consideration for you,” Xiao Huayong clasped her hand in return.

“Perfect then, I forbid it, so you must listen,” Shen Xihe raised her chin imperiously.

Since Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had known each other, she had mostly been sensible, knowing when to advance and retreat, understanding priorities – a person so rational she seemed cold-blooded. Later, she learned to smile, progressing from distant, indifferent smiles to genuine ones under Xiao Huayong’s gradual guidance.

This was the first time she had so unceremoniously ordered him around, finally showing him a hint of the spoiled behavior she displayed with her father and brothers. This made Xiao Huayong gaze at her with uncontrollable tenderness.

Catching Xiao Huayong’s look, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh inwardly: This fool…

She waved her hand in front of his eyes: “Did my words reach your ears?”

Coming back to his senses, Xiao Huayong’s lips curved into a smile, soft and pure as clouds unfurling, pressing her hand to his chest: “Not just my ears, but every word reached my heart.”

Seemingly accustomed to his glib tongue and ready sweet talk, Shen Xihe shook her head helplessly, but the indulgent smile at her lips betrayed the warmth in her heart.

While they were sharing this tender moment, on the other side, Emperor Youning had returned to his assigned meditation chamber in a thunderous rage. Had they not been on temple grounds, blood might truly have been spilled today. As for whose blood, that would depend on who dared to come knocking.

Everyone knew His Majesty must be suppressing great anger, and all wisely kept their distance, most afraid of being summoned by His Majesty.

Liu Sanzhi kept his head down. Though he attended to Emperor Youning, he knew His Majesty wouldn’t take his anger out on him, so he quietly waited to see if anyone foolish would deliver themselves to the door. If not, he couldn’t be blamed for dragging in those who had erred to let His Majesty vent his anger.

However, Liu Sanzhi never expected Consort Shu would be the one to come. When he heard she was requesting an audience, he frowned, knowing His Majesty truly favored her. After some thought, he stepped forward: “Your Majesty, Consort Shu requests an audience.”

Emperor Youning, face cold and eyes stern, glanced at Liu Sanzhi: “Send her away.”

Liu Sanzhi had guessed right – His Majesty had some genuine care for Consort Shu and didn’t want her to bear his anger at this moment.

But before he could dismiss her, Consort Shu burst into herself. Seeing her push through the door, Emperor Youning immediately slammed the table, standing up to rebuke: “How dare you!”

Consort Shu dropped to her knees with a thud: “This consort knows Your Majesty is displeased. If Your Majesty has frustrations, take them out on this consort. This consort belongs to Your Majesty – if it were someone else, they would inevitably criticize Your Majesty’s volatile temper in their hearts.”

“You-“

Emperor Youning’s anger flared, but seeing Consort Shu’s stubborn face raised toward him, the concern in her eyes dispersed much of the fury in his chest. He sighed, stepping forward to help her up: “Go back. We have ruled for over twenty years. If We couldn’t handle this much anger, We would have passed away long ago…”

“Your Majesty, please don’t speak such words. This consort cannot bear to hear them.” Consort Shu’s full, lustrous fingertips gently pressed against Emperor Youning’s lips, her brows knitting with worry. “Though this consort hasn’t accompanied Your Majesty long, she has long heard of Your Majesty’s martial prowess from the Empress Mother. In this consort’s heart, Your Majesty is the sovereign of the celestial empire, surely destined for ten thousand years of supreme authority.”

“You… are like a child.” Emperor Youning sighed softly, his expression slightly relaxed.

“Your Majesty, actually, this consort… just thought of a solution,” Consort Shu said hesitantly.

“A solution?” Emperor Youning raised his eyebrows. “You’ve thought of a way to restore Our reputation?”

All that talk about the human emperor, being equal to Heaven, and deities not daring to accept his worship was just a way to save face. Emperor Youning had performed many ceremonies in previous years, but this was the first time such a thing had happened. Forcing such explanations wouldn’t silence the common people; it would only make them more skeptical.

Emperor Youning wasn’t too worried about whether the common people believed these explanations – as long as the nation remained peaceful and prosperous afterward, it would soon be forgotten. What concerned him was that someone might use this to create trouble, manufacturing some great disaster to validate this prayer ceremony mishap.

It was because of these traces of plotting, not knowing what these people would do next, that Emperor Youning was so angry.

“May Your Majesty forgive this consort’s offense before she dares speak,” Consort Shu said cautiously.

Seeing her timid manner, Emperor Youning couldn’t help but smile: “Speak freely, We forgive you in advance.”

Consort Shu’s beautiful face bloomed with a smile as bright as the proud sun: “This consort has heard about the prayer ceremony. Why do those old ministers only think of interpretations that disadvantage Your Majesty? When the incense behaved strangely, why must it mean Heaven doesn’t bless Your Majesty? That the heavens refuse Your Majesty’s worship?”

Her enchanting eyes glancing about, Consort Shu said somewhat angrily: “Why couldn’t it be Heaven’s warning that someone means harm to Your Majesty?”

This statement awakened everyone from their dreams.

When the strange incident with the incense occurred, everyone, including Emperor Youning himself, saw it as an ill omen, even thinking it was meant to damage his reputation.

Why couldn’t they view this incident from a different angle? He was the Son of Heaven – if he faced great danger, naturally Heaven would warn him. This would better prove he was following Heaven’s mandate. Emperor Youning suddenly understood, grasping Consort Shu’s shoulders and pulling her into his embrace: “You truly are Our understanding flower.”

“This consort merely thought of it this way, unworthy of Your Majesty’s praise,” Consort Shu said modestly.

This was what Shen Xihe had taught her – she couldn’t have thought of such things herself. Shen Xihe wanted to see if Emperor Youning would pin this “person meaning harm” on her. If he did, it would be perfect to turn force against force in dealing with Noble Consort Rong.

When that time came, it would truly be an earth-shattering show.

Chapter 593: Who Is in Whose Trap?
The prayer ceremony schedule had long been arranged – originally, after completing prayers today, they would depart from Xiangguo Temple directly to the temporary palace early tomorrow morning after preparations. Who could have known His Majesty’s prayers would go awry, outside rumors would intensify, and His Majesty would be unwilling to leave Xiangguo Temple at this time?

Firstly, leaving would humiliate Master Xu Qing and affect Xiangguo Temple’s reputation and patronage – departing in anger would be beneath imperial dignity. Secondly, His Majesty couldn’t leave in embarrassment, truly appearing as if Heaven didn’t bless him. There had just been rumors about His Majesty killing his brother to seize power; he absolutely wouldn’t allow anyone to connect these two matters.

All this was within Shen Xihe’s expectations since she and her husband were behind the incense trick. However, it wasn’t within Noble Consort Rong’s predictions. She only knew they would depart early tomorrow morning, so her arranged plot would certainly take action tonight.

Missing tonight would mean missing the best opportunity to strike at Shen Xihe regarding palace authority. During this Huguo Temple visit, all female matters were under Shen Xihe’s purview, including not just these arrangements but also everyone’s lodging, meals, and safety.

There were too many places to interfere. Shen Xihe didn’t want to deploy too many people to watch Noble Consort Rong’s people, as this would expose her network of eyes in the palace. They shouldn’t forget that Noble Consort Rong had His Majesty backing her – His Majesty wanted to see how many cards Shen Xihe held, ready to swiftly clip her wings.

Shen Xihe disliked being passive; she preferred controlling the initiative. When dealing with direct competitors, she preferred defeating them in one move rather than getting entangled in prolonged conflicts.

She lowered her head, stroking Duanming’s fur. She wasn’t a cat – she didn’t enjoy the meaningless pleasure cats got from toying with mice.

Since Noble Consort Rong had made her move, they needed to be ready to counter it.

The moon rose above the willow tips, and Xiangguo Temple was bathed in candlelight and moonlight, filled with the sound of cicadas.

The lights in Shen Xihe’s room were extinguished. Being in a Buddhist temple, even she and Xiao Huayong as husband and wife stayed in separate rooms. The courtyard housed not just them but also Li Yanyan and her husband. With meditation rooms scarce, the ministers had found lodging outside.

Seeing the lights go out in Shen Xihe’s room, the spy hidden in darkness immediately reported back. Noble Consort Rong sat with loose hair in a dim room, half her face reflected in a bronze mirror under the moonlight, her eyes dark: “Proceed as planned.”

This was Shen Xihe’s first time managing palace authority. Many important locations needed her trusted people watching over them, like the temple kitchen. From today through tomorrow’s breakfast, including the vegetarian meals and snacks in between, everything would enter noble mouths and be naturally crucial. Since Shen Xihe couldn’t expose her palace plants, she assigned Ziyu to watch the kitchen.

Ziyu had originally managed the Eastern Palace kitchen. Anyone investigating Shen Xihe’s attendants thoroughly would discover that her maids were all cunning and skilled, not easily schemed against or taken down – except Ziyu, who seemed the easiest to deal with.

While Ziyu was diligently controlling the kitchen, she suddenly heard a familiar call. Turning her head, she saw “Duanming’s” figure. She called out “Duanming,” and it bounded toward her. The kitchen happened to have some fish crackers, and she took some to feed “Duanming.” Just as she offered them, a sudden whistle caught her attention. In that moment of distraction, the “Duanming” before her suddenly revealed sharp claws, scratching Ziyu’s arm viciously.

“Ah!” Ziyu cried in pain as “Duanming” quickly fled.

She moved to chase but remembered Shen Xihe’s instructions and returned to guard the kitchen. She caught a fire-watching eunuch and ordered: “Go find the Crown Princess’s female official Zhenzhu and tell her Duanming is acting strange.”

The cat looked identical to Duanming, and Ziyu didn’t realize it was fake, assuming someone had done something to Duanming. She hoped the Crown Princess would be vigilant and not let Duanming near.

The eunuch left with the message, and Ziyu sat down.

On a midsummer night in the capital, even the wind was hot and dry. This sultriness invaded Ziyu’s body, making her feel uncomfortable. Fine sweat broke out over her body, and the scratched area began to itch. Looking down, she saw it was red and swollen.

She stood to call the guard at the door but became dizzy upon rising. Her vision grew increasingly blurred until she collapsed. Though fallen, she hadn’t lost consciousness – like a fish thrown on the beach, she was powerless and parched, her mouth moving but making no sound.

Soon, a figure silently appeared and lifted her without a sound. When the messenger eunuch returned with Zhenzhu, neither saw Ziyu.

Ziyu was carried to a woodshed where a thin monk sat eating greedily. The person who brought her set her down: “A gift from Her Highness. Since you’ve tasted meat, why not taste a woman’s flavor too?”

Tears welled in the powerless Ziyu’s eyes as she heard her bearer leave and the woodshed door close.

Just as the thin monk crouched beside Ziyu, about to touch her clothes, something struck his back, freezing him in place. Two figures lightly jumped down from the roof, carrying a black sack.

Inside the sack was an unconscious woman. The arrivals were none other than Xiao Huayong’s subordinate Jiuzhang. Jiuzhang dragged out a palace maid from the black sack – Noble Consort Rong’s female official.

This wasn’t like the palace – the consorts’ maids couldn’t all stay by their sides to serve. They were arranged to stay in one room together. Shen Xihe had deliberately arranged for Moyu to stay with them, easily making everyone fall asleep, kidnapping Noble Consort Rong’s female official to replace Ziyu.

Simultaneously, an assassin mysteriously infiltrated His Majesty’s meditation chamber, somehow evading the heavy guard to silently enter and strike a lethal blow at His Majesty. Even though Emperor Youning woke alertly and quickly dodged, his shoulder was still cut, blood spattering the curtains.

“Guards!” Emperor Youning shouted, quickly dodging the assassin’s second strike.

The guards on rotation and palace servants outside were all startled awake, quickly kicking in the door and rushing in. Liu Sanzhi especially rushed toward Emperor Youning, barely blocking a sword that had nearly reached His Majesty’s brow, just two inches away. His whisk rose and wrapped around the assassin’s sword, forcing them to retreat, immediately surrounded by the rushing guards.

“Take them alive!” Emperor Youning commanded deeply.

With His Majesty’s order, the guards dared not strike to kill. The masked figure in black was highly skilled, proving difficult to capture. They deliberately threw themselves at a guard’s blade aimed at a vital point. The guard, following imperial orders, immediately pulled back, allowing the assassin to kick them away, creating an opening to break through and disappear into the night with a leap.

This wasn’t the palace – Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong weren’t far from Emperor Youning and rushed over upon hearing of the assassination attempt.

As they left their courtyard, a dark shadow slipped in.

Chapter 594: His Majesty Has Been Poisoned
When His Majesty was assassinated, what a momentous event! Almost instantly, everyone rushed toward His Majesty’s sleeping palace, fearing both arriving late and arousing the Emperor’s suspicion while missing the opportunity to demonstrate their loyalty.

At this crucial moment, except for Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong who already knew that His Majesty had arranged this assassination attempt today, everyone was genuinely concerned about His Majesty, regardless of their motives. Even those as clever as Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changyan didn’t suspect the assassination attempt was staged.

The consequence of this mass exodus was that their residences were left empty—a significant vulnerability.

Shen Xihe and her group arrived first due to their proximity. When they arrived, the Imperial Physician was already treating Emperor Youning’s wound, and a palace maid was walking out with a basin of bloodied water.

Xiao Huayong hurried inside, with Shen Xihe beside him, supporting her pale-faced husband. After entering the room, he couldn’t help but cough softly several times. The couple approached Emperor Youning, and after paying their respects, Xiao Huayong asked the Imperial Physician with concern, “How severe are His Majesty’s injuries?”

The fact that bloodied water could be carried out and that Emperor Youning could sit up to receive people indicated the injury wasn’t serious. With truly severe injuries, an emperor would necessarily be kept heavily covered, otherwise those with ulterior motives might seize the opportunity to act.

The Imperial Physician glanced at Emperor Youning, and only after receiving permission did he reply, “His Majesty’s wound isn’t deep, however, the blade was coated with poison. This poison is rare and unusual—while not instantly fatal upon contact with blood, its effects are extremely rapid. Fortunately, this humble servant has encountered this poison before and happened to have the antidote.”

Poison was involved as well?

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows and casually said, “Your Majesty, the medical woman, and subordinate at my side have some expertise in detoxification. While I wouldn’t dare question the Imperial Physician’s abilities, both the Crown Prince and I are worried about Your Majesty. If Your Majesty doesn’t object, would you allow me to summon them to check your pulse again?”

Whether Emperor Youning was poisoned or not depended entirely on the Imperial Physician’s word. Shen Xihe didn’t believe Emperor Youning would be so willing to risk poisoning himself. Even an omnipotent assassin couldn’t have silently infiltrated His Majesty’s resting chambers—this was an “assassin” arranged by Emperor Youning himself. If Emperor Youning were twenty years younger, Shen Xihe might have believed he would take such a risk, but now…

“We are fine. We appreciate your and the Seventh Prince’s concern,” Emperor Youning predictably refused.

Shen Xihe didn’t insist. She thought that if it weren’t for the two well-known medical experts at her side, Emperor Youning would probably have conspired with the physician to feign being critically ill.

Because of Zhenzhu and Axi’s presence, Emperor Youning couldn’t implement this plan. If the physician proved “unable” to neutralize the poison, she would naturally send her people to help—could His Majesty take real poison then?

Of course not. Moreover, after the Northwestern incident, Emperor Youning’s wariness of her stemmed from the “divine doctor” hidden in the shadows beside her, who could evade detection by all the physicians in the city.

If the Emperor’s feigned poisoning were exposed, it would be quite embarrassing.

When Shen Xihe was seeking His Majesty’s opinion, the Fifth Prince (Prince Xin) Xiao Changqin, Eighth Prince (Prince Jing) Xiao Changyan, and several other princes arrived successively. They heard Shen Xihe’s words from outside the room, each with their thoughts.

The Second Prince (Prince Zhao) Xiao Changmin, Third Prince (Prince Dai) Xiao Changzhen, and Ninth Prince Xiao Changying all felt this showed His Majesty’s distrust of the Crown Princess.

Xiao Changqin didn’t think it was distrust. His Majesty was certainly not a foolish person and must surely know that the Crown Princess wouldn’t send someone to assassinate him at Xianguo Temple. If Shen Xihe truly wanted to make a move, she wouldn’t send just one person—it would be a series of coordinated attacks.

Since His Majesty was poisoned, and knew it wasn’t the Crown Princess’s doing, even if just for the sake of caution, he should have made use of the Crown Princess’s people. How could His Majesty be so careless with his life?

Unless… His Majesty wasn’t actually poisoned at all, and thus had no concerns, and therefore wouldn’t allow others to check his pulse.

His Majesty wasn’t poisoned yet instructed the physician to claim he was—someone was going to be in trouble. His gaze swept across His Majesty and Shen Xihe before he lowered his eyes and said nothing more.

“Your Majesty, I request permission to search for the assassin,” Prince Jing stepped forward to request.

“Eighth Brother, His Majesty’s assassination attempt is no trivial matter. As his sons, we should stay by His Majesty’s side to show our filial piety,” Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin spoke up. “Your Majesty has the Marquis of Zhenbei and the Imperial Guards, Eighth Brother can rest assured.”

With the assassination attempt on His Majesty at this time, every prince was suspect. Xiao Changmin hadn’t done such a thing himself, but he couldn’t guess who was responsible—who knew if it might have been Xiao Changyan? Assassinate His Majesty and then use the pretense of searching to frame others?

They needed to avoid suspicion.

“We have already commanded the Marquis of Zhenbei to lead the Imperial Guards and the Imperial Censors in a joint search,” Emperor Youning didn’t grant Xiao Changyan’s request.

Xiao Changyan silently retreated to the side, happening to stand opposite Xiao Huayong and his wife, his deep gaze looking over.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but cough lightly several times again, and Emperor Youning instructed Liu Sanzhi, “Get a seat for Seventh Prince.”

Liu Sanzhi personally brought over a stool, and Xiao Huayong sat down after expressing his thanks.

“Imperial Physician, may I ask what poison His Majesty has been afflicted with?” Shen Xihe inquired with concern again.

With no Empress in the palace, as Crown Princess, her careful inquiry about her father-in-law’s health condition demonstrated filial piety that was beyond reproach. The Imperial Physician already knew what poison it was and naturally answered truthfully: “Qianji poison.”

Shen Xihe nodded in understanding.

Everyone accompanied Emperor Youning, while other ministers and imperial consorts waited outside.

Shortly after, Abbot Xujing arrived. He had been the first to come, but happened to spot the assassin and gave chase. To his surprise, it led to Xianguo Temple, where he lost the assassin’s trail.

“This humble monk arrives late, causing Your Majesty distress. Please punish me,” Xujing performed a grand Buddhist gesture of respect.

Today, he had first been investigating the incense matter, which hadn’t yet been resolved, and then His Majesty was assassinated at Xianguo Temple. Although he was a member of the clergy, he understood that this Buddhist site had now become a symbol of power.

“Master, please rise,” Emperor Youning lifted his uninjured arm slightly. “Master need not blame himself. Our enemies are all people with far-reaching influence, this has nothing to do with Xianguo Temple.”

“Your Majesty, this humble monk just pursued the assassin and engaged in combat—their skills were truly remarkable,” Xujing added.

“Master chased the assassin? Where is the assassin now?” Asked Xiao Changmin, as the eldest son.

Not just him, all the princes turned to look at Xujing in unison.

Xujing lowered his voice somewhat shamefully, “This humble monk failed to capture them.”

The princes all showed slight surprise. Xujing’s martial arts were exceptional, no less skilled than the Imperial Censors at His Majesty’s side, yet even on Xujing’s territory, the person had escaped—this person was indeed not to be underestimated.

“Your Majesty, your subject has matters to report,” the Marquis of Pingyao’s voice sounded from outside.

The Marquis of Pingyao had also been searching for the assassin with the Marquis of Zhenbei. The Marquis of Pingyao had caught two people engaging in improper conduct on temple grounds—one was a monk from Xianguo Temple, and one was Noble Consort Rong’s lady-in-waiting. When discovered, these two were entwined together, clearly meeting consensually in secret.

Chapter 595: Dream Without Trace Incense
When Noble Consort Rong’s lady-in-waiting was mentioned, everyone turned their gaze toward Noble Consort Rong. She showed an appropriate amount of surprise, then furrowed her brows in contemplation, maintaining a completely composed expression without any sign of panic.

“Amitabha,” Xujing closed his eyes and chanted once.

“Noble Consort, your palace’s lady-in-waiting!” Emperor Youning hadn’t expected that before the assassin could be found, Noble Consort Rong and Shen Xihe would become entangled in this matter. He knew his women well—from the moment he learned Noble Consort Rong had handed over the prayer affairs to Shen Xihe, Emperor Youning knew she was planning something.

He understood the struggles in the back palace clearly. Any place followed survival of the fittest. He had never expected his back palace to be completely peaceful, just as he didn’t hope for all court officials to be utterly loyal to him.

As long as it didn’t affect court matters, he never intervened. Moreover, after the Northwestern incident, Emperor Youning didn’t want the Crown Princess to control the back palace. However, he hadn’t expected Noble Consort Rong to use such scandalous means to dishonor Buddhist grounds.

Originally, due to the incense and assassin incidents, Xianguo Temple bore some responsibility for the oversight, and Xujing would naturally feel guilty. Now with this incident, it was instead Emperor Youning who felt unable to face Xujing—this had violated a major Buddhist taboo.

“Your Majesty, I don’t know how such a shameful incident could occur. The lady-in-waiting from my palace has never known any monk from Xianguo Temple. A secret meeting would be impossible,” Noble Consort Rong explained unhurriedly.

Her words were reasonable—they had only been at Xianguo Temple for one day. How could Noble Consort Rong’s palace maid have a scandalous meeting with an unfamiliar monk?

But if Noble Consort Rong wasn’t behind this, who would frame someone from her palace? Scrutinizing gazes couldn’t help but drift toward Shen Xihe.

“Crown Princess, you arranged the accommodations for the palace women. What do you say about this?” Emperor Youning asked with a stern face.

“Your Majesty, I did arrange the accommodations for the palace women. If I remember correctly, the ladies-in-waiting from each palace shared rooms. If the lady from Hanzhang Palace had been abducted, surely the ladies from other palaces sharing her room would have noticed. Perhaps we should summon them for questioning?” Shen Xihe maintained a calm expression.

Their reactions, observed by everyone present, revealed no clear indication of guilt, but they all understood this marked the beginning of a power struggle for control of the palace.

Whoever won or lost today would likely determine who held power in the palace. Most naturally hoped for Noble Consort Rong’s victory, as their people planted in the palace had already stabilized under her rule and understood the palace rules.

Who knew what the situation would be like if the Crown Princess took power? Moreover, they would inevitably have to curry favor with the Crown Princess anew.

“Go, summon the ladies-in-waiting who shared quarters with the Hanzhang Palace lady,” As this involved dishonoring Buddhist grounds, Emperor Youning had to resolve this matter in front of Xujing. After dispatching the eunuch to summon them, Emperor Youning questioned the two involved, “Do you two have anything to say?”

The tear-stained Hanzhang Palace lady-in-waiting said, “Your Majesty, this servant shared quarters with ladies from other palaces. We all retired together, yet somehow I awoke… awoke in the woodshed, where this shameless monk acted inappropriately toward me!”

The monk showed neither fear nor panic, though his face was ashen: “Your Majesty, this humble monk—” He paused and corrected himself, “This commoner was caught eating meat by a eunuch. The eunuch threatened that if I didn’t comply, he would surely report my transgression to the Abbot. My family is poor, and I have no other skills. If I left the temple, I would have nowhere to go. Thus, I had no choice but to submit to coercion. The eunuch brought someone to the woodshed. I didn’t want to force myself on any woman, but this lady suddenly threw herself at me. I refused several times, but she wouldn’t let go, and that’s how I committed this grave error!”

“You’re lying—” the Hanzhang Palace lady-in-waiting furiously rebuked.

The monk straightened his back and turned to meet her gaze: “Am I lying?”

His counter-question made the lady-in-waiting recall what had happened earlier. She suddenly choked up. The reactions of both the lady-in-waiting and the monk led many to form their conclusions.

At this point, the monk knelt before Xujing and kowtowed heavily: “Abbot, I have failed your generous treatment. I have shamed the Buddha and my master. I can only repay your great kindness in my next life as a beast of burden.”

The monk suddenly groaned and collapsed, clutching a dagger that he had plunged into his abdomen.

“Fazhao—” An elderly monk rushed out, embracing the suicidal monk with a grief-stricken face.

“Mas…ter…” Fazhao only managed a weak call before losing consciousness.

Xujing checked Fazhao’s pulse and confirmed he was dead, then began chanting sutras for the deceased.

This turn of events was unexpected—no one had anticipated the monk would commit suicide out of shame. Only then did Noble Consort Rong’s expression tighten slightly.

Things were beginning to slip from her control. Shen Xihe wasn’t so easy to deal with.

She wasn’t some impulsive young lady. When she entrusted the prayer affairs to Shen Xihe, she naturally understood that Shen Xihe would guess her intentions to cause trouble. She had deliberately set up a simple frame-up, going so far as to find a cat identical to Shen Xihe’s, making her maids impossible to guard against.

Shen Xihe typically liked to give others a taste of their own medicine. If she knew that her maid had been targeted, she would surely target Noble Consort Rong’s maid in return. Originally, she had planned to catch them in the act personally, but halfway there, she received news of His Majesty’s assassination attempt. How could she not rush back immediately?

“Your Majesty, the female officials in my palace were carefully selected by the Department of Internal Service. They would never commit such shameless acts. Please investigate thoroughly,” Noble Consort Rong approached His Majesty and performed a graceful bow.

“Your Majesty, regarding intimate matters between men and women, whether they were consensual can be determined by experienced female palace officials,” Consort Shu’s bright eyes swept between Noble Consort Rong and Shen Xihe. “Also, please have the Imperial Physician examine Elder Sister Noble Consort’s lady-in-waiting’s pulse. I’ve heard many impure substances can make people lose control.”

Consort Shu’s words seemed impartial but favored Noble Consort Rong, suggesting that Shen Xihe had drugged Noble Consort Rong’s lady-in-waiting. However, the animosity between Consort Shu and Shen Xihe was expected.

Previously, to prevent Consort Shu, who resembled a Tubo princess, from marrying into the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe had left her stranded in the wilderness for a day and night, nearly costing her life.

Additionally, if Shen Xihe controlled the back palace, Consort Shu would have to survive under her rule.

“We shall follow Consort Shu’s suggestion,” Emperor Youning ordered.

Liu Sanzhi immediately arranged for experienced female officials to take the lady-in-waiting for examination. The lady-in-waiting was pale. Indeed, she showed no signs of struggle or injuries, but she had been drugged. However, having spent many years in the palace and rising to become Noble Consort Rong’s lady-in-waiting, she had seen countless schemes. Not all intimate encounters left traces on the body.

Shen Xihe hadn’t drugged her at all—she had merely burned some arousing incense in the woodshed.

This incense was called: Dream Without Trace.

Chapter 596: Trapped in a Deadly Game
Dream without a trace—the “traceless” nature referred to how, when burned, it would make people lose their rationality, arousing passion like an aphrodisiac, causing men and women to forget themselves in a passionate embrace. Yet after the incense burned out, it would leave no traces.

The body would show no signs of being drugged, and the burning location would retain no evidence. This incense was extremely fine—after burning, its dust would float in the air like scattered ashes, dispersing with the wind.

Therefore, when Liu Sanzhi sent people to examine the lady-in-waiting, he went to investigate the scene but found no traces.

Returning with Liu Sanzhi was the Marquis of Zhenbei. While the Marquis of Zhenbei and Marquis of Pingyao were both searching for the assassin, the Marquis of Pingyao had caught Fazhao and the lady-in-waiting, while the Marquis of Zhenbei had dragged back a corpse and brought two people under arrest.

“This is…” Emperor Youning’s expression immediately darkened.

“Reporting to Your Majesty, while pursuing the assassin, your subject followed the trail to…” the Marquis of Zhenbei paused before continuing, “outside Noble Consort Rong’s chambers, where I encountered these two eunuchs trying to dispose of the assassin’s body!”

The two eunuchs trembled in fear. When Noble Consort Rong saw the person whose face covering had been removed, all color drained from her face.

This person was from the Rong family!

She had indeed sent this person out, but not to assassinate His Majesty—rather to capture Shen Xihe’s people.

She had set up an intricate trap. Ziyu was just a diversion. When Ziyu was abducted and noticed something unusual about the cat, she would certainly alert Shen Xihe’s people before fainting, worried that Shen Xihe had been set up.

However, within Xianguo Temple, the number of people each master could bring was limited. Only one person could remain on guard, while the rest would be housed with ladies-in-waiting from other palaces, unable to act rashly for even a moment without alerting others.

Thus, when Shen Xihe’s guard received Ziyu’s warning, they would surely investigate the kitchen. Noble Consort Rong had already made arrangements there, knowing that Shen Xihe’s maids were all carefully selected from the Northwest, skilled in martial arts.

Not daring to be careless, she had chosen a capable young member of the Rong family—Noble Consort Rong’s half-brother’s eldest legitimate son, who served in the Imperial Guard and could move freely, easily escaping if necessary.

If they could capture another of Shen Xihe’s maids and frame it as an assassination attempt against her, Shen Xihe’s power grab and harm toward a Noble Consort would be no minor crime.

Noble Consort Rong never imagined that Shen Xihe would be even more ruthless. She had only wanted to paint Shen Xihe as someone who would stop at nothing for power, but Shen Xihe had turned her into someone who would commit treason by attempting to assassinate the Emperor!

Xiao Changqin closed his eyes while Xiao Changying clenched his fists and gritted his teeth. The brothers had warned their mother not to easily make an enemy of the Eastern Palace—the Crown Princess was no ordinary person. She had controlled the palace power for so many years, and even if she continued, His Majesty wouldn’t formally establish her position. Why exhaust herself over this?

Yet their mother was blindly devoted to His Majesty, always believing that by holding palace power, after the Crown Prince’s death, His Majesty’s vow not to establish another Empress (made to avoid undermining the Crown Prince’s position) would naturally be broken. For the sake of the empire, establishing a new Empress would simply follow the natural course of events.

Such foolish delusions, completely ignoring their brotherly advice, had led to this deadly trap!

The one whose expression was most telling wasn’t Noble Consort Rong, but Emperor Youning. While others might not understand the assassination attempt, how could Emperor Youning not know?

His person had disappeared—they should have voluntarily surrendered to the Marquis of Zhenbei, been captured and brought back, been detained for severe interrogation, and finally found a way to quietly conclude the matter through suicide from guilt.

Naturally, some vague, circumstantial evidence would remain pointing to Shen Xihe. Emperor Youning wasn’t so naive as to take down Shen Xihe easily—after all, the plot was hastily arranged, and any carelessness could leave evidence.

But even now the Marquis of Zhenbei hadn’t found his person. With such a commotion, the person he had sent to assassinate had vanished like mist. They had likely fallen into Shen Xihe’s hands, or if not, they would have to remain hidden now that the Marquis of Zhenbei had captured the Rong family member—they couldn’t appear anymore.

“Your Majesty, Mother has served you for over thirty years. You know whether she harbors ill intentions. Rong Qiu is now dead and cannot testify—those who truly meant to assassinate Your Majesty may have already set their trap, killing Rong Qiu to frame Mother,” Xiao Changqin boldly stepped forward, standing straight-backed.

“Your Majesty,” Xiao Changmin stepped forward, bowed, and said, “I saw Rong Qiu during his shift change tonight, less than half an hour ago. Your Majesty was attacked after the shift change. After the assassination attempt, we all rushed here. Your humble son cannot understand how anyone could so quickly kill Rong Qiu and disguise him as an assassin.

The Imperial Physician is here—perhaps he could determine when Rong Qiu died?”

When did Rong Qiu die?

When Emperor Youning was being assassinated, it was exactly when Rong Qiu was about to harm Zhenzhu. They had fought, and Shen Xihe had people secretly watching. When shouts about an assassin came from Emperor Youning’s meditation chamber, taking advantage of the chaos as everyone rushed to protect His Majesty, they had captured him. At that time, everyone’s minds were solely on His Majesty, overlooking many details. It was also when security was most scattered—killing someone and delivering the body to Noble Consort Rong’s chambers would have been simple.

As for the two eunuchs, they were indeed disposing of a body. Finding a corpse suddenly, and hearing about His Majesty’s assassination attempt—if they didn’t dispose of it, were they supposed to wait for His Majesty’s people to catch them red-handed? They would be executed too!

The time of death determined by the Imperial Physician completely matched the assassin’s trial, and remarkably, Rong Qiu’s cause of death was suicide, with no signs of struggle on his body.

Therefore, Prince Xin’s suggestion that Rong Qiu had been killed earlier to frame Noble Consort Rong didn’t hold up. Not only was time too tight but why would Rong Qiu return in the assassin’s garb right after his shift? Rong Qiu couldn’t have been bought by outsiders—as an Imperial Guard himself, he knew well he had no right to move about inside after his shift.

“Your Majesty, Noble Consort Rong summoned Rong Qiu away. This humble servant and several colleagues were present,” Bu Shulin stepped forward to say.

Indeed, Rong Qiu had been summoned by Noble Consort Rong after his shift. To avoid suspicion about Rong Qiu’s whereabouts, Noble Consort Rong had summoned him openly. If it hadn’t involved His Majesty’s assassination attempt, even if Noble Consort Rong had openly summoned Rong Qiu, even if Shen Xihe’s people had captured him, Noble Consort Rong would have had a way to save him.

She hadn’t expected things to align so unfortunately, coinciding with His Majesty’s assassination attempt. At this moment, Noble Consort Rong even suspected Shen Xihe was behind His Majesty’s assassination—how dare she be so bold!

“Your Majesty, Mother had no intention to harm you, and neither my elder brother nor I have any disrespect toward Your Majesty!” Xiao Changying knelt before Emperor Youning.

Chapter 597: Evidence Piling Up, One Hammer Blow After Another
“Heh.” As soon as Xiao Changying finished speaking, Xiao Changmin let out a gentle laugh – neither too loud nor too soft, but meaningful and thought-provoking.

Emperor Youning looked at his pair of outstanding sons kneeling before him and the woman who had accompanied him for years. Whether the Rong family had truly attempted assassination – he knew better than anyone that this was a scheme, a scheme that had factored him into its calculations.

Emperor Youning looked toward Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, his gaze settling on Xiao Huayong: “What is the Seventh Prince’s view on this matter?”

Xiao Huayong rose and replied: “Your Majesty, there are many suspicious points in this matter. If the assassin was truly sent by Noble Consort Rong, she would not have sent Guard Rong. Noble Consort has accompanied Your Majesty for years and managed the inner palace for decades. She would surely know that Your Majesty has both Eunuch Liu and the Embroidered Uniform Guard for protection. Though Guard Rong’s martial arts are exceptional, he is no match for Eunuch Liu and the Embroidered Uniform Guard.

Secondly, if Noble Consort truly intended to assassinate Your Majesty, she would have kept strict control over the maids in Hanchang Palace – how could any illicit affairs have occurred?

Thirdly, if Rong Qiu was truly sent by the Noble Consort to assassinate Your Majesty, he would not have committed suicide in the Noble Consort’s courtyard.

Given all these points, I believe Noble Consort should have no intention of harming Your Majesty. As for the matter of Rong Qiu, it requires further investigation.”

Everyone knew that Noble Consort Rong and the Crown Princess were like fire and water, fighting for power in the palace. No one had expected the Crown Prince to not take Shen Xihe’s side at this moment – this left everyone confused.

“Crown Prince Brother’s words make sense. Noble Consort would not be so brazen and arrogant as to send her family member to harm Your Majesty.” As the one who had suggested this plan, Consort Shu naturally knew the truth about the assassin. She turned her gaze toward Noble Consort, “If Guard Rong was not here to assassinate Your Majesty, why did Noble Consort summon him after his duty shift?”

This was the crucial point – it was already deep into the night, why would Noble Consort summon Rong Qiu at this hour? It suggested something unspeakable.

“Noble Consort, why did you seek out Rong Qiu so late at night?” Emperor Youning pressed.

If Rong Qiu hadn’t been her family’s nephew, this would have been even harder to explain.

Noble Consort Rong had wanted to find someone else, but firstly, others would have found it difficult to enter the heavily guarded Xiangguo Temple and would more easily arouse Shen Xihe’s suspicions. Secondly, she had planned each step very carefully – even if Shen Xihe countered every move, the worst outcome would be mutual destruction.

But she had never truly crossed swords with Shen Xihe. In her decades of fighting with women, she had never touched men’s battlefields. She had thought this was just a power struggle between herself and Shen Xihe for control of the inner palace – she had never imagined Shen Xihe would escalate their women’s conflict to such an extent by involving His Majesty.

How could any woman take a conflict between women and escalate it to such an uncontrollable point?

“Your Majesty, I merely had some matters to instruct Rong Qiu about. It just happened that his duty shift ran late tonight.” Though Noble Consort Rong was shocked by Shen Xihe’s methods, she remained calm and composed.

Although her behavior was suspicious and this matter involved the Rong family, without concrete evidence, they couldn’t convict her: “I spoke briefly with Rong Qiu and instructed him to leave. Just after Rong Qiu withdrew, we heard the shocking news of the assassination attempt on Your Majesty.”

“Your Majesty,” As soon as Noble Consort Rong finished speaking, Shen Xihe said, “Since Noble Consort was merely giving instructions to Guard Rong, the guards watching her courtyard should know when Guard Rong entered and left Noble Consort’s residence.”

Noble Consort Rong’s body stiffened. These were instructions she had given to Rong Qiu earlier – today, Rong Qiu hadn’t come to see her.

When the guards were summoned – all members of the Jinwu Guard – even though they weren’t from the same unit, they all recognized Rong Qiu as he was a ranked guard. All four unanimously denied that Rong Qiu had entered Noble Consort Rong’s courtyard.

“I… I summoned him secretly, for some private matters that shouldn’t be made public…” Under Emperor Youning’s questioning gaze, Noble Consort Rong searched for excuses with diminishing confidence, but such a pale excuse couldn’t stand.

No matter how private the matter, people could still enter and exit the courtyard normally before dismissing servants for private conversation. To need such secretive entry and exit – suddenly everyone’s gazes toward Princess Pingling standing behind Noble Consort Rong turned strange.

Could it be a secret meeting between cousins?

Just as everyone’s thoughts ran wild, someone brought forward some items to Liu Sanzhi – a token, specifically a Jinwu Guard token. The tokens of Jinwu Guards who personally protected His Majesty all had markings, and this one belonged to Rong Qiu.

“Where was it found?” Emperor Youning asked gravely, holding the token.

“Reporting to Your Majesty, it was found near the kitchen. The Embroidered Uniform Guard also reported signs of fighting outside the kitchen,” Liu Sanzhi replied, hesitating before adding, “The guards at the kitchen were all knocked unconscious, the monitoring monks have disappeared, and the Eastern Palace’s female official was also found unconscious…”

Xu Qing didn’t want to get involved in royal family secrets, but now there was no way to avoid it. The kitchen also had monks on duty, and he quickly had them brought in. The two monks said: “Your Majesty, Abbot, it was Fazhao who came to find us, saying Master was looking for us…”

Being devoted to Buddhism and never speaking falsely, they judged others by their standards and didn’t think Fazhao would lie.

“Why did the Eastern Palace’s female official fall unconscious?” Shen Xihe asked Liu Sanzhi.

Liu Sanzhi had already brought Ziyu in. The Imperial Physician came forward to check Ziyu’s pulse and easily discovered the wound on her hand. After careful examination, he reported: “Your Majesty, the Eastern Palace’s female official was scratched by a civet cat. The claws must have been soaked in some drug – when they broke the skin, the drug entered her bloodstream, first paralyzing her arm before causing full-body weakness.”

“Meow—” Just then, a cry rang out as one civet cat came in carrying another civet cat by its neck.

Duanming carried in a civet cat about its size. This civet cat was covered in wounds, its fur matted with mud and blood. After dropping it, Duanming quickly jumped to Shen Xihe’s side, crying fiercely as if making accusations.

When the battered civet cat tried to escape, Duanming grabbed it and slammed its head down hard, pinning it.

Although this pinned civet cat was in a pitiful state, it couldn’t hide the fact that it looked remarkably similar to Duanming.

“Imperial Physician, examine this civet cat’s claws,” Shen Xihe commanded coldly.

The Imperial Physician had just crouched down to examine when two guards hurried in. Emperor Youning asked: “What are you doing?”

“Reporting to Your Majesty, we just heard civet cats fighting and followed the sound. Two civet cats were fighting in Noble Consort’s courtyard.” It wasn’t fighting – it was one-sided domination. Though the two civet cats looked identical and were the same size, one was thoroughly beaten by the other. Later, the victor carried the helplessly defeated one this way, and worried about disturbing His Majesty, they rushed to follow.

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty! I have something to report—” A shrill cry came from outside.

The voice was piercingly sharp. As they made their way, they saw a disheveled woman stumbling in.

This was none other than Rong Qiu’s birth mother.

Chapter 598: Even His Majesty Must Swallow His Bitterness
Rong Qiu was from the fourth branch of the Rong family. Having lost his father early – a father who was a concubine’s son – he lived difficult days in the Rong family. From childhood, he understood the importance of diligence and self-improvement. His position in the Jinwu Guard had little to do with Noble Consort Rong; it was earned through his dedication to martial arts. Only after her son joined the Jinwu Guard did his mother finally escape the financial restrictions imposed by her elder sisters-in-law, no longer having to worry about affording a lamp or a warm blanket for winter.

Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch had only Rong Qiu to rely on. With Rong Qiu’s death, her world had collapsed.

When Shen Xihe learned that Noble Consort Rong had sent Rong Qiu, she ordered people to bring Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch from the Rong residence, informing her of Rong Qiu’s death in service to Noble Consort Rong.

Though the current dynasty was generous toward women, abandoning the previous dynasty’s principles of women following their father before marriage, husband after marriage, and son after husband’s death – allowing widows to remarry, establish their households, engage in business, even enter the palace as female officials if learned, or become constables if martially skilled.

Despite this, many women from great families still relied entirely on men. For Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch, her recently married son who had not yet produced an heir was her everything, her whole world – and now that world had crumbled.

“Your Majesty… this humble woman has evidence of Noble Consort’s crimes—” Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch cried out hoarsely.

With so many witnesses, even the Rong family head couldn’t intervene. Emperor Youning’s gaze swept over Noble Consort Rong: “Let her enter.”

In recent years, as Rong Qiu showed promise and could move freely in the palace due to his Jinwu Guard position, he gradually gained Noble Consort Rong’s trust, handling many tasks for her.

Rong Qiu and Noble Consort Rong weren’t close aunt and nephew by blood. The coldness and hardships he endured in his youth made him extremely cautious. He understood clearly that if anything went wrong, Noble Consort Rong would abandon him, so he had carefully preserved some evidence for his mother’s protection in case anything happened to him.

Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch didn’t need protection anymore – she had nothing left to live for. But she was determined to make those responsible for her son’s death pay!

She submitted considerable evidence, though none of it was enough to condemn Noble Consort Rong to death. Rong Qiu had only recently risen to prominence, while Noble Consort Rong had long secured her position in the palace. The most serious charge was her plot to harm the Crown Princess.

Noble Consort Rong had ordered Rong Qiu to find a civet cat identical to the Crown Princess’s. The Rong family still had several similar ones. This particular civet cat had been selected months ago, its claws soaked in drugs for a long time, leading to Ziyu’s accident.

The Rong family still had unprocessed civet cats that looked extremely similar to Duanming. The cat pinned down by Duanming looked identical to it, and the drugs on its claws matched those in Ziyu’s wounds. By now, Axi had been summoned by Shen Xihe. He applied acupuncture to temporarily revive Ziyu, who immediately testified: “This servant encountered the Crown Princess’s civet cat and, fearing the Crown Princess would search for it, intended to bring it back. Unexpectedly, it had been switched and caught off guard, I was scratched. I know nothing of what happened after.”

“Noble Consort certainly went to great lengths to deal with me,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “If I’m not mistaken, this civet cat was prepared for me by Noble Consort but somehow escaped, only to be discovered by Ziyu. Upon learning this, Noble Consort sent Guard Rong to search for it. Unexpectedly, Guard Rong encountered the fleeing assassin in the kitchen, they fought, and Guard Rong was killed by the assassin.”

It seemed to make sense. Xiao Huayong coughed softly to prevent himself from laughing out loud.

Killing Rong Qiu was meant to prompt Lady Rong of the Fourth Branch to expose Noble Consort Rong, proving Noble Consort’s ill intentions toward Shen Xihe. But others couldn’t know they had killed Rong Qiu – he was His Majesty’s Jinwu Guard; even if he committed wrongs, His Majesty should have handled his punishment.

Thus, Shen Xihe used incense to lead His Majesty to create an assassin, attempting to clear her name. Simultaneously, she used the assassin to achieve her cleanup operations during the chaos, then blamed Rong Qiu’s death on the assassin.

Now the assassin was nowhere to be found. Though His Majesty knew this wasn’t the truth, what could he do? Could he step forward and say he had sent the assassin? That the assassin couldn’t have killed Rong Qiu?

Of course not. In this game, even His Majesty had to swallow his bitter medicine in silence!

Xiao Huayong excelled at grand strategy, creating sweeping waves; Shen Xihe mastered intricate tactics, leaving no loose ends!

The truth could only be as Shen Xihe described – everyone tried to find flaws, yet there were none to be found.

“As for the female historian in Noble Consort’s palace, she probably offered herself willingly to repay Master Fazhao,” Shen Xihe added. “Otherwise, how could Master Fazhao have committed suicide?”

Fazhao’s suicide wasn’t from remorse or enlightenment, but because Shen Xihe had Mo Yuan deliver a message – he would cause his master to be expelled from Xiangguo Temple.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t allow the survival of a monk who willingly conspired with Noble Consort Rong and attempted to corrupt those around her.

Fazhao lacked reverence for Buddhism but felt gratitude toward his master.

“No, it’s not like that…” Noble Consort Rong shook her head slightly. Things weren’t like this, shouldn’t be like this. She wanted to refute but was faced with such solid evidence, even if she explained that she had only intended to first give Ziyu to Fazhao, then use Ziyu’s situation to lure Zhenzhu, ordering Rong Qiu to capture Zhenzhu and kill one of her palace servants to frame Zhenzhu.

She had only wanted to cripple Shen Xihe’s two arms, preventing her from reaching for palace power.

Given Shen Xihe’s intelligence, her plan would have failed either at the beginning or end. Regardless, whenever Shen Xihe made a move, she could adapt accordingly. It shouldn’t have been easy to implicate her, but today heaven seemed determined to destroy her – the assassin had disrupted all plans.

“Your Majesty, if what the Crown Princess says is true and the assassin hasn’t been caught, please send people to search Xiangguo Temple again to ensure Your Majesty’s safety,” Xiao Changmin added.

Did Xiao Changmin even need to say this? The Embroidered Uniform Guard hadn’t all returned yet. Marquis Pingyao and Marquis Zhenbei hadn’t stayed to watch the drama – after leaving their search findings and people, they continued searching.

When the assassin was first discovered, Xiangguo Temple was immediately sealed off. No one could have escaped, yet despite searching every corner, they found no trace of the assassin. Some even suspected the assassin was among them, having changed disguise, making them impossible to identify.

Only Emperor Youning knew this wasn’t the case – the person was already dead.

As for why they couldn’t find the body, even he didn’t know how Shen Xihe had made a corpse vanish into thin air.

Emperor Youning spoke expressionlessly: “Noble Consort Rong, for evil scheming, seeking palace power, and plotting against the Eastern Palace’s consort, with conclusive evidence…”

Noble Consort Rong was demoted to Consort Rong Zhao – this was out of consideration for Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying’s faces, to avoid embarrassing the two princes. She was confined to Hanchang Palace, never to step out for the rest of her life.

Chapter 599: They Should Thank the Crown Princess for Her Mercy
As matters naturally progressed, Shen Xihe effortlessly obtained control of the palace, surprising many who heard the news.

Noble Consort Rong had held palace power for over twenty years, with deep-rooted influence. Since Shen Xihe’s arranged marriage to Xiao Huayong, many had anticipated a fierce battle between the two, yet surprisingly, Noble Consort Rong lost her palace authority in a single confrontation.

Thinking it through, it made sense. Noble Consort Rong had compromised her virtue by bribing monks and having her female historian seduce a temple monk, committing improper acts on sacred ground, all to frame the Crown Princess.

For her selfish interests, she had delayed the capture of His Majesty’s would-be assassin, allowing their escape – an unforgivable offense. His Majesty had already shown mercy by not completely stripping her rank or confining her to the Cold Palace out of consideration for Prince Xin and Prince Lie. The punishment seemed almost lenient.

Though Emperor Youning was internally furious, he had to end this turmoil. The assassin hadn’t been found after one thorough search, and continuing would be difficult to explain to Xu Qing. The female historian who had “offered herself” from Noble Consort Rong’s household became the target of imperial anger and was sentenced to death.

The temple monk was already dead, and Emperor Youning did Xu Qing a favor by letting him handle the temple affairs.

The only comfort for Emperor Youning was that the strange incense incident now had a reasonable explanation – it was heaven’s warning of the assassination attempt. If the prayer incense hadn’t gone awry, keeping His Majesty awake, the attempt might have succeeded.

This explanation was more convincing than rumors about heaven refusing His Majesty’s worship and more persuasive to the common people.

However, as this explanation spread, along with news that Consort Rong Zhao had been sent back to the palace overnight for her crimes, people began saying she had failed in an assassination attempt against His Majesty.

Xiao Changying escorted Consort Rong Zhao back to the palace at night, personally witnessing her confinement in Hanchang Palace. Facing his weeping mother, he felt conflicted. He rushed back to Xiangguo Temple under the stars, and as dawn broke, he found himself inexplicably outside the courtyard where Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong resided, unable to step forward.

It was Biyu on duty who spotted him and reported to Shen Xihe. She was at her toilette, with the fully dressed Xiao Huayong standing beside her, applying a flower mark to her brow. Before Shen Xihe could speak, he ordered: “Invite Prince Lie in, tell the kitchen to send more breakfast, and invite Prince Xin as well.”

Shen Xihe, calm-faced with lowered eyes, lifted her gaze at his words: “What are you planning?”

This wasn’t the time to provoke the brothers Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying. Prince Jing already suspected her of Pei Zhan’s death and watched her like a hawk, while Prince Zhao hoped everyone would target the Eastern Palace so he could benefit as a bystander.

“Since you showed mercy, let’s tell them,” Xiao Huayong steadied Shen Xihe’s head with two fingers, examining it carefully. “Don’t raise your forehead, or I might draw it crooked.”

Shen Xihe glanced at him but lowered her eyes: “Just draw it casually.”

Flower marks were fashionable, and Shen Xihe didn’t want to appear unconventional. She usually applied pearls or simple dots, only choosing more elaborate decorations when formal attire required it.

Since marrying Xiao Huayong, he enjoyed doing her makeup, insisting on drawing beautiful flower marks daily, particularly favoring a delicate osmanthus leaf pattern, occasionally adding one or two pearls.

“Your husband’s pleasure cannot be casual,” Xiao Huayong crouched to be level with Shen Xihe, his gentle eyes focused intently on her brow as he drew with great care.

Shen Xihe let him fuss over her. When they went out, both Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying were present. Xiao Changqing greeted the couple naturally, as if nothing had happened, while Xiao Changying stood stiffly, mechanically following his brother’s movements.

“Fifth Brother, Ninth Brother, please sit,” Xiao Huayong gestured after taking his seat.

“Thank you, Crown Prince,” Xiao Changqing complied smoothly, with Xiao Changying following closely.

They ate breakfast in silence until Xiao Changqing spoke: “What instructions does the Crown Prince have?”

“No instructions. I heard Ninth Brother lingering outside the courtyard early this morning and thought he might have something to say to his elder brother,” Xiao Huayong looked questioningly at Xiao Changying.

All eyes turned to Xiao Changying, who stammered without producing words.

Xiao Changqing remained silent.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “If Prince Lie wishes to ask about Consort Rong Zhao’s matter, please do.”

“I…” Xiao Changying began but still couldn’t find the words.

“Crown Princess, in the struggle for palace power, Mother was simply outmaneuvered. The inner palace authority should rightfully belong to the Crown Princess, according to protocol,” Xiao Changqing rescued his brother. “Mother relinquishing palace power to live out her years in peace is what my brother and I wish for. The Crown Prince and Crown Princess need not worry – I am not unreasonable.”

Xiao Changqing tactfully expressed that they wouldn’t harbor resentment over this contest between Shen Xihe and Consort Rong Zhao.

For Xiao Changqing, Noble Consort Rong losing power and being confined was beneficial – she would no longer rush to His Majesty’s defense and put her sons in difficult positions.

“Fifth Brother is clever and should understand that if I had truly sent someone to assassinate His Majesty, Consort Rong Zhao’s fate would be different,” Xiao Huayong spoke bluntly since they were being open.

If the assassin had been sent by Xiao Huayong, then Rong Qiu wouldn’t have just “encountered” the assassin, allowing their escape – Rong Qiu would have been the assassin’s accomplice! The entire Rong family would have been implicated, with no way to defend themselves.

Xiao Changqing smiled elegantly: “Then why didn’t the Crown Prince send someone to assassinate His Majesty?”

“You think I feared exposing too much?” Xiao Huayong laughed lightly. “Do you think this is my style?”

Xiao Changqing raised an eyebrow, having to admit that Xiao Huayong’s actions were typically domineering and ruthless. He knew that if the assassin had been sent by him, he wouldn’t have hesitated despite the exposure and losses it would cause.

Yet Xiao Huayong had used gentler methods. Xiao Changqing turned his gaze to Shen Xihe.

“The Crown Princess felt that in her grudge with Consort Rong Zhao, Rong Qiu’s death was sufficient. I didn’t need to burn bridges with you,” Xiao Huayong explained. If Noble Consort Rong had truly been found guilty of attempting to assassinate His Majesty, it would have been a capital offense, and Xiao Changqing wouldn’t be so understanding now – the death of a mother would demand vengeance.

Xiao Changqing understood – Xiao Huayong was letting the brothers know that Shen Xihe had intentionally spared Consort Rong Zhao’s life.

How absurd – their mother had fallen to the rank of Consort and was confined, yet they had to be grateful for Shen Xihe’s mercy.

Chapter 600: Bei Chen, Let’s Have a Child
Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying were truly disgusted by Xiao Huayong’s shamelessness.

Indeed, their mother had initiated the conflict, and after her defeat, they had accepted the outcome without harboring resentment – this already showed their magnanimity and reasonableness. How many others could avoid holding a grudge in such circumstances?

Yet Xiao Huayong dared to demand they feel indebted.

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over Xiao Huayong. She had initially thought his earlier comment about Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying owing gratitude was just a jest, as it seemed out of character for him. She hadn’t expected him to voice it seriously.

Not only were the Xiao brothers speechless, but even she found it hard to respond.

However, in front of others, regardless of how unreasonable Xiao Huayong’s logic was, Shen Xihe naturally defended him: “I did indeed show mercy to Noble Consort Rong. The Prince of Xin and Prince of Lie are not easily fooled. Let me be frank – there was no mutual destruction because firstly, Your Highness the Prince of Xin is not someone easily dealt with. To take Noble Consort Rong’s life would mean first taking the Prince of Xin’s life.”

Xiao Changying’s expression changed.

However, Xiao Changqing maintained his usual smile, taking it as Shen Xihe’s compliment and acknowledgment of him.

“Secondly, after the Northwestern incident, His Majesty became wary of both the Eastern Palace and me. This matter involved me, and I was ultimately the beneficiary, so I didn’t want to escalate things and completely sever ties with His Majesty.

Thirdly, if the situation became too large, more people would be involved. This would introduce more variables, and inevitably lead to casualties. My and Bei Chen’s people shouldn’t be sacrificed here.”

The third point was Shen Xihe’s greatest concern. Assassinating Emperor Youning might not succeed, and making such a big move without success would waste carefully cultivated personnel. Shen Xihe would feel distressed about that – Noble Consort Rong’s life wasn’t worth sacrificing for her people.

“Therefore, regarding showing mercy to Noble Consort Rong, it’s not appropriate to ask Your Highnesses for gratitude,” Shen Xihe said steadily, then changed her tone, “However, didn’t I resolve Your Highnesses’ greatest concern?”

Xiao Changqing was stunned.

He truly couldn’t refute this statement. If anyone was his greatest obstacle and worry, it would be his mother.

The debt of bearing and raising a child – how could one simply sever it without being considered heartless and ungrateful?

He couldn’t let go of the things his mother had done, and as long as she held a high position and remained loyal to His Majesty, she would continue to do things that put him in difficult positions. Now she was still alive, still enjoying wealth and honor, but confined to Hanzhang Palace – for Xiao Changqing, this was truly a great blessing.

If Xiao Huayong’s words were uncomfortable strong-arming, then Shen Xihe’s words undoubtedly struck his heart. There were several ways to show mercy – sparing a life didn’t necessarily mean maintaining current honor and wealth.

Xiao Changqing’s eyes flickered, remembering when His Majesty was dealing with his mother, Noble Consort Su had spoken up for her, leading to the current outcome of emerging unscathed. Moreover, Shen Xihe hadn’t pursued things further – this grasp of moderation was just right.

Any more lenient, and his mother might interfere with him again; any stricter, and his mother would certainly have become a complete outcast.

“The Crown Princess has excellent insight and skill,” Xiao Changqing sighed in admiration. “Given the Crown Princess’s mercy, how might this humble prince be of service?”

“The Crown Princess has me by her side and does not need Fifth Brother’s service. Fifth Brother need only remember the Crown Princess’s kindness,” Xiao Huayong spoke first before Shen Xihe could respond, his voice mild.

Xiao Changqing’s probing gaze fell on Xiao Huayong, who met it frankly. After a moment, Xiao Changqing withdrew his gaze: “This humble prince will keep the Crown Princess’s helpful kindness in heart. As it’s getting late and we must depart, we’ll take our leave.”

Neither Shen Xihe nor Xiao Huayong stopped them. Xiao Changying followed Xiao Changqing, though he looked back once before leaving, but didn’t linger, striding away with Xiao Changqing.

“Why did you say those things to the Prince of Xin and Prince of Lie?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

She hadn’t intended for these two to feel any gratitude toward her. In truth, she hadn’t done them any favors – everything was calculated based on her interests. How Xiao Changqing and his brother felt about it didn’t concern her. Even if they harbored resentment, it didn’t matter – it would just mean facing them in secret conflict.

Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand, just holding it, silently gazing at her tenderly, without explaining.

After waiting a while without getting his answer, Shen Xihe could only think it through herself. Xiao Huayong certainly wasn’t afraid of the Xiao brothers holding grudges – there was nothing in this world he feared.

Thinking of how Xiao Huayong had said he was by her side and didn’t need Xiao Changqing, then needing Xiao Changqing would mean…

“Bei Chen.” Shen Xihe instinctively gripped his hand in return. “Have I ever told you that I don’t like to plan too far ahead? Life is but one lifetime, full of unpredictable changes. This life might have decades more, or it might end tomorrow.

I never scheme too far ahead, not because I’m overly cautious, but because I believe that even a thousand-li journey must be taken step by step, steadily, to reach a good end.”

Xiao Huayong was worried about meeting with misfortune, so he was paving the way for her. Even his deliberate unreasonableness was to highlight her later reasonableness. How could someone as clever as he does not think of using Noble Consort Rong’s current situation’s benefit to Xiao Changqing to move him?

“I never cared about life’s length before meeting you – being alive was neither here nor there to me.” Xiao Huayong raised Shen Xihe’s hand to his cheek, slowly closing his eyes. “I never feared aging, sickness, or death before meeting you – the pain had long since become numbness to me.

But now I care and I fear. In my heart, I’ve never given up and have always believed I could overcome this tribulation. Yet every time I see you, beneath my joy, I can’t help but feel fear born of love, and can’t help but think of future dangers.

My self-control, which I took pride in, crumbles because of you. I can’t help but think: if I truly were gone, what could I do for you? What could I leave for you? How could I reduce my regrets?”

Shen Xihe’s heart suddenly ached, as if stuffed with cotton – warm and soft yet constricting: “Bei Chen…”

He was such a confident, powerful, and carefree Crown Prince – this was the first time Shen Xihe had felt such intense anxiety from him.

He had spoken countless sweet words to her, but these words moved her heart more than any others.

The usually quick-witted Shen Xihe found herself momentarily speechless, not knowing what to say to him.

“Don’t think too well of me.” Xiao Huayong opened his eyes, his black pupils locking onto hers. “I, knowing my fate is uncertain, still can’t bear to let you go; knowing my future is unclear, still want to tease you…”

He gave a self-mocking smile: “In the end, I’m just a selfish, ordinary man.”

He actually shouldn’t have pursued her, at least not before resolving the strange poison in his body. Even if she couldn’t wait until then and had to marry, he should have let her maintain her peaceful heart. That way, she wouldn’t grieve when he was gone.

But he couldn’t do it – his heart wasn’t under his control.

“Bei Chen, let’s have a child.”

Chapter 601: One Move to Purge the Imperial Harem
Regarding offspring and inheritance, while it remained of paramount importance to Shen Xihe, her mindset had undergone a complete transformation from before.

Previously, she had harbored thoughts of keeping the son while dispatching the father. Though she wouldn’t have actively harmed Xiao Huayong if he didn’t oppose her, she had genuinely hoped for his downfall.

Now, she wished for their bloodline to continue, to give him more attachments, more reasons to hold onto life.

Xiao Huayong was stunned. A young man in his prime who had survived countless near-death experiences, he had never shed tears before, yet at this moment his eyes grew slightly moist. He pressed his fingers against the corners of his eyes, forcing back this sudden, bewildering vulnerability.

“Youyou, the time isn’t right,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand. “We will have children, but not now.”

“Are you worried that if I become pregnant, His Majesty will show no mercy?” Shen Xihe’s bright eyes gazed at him, like black obsidian reflecting his image, holding him captive in their depths.

Xiao Huayong nodded: “Not just that. With an heir in the Eastern Palace, we would be thrust into the eye of the storm.”

The Eastern Palace wasn’t currently a target because everyone believed the prediction of his early death. Once the Eastern Palace had an heir, it would become everyone’s target – throughout history, the direct line had always been the primary inheritor.

Even if he were gone, with a legitimate eldest son, the inheritance rights would supersede those of uncles with children born to concubines. Moreover, Shen Xihe was the daughter of the Northwestern Shen family, representing military might and authority. Many would likely flock to the Eastern Palace – this wouldn’t be good for them.

Additionally, Shen Xihe had just obtained authority over the imperial harem. If she didn’t gain complete control over it first, a pregnancy would put her in danger from all sides.

During these years Xiao Huayong spent in the Taoist temple, to avoid His Majesty’s suspicion, he had only maintained control over the Eastern Palace’s immediate territory. The imperial harem had become a place of chaos.

After stabilizing the harem, there was still His Majesty, the court officials, the various princes… none of them were easy to deal with.

Xiao Huayong didn’t want his child born into such an environment surrounded by tigers and wolves.

Regarding children, Shen Xihe was determined to have them – if only for the Shen family, she must have a son, one qualified to inherit the throne. But this wasn’t just her child alone. She respected Xiao Huayong equally, and since he had made this decision, she nodded in concession: “Then we’ll wait two more years.”

In two years, Xiao Huayong would be twenty-three, very close to when he was predicted to die young. Whether or not the strange poison in Xiao Huayong’s body could be cured, she would need to be pregnant by then.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong laughed softly: “Aren’t you afraid it might be a girl?”

“If it’s a girl…” Shen Xihe’s gaze suddenly seemed covered in frost, “I’ll just have to work harder…”

As long as she had offspring, she could establish herself in the Xiao family. Not having a legitimate eldest son wasn’t insurmountable – this dynasty had precedent for an Empress regnant. As long as she cleared away the obstacles in front and held enough power over life and death, she could still stand above all others.

For the Northwest, for her family, for her father and brothers, she would fight with all her might!

He understood her so deeply that just a determined look in her eyes, a flash of cold light, was enough for him to know her thoughts. His heart ached inexplicably, and he couldn’t help but tighten his grip on her hand: “Youyou, I won’t let you fight alone!”

His wife was resourceful and clever, but she wasn’t a qualified politician, nor should she become one.

He didn’t want to turn her into a caged bird, confined to the inner palace with clipped wings, but he also didn’t want her to fight alone against tigers and wolves. Just thinking about how without him, she would have to expose her sharp edges and exhaust herself to protect everything she wanted to preserve – it felt like a steel knife piercing his bones, a splitting pain spreading throughout his body.

He would never allow such an outcome!

“I don’t expect someone to depend on, nor do I desire someone to protect me,” Shen Xihe spoke slowly, each word clear and distinct. “I hope for someone to support each other with.”

She didn’t need dependence or protection, but she needed someone who would stand with her in mutual support.

Xiao Huayong’s heart warmed, and he responded firmly: “Good.”

Neither of them was an emotional person, and that moment of melancholy instantly dissipated. Zhenzhu came to inform them they could depart, and they accompanied Emperor Youning to Ganquan Palace.

While Linyou Palace had no scorching summer heat, with its hills, ravines, and verdant mountains and waters, Ganquan Palace was surrounded by four mountains, with spectacular peaks and waterfalls. The Black Water Valley stretched for nearly forty li, a magnificent sight.

There was also the famous Xianyou Temple here, and the palace was more spacious than Linyou Palace. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had their elegant small courtyard, with dense shade of bamboo and three Pingzhong Ye trees.

In the scorching heat of the sixth and seventh months, the Pingzhong Ye leaves remained a deep green, releasing a subtle fragrance when the clear breeze blew.

Shen Xihe greatly enjoyed this place. Moreover, with her control over palace affairs, all movement through the Department of Internal Affairs had to be approved by her. Everyone was especially attentive and cautious, fearing her initial display of authority as a new official. Whether loyal or treacherous, their performance satisfied her greatly, and for the moment she had no worries.

“How do Youyou plan to clean up the imperial harem?” The couple sat chatting under the Pingzhong Ye trees.

They weren’t in the palace, so Shen Xihe had no way to establish her authority, nor could she immediately investigate the palace accounts. His Majesty sending Noble Consort Rong back early likely wasn’t without intention to let her deal with the aftermath.

“I hear that from the fifth month until now, there has been no rain in the Deng Prefecture?” Rather than answering Xiao Huayong’s question, Shen Xihe brought up another matter.

Xiao Huayong thought Shen Xihe didn’t want to discuss harem affairs and was more concerned about the common people, so he nodded solemnly: “The governors of Deng Prefecture, Lai Prefecture, Mi Prefecture, and other areas have reported no rain to date. Agriculture has been delayed, and the court is making early preparations.”

This was already a matter of utmost importance. Emperor Youning was very concerned about these issues and had organized countless meetings. Although the national treasury had been replenished with the Princess Imperial’s private wealth after the Rouge Case, if there was widespread drought, it would likely empty the treasury again.

“My father knows an extraordinary person with some skill in reading the stars and determining dates. I’ve already asked my father to find him and request that he calculate when rain might fall in Deng Prefecture and the other areas.” Shen Xihe didn’t believe in Buddhism or Taoism, but she believed in people with real ability.

“I’ve heard of such talented individuals before, but never found one.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes brightened slightly.

The Imperial Astronomers included many who could divine and calculate, but they weren’t always perfectly accurate.

“This master my father knows has never made an incorrect prediction to date.” Shen Xihe trusted this person greatly. “Once the master calculates the drought situation, firstly, we can prepare early and put Xiao Changtai’s batch of wealth to good use, sparing the common people some hardship. Secondly…”

Her lips curved upward, a gleam passing from the corner of her eye to her brow as Shen Xihe said: “I will use this to have His Majesty grant a general amnesty, releasing all age-eligible palace maids from the palace.”

Shen Xihe never dawdled. She would resolve everything at once, removing all obstacles, regardless of who they were!

Chapter 602: Another Green Tea (His Highness the Crown Prince’s)
Roses filled the courtyard, and the wind rustled through bamboo.

Dragonflies skimmed the lotus pond, creating rippling circles on the water before landing damply on pink lotus buds, innocently fluttering their wings.

Such beautiful scenery became blurred in Xiao Huayong’s eyes as he gazed at Shen Xihe, her image alone remaining clear in his pupils. Her words made him involuntarily raise both hands for a slow but crisp applause: “This move to pull the rug out from under them is brilliantly executed.”

Xiao Huayong naturally understood that to clean up the imperial harem and quickly cultivate their power and informants, the most permanent solution was a great purge, and no purge was more appropriate than dispersing the existing palace maids.

However, to dismiss palace maids, especially in large numbers, they couldn’t bypass His Majesty, and how would His Majesty easily agree?

Even when Noble Consort Rong was in power, His Majesty wouldn’t have agreed. A large-scale reduction in palace staff without reason would only cause panic and lead some restless minds to wild speculation – it would be seen as disrupting court order.

But natural disasters were different. Reducing palace maids could demonstrate the emperor sharing hardship with his people by cutting palace expenses. If they also spread rumors that reducing palace maids could help resolve the natural disaster, even if Emperor Youning was unwilling, he couldn’t prevent it. However, this needed to be handled carefully to maximize benefits.

It would be best to identify early those who opposed their position – better to eliminate the innocent than let the guilty escape. Even those they weren’t certain about could be removed in this reduction.

“With so many people being removed from the imperial harem at once, can Youyou handle it?” Xiao Huayong still showed some concern.

It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Shen Xihe. While he could help with other matters, even he couldn’t fill the void left by the palace maids. Palace maids had to undergo strict screening and training, only being assigned to various palaces after proving competent in proper etiquette.

“Though I proposed the reduction, it requires His Majesty’s approval. If the new palace maids show any inexperience or negligence, the various palaces should understand His Majesty’s good intentions in benefiting the people and be more tolerant,” Shen Xihe wasn’t concerned about replacing experienced staff with novices or being criticized by the various palaces.

Xiao Huayong suddenly remembered something, his smiling eyes looking Shen Xihe up and down: “I vaguely recall last year when Official Gu happened to save Lady of Ceremonial Matters Lan.”

Shen Xihe smiled without speaking.

When commoner girls were selected to enter the palace as maids, those who stayed were sent to the Office of Ceremonial Matters to learn etiquette. Gu Zexiang was a Sixth-rank Clothing Official who happened to save the Fifth-rank head of the Office of Ceremonial Matters, Lady Lan. Indeed, it wasn’t coincidental – Shen Xihe had arranged for her to bestow this favor.

At the time, no one paid attention to a Sixth-rank Clothing Official saving a Fifth-rank Lady of Ceremonial Matters. At most, the Six Departments and Twenty-four Offices noticed, but later Gu Zexiang seemed to forget about it, never transferring from the Clothing Office to the Office of Ceremonial Matters. As time passed, everyone forgot about it.

Naturally, no one knew that from that time, Shen Xihe had already been planning to control the imperial harem – and this was before she was even betrothed to Xiao Huayong.

“Bei Chen, you surely don’t know that Lady Lan was poor in her youth and voluntarily entered the palace. Before entering, she had someone she loved and left words of farewell, thinking her lover would give up and find another. But recently, I learned that her parents are bedridden, and her still-unmarried lover has been caring for them. Lady Lan very much wants to leave the palace.”

For the last sentence, Shen Xihe raised her tone slightly, showing both playfulness and deeper meaning.

Now that palace authority was in Shen Xihe’s hands, only she could help Lady Lan of the Office of Ceremonial Matters leave the palace smoothly. Lady Lan had been in the palace for twenty years, serving as Lady of Ceremonial Matters for eight years – how many palace maids had she personally trained? Who was suspicious, who was innocent, who was clever, who was useful – she couldn’t have maintained her position for so long without keen eyes.

Through mutual benefit, once she controlled the Office of Ceremonial Matters and used Lady Lan’s hand to remove all suspicious people, she could stabilize the imperial harem within half a year, control it within a year, and make it impregnable within two years!

“Youyou has deceived me again,” Xiao Huayong suddenly said gloomily.

His inexplicable dejection made Shen Xihe look at him suspiciously.

“Didn’t Youyou say you don’t like making long-term plans? Isn’t this a long-term plan?” Xiao Huayong’s eyes couldn’t hide their dimness.

He looked as if Shen Xihe was unfaithful, betraying his devoted heart.

Shen Xihe: …

“This isn’t a long-term plan, this is my necessary path. From the moment I decided to marry you, I knew this path was essential, so naturally I had to plan carefully.” Shen Xihe had only developed these thoughts about a year ago. Originally, she was waiting for a heaven-sent opportunity, not expecting this year’s drought and Noble Consort Rong to fall into her hands – everything seemed to align perfectly.

“When did Youyou decide on this plan?” Xiao Huayong asked again.

Shen Xihe thought he asked this to determine if it was a long-term plan, so she answered truthfully: “Early last year.”

“Oh, so Youyou had already decided to marry only me back then,” Xiao Huayong smiled very smugly.

Because she was determined to marry into the Eastern Palace, she would fight for palace authority and think about controlling the imperial harem. By this calculation, it seemed she had truly decided to marry only him back then.

Seeing his smug expression, Shen Xihe childishly didn’t want to see him so triumphant: “It was deciding to marry only the Crown Prince.”

Xiao Huayong’s smile froze, his eyelids lowering to hide undisguisable disappointment, his voice weak: “I know, Youyou married the Eastern Palace, not Xiao Huayong.”

What was merely meant as a casual retort became something else with Xiao Huayong’s response? The usually cold-hearted Shen Xihe felt an inexplicable tightness in her chest, reflecting on whether she had spoken too harshly, truly hurting him.

Thinking this way made her chest feel increasingly uncomfortable. She knew he cared about her opinion of him, how much weight she gave him in her heart, yet she spoke like this, truly hurting him.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to speak, Xiao Huayong, appearing deeply hurt, silently stood up with pressed lips, staring ahead as he walked past Shen Xihe, leaving her with an endlessly sorrowful, desolate back view.

Quickly catching up, Shen Xihe grabbed his sleeve: “That’s not what I meant.”

Xiao Huayong turned his head, gazing deeply at Shen Xihe: “Not what? Youyou don’t need to comfort me. I always knew why Youyou married me. I’m the greedy one – getting a bit of Youyou’s tolerance made me want more. It’s not your fault, it’s my greed acting up. Let me be alone for a while, I’ll understand eventually.”

Xiao Huayong forced a smile, pulled free from Shen Xihe’s hand, and strode away.

Where Shen Xihe couldn’t see, his lips slowly curved upward, his bright eyes showing no trace of disappointment.

Tianyuan, who had witnessed everything: …

His Highness the Crown Prince was becoming more and more… shameless!

Chapter 603: The Growing Affection Between Husband and Wife
Shen Xihe stared blankly in the direction where Xiao Huayong had disappeared. She remained lost in thought for quite a while until her vision blurred in the pale sunlight, and she slowly lowered her eyes, sitting back down in a somewhat dazed state.

It had been only three months since she married Xiao Huayong, and his actions during these three months made Shen Xihe realize that she could no longer maintain the same coldness and self-centeredness as before their marriage. She could no longer say words as cold, heartless, and clear-minded as “I told you what kind of person I am before marriage; feeling wronged now is no different than slapping yourself.”

She thought about what he had just said – give him time to be alone, and he would think things through.

How much pain was contained in those words? It reminded Shen Xihe of a lone wolf on the grasslands, fighting alone, shedding blood for survival, and after being covered in wounds, only being able to find a secluded corner to lick its wounds in solitude.

It was the wolf king – even when covered in injuries, it would never bend its spine, maintaining its majestic presence before any living creature. But it too had its vulnerabilities, times when it was riddled with wounds that were difficult to heal, all of which it kept deeply hidden in its heart.

The so-called invulnerability was the power of self-healing formed from endless solitude.

There was no one worthy of trust or willing to offer salvation, forcing one to swallow all pain and suffering alone, gradually becoming numb to it all…

At this thought, Shen Xihe suddenly stood up and went after Xiao Huayong. Her moon-white gauze dress fluttered in the wind, brushing past flower branches and green leaves, like a faint cloud at the horizon’s edge, disappearing in an instant, leaving no trace.

When Shen Xihe caught up, Tianyuan, who had received orders, reluctantly stepped forward to block her path, putting on a show: “Crown Princess, His Highness requested to be alone, and ordered that no one should disturb him…”

Tianyuan secretly despised the Crown Prince, wondering if he was overacting. What if the Crown Princess turned and left? How would the Crown Prince handle that? Wouldn’t he end up having to go back and coax the Crown Princess himself?

Tianyuan didn’t think the Crown Prince had any pride when it came to the Crown Princess, and he thought turning away would be more in line with the Crown Princess’s character.

However, he didn’t know that Xiao Huayong was betting on his position in Shen Xihe’s heart. Her temperament was too unpredictable, making him uncertain whether her current kindness towards him was out of gratitude, a principle of returning kindness with greater kindness, or if her heart had truly changed towards him.

The usually confident and composed Xiao Huayong was always anxious around Shen Xihe. Lacking a sense of emotional security, he could only carefully test the waters bit by bit. If the results weren’t satisfactory, he didn’t mind going back to coax Shen Xihe – as Tianyuan thought, before Shen Xihe, he had nothing and needed nothing.

Shen Xihe’s cold gaze fell on the arm blocking her path, her face remaining expressionless as she stared at it.

Tianyuan suddenly felt his arm grow cold, his instincts telling him that if he didn’t withdraw it, he might lose it. But the Crown Prince had ordered him to put on a good show, and he couldn’t disobey. He was in such a difficult position!

“Tianyuan, I have something to discuss with you,” Biyu quickly spoke up, pulling Tianyuan away.

Stumbling as he was pulled away, Tianyuan felt deeply moved: Wuwuwuwu, Biyu was the most understanding woman in the world!

With Tianyuan no longer blocking her way, Shen Xihe hurried forward into the deep grove. At the end, she saw dense bamboo forming an arc, with small pebbles laid out on the ground forming a Tai Chi pattern. Xiao Huayong stood at the center of the two principles, hands behind his back, head slightly raised, looking at the bamboo grove before him.

The emerald bamboo grew densely, seeming to pierce the clouds, bending back high above, like an invisible cage trapping his solitary figure.

Shen Xihe approached silently from behind, reaching out to embrace him, gently resting her cheek against his back. Feeling Xiao Huayong’s spine instantly stiffen, Shen Xihe’s heart inexplicably tightened, and the words that had reached her lips were unconsciously swallowed back.

The clear wind circled the bamboo, and flower fragrance entwined with the branches.

Xiao Huayong allowed Shen Xihe to embrace and lean against him, both remaining silent for a long while.

After an unknown amount of time, Shen Xihe finally spoke: “Beichen, my words earlier were unintentional and not what I truly meant. I don’t know how to explain it in a way that would put your mind at ease. In our initial marriage arrangement, you fell in love, while I had my motives.

Between us, it was destined to be an unequal pursuit from the beginning.

I was born detached, and as I grew older, my heart became increasingly still as water.

If you ask me whether you are important to me now, I can answer: yes, you are.

But if you ask me how important, I don’t know.

I never imagined that my heart, which I thought was as solid as rock and impenetrable, would develop cracks because of you in just three short months…”

Shen Xihe was an honest person, whether about her desires or her flaws, she never concealed them. Nor would she refuse to face the fact that although she had firmly declared her indifference to Xiao Huayong half a year ago, in just six months, her heart had begun to stir.

She faced her care, concern, and involuntary feelings for Xiao Huayong with frankness.

These words were enough to make Xiao Huayong jubilant, though not completely satisfied, but he knew when to stop. He held the hands wrapped around his waist, without additional words, simply enveloping her in his warmth.

After this small episode, the couple’s affection grew even warmer.

As time passed, the drought in Dengzhou became increasingly severe, marking this year as destined to be tumultuous.

Several prefectures near Dengzhou were affected, and while they weren’t facing complete crop failure like Dengzhou, the forecasts were not optimistic. The court’s attention was focused on Dengzhou’s severe drought, so no one was causing trouble for Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

The person Shen Xihe had asked Shen Yueshan to find had been located. This expert in predicting celestial phenomena owed Shen Yueshan a favor, and he prophesied that Dengzhou wouldn’t see rain until the eighth month.

It was still a full month until the predicted date, but in Dengzhou, water was already more precious than rice!

“Beichen, we need to find a way to address Dengzhou’s urgent crisis,” Shen Xihe hurriedly sought out Xiao Huayong after receiving the date.

Xiao Huayong had also received predictions from the Imperial Astronomers, which also indicated rain in the eighth month, but three to five days earlier than Shen Xihe’s date.

Regardless of which prediction was correct, it meant Dengzhou wouldn’t see rain for at least a month.

“Today, Eighth Brother has requested permission to personally oversee disaster relief in Dengzhou,” Xiao Huayong put down two scrolls. “Last night, the Dengzhou prefecture office was set on fire by a joint force of disaster victims and bandits. The news arrived early this morning, and His Majesty was furious, immediately granting Eighth Brother’s request.”

“It’s only been two months of drought, and it’s already reached the point of civil unrest?” Shen Xihe found this suspicious.

“I’ve asked Twelfth Brother to accompany Eighth Brother. Once they enter Dengzhou, we’ll naturally learn what’s really happening,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly, but his eyes showed no trace of humor.

Chapter 604: Prince Jing Is Not One to Be Trifled With
“Is this matter related to Prince Jing?” Shen Xihe furrowed her brows, a wisp of hair floating delicately in the wind, dancing between her eyebrow and temple, adding a touch of soft radiance and spirit to her appearance.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze was focused and gentle, his voice involuntarily softening: “The Pei family’s ancestral home is in Mizhou, not far from Dengzhou. This drought has affected Mizhou as well.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows: “Did the Pei clan cause trouble?”

The disaster in Dengzhou was now a hot potato. The matter of His Majesty praying at Xiangguosi Temple had spread widely, though subsequent rumors of heaven’s warning and an assassination attempt on His Majesty had somewhat reduced the impact.

If the Dengzhou disaster hadn’t occurred immediately after, the common people might not have thought much of it. Now, with significant public resentment in Dengzhou, anyone with sense would avoid volunteering for disaster relief there, as one wrong move could make them His Majesty’s scapegoat.

Prince Jing was certainly no fool. Having just returned to the capital and immediately assuming the position of Minister of War, one of the Six Ministries, he should have been keeping a low profile. This was why, despite suspecting the Shen family and Shen Xihe’s involvement in Pei Zhan’s death, he had remained inactive.

Now suddenly volunteering for disaster relief in Dengzhou, taking on a task everyone else was desperate to avoid, there must be a reason compelling him to go personally.

Shen Xihe had also felt that the disaster had only just begun, and this wasn’t a time of chaos – how could civil unrest suddenly erupt? Someone had manipulated events to provoke this uprising.

“News from the Dengzhou area has been stagnant, with someone deliberately concealing information. I haven’t received much intelligence,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. “However, here in the capital, some have suggested that I, being a person of continuous fortune, should represent His Majesty in Dengzhou for disaster relief, using my praying for His Majesty as precedent.”

“The Pei family has completely blamed Pei Zhan’s death on you and set up this trap,” Shen Xihe immediately understood the complexities.

Xiao Huayong’s influence extended throughout the empire, with an intelligence network built on Hua Fuhai’s commercial enterprises, jointly controlled by Tianyuan’s brother Difang and another confidant Lüling, one public and one secret. However, they hadn’t infiltrated government offices. The Pei family was a great clan – though Pei Zhan’s direct line had dwindled to just Pei Ce, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan’s cousin, there were still many clan members within five degrees of mourning, deeply rooted in the Mizhou area, flourishing and prosperous.

Their glory was the Pei clan of the capital, and Pei Zhan’s death was a massive blow to them. At a minimum, his passing meant the power structure in the entire Henan Circuit would need reshuffling, forcing the Pei clan to reluctantly lie low.

Their hatred for Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong was understandable, as it affected the entire family’s prosperity and interests.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh coldly: “The Pei clan is quite bold.”

To dare set a trap for the Crown Prince without any evidence.

“Don’t be angry,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s delicate hand. “To say they’re truly that bold would be giving them too much credit. Pei Zhan’s death is a thorn in their hearts, and while they suspect you and me, they can’t find evidence, which must be frustrating.

In the capital, Eighth Brother wouldn’t dare act rashly, but in Dengzhou or Mizhou, they have plenty of ways to test my capabilities.”

They wouldn’t even need to act personally. The Henan Circuit, besides Luoyang and Henanfu, had twenty-four other prefectures, adjacent to the capital, and was the most prosperous region outside the capital. With various powers gathered there, using others to achieve their goals would be simple.

“Unfortunately, Eighth Brother is too cautious,” Xiao Huayong sighed regretfully at last.

He would have been happy to go to Dengzhou for disaster relief, as it would have allowed him to make some moves in the Henan Circuit, removing the disobedient and those who shouldn’t remain.

The Pei clan members wanted to help Xiao Changyan by sending Xiao Huayong to Dengzhou, but Xiao Changyan was deeply wary of Xiao Huayong, or perhaps of Shen Xihe. Thinking of the recent Northwestern incident, he worried that if the Crown Prince and his wife went to Dengzhou, the Pei clan’s minor schemes would be insufficient, and might instead allow them to plant seeds of destruction for the Pei clan in the Henan Circuit.

This forced him to take on the task personally.

One could imagine the expressions of the Pei clan members upon seeing Xiao Changyan.

Their expressions were indeed poor. As soon as Xiao Changyan arrived in Dengzhou, Pei clan members secretly came to pay respects. The two who came were those who had advocated helping Xiao Changyan: Pei Guanxiang, Xiao Changyan’s maternal uncle approaching forty, the eldest son of the Pei clan leader, and Pei Guanyan of the eighth branch who controlled the clan’s economic lifeline.

“Your Highness, why did you come to Dengzhou personally?” Pei Guanxiang was very anxious. Though they had orchestrated the civil unrest in Dengzhou, the actual situation wasn’t good, otherwise, how could the wave of resentment have risen so easily?

The original plan was to involve the Crown Prince, test his capabilities, and use the civil unrest to diminish him quietly.

“If I hadn’t come personally, would I let you destroy the Pei clan?” Xiao Changyan’s expression was cold and stern, his sharp gaze piercing the two men. “Do you think the Crown Prince and the Shen family are easy to deal with? This recent Northwestern incident was suspicious throughout, seemingly unrelated to the Crown Prince yet intricately connected. The Crown Prince is far from powerless as rumors suggest. I’ll overlook your independent actions this time, considering your intentions to help me. But if there’s a next time, don’t blame me for disregarding our blood ties.”

The two men were shocked. Though Prince Jing had just come of age, he had fought in battles and settled internal disputes within the Pei clan, uniting the fragmenting family like twisted hemp rope. He had long been the clan’s behind-the-scenes leader, and when he spoke thus, they dared not question him.

“Your Highness, how should we handle the Twelfth Prince?” Pei Guanyan could only change the subject.

Xiao Changyan twisted the jade ring on his thumb: “Test him.”

Xiao Changyan’s test was direct and brutal, quite beyond Xiao Changcheng’s expectations. That very night, someone risked their life to deliver evidence damaging to Xiao Changyan and the Pei clan to him.

“Prince Yan, please help us seek justice!”

Xiao Changcheng held the evidence in his hands. This evidence seemed genuine, and if presented to His Majesty, it would be enough to execute three generations of the Pei clan. Even Xiao Changyan would be implicated – at best losing his princely title, at worst losing his qualification to compete for the throne.

“Besides this, do you have other evidence or witnesses?” Xiao Changcheng inquired with a gentle expression.

The two hesitated, so Xiao Changcheng said: “This matter involves my elder brother. How could I easily take your side without solid evidence?”

Finally, they revealed some things. Xiao Changcheng sent people to bring the items and individuals, and under their eager, hopeful gazes, he burned all the evidence and executed all the people with a single stroke.

Before coming, the Crown Prince had instructed that gaining trust was paramount. If he truly dared to oppose Eighth Brother now, he probably wouldn’t make it out of Dengzhou alive.

Eighth Brother was truly not one to be trifled with.

Chapter 605: The Crown Princess, A Lady Who Commands Young Men’s Admiration
Xiao Changyan presented such evidence brazenly before Xiao Changgeng. Anyone with slightly weaker resolve would find it hard to maintain composure, especially since this was real evidence. After Xiao Changgeng captured the remaining people and obtained another portion of evidence, it became ironclad proof.

This was Dengzhou, not Mizhou – not Pei family territory. Someone slightly more reckless might have taken risks. Xiao Changgeng lost his mother at a young age, and after the Ninth Prince, two more princes died in succession. His survival as the Twelfth Prince came from his cleverness and vigilance. These people reaching him was itself due to the Pei family and Xiao Changyan allowing it.

These people were the Pei family’s true enemies – defeated dogs who had lost in their struggle against the Peis. They had likely already fallen into Pei’s hands, and the Peis conveniently released them to test him. Now that he had killed the people and seen the evidence, he could be considered somewhat complicit with them.

Xiao Changgeng wasn’t naive either, nor did he intend to play the role of an innocent, unworldly brother before Xiao Changyan. Otherwise, he would never gain Xiao Changyan’s trust and important responsibilities.

After “helping” the Pei family dispose of these people and destroy evidence unfavorable to them, Xiao Changgeng acted as if nothing had happened, not mentioning a word to Xiao Changyan.

His composure impressed Xiao Changyan, who then took the initiative to seek him out with good wine brought from Annan City. After several rounds of drinking, he asked, “I heard the Twelfth Brother briefly stayed in the Eastern Palace before establishing his household?”

Xiao Changgeng gave a bitter smile: “Yes.”

“It seems the Twelfth Brother was highly favored by Crown Prince Brother. Besides the Crown Prince, no other prince has ever resided in the Eastern Palace.” Xiao Changyan sighed lightly, appearing casual.

Lowering his eyelids, Xiao Changgeng remained silent, showing no eagerness to explain this matter.

Xiao Changyan, who thought Xiao Changgeng was just putting on airs, waited for quite a while without receiving a response. He then realized Xiao Changgeng truly intended to leave this matter ambiguous, unafraid of being suspected of having close ties with the Crown Prince.

“From Twelfth Brother’s manner, it seems there are things difficult to speak of?” Xiao Changyan probed further.

With a cup of wine paused at his lips, Xiao Changgeng hesitated for several breaths before suddenly throwing his head back and draining it in one gulp. Whether gathering courage or emboldened by wine, he exhaled a long breath: “I’m not afraid of Eighth Brother’s contempt. At that time, my situation was difficult. His Majesty delayed allowing me to participate in government and establish my household. In my urgency, I thought to use the then-prominent Shen family to attract His Majesty’s attention…”

He left the rest unsaid. Since Xiao Changyan had investigated everything, he should know how dazzlingly impossible to ignore Shen Xihe was then, with everyone in the capital avoiding her sharp edge. Shen Xihe was certain to marry into the royal family, and he wasn’t the only one with designs.

This was the truth – mixing truth and fiction was how to confound clever people, just as Xiao Changyan had used real enemies and real evidence to test him.

Xiao Changyan had a revelation, his deep eyes inconspicuously scanning Xiao Changgeng. So Xiao Changgeng also wasn’t content with mediocrity – no prince content with mediocrity would dare set their sights on Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe was like a double-edged sword. The benefits of marrying her were visible and immensely rich, but the fatal aspects were equally clear. Marrying Shen Xihe meant engaging in a game of chess with His Majesty.

“Crown Prince Brother certainly dotes heavily on the Crown Princess.” Just because Xiao Changgeng had designs on Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong had brought him into the Eastern Palace. Who knew what Xiao Huayong had done to Xiao Changgeng during that time?

However, judging by his standards, if someone had designs on the woman he fancied, Xiao Changyan wouldn’t show them mercy. Even if he didn’t silence them, he certainly wouldn’t associate with them.

Xiao Changyan naturally didn’t know that Xiao Changgeng’s interest in Shen Xihe had been mostly calculation from the start. Just when he was about to speak of sentiments, probably that fleeting moment of youthful romantic yearning – after all, Shen Xihe was such an admirable lady – but this budding affection had been mercilessly crushed by Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong didn’t even consider him worthy as a rival in love but found him quite useful and manageable, which forced him onto this path of no return.

“Dotes?” Xiao Changgeng smiled lightly. “Following her to the Northwest while ill – is that merely doing?”

Xiao Changyan’s gaze sharpened: “Crown Prince Brother’s health truly…”

“Crown Prince Brother’s illness is real, and it’s likely no falsehood that he’ll struggle to live another two years.” Xiao Changgeng said solemnly. “When Eighth Brother has more interaction with the Crown Princess in the future, you’ll understand she’s no ordinary lady. Her methods, intelligence, and strategic thinking are no less than yours or mine. Her purpose in marrying Crown Prince Brother…”

Xiao Changgeng left a meaningful smile.

Being clever people, how could they not understand the implications? Wasn’t this saying the Crown Princess married into the Eastern Palace for the status of being the legitimate wife?

Thinking carefully, the Shen family’s choice was bold yet commanded respect.

If she hadn’t chosen the Crown Prince but any other prince, no matter how united they were initially, she would inevitably have to guard against her husband and cross swords with him in the end. Choosing the Crown Prince eliminated this concern.

Because the Crown Prince was destined to die young, she only needed to bear a legitimate eldest son – His Majesty’s eldest grandson – before the Crown Prince’s death. With her son, she would still have the right to compete for the throne, with advantages no less than theirs. A son would always be more reliable than a husband.

A child with Shen’s blood would be the greatest protection for the Shen family, thus completely resolving their crisis in one move. If the Western King and Shen Xihe could gradually relinquish power during the child’s reign, it would be a true complete withdrawal.

This method was more effective than any other.

“Previously I had only heard, but at Xiangguo Temple I truly witnessed it.” Just Shen Xihe daring to choose Xiao Huayong, planning to fight them with a legitimate eldest son, was enough to show her vision and ambition exceeded ordinary ladies.

The Xiangguo Temple incident was strange throughout, but the biggest beneficiary was undoubtedly Shen Xihe, who seized palace power in one move. Noble Consort Rong – no, now Honored Consort Rong – who had cultivated palace power for over twenty years, probably never dreamed that in just one confrontation, she would be left with no chance of recovery by Shen Xihe.

Not only had Honored Consort Rong not anticipated this, but neither had they – after all, their mothers had all been defeated by Honored Consort Rong.

“Eighth Brother will witness more in the future.” Xiao Changgeng’s lips curved upward.

Xiao Changyan’s heroic, resolute eyebrows raised: “Twelfth Brother seems… quite appreciative of the Crown Princess.”

As if not hearing Xiao Changyan’s deeper meaning, Xiao Changgeng’s clear eyes met his gaze frankly: “The Crown Princess… she’s a lady who can’t help but command young men’s admiration.”

Xiao Changgeng’s words contained only pure praise and appreciation for Shen Xihe, without any ambiguity or romantic inclination.

Precisely because he heard the true meaning, Xiao Changyan’s curiosity about Shen Xihe reached unprecedented heights.

Chapter 606: Training Her to Become a Qualified Ruler
The disaster in Dengzhou drew the attention of the entire court and common people across the realm. Based on predictions from the Imperial Astronomers, His Majesty prepared for the worst, issuing decree after decree. With Prince Xiao Changyan and Prince Xiao Changgeng personally traveling to Dengzhou and staying there to share the people’s fate, their presence had a greatly calming effect, and the unrest gradually subsided.

After the public grievances settled, word spread throughout Dengzhou, as intended by His Majesty, that heaven-sent sweet rain might not come until the eighth month. Though this news left the drought-stricken people of Dengzhou feeling desperate, they had no choice but to accept it. Under the court’s series of relief and aid measures, those who could barely get by gradually accepted reality and even developed hope, eagerly anticipating the arrival of August’s rainfall.

Although concerned about Dengzhou, other important matters couldn’t be neglected because of it, such as the “Small Court Assembly” held every four years. The Small Court Assembly was a nickname for when various regional military governors were summoned to the capital for an imperial audience. They would report on their military affairs and border situations from nearby. The current dynasty was rare in valuing both civil and military affairs equally. While there was a Grand Court Assembly every year during festivals where all nations would come to pay tribute, the Small Court Assembly occurred every four years since frontier commanders couldn’t easily leave their posts. Rather than having all regions arrive simultaneously, they took turns each time.

It usually involved several circuits, with exceptions for Longyou and Hebei. Longyou Circuit encompassed the entire Northwest, while Hebei Circuit covered the entire Northeast, so these two regions alone had numerous commanders. This year happened to be Hebei Circuit’s turn for its various commanders to receive imperial summons to the capital.

The Northwest and Northeast, the two most vast territories on the left and right, had equally complex demographics. The difference was that after decades of the Shen family’s rule, the Northwest had become unified, turning into a thorn in His Majesty’s side. Meanwhile, the Northeast had been unified under Prince Xun the Elder, father of Xiao Changfeng, but Prince Xun chose to retire from politics and handed the Northeast to His Majesty’s administration.

The art of ruling lies in maintaining balance.

Hebei Circuit alone had over ten Protector-Generals’ and Protectorate offices, with the most powerful being the Shiwei Protector-General’s Office, Heishui Protector-General’s Office, Chanyu Protectorate, and Andong Protectorate. It was arguably the most politically complex region in the entire court, with countless secret schemes and intrigues. As long as matters didn’t surface publicly, His Majesty never intervened to stop them. Compared to the Northeast’s bloodied grounds, His Majesty disliked the Northwest’s growing prosperity and stability.

The two Protector-Generals and two Protectors didn’t come to the capital alone, bringing their most valued young generation – unmarried children of marriageable age. Living far from the court, they naturally sought to establish marriage alliances in the capital.

Shen Xihe arranged their accommodations and was thoroughly familiar with their personnel situations.

“His Majesty intends to betroth Protector-General You’s third daughter to Little Nine,” Xiao Huayong mentioned one day when he returned from court and saw Shen Xihe reading a travelogue about Hebei Circuit’s customs.

You Ling was the Shiwei Protector-General. The Shiwei Protector-General’s Office originated from the pacified Shiwei tribe, neighbors to the Khitan people. It was said their ancestors also had Khitan blood. The Shiwei region was a place of mixed ethnicities where various tribes coexisted. Their customs were even more fierce than the Northwest’s, and anyone who could maintain the position of Shiwei Protector-General was no ordinary person.

These people had just arrived today, and Shen Xihe hadn’t met them yet. She wasn’t interested in them either. Hearing Xiao Huayong’s words, she merely nodded slightly in acknowledgment before continuing to read her travelogue.

Xiao Huayong washed his hands and face, changed into comfortable casual clothes, and walked over to stand behind Shen Xihe. Glancing at what she was reading, he saw it was about the Heishui region and said, “If Youyou want to learn about Heishui, why not ask me?”

It would be much more interesting than reading books.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but twitch her lips slightly and close the book as he suggested. She knew Xiao Huayong had been to Heishui – that’s where he’d obtained the gyrfalcon. He had stayed in Heishui for several months to catch it, learning about gyrfalcon habits and falconry from local people. Even with thorough preparation, it took over twenty days to subdue the gyrfalcon he’d set his sights on. According to Tian Yuan, he had several near-death experiences during that time.

“I was just casually reading some books when I had nothing else to do. Since I’ve been arranging accommodations for the Hebei Circuit’s Protectors and Protector-Generals these past few days, I happened to pick up this travelogue,” she explained. She hadn’t specifically sought to learn about Northeastern customs and traditions.

Without any particular goal in mind while browsing books, she had simply picked up one related to the people and matters she was currently dealing with, just to pass the time.

Although she now held power in the palace, being outside it meant she had fewer palace duties. Given her reputation for being difficult to approach and her junior status, the ladies of various families didn’t dare or need to seek her company. Shen Xihe enjoyed the peace, taking the opportunity to read her books.

“I misunderstood Youyou,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently. “I thought Youyou wanted to learn about the Northeast early.”

“Why would I need to learn about the Northeast?” Shen Xihe asked, then realized, “Planning seems rather premature…”

Xiao Huayong meant that she would one day rule the empire, whether as Empress or Empress Dowager. Either way, it would be natural for her to care about her realm then, so reading up now while she had time would prevent her from being overwhelmed when she eventually took charge.

“It’s not too early,” Xiao Huayong took a fan from Zhenzhu and gently fanned Shen Xihe. “Youyou should make plans from now so everything will come naturally later.”

Shen Xihe looked Xiao Huayong up and down: “Didn’t you say you would stay by my side? When you ascend the throne later, these matters will be yours to handle.”

She would only need to worry about state affairs if Xiao Huayong wasn’t around, or if they grew apart and governed separately. Otherwise, she preferred to remain unburdened.

“Of course, I’ll stay by your side,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand while continuing to fan with the other, lowering his gentle gaze to look at her soft fingertips resting unresistingly in his palm. “But I want to share the dragon throne with you, Emperor and Empress ruling together. Occasionally when I’m unwell or want to be lazy, I can ask Youyou to review memorials for me…”

They didn’t need to wait until later. Even now, Xiao Huayong often brought the memorials assigned to him to discuss with Shen Xihe, and many of his responses reflected her ideas. If Shen Xihe weren’t just the Crown Princess now but rather the Empress, Xiao Huayong would likely hand the brush directly to her to write the responses herself.

Shen Xihe’s bright eyes gazed calmly at Xiao Huayong, who maintained his gentle smile.

After a moment, Shen Xihe sighed softly: “Beichen, you are a contradictory person.”

On one hand, he firmly stated he would stay with her and not let her become a widow.

On the other hand, he spared no effort in preparing her for a future without him, training her to become a qualified ruler…

Chapter 607: Am I Truly So Important to You?
On the long table, plain white porcelain shone like jade, elegant and refined.

A few white peonies drooped in the vase, adorned with dewdrops, creating an elegant and pleasant scene.

Just like Shen Xihe’s sideways glance at him, it contained no impurities, all emotions visible.

Whether in the past when she was guarded against him, or now when they could be called honest with each other, Shen Xihe never disguised or concealed her emotions.

He could see her thoughts at a glance and smiled gently: “I did deliberately involve you in state affairs, but not for the reasons you think. I know your greatest concern is that human hearts can change and that once I hold great power, it might be disadvantageous to you or the Northwestern Shen family. I thought if I shared everything in my hands with you, perhaps it would set your mind at ease.”

In guiding Shen Xihe to understand more about court affairs, Xiao Huayong did indeed have some preparation for the future – if one day he was gone, she wouldn’t be overwhelmed. But more than that, it was as he said: the best reassurance was letting Shen Xihe hold power.

As long as she held great power, she naturally wouldn’t worry about or guard against him.

These words fell like light feathers on Shen Xihe’s heart lake, creating barely visible ripples.

“Aren’t you afraid that my ambitions might grow and become disadvantageous to you?” Just as she couldn’t be certain that Xiao Huayong wouldn’t be corrupted by power and wealth in the future, becoming unrecognizable, who could trust that she wouldn’t be the same?

This dynasty had once had an Empress, and throughout history, countless women loved and monopolized power.

“I trust you,” Xiao Huayong’s dark pupils held a gentle smile like thin mist. “You’re not that kind of person.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh, her laughter containing a sense of Xiao Huayong’s naive misunderstanding: “Beichen, many great villains in this world once had beautiful, kind aspects. Their transformation into monsters happened step by step.

Right now, though I’m not an evil person, I’m not a good person either.

In the future, I don’t know what I’ll encounter, whether I’ll remain the same, or… become grotesque.”

“As I said before, if one day you change, it must be my fault. Paying the price for that would be getting what I deserve.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes still sparkled with spirit.

Shen Xihe sighed inwardly. Looking at Xiao Huayong, she couldn’t help but be momentarily lost in thought. After an unknown time, she couldn’t help but voice the doubt hidden in her heart: “Am I truly so important to you?”

She really couldn’t understand what she had done to make Xiao Huayong so infatuated.

They say heroes can’t resist beautiful women, and Shen Xihe didn’t deny her charm, but in her understanding, someone like Xiao Huayong with his intelligence and methods should be commanding thousands of miles of mountains and rivers, pursuing grand ambitions to reach the throne.

She didn’t deny that Xiao Huayong was human and could have romantic feelings, but he shouldn’t be this romantic.

She finally asked this question, and Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but let out a low laugh from his chest. He sat down beside Shen Xihe: “I know how you see me, but you underestimate me.”

“Underestimate?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand.

“Those things you mentioned, though not effortless for me, aren’t difficult either.” Xiao Huayong said these breathtakingly arrogant words in a calm tone. “I was born to wealth and privilege. If I want power, even His Majesty would become my blade. Though not an emperor, with a bit of thought I could enjoy an emperor’s power over life and death.

Compared to the throne, longevity is probably harder to obtain. I’m not one to be sentimental about spring and autumn; I’ve done my utmost to cure the poison.

In life, nine out of ten things don’t go as wished. Perhaps this is the only thing in my life that hasn’t gone as wished. These years, traveling thousands of miles, before meeting you, I viewed life and death very lightly.”

Having grown detached from power, wealth, life, aging, sickness, and death, how could he have any obsessions?

He was just seeking to live freely and contentedly in his remaining years.

“Until I met you. I can’t say exactly what’s so good about you, nor do I understand why I care about you so much, wanting to be with you, wanting to cherish you in my heart.

If you ask me what you did to fascinate me, what charm you possess that made me sink so deeply, I cannot answer.

Everything is just… following my heart.”

In his life, after coming to terms with life and death, he just sought to follow his heart freely.

Perhaps everyone has their exception, just as Daji was to King Zhou, Shen Xihe was his exception.

If he hadn’t been poisoned in childhood, constantly surrounded by power struggles, and hadn’t seen through so many joys and sorrows, perhaps he would have become the person Shen Xihe imagined – a young man full of grand aspirations and lofty ambitions.

If he hadn’t met Shen Xihe, perhaps he would have been like ordinary men, following convention, taking wives and concubines, living without interest, with male-female relationships being merely decorative, dispensable.

Shen Xihe still didn’t understand. She admitted that Xiao Huayong was no longer ordinary in her heart, his importance comparable to her father and brothers. But it hadn’t reached the point where she could abandon everything for him.

Xiao Huayong’s feelings for her seemed as though if anything happened to her, he would follow her in death.

But she wouldn’t. Without Xiao Huayong she would naturally be grieved, would recall their time together in the future, but wouldn’t die for him, nor would she become devastated and forget who she was because of his absence.

She didn’t understand, and Xiao Huayong didn’t press the matter. The current state of their marriage already satisfied him.

Every day since their marriage, he felt truly alive, not detached from the mundane world coldly watching people’s struggles, occasionally meddling out of malicious amusement, followed by endless lonely solitude like snow.

The next day, the women of the four great Northeastern families, led by the Shiwei Protector-General’s You family, came to pay their respects. Shen Xihe met this Third Miss You who was reportedly favored by His Majesty for marriage to Prince Lie, Xiao Changying.

Unexpectedly, Third Miss You didn’t have a large frame and didn’t look robust. However, being from such a place, she lacked the delicate petiteness of Jiangnan ladies and the gentle restraint of capital noble ladies. She was tall, with a heroic air between her brows, wearing a men’s style collared robe, her movements clean and efficient.

Seeing Third Miss You reminded Shen Xihe of Bu Shulin.

After exchanging greetings and some pleasantries, Third Miss You’s younger sister, who appeared innocent and charming with fair skin, unlike her sister, said with a naive expression: “The Crown Princess is different from what others say. The Crown Princess is cultured and gentle as a spring breeze, yet those people said the Crown Princess was deeply scheming and ruthless…”

“Fifth Sister!” Third Miss You couldn’t help but scold in a low voice.

Speaking like this, hadn’t she just told Shen Xihe that they had specifically inquired about her character?

Chapter 608: I… I… Have No Other Intentions
Shen Xihe’s expression remained mild, with a faint, almost imperceptible smile playing at her lips. “Don’t rely on hearsay to know someone; don’t trust too easily when judging someone.”

One shouldn’t depend on rumors to know a person, nor should one be quick to trust when trying to understand someone.

While she wasn’t as deplorable as rumors suggested, she also wasn’t as gentle and kind as Fifth Lady You believed.

“Crown Princess’s words are golden wisdom, and most true. Fifth Sister is forthright by nature and means no offense. Please forgive her, Your Highness.” Third Lady You rose and attempted an awkward curtsy to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe could tell Third Lady You was a strong-willed woman who likely hadn’t learned proper feminine etiquette, probably having only hastily studied some basics before coming to the temporary palace for this audience.

“It’s no major issue. Since you came to meet me, naturally you would want to learn about my character. Coming without preparation could lead to unpleasant situations if taboos were violated, so your intentions were good.” Shen Xihe wasn’t so petty and didn’t find their behavior offensive.

Third Lady You’s expression relaxed as she pulled her sister back to their seats.

“The Crown Princess is kind and virtuous. No wonder His Majesty appointed Your Highness to manage the inner palace. It’s truly our fortune,” suddenly came a soft, flattering voice.

This was a plump beauty with skin like white jade, full and rounded in figure, wearing a goose-yellow jacket and skirt. Her features were gentle, her eyes bright and gleaming, remarkably similar to a piece of yellow amber Shen Xihe had recently admired – a kind of beauty that was pleasantly plump and delightful to behold.

Shen Xihe knew she was An Zhengyi, daughter of the Protector-General of Andong. Though the Protector-General had many wives and concubines with eight sons between them, this one daughter, despite being born of a concubine, was treasured by the entire household.

When An Zhengyi met Shen Xihe’s gaze, she revealed an eagerness to please and respect.

Shen Xihe gave her a slight smile, maintaining her composure.

For some reason, she felt An Zhengyi showed an inexplicable eagerness toward her that was completely absent in the other ladies. She couldn’t recall having any previous connection with the An family.

After chatting with them briefly, Shen Xihe dismissed them. She didn’t dwell on An Zhengyi’s constant flattery – whatever purpose she had would reveal itself eventually.

That night, following His Majesty’s instructions, Shen Xihe arranged a welcoming banquet with some singing and dancing performances.

“First there was the Turk invasion, then the assassination attempt at Xiangguo Temple, and now the drought in Dengzhou affecting hundreds of li,” Emperor Youning suddenly spoke in a heavy tone. “With such successive misfortunes, I think we need a joyous occasion to counter them.”

After several rounds of drinks, the Emperor appeared to be in high spirits. While many were curious about the “joyous occasion” he mentioned, no one expected Emperor Youning to publicly announce the marriage between Xiao Changying and You Wenjun.

You Wenjun seemed to have anticipated this and showed no hesitation, rising with her father to thank the Emperor for his grace.

Only Xiao Changying appeared completely caught off guard, frozen in place by the Emperor’s sudden marriage decree.

Xiao Changqing’s eyes also flashed with surprise, but he recovered quickly, smiling at his rigid brother at the neighboring table: “Brother, are you overcome with joy? Quickly thank His Majesty!”

Xiao Changying finally came to his senses. He instinctively wanted to look at Shen Xihe, but after barely turning his neck, his rationality stopped him. If he looked at Shen Xihe at this moment, who wouldn’t see through his feelings? How would others view his relationship with Shen Xihe?

What purpose would it serve except to add to her stigma?

The Emperor used “countering misfortune” as his reason, leaving no room for refusal. Moreover, the bride was You family’s eldest legitimate daughter. Fortunately, he had already planned to take a wife, though the Emperor’s sudden announcement without prior notice caught him unprepared. He stood up: “Thank you for Your Majesty’s grace.”

Originally, he had planned to be upfront with his future wife beforehand. If she still wished to marry him after knowing everything, he couldn’t be blamed for being unfaithful.

Now that wasn’t possible. However, this was the Emperor’s bestowed grace, not his pursuit. Given the You family’s current status, why would they enter these troubled waters unless they sought this glory themselves?

His Majesty had many princes, and the Crown Prince was said to die young. He and the You family had no prior relationship to speak of. At this time, marrying into the royal family – the You family must have their agenda.

They had already become the leading power in the Northeast frontier, far from royal court politics and wanting for nothing.

Third Lady You was already seventeen – at this age, if she had wanted to, she would have been married long ago…

Thinking this way, Xiao Changying felt less guilty. Others chose this path; he was merely chosen. There was no reason to devote himself to someone he hadn’t chosen.

“Your Majesty, we’ve all brought our children to the capital. You mustn’t show favoritism,” At this moment, the Protector-General of Andong An Jingnan stood up. Having been Emperor Youning’s guard in his youth, and then achieving merit alongside him to reach his current position, he couldn’t help showing some roguish behavior when the Emperor was in a good mood.

Emperor Youning wasn’t angry at all, pointing at him playfully while mock-scolding: “When have I ever shortchanged you? Just say it – which family’s son has caught your eye? I’ll certainly arrange the marriage for you.”

An Jingnan laughed heartily, telling An Zhengyi: “Daughter, quickly take this chance to ask His Majesty to make a decision. Once this moment passes, beware that His Majesty might not acknowledge it.”

In the entire court, perhaps only An Jingnan dared speak to Emperor Youning this way, and peculiarly, His Majesty enjoyed his manner, never considering it disrespectful.

An Zhengyi stood up, appearing uneasy and nervous, asking softly: “Your Majesty, can you arrange a marriage for your humble servant with whoever I admire?”

“Tell me first. If there’s mutual affection, I’ll certainly help fulfill it,” Emperor Youning said kindly.

An Zhengyi was silent for a moment, then seemingly gathering all her courage, stepped out from behind her table and performed a deep bow before the Emperor: “Your Majesty, your servant saw someone in childhood who appeared divine, and since then has viewed all other men as ordinary. Seeing him again now, I fell in love at first sight and cannot forget him. Your servant knows this gentleman holds no place in his heart for me. However, since Your Majesty asks, I dare not deceive you and must express my feelings, regardless of the outcome, so as not to waste this admiration.”

Her determined and desperate all-or-nothing gesture made everyone present curious about the object of her affection.

“A general’s daughter, frank and sincere,” Emperor Youning praised. “Go ahead and speak – I’ll help arrange it.”

An Zhengyi, who had been keeping her head down, suddenly looked up. Her features were as delicate as a painting, her eyes slightly moving: “Your Majesty, your servant admires the Crown Prince’s dragon-like bearing and phoenix-like countenance.”

The statement caused tremendous shock, with everyone drawing in sharp breaths.

The Crown Prince was already married, and An Zhengyi, being a concubine’s daughter, though favored, wasn’t qualified to be Crown Princess. However, she was more than suitable to be a secondary consort in the Eastern Palace.

Since An Zhengyi had spoken up, she was naturally willing to enter the Eastern Palace as a secondary consort.

At once, everyone looked toward the Eastern Palace couple.

Shen Xihe’s expression remained peaceful, her eyes quiet and undisturbed, showing no ripples.

The Crown Prince, however, suddenly burst into violent coughing, his face anxious and alarmed. Seemingly forgetting where he was, he clutched Shen Xihe’s sleeve, stuttering almost pleadingly: “I… I… have absolutely… no other… intentions…”

Everyone: …

Chapter 609: Your Majesty, She Has Become Wary
Many people knew very little about their Crown Prince. After all, who would pay much attention to a Crown Prince who existed in name only, hanging by a thread in a Taoist temple for twelve years? Moreover, with the virtual extinction of the previous Empress’s clan – Prince Xiao Huayong’s maternal relatives on the surface – even fewer people thought of the Crown Prince.

Though Xiao Huayong had been back for two years, their strongest impression of him during this time was his frailty – fainting frequently and coughing at the slightest breeze. If they found anything commendable about Xiao Huayong, it was that he was “obedient.”

Xiao Huayong possessed neither great wisdom nor exceptional skill, but he could listen to his ministers’ advice. Thus, he handled all tasks assigned by His Majesty quite satisfactorily.

This trait was undoubtedly what court officials favored most in a ruler. The ambitious saw him as easily manipulated, while loyal patriots found him reasonable. In short, Xiao Huayong’s impression of the court officials so far was one of mediocrity – a good heir apparent who would surely become a mild-mannered ruler who heeded his ministers.

Regarding Xiao Huayong’s romantic affairs, since he had followed Shen Xihe to the Northwest despite his illness, the officials knew the Crown Prince held a deep affection for the Crown Princess, and they didn’t speculate much beyond that.

Today, seeing the Crown Prince’s extreme reaction to learning a lady admired him, clutching the Crown Princess’s sleeve like an abandoned cat, their expressions grew quite complex.

Throughout the great hall, everyone harbored different thoughts. Most were speechless, Emperor Youning maintained an unchanged expression with no one able to guess his thoughts, Xiao Changqing lowered his head to stare at his full wine cup, and Xiao Changying’s lips twitched involuntarily.

Bu Shulin held his wine cup, mouth agape, his expression somewhat comical.

Tianyuan, Zhao Zhenghao, Cui Jinbai, and others struggled to maintain normal expressions.

Only Shen Xihe lowered her gaze to the two fingers gripping her sleeve embroidered with plantain leaves, then slowly raised her eyes to meet Xiao Huayong’s still-coughing, anxious yet careful gaze, and couldn’t help but sigh inwardly.

He was acting again.

She took out her handkerchief, handed it to Xiao Huayong, and patted his back: “I believe you.”

The couple seemed oblivious to others’ presence. If Emperor Youning were to ask again whether Xiao Huayong would accept An Zhengyi’s devotion, it would be tactless.

Taking concubines was legal in their dynasty, but elders interfering in their children’s domestic affairs was unseemly. Unless there were no heirs after many years of marriage, even the royal family wouldn’t intervene much in princes taking concubines.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had only been married for a few months, far too early to doubt Shen Xihe’s ability to provide an heir. Moreover, Shen Xihe had committed no wrongs.

Xiao Huayong himself was unwilling, and given his “weak constitution,” how could a caring father burden him with more women?

“Seventh Son is unwell, he should return to rest early,” the usually quiet Empress Dowager spoke up with concern, seeing Xiao Huayong’s persistent cough, though it was weakening.

Xiao Huayong naturally stood up, half-leaning on Shen Xihe, coughing while apologizing to the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning. He left with Shen Xihe, leaving the An father and daughter quite awkward in the hall.

Back in their palace, Shen Xihe immediately pushed away Xiao Huayong, who had been taking advantage of their closeness under the guise of illness and stared intently at his face.

Xiao Huayong grew uncomfortable under her gaze: “Why are you staring at me like this, Youyou?”

“I’m admiring Your Highness’s unparalleled beauty, which captured a maiden’s heart with just one childhood glimpse, leaving her forever pining,” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows.

Xiao Huayong touched his handsome face: “You believe that, Youyou?”

Then his eyes shifted: “Youyou, you’re jealous.”

His midnight-black pupils were kind and full of joy and excitement. Shen Xihe gave a light laugh, shaking her head slightly, too lazy to argue with him.

After being married for so long, how could Shen Xihe not know that sometimes this man would disregard facts and twist black and white once he settled on something that pleased him?

“We’re husband and wife, Youyou needn’t be shy.” Xiao Huayong’s tall, slender frame leaned toward Shen Xihe, wearing a gleeful smile.

Shen Xihe quickly stepped back, causing Xiao Huayong to stumble, nearly losing his balance.

After retreating, Shen Xihe walked steadily inward, with Xiao Huayong hurrying after her: “Youyou, how could someone as clever as you believe her nonsense? She’s just a pawn moved by His Majesty to control you.”

Shen Xihe sat down and looked up at him: “I know. In their eyes, you have nothing but your looks.”

Xiao Huayong: …

Though Shen Xihe spoke the truth – this was indeed the impression he deliberately cultivated – hearing it from his beloved somehow didn’t sit right with the Crown Prince.

True, Xiao Huayong was the Crown Prince, but the problem was that he was a Crown Prince who wouldn’t last long, destined to die soon. Besides Shen Xihe, only someone like Xiao Wenxi, who already admired him and knew his true nature, would be willing to marry him.

Even if others wanted to marry him, their families wouldn’t agree.

Not only would they become widows shortly after entering the Eastern Palace, but they couldn’t help their families at all. When the new emperor ascended the throne, if he were petty, wouldn’t he view such marriages as their families betting on the Crown Prince, thus offending the new emperor?

These all required careful consideration, so despite Xiao Huayong’s outstanding looks and noble status, no one had designs on him.

An Zhengyi’s claim of wanting to be his secondary consort based on one childhood glimpse – she could only be a secondary consort due to her status and couldn’t reveal this before his marriage – might have fooled many, but not Shen Xihe.

Marrying Xiao Huayong meant likely becoming a living widow soon. They had all investigated what kind of person she, Shen Xihe, was. Unless An Zhengyi truly had uncontrollable, deep feelings for Xiao Huayong, why would she rush into the Eastern Palace?

But deep feelings from one childhood glimpse? How ridiculous.

For the An father and daughter to put on such a show, His Majesty must have promised them something, aiming to plant a spy in the Eastern Palace while keeping Shen Xihe in check.

Your Majesty had truly begun to fear her.

Shen Xihe didn’t take An Zhengyi seriously, but the next day rumors spread through the temporary palace, nearly driving Ziyu to violence.

“How dare they spread such tales about you, Your Highness! They’re saying Consort Xiufei also wanted to marry into the Eastern Palace but you left her stranded in the wilderness overnight, nearly killing her. Now that Miss An has publicly declared her feelings for the Crown Prince, she’s surely in for trouble, maybe even risking her life…” Ziyu nearly lost her mind with anger upon hearing these words.

What kind of monster were they making their Crown Princess out to be?

“No wonder she dared to petition me to my face.” Shen Xihe gave Xiao Huayong a faint smile.

Yesterday’s petition, today’s rumors – they were meant to prevent Shen Xihe from targeting her. If anything happened to her, it would be blamed on Shen Xihe. Such a narrow-minded Crown Princess who disregarded the bigger picture and abused her power – how could she be qualified to manage the palace?

Chapter 610: Death Countdown
Shen Xihe smiled lightly at such petty tactics, feeling it would be a waste of energy to engage with them.

With a gentle lift of her water sleeve and an indifferent expression, Shen Xihe stood behind the long table, head slightly bowed as she gently stirred the ink she was grinding. This was a new type of fragrant ink she had created, producing a refined and mind-clearing aroma when ground.

“Your Highness… don’t you plan to deal with her?” Ziyu watched the composed Shen Xihe, who appeared utterly calm without even furrowing her brow. Yet Ziyu sensed a kind of disdain emanating from her very bones.

Complete disdain for An Zhengyi.

Having prepared the ink, Shen Xihe picked up her brush. The soft tip rolled once in the thick, fragrant ink. She gently scraped off the excess before writing a character on the prepared white paper in one fluid motion.

As if not hearing Ziyu’s words, Shen Xihe examined her writing and commented: “The ink is good.”

Shen Xihe had researched fragrant ink for a long time and had previously produced products, but none had met her standards. The ordinary fragrant ink sold at Duhuo Tower wasn’t what she would use herself. This time, the fragrant ink finally met her requirements.

Now she could proceed with the next phase of research.

Xie Yunhuai had obtained a strange flower in the Western Regions. Its fragrance could refresh the mind, yet many who grew it died of poisoning after years of exposure.

Though these people all died of poisoning, because they weren’t in the same location and the flower wasn’t toxic when ingested, no one had thought deeply about the fragrance. Only when Xie Yunhuai visited several places and heard similar stories, all involving households with this flower, did he realize the fragrance might be responsible.

Such an extraordinary method of invisible killing particularly pleased Shen Xihe. She wanted to find a way to incorporate the flower’s fragrance into the ink, but first needed a superior ink that people would cherish.

Whether the deaths were caused by the flower’s fragrance was still being verified. Shen Xihe wasn’t in a hurry. She would first sell this harmless, premium, fragrant ink at Duhuo Tower.

She handed the formula to Hongyu: “Make a batch and put it in Duhuo Tower.”

First, establish the fragrant ink’s reputation. If the flower’s unique fragrance truly existed and could be incorporated into ink, when Shen Xihe needed to use it, she would have proof that it wasn’t related to her fragrant ink. As for making the poisonous and non-poisonous versions indistinguishable, she would figure that out after obtaining the flower.

“Your Highness…” Ziyu couldn’t help calling out, unable to bear seeing anyone bully Shen Xihe.

Knowing Ziyu’s desire to right this wrong on her behalf, Shen Xihe looked down at the character she had written: “Can you recognize it?”

Ziyu craned her neck to look, frowning: “Endure?”

“No, not endure.” Zhenzhu also looked, noticing a missing dot, and quickly realized, “It’s ‘unbearable.'”

“With a knife hanging over Your Highness’s heart, how can you endure her?” Biyu immediately understood Shen Xihe’s meaning.

An Zhengyi, wanting to marry into the Eastern Palace and having designs on the Crown Prince – impure designs at that – wasn’t this like stabbing a knife into Shen Xihe’s heart?

Ziyu’s eyes lit up upon hearing this: “Your Highness, how shall we get revenge?”

Shen Xihe had already picked up her teacup. After taking a small sip and setting it down, she spoke casually: “No need to actively trip her up. Having created this situation, she surely isn’t just trying to prevent me from easily dealing with her.”

“Hmm?” Ziyu didn’t understand.

Zhenzhu furrowed her brow in thought before saying, “Her goal is to marry into the Eastern Palace. The Crown Prince won’t agree, and you and the Crown Prince are still newlyweds. Neither His Majesty nor the Empress Dowager would arbitrarily add someone to the Eastern Palace. She only has one way to enter.”

“What way?” Ziyu grew more confused.

Biyu suddenly understood: “Make the Eastern Palace… no, make Her Highness feel guilty toward her!”

“Make Her Highness feel guilty toward her?” Ziyu thought this was delusional. “Has she gone mad?”

Zhenzhu glanced at her, then said to Shen Xihe: “This servant will go watch her.”

Though there was no evidence of what Shen Xihe had done to Consort Xiu, everyone knew about it – an inerasable show of dominance.

An Zhengyi was using this to position herself as the vulnerable party. Next, she would just need to find an opportunity to harm herself severely, frame Shen Xihe, and make everyone believe Shen Xihe was behind it, just like Consort Xiu. Though no evidence could be found, everyone would know Shen Xihe was responsible.

This way, His Majesty would have to appease the An family. With the previous Consort Xiu incident, Shen Xihe’s domineering behavior could anger His Majesty enough to forcibly marry the victim, An Zhengyi, into the Eastern Palace.

“Watch her closely. If necessary…” Shen Xihe slowly raised her downcast eyelids, her obsidian-like deep black eyes meeting Zhenzhu’s gaze. Though without any killing intent, they were like a bottomless abyss that struck terror in one’s heart.

“This servant understands.” Zhenzhu departed immediately.

If An Zhengyi truly had a next step, waiting until her groundwork was laid to plan self-harm and frame Shen Xihe, then let her be caught in her web, turn self-harm into suicide!

Once dead, she would have no more inappropriate thoughts. This would also serve as both a warning and a counterattack against His Majesty.

As for whether Shen Xihe was the killer, everything required evidence. Without evidence, they couldn’t rashly charge the Crown Princess with murder.

Zhenzhu had barely left when she returned, looking troubled: “Your Highness, Miss An has fallen from the rockery. It’s said the Second Young Lady pushed her.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze sharpened.

An Zhengyi moved quickly. Shen Xihe had thought An Zhengyi spread those rumors to target her, but unexpectedly, she was quite clever, luring Shen Yingruo over to be her scapegoat.

Shen Xihe had underestimated An Zhengyi. After the Western incident, His Majesty had already begun to fear her, and adding someone to the Eastern Palace was his preferred solution. His Majesty had informed his trusted ministers, and An Zhengyi was the first to step forward and accept the mission.

An Zhengyi had learned from His Majesty exactly how capable Shen Xihe was, so she wouldn’t directly confront her.

Yesterday at the banquet, she deliberately expressed admiration for the Crown Prince, expecting the Crown Prince and Shen Xihe would refuse her entry to the Eastern Palace. She then used the Consort Xiu incident to paint herself as pitiful.

She knew that when these rumors reached Shen Xihe’s ears, Shen Xihe would surely guess she might gradually force the Eastern Palace to accept her. In a confrontation with Shen Xihe, her chances of winning were slim.

Therefore, she had early on sent word early to Shen Yingruo, letting her know it was she who deliberately spread the rumors. Unexpectedly, Shen Yingruo remained calm upon hearing this and didn’t seek her out for questioning, forcing her to use Liu Sanzhi’s spy network to arrange a “chance encounter” with Shen Yingruo.

Choosing the right moment, she deliberately provoked Shen Yingruo. Shen Yingruo’s composure again surprised her by not retaliating, only trying to leave. An Zhengyi took advantage of the moment when Shen Yingruo brushed past her to fall from the rockery.



Chapter 611: Let Her Marry Into the Eastern Palace
“Sister…” Shen Xihe rushed to the scene immediately. Upon seeing her, Shen Yingruo called out softly before lowering her head in shame.

“Zhenzhu, go inside with Axi and check,” Shen Xihe commanded.

After the incident, An Zhengyi’s injuries were too severe to move her, so she was carried to the nearest rest pavilion with a viewing area. The Imperial Physician and Shen Xihe arrived nearly simultaneously, having just gone inside.

Shen Xihe glanced at her and said simply: “Don’t worry.”

After these two words, Shen Xihe went to the pavilion atop the rockery from which An Zhengyi had fallen. She examined the trail of evidence, but because it was summer, the path paved with blue stones hadn’t retained even the slightest trace that could benefit Shen Yingruo’s case.

After a brief inspection, as Shen Xihe was descending, His Majesty arrived with several Imperial Princes and ministers. Today being a court day, Prince Xiao Huayong had also attended and now arrived with them. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, he walked to her side.

After exchanging proper greetings, Emperor Youning asked: “What happened?”

“Your child also does not know the full circumstances,” Shen Xihe replied evenly. “This matter involves both Huaiyang and Lady An. Currently, only Huaiyang is present. For the sake of fairness, perhaps we should wait until Lady An regains consciousness, so both can present their accounts to Your Majesty together.”

Shen Xihe’s words caused Emperor Youning, who had been about to question Shen Yingruo, to fall silent before giving a slight nod.

Shen Yingruo kept her head lowered without speaking, though her heart gradually steadied. She knew that since An Zhengyi had gone to such lengths, this matter certainly wouldn’t end simply. Not yet knowing the full extent of An Zhengyi’s injuries, she was uncertain how to handle the situation.

With Shen Xihe now standing beside her, she inexplicably felt reassured, and her thoughts began to clear.

Emperor Youning waited outside with his entourage for approximately a quarter-hour. The Imperial Physician-in-Chief emerged first, followed closely by Zhenzhu and Axi. Zhenzhu’s gaze toward Shen Xihe carried a gravity that spoke volumes.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly, thinking to herself: It seems An Zhengyi has indeed wagered everything on this.

“Your subject pays respects—”

“Rise. Tell me, how is Lady An?” Emperor Youning interrupted the Imperial Physician-in-Chief.

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief bowed and replied: “Your Majesty, Lady An appears to have suffered severe injuries recently to her lower abdomen. Today’s fall from height caused her lower abdomen to strike against a sharp point of the rockery. With new injuries compounding old ones, while her life isn’t in danger, however…”

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief trailed off here, seeming unsure how to continue.

“Please give us a clear answer about my daughter’s condition,” An Jingnan hurriedly implored.

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief looked questioningly at Emperor Youning, who commanded: “Speak plainly.”

“Lady An’s injuries have affected her internal organs. In the future, she will likely be unable to bear children,” the Imperial Physician-in-Chief replied with clear sympathy in his tone.

Shen Xihe looked toward Zhenzhu, who gave a confirming nod.

An Zhengyi’s injuries were indeed severe. While her life wasn’t in danger, the area crucial for bearing children had sustained extensive damage. She might be able to conceive but would be unable to carry to term, effectively losing the ability to become a mother.

However, Zhenzhu suspected this wasn’t caused by the current incident. An Zhengyi’s old wound was from an arrow, and it likely had already rendered her unable to bear children. But they lacked evidence, and as an official of the Crown Princess, Zhenzhu couldn’t voice these suspicions without it appearing as deflection, given that the Crown Princess’s sister was involved in causing An Zhengyi’s new injuries.

Without Zhenzhu needing to explain, Shen Xihe understood that for An Zhengyi to make such a desperate gambit, she must have already been incapable of bearing children. This explained why she dared to pursue a position in the Eastern Palace despite knowing the Crown Prince might not live long.

Although women’s status in the current dynasty had improved somewhat compared to previous eras, an unmarried woman who couldn’t bear children, especially from such a family, was essentially discarded by her clan. Even marrying her off to secure connections with talented but humble families would be unreliable.

An Zhengyi clearly understood this. It happened that at this moment, His Majesty needed someone to enter the Eastern Palace, and she needed to create new value for herself.

“Your Majesty…” An Jingnan heard this and broke down in tears. He didn’t plead for justice or cry for the Emperor to pass judgment, but his grief and implicit supplication were all the more moving for their restraint.

“When will Lady An regain consciousness?” Emperor Youning asked in a deep voice.

“This…” the Imperial Physician-in-Chief looked toward Sui Axi. “Lady An was in unbearable pain, so Young Master Sui administered acupuncture for pain relief.”

Sui Axi bowed and replied: “Your Majesty, Lady An can be awakened at any time.”

He needed only to adjust the needles to bring An Zhengyi back to consciousness, and the acupuncture would also temporarily numb her pain.

Emperor Youning then led his group inside.

Sui Axi adjusted the acupuncture points for An Zhengyi, and she soon awakened. Due to Sui Axi’s needles still being in place, though An Zhengyi was pale, she showed little sign of suffering.

Having granted special permission for her to remain half-reclined, Emperor Youning looked between Shen Yingruo and An Zhengyi and asked: “What caused the conflict between you two?”

An Zhengyi, permitted to remain half-lying down, lowered her head without speaking, appearing as fragile as a porcelain doll that might shatter at the slightest touch.

“Your Majesty.” Shen Yingruo stepped forward with a straight posture. Her gaze was steady and direct: “Lady An sought out Huaiyang of her own accord and spoke inappropriately, even saying many unjust things about my sister, attempting to drive a wedge between us. Huaiyang didn’t understand Lady An’s motives and could only try to avoid her. Although the pavilion entrance was narrow, Huaiyang is certain she never made contact with Lady An. Yet as Huaiyang was passing by, Lady An suddenly fell backward.

When it happened, only Huaiyang and her wet nurse were present, along with Lady An and her maid. From below, it might have appeared as though Huaiyang pushed Lady An down.

Huaiyang has grown up in the palace since childhood, blessed by Your Majesty’s favor, and has never dared to be arrogant. In more than ten years, she has never even raised her voice in anger. Your Majesty knows better than anyone what kind of person Huaiyang is. Please judge this matter.”

While Shen Yingruo indeed wasn’t an aggressive or domineering person, given the severity of An Zhengyi’s injuries, the matter couldn’t be dismissed solely based on Shen Yingruo’s usual character.

Emperor Youning questioned Shen Yingruo’s wet nurse, Madam Tan. Her account matched Shen Yingruo’s exactly. However, An Zhengyi and her maid gave a different version: An Zhengyi had wanted to marry into the Eastern Palace and asked Shen Yingruo to speak to Shen Xihe on her behalf, but Shen Yingruo became angry and pushed An Zhengyi down.

Each side maintained its story, with no other witnesses. An Zhengyi had suffered such severe injuries, while An Jingnan stood to the side, continuously lamenting his failure to properly educate his daughter.

If An Zhengyi had only suffered surface injuries, or even if she had sustained internal injuries but could recover, the matter could be settled with appropriate compensation. But the current situation left An Zhengyi unable to bear children – an irreparable injury for an unmarried woman.

“Crown Princess, what is your opinion on how this matter should be resolved?” Emperor Youning decided to ask Shen Xihe directly.

First, it involved Shen Yingruo, and second, as a matter concerning women and given Shen Xihe’s authority over palace affairs, she should handle it.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly: “Your Majesty, this matter cannot be determined who is right or wrong. Lady An’s injuries are extremely severe, and she won’t be able to find a good match in the future. The current solution, a compromise that benefits both sides, would be to have Lady An enter the Eastern Palace.”

No one had expected Shen Xihe to directly propose accepting An Zhengyi’s marriage into the Eastern Palace. Many people realized this might have been An Zhengyi’s ultimate goal, but they thought achieving it would still require much negotiation.

After all, Shen Xihe hadn’t injured An Zhengyi, and Shen Yingruo wasn’t close to Shen Xihe. If Shen Xihe ignored the matter, at worst, Emperor Youning would simply punish Shen Yingruo.

“Is this truly your wish?” Emperor Youning also showed uncertainty and surprise.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe nodded.

“Sister…” Shen Yingruo had just opened her mouth when Shen Xihe shot her a sharp glance.

“Jingnan, what do you and your daughter think?” Emperor Youning asked An Jingnan and his daughter.

An Jingnan looked at An Zhengyi, who lowered her head shyly: “We defer to Your Majesty’s decision.”

“Seventh Son, do you agree?” Emperor Youning finally asked Xiao Huayong.

Since Shen Xihe had made her statement, Xiao Huayong had been staring at her unwaveringly. Shen Xihe met his gaze calmly. As husband and wife’s eyes met, one remained peaceful and undisturbed while the other roiled with anger.

Only when Emperor Youning questioned him did Xiao Huayong clench his fists: “Your Majesty, I refuse!”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong bowed and left.

“Your Majesty, the Crown Prince is momentarily angry that your child made this decision without first consulting him,” Shen Xihe hurriedly explained. “I will go persuade the Crown Prince now.”



Chapter 612: The Crown Prince Needs Comforting
Xiao Huayong was tall with long legs, and in his anger, his swift strides were impossible for Shen Xihe to catch up to.

From his hurried tall silhouette to the flutter of his robe around the corner, he vanished from her sight in what seemed like just a few blinks.

“Your Highness, the Crown Prince doesn’t appear to have returned to his chambers,” Zhenzhu, following closely behind Shen Xihe, looked in the direction where Xiao Huayong had disappeared.

Instead of following Xiao Huayong’s path, Shen Xihe turned in another direction.

Though the temporary palace couldn’t compare to the imperial palace, it was still vast, with countless places where Xiao Huayong might go. Yet Shen Xihe had an inexplicable certainty about where he would be.

At the foot of the mountain in a flat valley, there was a crystal-clear stream. Less than a hundred meters from the stream was a grove of flat-growing trees that Xiao Huayong had discovered by chance and later mysteriously shown to Shen Xihe.

Mountains stretched like a screen, water flowed like a ribbon, and the blue sky reflected like a mirror.

There were bird songs and fragrant flowers, colorful butterflies dancing; monkeys nimbly leaping through branches, and great birds soaring majestically across the sky…

Now, reflected in the water was a solitary figure standing with hands clasped behind his back.

A breeze from the distant mountains stirred his robes, emphasizing his cold aloofness that seemed to keep people thousands of miles away.

He was angry, very angry.

Shen Xihe glanced sideways at Zhenzhu, who understood and stopped, standing opposite Tianyuan.

Her gauze skirt brushing the grass, Shen Xihe silently walked to Xiao Huayong’s front, standing beside him. Her gaze moved from far to near, lowering to their reflections in the water, watching him on the water’s surface.

Xiao Huayong had been waiting for Shen Xihe to speak, but after waiting for who knows how long, she seemed to have nothing to say to him, just quietly standing by his side.

Originally maintaining his composure, Xiao Huayong straightened his neck, trying hard to control his head which never seemed to obey him when it came to Shen Xihe, but his eyes still couldn’t help turning toward her.

This scene was caught by Shen Xihe, who was watching the water’s surface, and she couldn’t help letting out a light laugh.

Hearing her laugh, Xiao Huayong finally noticed his small movements completely exposed in the water’s reflection. His cheeks hollowed immediately, his anger turning to embarrassed fury. He turned to leave but felt resistance on his sleeve.

Though his heart told him to forcefully break free and leave decisively, his feet instantly stopped. This was beside the stream – if he used force and she couldn’t steady herself, would she fall headfirst into the water? Would she catch a cold? Would she get hurt? Would she happen to encounter a poisonous snake in the water…

These unstoppable worries, even if imaginary, were enough to make him anxious. Xiao Huayong despised himself for being this way, but he couldn’t change it, nor did he want to.

“It was my fault,” Shen Xihe spoke softly. “Please don’t be angry?”

Xiao Huayong wasn’t pretending or throwing a tantrum – he was truly hurt. The moment Shen Xihe suggested letting An Zhengyi enter the Eastern Palace, it felt like a sharp sword had pierced his heart, the constricting pain making him dizzy for a moment.

How could she? How could she use him as a bargaining chip, as an object to protect the Shen family?

He knew she had married him after weighing the pros and cons. All along, he had been the one pursuing, the one being willful, just hoping and begging for her to treat him a little better.

In her heart, he naturally couldn’t compare to her closest family. He knew deeply that if one day she had to choose between him and the Shen family, she would choose the Shen family without hesitation.

That was where she was raised, where she had over a decade of dependence and emotional roots. He wasn’t foolish enough to think he could easily shake that. But her unhesitating decision to have him take a concubine for Shen Yingruo’s sake still pierced his heart like thousands of arrows.

After running wildly all the way here, the cold wind passing brought some rationality. He vaguely guessed she might have other intentions in doing this, but the heartache was real. He had thought he could be a bit colder because of it, but with just one soft word from her, not even an apology, all his grievances and anger instantly vanished.

Xiao Huayong, oh Xiao Huayong, you are something.

With a bitter and helpless sigh in his heart, Xiao Huayong’s last pride could only make him press his lips together in silence.

Though he still maintained a stern face, Shen Xihe could sense his softening. She gradually took hold of his sleeve, pulling his hand, sliding down along his sleeve to hold his hand. When he made a pretense of pulling away, Shen Xihe quickly followed, holding on tighter.

Just this simple action warmed Xiao Huayong’s heart. His tense cheeks felt somewhat sore as he tried hard to control his rising smile.

Shen Xihe pretended not to notice his restraint, lowering her head to also hide her blooming smile: “Beichen, you once spoke of the friendship between Pan and Yang. Though I don’t fully believe it, I do dream of such a thing. I know such an eternal beautiful story can’t be created by one person alone. I’m willing to work together with you. Whether or not we can reach that point, when we look back in the future, we’ll have no regrets.”

Yes, Shen Xihe still didn’t believe, but she was willing to try. Before, it had been just a legend to her. Legends are always part of promoting beauty, and Shen Xihe even thought that while Pan and Yang appeared to remain constant until the end of their lives, who could know the process? Had no one ever wavered?

She had never deeply believed in love between men and women, nor had she ever yearned for it. However, she was after all a living person, and having met someone like Xiao Huayong who cared so much, even if she didn’t believe, she was willing to try.

The drifting clouds and fragrant breeze couldn’t compare to his utterly gentle gaze as he looked up.

Their eyes met, hers containing a smile as she gazed deeply at him: “About what happened earlier, I have other ways to resolve it, and even if I didn’t, I still have you. But no matter what we do, at most, we can only teach the An family a lesson.”

Xiao Huayong’s mind was full of the phrase “I still have you,” barely hearing anything else, his smile no longer containable.

Shen Xihe was also infected by his pure joy, her smile deepening: “Even if the entire An family were to fall, it wouldn’t be satisfying enough for me. Behind this matter is His Majesty. Today we block An Zhengyi, tomorrow there will be Zhao Zhengyi, Qian Zhengyi…

I don’t like getting entangled in one matter with people. Since His Majesty has made his move, there’s no reason to show favoritism just because he is His Majesty.”

Sweet-hearted Xiao Huayong had completely forgotten his anger at Shen Xihe for promising to let An Zhengyi enter the Eastern Palace without his consent. Now he felt it wasn’t a big deal at all, his heart and eyes full of his radiant wife: “What do you want to do?”

Whatever you want to do, I’ll support you.

Shen Xihe didn’t lack people who indulged her without limits – since childhood, both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had treated her this way.

But Xiao Huayong’s way truly made her heart joyful: “Once His Majesty establishes your relationship with Lady An, I’ll send Lady An to the dragon bed. First Consort Shu, now Lady An – I’ll make His Majesty lose all face!”

Chapter 613: Everything Is Ready, Just Waiting for the East Wind
“You…” Xiao Huayong was stunned for a moment.

He knew that Shen Xihe’s acquiescence to their wishes surely had her purpose, but he never imagined she was waiting until after the formal arrangement was set to put His Majesty in an awkward position.

This was different from the Consort Su matter. After all, Consort Su hadn’t gone through official channels. His Majesty taking Consort Su was one thing, but An Zhengyi being officially betrothed to the Eastern Palace by His Majesty himself, then climbing into the dragon bed before the wedding – such a thing would be shocking even in common households, let alone the imperial family.

Raising her eyes slightly, her stunningly beautiful face remained calm and unperturbed, but her deep gaze revealed a frightening ruthlessness: “I said, I dislike matters going back and forth endlessly. Better to settle everything at once.”

After this incident, she believed His Majesty would learn his lesson. With the disaster situation so urgent, yet still having the mind to come to make things difficult for her, even if this had been arranged before the disaster, it was enough to make Shen Xihe disgusted.

This was always how she handled matters. She never actively started conflicts, nor was she one to uphold moral standards. For instance, though she looked down on Yu Sangning’s methods and conduct, as long as Yu Sangning didn’t cross her path, she wouldn’t extend her hand, because at her core, she was a solitary person.

The injustices of the world and the good or evil of irrelevant people had nothing to do with her.

Yet such a person was accustomed to striking swiftly and fatally against enemies who came at her.

The cool breeze by the stream carried the fragrance of trees on both sides, lifting her hair. Her beautiful face showed an innate pride that left Xiao Huayong entranced.

Against the green mountains and blue waters, she wore a moon-white short gown, her cyan-colored shawl billowing in the wind as if merging with the landscape, causing Xiao Huayong to lose himself in sight.

“How do you plan to proceed?” Scheming against His Majesty was no ordinary matter – His Majesty was vigilant himself, surrounded by imperial guards and Liu Sanzhi.

In earlier years, when eunuchs held power, every kind of poison had been attempted. For His Majesty to survive until today, how could he be easily schemed against? Moreover, to scheme against His Majesty without leaving any trace of evidence was even more difficult.

“His Majesty will be wary of covert plots, so we’ll use overt schemes instead.” Shen Xihe’s eyes, dark and brilliant like black obsidian, sparkled with hints of amusement that could instantly captivate one’s soul.

Taking the dazed Crown Prince’s hand, Shen Xihe led him back: “Let’s return, His Majesty is waiting for our response.”

Back before His Majesty, Xiao Huayong instantly sobered. He was once again that frail Crown Prince wearing an expression of embarrassment and compromise. Emperor Youning stared at him for a while before asking: “Are you truly willing to take Lady An as your secondary consort?”

After a moment of silence, Xiao Huayong reluctantly bowed and said: “I defer to Your Majesty’s judgment.”

He still couldn’t bring himself to say he was willing, but Emperor Youning wasn’t expecting him to. With things as they were, he couldn’t demand that he treat Lady An well – everything would wait until Lady An entered the Eastern Palace with her official status.

That day, seemingly to give An Jingnan face, His Majesty indeed personally issued an edict bestowing An Zhengyi to Xiao Huayong as a secondary consort, with the formal acceptance to take place after returning to the imperial palace.

When the news broke, Xiao Changying was the first to lose composure. His face turned ashen as he wanted to seek out Xiao Huayong, but was stopped by Xiao Changqin: “This matter was forced upon the Crown Prince by the Crown Princess’s agreement. The one who should feel wronged is the Crown Prince!”

With his own heart set on Shen Xihe, hearing this news made him view the Crown Prince as unfaithful.

Xiao Changying’s breath caught, and he stopped in his tracks, his whole body stiffening. After a long while, he asked in confusion: “Brother, does she truly not care at all?”

How could there be such a woman in this world who would force her husband to take a concubine for the sake of her disliked half-sister? This shouldn’t be how someone as proud and aloof as Shen Xihe would act. She shouldn’t allow herself to be taken advantage of, and shouldn’t compromise!

“I don’t know if the Crown Princess cares or not, I only know that Lady An has stirred up a hornet’s nest this time.” Xiao Changqin had quite the mindset of wanting to watch the drama unfold.

If Shen Xihe had struck back immediately, perhaps it would have only been a flesh wound. This time she seemed to compromise, but that meant it wouldn’t end well. Just wait and see – this matter wouldn’t end without causing an earth-shattering commotion.

Only, he wondered how Shen Xihe would proceed. Xiao Changqin was looking forward to it.

From his brother’s tone, it was clear he was certain this was a move in Shen Xihe’s strategy. Xiao Changying finally calmed down completely and no longer planned to go out.

Not only was Xiao Changying suspicious, but the An father and daughter were also dubious. An Zhengyi had thoroughly investigated Shen Xihe’s proud nature that never yielded, and she had originally planned to use Shen Yingruo to advance her plans step by step. She never expected Shen Xihe would easily give way for Shen Yingruo’s sake – this didn’t match her assessment of Shen Xihe.

“Father, we must keep watch on the Crown Princess. I just feel she won’t let this go so easily.” An Zhengyi didn’t believe Shen Xihe was waiting for her to enter the Eastern Palace to torment her.

“We don’t need to watch her. His Majesty will naturally keep an eye on her,” An Jingnan reassured his daughter. “You just focus on preparing for the wedding.”

An Zhengyi lowered her head: “Yes.”

If she hadn’t been schemed against by her stepmother and lost her ability to bear children, becoming completely useless, how would she need to travel thousands of miles to the capital to become a pawn, marrying a short-lived Crown Prince?

She should have had a more brilliant and bright life!

Of those who had experienced Shen Xihe’s methods, none believed there wasn’t some trick to how easily she agreed to this marriage. Everyone watched her, yet she seemed to have forgotten about this matter, neither warm nor cold towards Lady An. Several days passed, and she continued as usual, doing whatever she normally would do. Many people, seeing no drama unfold, stopped wasting effort watching Shen Xihe.

However, Consort Su seemed to have found an ally, frequently visiting An Zhengyi after her injuries stabilized.

On this day, Shen Yingruo seemed to have heard some rumors and angrily sought out Consort Su. Both dismissed their maids, and no one knew what was said, only vaguely hearing intense arguments.

Faintly, it seemed there were rumors outside that Consort Su had helped An Zhengyi scheme against Shen Yingruo, leading to Shen Xihe’s concession.

“Sister said that in the Xianguo Temple matter, you advised His Majesty, and when Noble Consort Rong was framed, although His Majesty didn’t openly test you, with His Majesty’s depth, he must have had suspicions about you. This time, Sister helped you completely clear away those suspicions.” Under the cover of Consort Su’s loud retorts, Shen Yingruo passed Shen Xihe’s message to Consort Su, along with a letter.

Consort Su took it, then called out: “Someone come, escort the County Princess of Huaiyang!”

The door was pushed open, and Shen Yingruo, face ashen, glared darkly at the arrogant Consort Su for a moment: “This matter isn’t over!”

With that, not waiting for the palace servant to come forward to escort her, Shen Yingruo stormed off.

Having heard these rumors, Shen Xihe threw a handful of fish food into the pond, watching the fish swim over happily, competing for the food. She lifted her head to look at the bright sky: “Everything is ready, just waiting for the east wind.”

As Xiao Huayong opened his mouth to speak, Baisui received a signal first and spoke before him: “Everything is ready, just waiting for the east wind. Youyou can’t escape my grasp even with wings!”

Xiao Huayong: …



Chapter 614: The Emperor’s Social Death Scene
Meeting Shen Xihe’s meaningful gaze, the usually eloquent Crown Prince could only respond with a simple, foolish smile, attempting to gloss over the situation.

Shen Xihe kneaded the fish food between her fingers, seemingly absently rubbing it: “It seems… you’ve spent quite some time plotting against me.”

“Ahem.” Clearing his throat in an attempt to cover his embarrassment, Xiao Huayong coaxed gently, “In my life, which hasn’t been long – merely twenty years – I’ve calculated people’s hearts and affairs to the point of being nearly infallible. Yet uniquely with you, even my most elaborate schemes fail to succeed. Those were just words of self-encouragement after defeat, Youyou, please don’t take them to heart.”

Her fingers paused, and Shen Xihe looked up at Xiao Huayong, who wore a warm and eager smile. She felt that his seemingly explanatory words were sincere.

Those words were perhaps truly spoken when he had been rejected by her again, or when she had frustrated his plans, and he had returned, both annoyed and unwilling to give up, speaking words of self-encouragement after collecting himself.

Thinking this way, Shen Xihe’s lips curved into a gentle smile, her gaze becoming extremely understanding as she softly laughed: “Alright, I won’t take it to heart.”

Even someone as astute as Xiao Huayong couldn’t tell which words had pleased his wife. Though her smile wasn’t brilliant, it was incredibly infectious, indicating her good mood.

When she smiled, Xiao Huayong felt all was right with the world, even the summer heat seemed less oppressive, leaving only fragrance.

He wished he could stay by her side all day, even if just sitting nearby watching her either bent over her books, embroidering by the window, playing the qin in the pavilion, or standing quietly watching Duanming frolic…

Wherever his eyes fell, as long as her figure was there, his heart was at peace.

By August, with the Mid-Autumn Festival approaching and the Empress Dowager’s birthday imminent, there were no grand arrangements as it wasn’t a major anniversary. The disaster in Dengzhou had not been alleviated but rather grew increasingly severe. Everyone’s attention was drawn to the Dengzhou situation – except for An Zhengyi, even Emperor Youning had no spare attention to monitor Shen Xihe’s every move.

On this day, another memorial arrived from Dengzhou. Emperor Youning read it with a grave expression. Dengzhou was suffering from a severe water shortage, and the people could no longer restrain themselves from migrating. All available water sources had been mobilized, consuming enormous financial and material resources, yet it was still like pouring a cup of water on a burning cart.

The Eighth Prince, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, submitted a memorial requesting permission for the people to migrate, with official organization and settlement.

This posed a major problem: Where would they migrate to? Where would they be settled? Besides Dengzhou, the surrounding areas were also experiencing drought – should everyone migrate? If all were to migrate, how would they be settled? Would mass migration cause public panic?

If not everyone migrated, how would they pacify the people outside Dengzhou? Moreover, if the court ordered migration, how would they handle those who stubbornly refused to move? These series of questions made it difficult to implement Xiao Changyan’s proposal immediately.

Emperor Youning urgently summoned the Three Departments, Six Ministries, and relevant court officials for discussion. Each held their views with various advantages and disadvantages, eventually leading to arguments without conclusion, angering Emperor Youning who stormed off.

There was a library in the temporary palace, meant for the emperor and royal family’s reading. Emperor Youning often came here, built within a secluded bamboo grove. Under the eaves hung wind chimes made of bamboo tablets – when the wind blew, their clear sound wasn’t disturbing but rather like a monk’s wooden fish, possessing a magical power to calm one’s heart.

As soon as Emperor Youning entered the library, the gloom in his heart dissipated somewhat. Liu Sanzhi brought over the book the emperor hadn’t finished reading. The attendants all waited outside while Liu Sanzhi quietly accompanied him, with only the fragrance from the incense burner wafting through the room.

Soon there was noise outside, but Emperor Youning appeared not to hear it. Liu Sanzhi went out briefly and returned, bowing to report: “Your Majesty, the young lords from the Marquis of Zhenbei and Marquis of Pingyao’s households have hunted a spotted deer, with excellent deer antler blood. Would Your Majesty like to partake?”

Deer antler blood was a superior tonic, especially when fresh.

Since passing forty, Emperor Youning had paid particular attention to health practices. Hearing this, he nodded: “Bring up a bowl.”

As it was a powerful tonic, it was served in an exquisite small bowl the size of a palm. The Imperial Physician personally delivered it, not only examining the deer antler’s blood but also checking the emperor’s pulse to ensure Emperor Youning could handle it before he drank it.

After waiting about half a cup of tea’s time and seeing no adverse reactions from Emperor Youning, the Imperial Physician finally withdrew.

After the physician left, incense continued to curl through the air. Time ticked by, and after just half an incense stick’s burning time, Emperor Youning suddenly felt a rush of heat, coming extremely fiercely, shooting straight to his lower abdomen. He abruptly stood up, his fists slamming onto the table as he gritted out: “Liu Sanzhi, seal off the library!”

With that, Emperor Youning strode away. He vaguely sensed he had been schemed against but wanted to know who would dare plot against him. He initially thought to summon Consort Su but felt that staying there waiting would make it harder to control the restlessness in his body. Instead, walking would help him maintain his composure without showing unseemly behavior.

Leaving the library, he found no one approaching. This was the temporary palace, and given Emperor Youning’s self-restraint regarding women, there weren’t even any palace maids nearby, only eunuchs. Maintaining his last bit of clarity, he headed toward Consort Su’s quarters, the closest to the library.

“Your Majesty…” The eunuch saw Emperor Youning approaching rapidly and was about to bow and announce him, but before he could finish speaking, the emperor had vanished from sight.

“Where is Consort Su?” Emperor Youning saw Consort Su’s headmaid and asked sternly.

“Her Highness is taking her afternoon rest…” Before the maid could finish, Emperor Youning had already strode into the bedchamber.

The bedchamber was filled with a pleasant fragrance, the wind stirring the layered hanging curtains. Emperor Youning saw a graceful silhouette lying facing inward, his heart growing even hotter as he shed his robes and pressed close.

An Zhengyi was conscious, but her body was powerless and she couldn’t speak. Feeling the strong body press against her and hearing the emperor’s voice, she opened her eyes wide. She had originally thought that once the emperor turned her over, he would see it was her and everything would still be salvageable, but she hadn’t expected that the drugged Emperor Youning couldn’t wait to take her from behind…

Liu Sanzhi stood guard outside Consort Su’s bedchamber, his eyes widening as he saw the Crown Princess and Empress Dowager arriving with an unconscious Consort Su, while Consort Su’s head maid was also pale-faced and panicked.

If Consort Su was here, then who was in the bedchamber?

“Liu Sanzhi, why are you here?” the Empress Dowager asked in surprise.

Today, the Crown Princess had accompanied her in the garden when they happened to find Consort Su unconscious in one place. They brought Consort Su back to her chambers and summoned an Imperial Physician to examine her. When they arrived at the bedchamber, they found Liu Sanzhi guarding outside while the chamber doors were tightly closed, with intimate sounds occasionally drifting out…

The Empress Dowager’s expression changed.

Before Liu Sanzhi could explain, the Minister of Personnel, Minister of the Secretariat, and Grand Secretary all hurried over. Minister of Personnel Cui Zheng hadn’t yet heard the intimate sounds: “Eunuch Liu, there’s urgent news from Dengzhou, we need to see His Majesty.”

Chapter 615: On the Dragon Bed
Liu Sanzhi felt an inexplicable sense of dread upon seeing Cui Zheng and the others.

If this were in the palace, they certainly wouldn’t have made it here. But this was the temporary palace – though each consort had its separate courtyard, there was only one waiting area for announcements, with the main hall for receiving guests and the side rooms connected, just a few steps away.

Just then, a passionate sound of relief echoed from within the chamber. Everyone present except the palace maids and eunuchs were married adults who understood its meaning, causing Cui Zheng and the other two officials’ faces to cycle through various colors.

They were scholars who followed the teachings of Confucius and Mencius, practicing self-restraint and propriety. Such daylight intimacy already violated proper conduct in their eyes, let alone while Dengzhou’s disaster ran rampant and they were all working themselves to exhaustion trying to address it – yet their emperor was engaging in such outrageous behavior at this time!

“Eunuch Liu, please announce us to His Majesty, there’s urgent news from Dengzhou!” Cui Zheng, as Minister of Personnel, stepped forward with a stern face and forceful attitude.

The Empress Dowager gripped her walking stick, also suppressing her anger.

Liu Sanzhi dared not refuse. He reluctantly knocked on the door but received no response. Under the threatening gazes of all parties, he had to gather his courage to push open the door. However, as soon as one foot crossed the threshold, a porcelain pillow flew at his head. Liu Sanzhi could have dodged it but given the situation, he had to catch it. A dull pain spread across his forehead as blood trickled down, accompanied by the emperor’s furious roar: “GET OUT!”

This explosive shout caused Cui Zheng and the others’ faces to instantly darken. The Empress Dowager gripped her walking stick harder: “Outrageous! I’ll go summon him myself!”

“Empress Dowager…” Shen Xihe quickly held her back.

Emperor Youning had reached a point of complete irrationality. At this moment, he was like a beast consumed by burning desire, unable to recognize anyone. How could she let the Empress Dowager enter? She would only meet the same fate as Liu Sanzhi.

The incense was her creation – no one knew better than her how potent it was.

The incense alone didn’t have an aphrodisiac effect, but when combined with deer antler blood, stimulating its potency, even immortals would find it hard to resist.

“Empress Dowager, His Majesty is not one for debauchery. There must be some hidden circumstances here. Let’s wait a while.” Shen Xihe led the Empress Dowager to the main hall, then turned to address Cui Zheng and the others, “If it’s extremely urgent, Minister Cui might consider discussing it with the Crown Prince and the Six Ministries first. In emergencies, temporary measures can be taken. His Majesty has always cared for the common people – he won’t blame any actions that benefit the country and its people.”

Liu Sanzhi, head covered in blood, kept his head down but glanced up at Shen Xihe without speaking.

“We ministers have already discussed it, just awaiting His Majesty’s orders,” Cui Zheng said coldly.

They always discussed these matters beforehand to avoid appearing ignorant before His Majesty and being charged with dereliction of duty. Now they could only wait for His Majesty’s final decision before proceeding.

Even the Crown Prince couldn’t issue orders bypassing His Majesty in this matter – if questioned later, no one would escape responsibility.

“We ministers will wait here for His Majesty!” Minister Tao Zhuanxian also said sternly, then stood straight as a pillar at the main hall’s entrance.

Grand Secretary Wei Song looked between Cui Zheng and Tao Zhuanxian, choosing to remain silent.

Everyone’s expression was unpleasant, except for Shen Xihe who remained composed. Her face was calm, showing neither hidden satisfaction and joy nor anxiety and urgency. Liu Sanzhi couldn’t help but study Shen Xihe, feeling that this Crown Princess kept her depths hidden, possessing a kind of confident certainty.

Liu Sanzhi would never believe today’s events weren’t connected to Shen Xihe. Otherwise, how could it be such a coincidence that Shen Xihe brought the Empress Dowager to find an attacked and unconscious Consort Su while walking in the garden? And brought her back to Consort Su’s chambers?

If Shen Xihe and the Empress Dowager hadn’t happened to arrive, even if Cui Zheng and the others had urgent matters, they would have been stopped by the eunuchs he left guarding outside. The eunuchs had accompanied Shen Xihe and the Empress Dowager inside, allowing Cui Zheng and the others to burst in – otherwise, things wouldn’t have developed to this point.

Thinking of this, and of the Imperial Physician who had just been sent in – if Consort Su was here, who was the person being intimate with His Majesty? If it was Consort Su’s maid that would be one thing, but if it was…

Liu Sanzhi dared not think further.

The Imperial Physician summoned to examine Consort Su came out at this moment: “Reporting to the Empress Dowager and Crown Princess, Consort Su was attacked into unconsciousness, but fortunately wasn’t seriously injured. She should wake up shortly.”

The Empress Dowager felt somewhat relieved hearing this: “You may withdraw.”

The Imperial Physician was greatly relieved, eager to leave. Just as he reached the door, another group hurriedly arrived – none other than An Jingnan, the Protector General of Anbei. An Jingnan’s face was cold as he paid his respects to the Empress Dowager and Crown Princess before getting straight to the point: “Empress Dowager, my daughter has gone missing. Please help the Crown Princess search for her.”

The Empress Dowager’s gaze darkened: “Lady An is missing?”

“Yes, my daughter’s health had just improved somewhat, she rarely left her courtyard. Today she mysteriously disappeared – none of the guards around her courtyard saw her leave.” As An Jingnan spoke, he deliberately glanced at Shen Xihe a couple of times.

“Don’t worry, Protector General An. I’ll send people to search right away,” Shen Xihe said methodically.

As the noble ladies in the temporary palace were under Shen Xihe’s management, she naturally had to actively search when An Zhengyi went missing. She immediately instructed Zhenzhu to relay orders to the commander of the Imperial Guard on duty to search for Lady An’s whereabouts.

Finally, she added: “Protector General An, if you’re truly worried, shall I have the Crown Prince order the Court of Judicial Review to join the search?”

An Jingnan didn’t yet know what had happened. He knew Shen Xihe and the Empress Dowager were here, but hadn’t expected to find Cui Zheng and the others also present, meaning His Majesty should be here, yet His Majesty was nowhere to be seen.

He suspected his daughter had been kidnapped by Shen Xihe, but Shen Xihe’s calm demeanor caused an inexplicable unease to rise in his heart: “My apologies, Crown Princess. I was overly worried. With the Imperial Guard ensuring safety in the temporary palace, there should be no concern. No need for such a large-scale response.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly, somewhat disappointed. An Jingnan still retained some rationality – if things had truly become more chaotic, it would have been more entertaining…

Though the Court of Judicial Review wasn’t involved, the Imperial Guard still mobilized, since An Zhengyi had disappeared under their protection. If investigated, they couldn’t escape charges of dereliction of duty.

However, though the Imperial Guard searched everywhere possible, they couldn’t find An Zhengyi. When the commander returned to report, Liu Sanzhi broke out in a cold sweat – he was now certain of who was being intimate with His Majesty in Consort Su’s bedchamber.

“How could a perfectly healthy person just disappear?” Shen Xihe heard the report with apparent surprise, then turned to ask Consort Su’s head maid, “Are all of Consort Su’s maids accounted for?”

The maid trembled. Being able to serve at Consort Su’s side and manage her household affairs, she naturally wasn’t stupid. By now she had guessed something, but had to answer truthfully: “All present.”

“Oh…” Shen Xihe drew out the sound meaningfully, then turned to An Jingnan with a meaningful smile, “I know where Lady An is.”

“Where?” An Jingnan’s sense of foreboding grew stronger.

Her red lips curved as Shen Xihe revealed a brilliantly alluring smile: “On the dragon bed.”

Chapter 616: Never Intended to Spare Her Life!
When Shen Xihe finished speaking, everyone was shocked. The sharpness and hidden anger in her words were barely concealed. To so directly strip away His Majesty’s face and throw it on the ground to be trampled – this was truly an act of unimaginable boldness!

“Crown Princess!” An Jingnan’s facial muscles trembled, showing both restraint and fury. “It’s one thing for you to make false accusations against my daughter, but how dare you slander His Majesty – this is a capital offense!”

Magistrate Tao would not stand for this. How dare they pin crimes on his granddaughter right in front of him, as if he were dead?

“Lord An, the Crown Princess has always conducted herself with proper restraint and would never speak recklessly. This matter concerns His Majesty and is being discussed in front of the Empress Dowager. Without evidence, how could she make such casual remarks?” Magistrate Tao stepped forward, his wise eyes staring deeply at An Jingnan. “Furthermore, what the Crown Princess said was that Miss An inappropriately climbed into the imperial bed – there wasn’t a single word slandering His Majesty. Lord An’s desire to protect his daughter is understandable human nature, but without knowing the truth, without thorough investigation, and without asking Her Highness the Crown Princess why she reached such a conclusion, you immediately accuse her of slandering His Majesty. At the very least, Lord An, you are attempting to distort facts, cover up Miss An’s potential crimes, defame Her Highness the Crown Princess’s reputation, and commit the crime of disrespect by a subordinate challenging a superior! More seriously, this could be seen as an attempt to sow discord between His Majesty and the Eastern Palace, shaking the foundation of the state and disrupting court order!”

Although An Jingnan was cunning, he was ultimately a military official who had spent years away from the capital. In An Bei, he was the local authority, and civil officials there lived according to his whims. How could he possibly debate against Magistrate Tao, formerly the Imperial Censor, one of the most formidable speakers among civil officials?

Seeing An Jingnan’s face turn red from being tongue-tied, Palace Attendant Wei Song stepped forward as mediator: “Please don’t be angry, Lord Tao. Lord An, don’t be hasty. The Crown Princess acts with prudence, and she has been entrusted by His Majesty with palace authority. She wouldn’t speak without basis. Why don’t we ask the Crown Princess how she concluded that Miss An at this moment…”

“The palace has been thoroughly searched, but Miss An cannot be found. I had already ordered Eastern Palace female officials to verify the whereabouts of all palace ladies and female attendants,” Shen Xihe raised her hand, and Zhenzhu bowed and presented a register. “All palace women are accounted for, except Miss An is nowhere to be found. And His Majesty has fallen victim to someone’s scheme and is currently… How could a woman have appeared in the temporary palace out of thin air?”

Shen Xihe handed the register directly to Minister Cui Zheng. As he reviewed it, this was the register Shen Xihe had compiled while dispatching the Imperial Guards to search for An Zhengyi. She had simultaneously taken inventory of all palace ladies, including the inner family members brought by officials, all verified with official seals from each palace’s internal officials, proving all personnel were accounted for.

Shen Xihe’s reason for doing this was hearing about Miss An’s disappearance and fearing other ladies might be in danger, thus verifying personnel. Naturally, all cooperated – even if they were displeased, it was due to the trouble caused by An Zhengyi’s disappearance, and they smoothly provided the desired results.

All registered ladies were present, except An Zhengyi was missing. A lady couldn’t have appeared in the temporary palace out of nowhere to share intimacies with His Majesty. Therefore, concluding that the lady in Noble Consort Su’s chambers was Miss An was entirely reasonable.

While Minister Cui and others were reviewing the register, someone quietly informed An Jingnan about what had happened in Noble Consort Su’s chambers. An Jingnan’s face alternated between pale and flushed. He stared at Shen Xihe with piercing eyes, now clearly understanding his daughter had fallen into a trap. He could only hope His Majesty would spare his daughter’s life, but with Shen Xihe coming on so forcefully, he felt the chances were slim.

Spare An Zhengyi’s life? Shen Xihe laughed coldly inside. Impossible. Anyone who dared to scheme against the Shen family must be prepared to forfeit their life. Not only would she not spare An Zhengyi, but she would also make Emperor Youning personally decree An Zhengyi’s execution, creating a deep rift between His Majesty and the An family!

“What did Her Highness the Crown Princess mean when she said His Majesty fell victim to someone’s scheme?” Cui Zheng couldn’t help but ask.

Shen Xihe had said those words precisely waiting for them to ask. She replied impassively: “Given what happened in Noble Consort Su’s chambers, and my responsibility for managing the inner palace, I naturally had to investigate the cause thoroughly.”

Her gaze carelessly swept over An Jingnan as she asked Liu Sanzhi: “Did His Majesty consume deer antler blood today?”

Liu Sanzhi’s heart tightened: “His Majesty consumed a bowl of deer antler blood with an Imperial Physician present. His Majesty has consumed deer antler blood in previous years without any adverse effects.”

One bowl of deer antler blood with an Imperial Physician watching certainly couldn’t have caused Emperor Youning to become so wild with desire.

“The deer antler blood with an Imperial Physician present would have been fine. Earlier, I had female officials check the study, and they found Yudian incense had been lit there,” Shen Xihe continued.

“What’s wrong with Yudian incense?” Liu Sanzhi asked.

Yudian incense was recently purchased for the palace from Shen Xihe’s Duhuo House. The fragrance was clear and calming, with the effects of focusing the mind and boosting energy. The study had been using this incense lately without incident – why had problems suddenly arisen today?

“Yudian incense is normally harmless, but it reacts with potent substances. His Majesty first consumed deer antler blood, then the Yudian incense was lit, creating an aphrodisiac effect,” This also explained why Liu Sanzhi and others present showed no unusual symptoms. “When this was purchased for the palace, these instructions should have been given.”

Shen Xihe summoned the eunuch responsible for palace purchases to verify the purchase orders, confirming that a batch of Yudian incense had been brought to the temporary palace. The eunuch also stated that when purchasing, the Duhuo House proprietor had specifically warned about this, so he instructed everyone who came to get the incense.

“Besides what His Majesty had lit in the study, who else obtained Yudian incense?” Shen Xihe asked.

The eunuch respectfully replied: “The palace masters all have their preferences, and such new items rarely gain their favor. Recently, besides His Majesty ordering Yudian incense for the study, only Miss An, due to her injury making it difficult to sleep at night, occasionally took some after finding it helped with sleep. Your Highness, whether it was the study’s guardian eunuch or Miss An’s quarters, this servant gave proper instructions in both cases.”

So only two parties knew about Yudian incense’s potential issue. The study’s managing eunuch was summoned; he appeared pale and distressed. It turned out that while on duty today, he had left briefly due to stomach problems. Who could have known that in that short time, His Majesty would drink the deer antler blood? By the time he returned, it was too late.

The maid who obtained Yudian incense for An Zhengyi was also called for questioning, confirming the Internal Affairs Bureau had properly informed them, but she knew nothing else. The Yudian incense from An Zhengyi’s quarters was searched and examined – the amount didn’t quite match up, with some missing and unaccounted for.

Emperor Youning, who had already walked out and was standing at the entrance, knew this unaccounted-for amount was in Noble Consort Su’s chambers. The emperor, who normally never showed his emotions, for the first time displayed unconcealed fury.

“So everything was Miss An’s doing – was the deer antler blood, not a coincidence either?” Wei Song frowned.

Shen Xihe glanced at him: “Just ask those who hunted the spotted deer.”

Soon, the Ping Yao Marquis’s heir and the dissolute son of the Zhen Bei Marquis, Ding Jue, were summoned. When questioned about this matter, Ding Jue said: “Today we hadn’t planned to hunt deer, but the Ping Yao heir pursued the deer relentlessly, nearly startling the horses. He almost fell from his horse!”

All eyes turned to the Ping Yao Marquis’s heir, who had to explain: “I am good friends with Second Young Master An. He knew we were going hunting today and sent a maid to tell me he was craving deer meat…”

Everything became clear – this was all a long-planned scheme by the An family to climb into the imperial bed.

Chapter 617: The Crown Prince Coughs Blood and Faints Yet Again
“Summon An Erlang for an audience,” Emperor Youning strode into the room.

The Emperor’s expression was slightly gloomy, his entire being emanating the calm before a storm. Everyone bowed in unison, and Emperor Youning casually waved his hand.

When passing by Shen Xihe, the Emperor’s heavy gaze lingered for several breaths. Shen Xihe stood to the side with lowered eyes and a submissive demeanor.

An Erlang was immediately summoned. Still unaware of what had transpired, when questioned and confronted with the Ping Yao Marquis’s heir, he naturally admitted frankly: “I was the one who asked Young Master Yu to hunt the deer, promising a ginseng root as compensation.”

The ginseng from the Northeast, especially from the Changbai Snow Mountains, was a tribute item. The ginseng An Erlang promised wasn’t of ordinary age, which explained why the Ping Yao Marquis’s heir was so determined to hunt a spotted deer.

“Why hunt deer today?” Liu Sanzhi asked at the Emperor’s signal.

An Erlang sensed something was amiss but couldn’t guess what. He cast a pleading look toward his father, who dared not speak openly but gave him subtle eye signals. Understanding this meant to tell the truth, An Erlang could only say: “My younger sister craved deer meat. Your humble servant was injured while suppressing bandits before coming to the capital and still cannot ride or shoot. Having some past friendship with Young Master Yu, I asked for his help.”

When such a prize as a spotted deer was caught, asking if the Emperor wished to drink its antler blood was inevitable – to not do so would be disrespectful. Whether His Majesty would drink it was up to fate – this was the only unpredictable element in Shen Xihe’s scheme.

In truth, Shen Xihe was highly confident. Firstly, deer antler blood was precious, and all royal family members would drink it for nourishment. Emperor Youning particularly valued health cultivation. Spotted deer weren’t frequently encountered, and the Emperor wouldn’t order their hunting merely for consumption, as local officials and wealthy families would then engage in massive hunting. Each drinking occasion came from chance encounters during hunts.

It had been long since the last time. Secondly, the recent Dengzhou matter had been giving Emperor Youning headaches, with imperial physicians being summoned several times. Deer antler blood could strengthen the body and invigorate the spirit – the Emperor wouldn’t miss this opportunity.

Shen Xihe had already prevented any possibility of the Emperor knowing beforehand that Yudian Incense would turn deer antler blood into an aphrodisiac.

Many fragrances, including Yudian Incense, were purchased from Shen Xihe’s Duhuo Tower. However, the former Noble Consort Rong, now Consort Rong, harbored hostility toward Shen Xihe. The purchased items were either stored away or distributed to less-favored imperial clan members and consorts, preventing Shen Xihe’s products from gaining prominence. Thus, before Shen Xihe took control of palace affairs, no one knew of their existence.

Only after Shen Xihe assumed control of palace affairs and reinventoried the items brought to this temporary palace did these things gradually come to light. Yudian Incense also appeared in the library and near An Zhengyi under Shen Xihe’s guidance.

Shen Xihe was confident in her fragrances. Once Emperor Youning tried it, he would appreciate its mind-clearing freshness and frequently use it in the library. Having used it multiple times, he would have no suspicions. The library’s eunuch was Shen Xihe’s man, and today he had only suffered stomach problems due to the An family’s secret scheme. Given the Emperor’s reputation for benevolence, he naturally wouldn’t blame him.

Why An Zhengyi suddenly want deer meat? The maid who sent the message to An Erlang was someone Shen Xihe had impersonated – it wasn’t An Zhengyi’s wish at all. Today’s hunting party was also orchestrated by Shen Xihe, who had Bu Shulin instigate Ding Jue to organize it, coincidentally on this very day.

At the temporary palace, autumn hunting was common and an unavoidable custom. If not for this year’s Dengzhou matter, the Emperor would likely have organized the autumn hunt himself. There was nothing suspicious about merit officials’ sons like Ding Jue going hunting.

Everything stemmed from An Zhengyi wanting to climb into the dragon bed. Knowing deer antler blood and Yudian Incense couldn’t coexist, she first learned of the planned hunt and, exploiting her brother’s sympathy, begged Ding Jue and others to hunt a spotted deer.

With the spotted deer and its antler blood, it would inevitably be offered to the esteemed Emperor. How could His Majesty not partake of such a delicacy upon hearing of it? An Zhengyi predicted the Emperor would drink it, and knew he frequently visited the library where Yudian Incense was recently burned.

This was the logical explanation, but only Emperor Youning and An Jingnan knew that An Zhengyi had no desire to climb into the dragon bed!

What did their knowledge matter? With conclusive evidence, how could they turn the tide for An Zhengyi?

“Go, bring An Shi here,” Emperor Youning massaged his temples.

Since gaining the throne, he had walked on thin ice, surrounded by enemies. Through these years, he had experienced countless schemes and plots, always emerging victorious. Today, his accumulated authority was substantial, yet it had been long since he felt such powerlessness and irritation.

Though knowing who the true culprit was, knowing he had been schemed against, even with the entire process of manipulation laid bare before him, he was helpless to punish the perpetrator. Not only could he not punish the true culprit, but he had to become a puppet in their hands, following their wishes step by step!

Emperor Youning had encountered all sorts of opponents, but Shen Xihe was the first to be so daring and unrestrained. Even during the years of eunuch power, none of those disloyal servants dared to be so brazen!

If this had happened over a decade ago, given his temperament, he would surely have coughed blood in anger!

An Zhengyi appeared weak and powerless. Though tidied up, she still exuded an alluring air, clearly showing signs of recent intimacy. This appearance made old officials like Cui Zheng and Tao Zhuanxian look quite displeased.

“Why were you in Noble Consort’s palace?” the Emperor asked.

“Your Majesty… this humble woman… this humble woman doesn’t know…” An Zhengyi truly didn’t know. She had merely taken an afternoon rest, fallen into deep sleep, and somehow woke up in Noble Consort’s palace, with her body weak and powerless, and then…

Tears rolled down one by one. Though An Zhengyi had experienced many open and hidden conflicts and considered herself strong-willed, this incident left her mind blank. She finally understood that her little cleverness was nothing but an ant trying to shake a tree – utterly insignificant to certain people!

“Did you send someone to tell your brother you wanted deer meat?” the Emperor asked again.

“Your Majesty, I didn’t, I didn’t!” An Zhengyi shook her head in denial through her tears.

The Emperor asked finally: “Did you know deer antler blood and Yudian Incense are incompatible?”

An Zhengyi bit her lip, taking a while before nodding. This she knew – unlike the library eunuch, the Department of Internal Service had informed An Zhengyi’s maid, who naturally told An Zhengyi. The appearance of Yudian Incense near An Zhengyi was deliberately arranged by Shen Xihe.

“Go, summon An Shi’s maid!” the Emperor ordered again.

The departing eunuch quickly returned, trembling as he reported that An Shi’s maid had committed suicide.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward.

“Your Majesty, the matter is clear. Lady An plotted against Your Majesty for advancement, harming the dragon’s body. She was bestowed marriage to the Eastern Palace, yet such actions also undermined the father-son relationship between Your Majesty and the Crown Prince, damaging imperial authority. Please punish her severely as a warning to others,” Tao Zhuanxian declared forcefully.

“Your Majesty, this humble woman’s heart belongs only to His Highness the Crown Prince. How could I dare harbor improper thoughts toward Your Majesty? Please investigate clearly,” An Jingnan attempted one last desperate struggle.

“Protector An, everything requires evidence. The evidence before us is conclusive. Miss An acted with great audacity, and Protector An bears responsibility for failing to teach her properly. If Miss An were an ordinary lady, that would be one thing, but she has an appointed position as the Crown Prince’s consort. Now she has plotted against Your Majesty, placing Your Majesty in an improper position. How can Your Majesty face His Highness the Crown Prince in the future? This matter must be severely punished,” Cui Zheng said coldly.

“Your Majesty—” An Jingnan ignored them, unable to argue with these silver-tongued civil officials, he could only appeal to Emperor Youning.

This was no longer just about An Zhengyi. If the matter was concluded thus, with An Zhengyi, the Crown Prince’s appointed Noble Lady, having plotted against the Emperor, she would surely be executed to appease the Crown Prince. With An Zhengyi’s death, as Cui Zheng said, he had failed in his teachings and the entire An family lost face. As her father, he would also be implicated.

Emperor Youning naturally sided with the An father and daughter: “There are still suspicious points. I order the Imperial Clan Court and Capital Prefecture to investigate together. Within three days, they must find out…”

“Crown Prince Consort…” Before the Emperor could finish, Tianyuan rushed in. After bowing to the Emperor and Empress Dowager, he urgently told Shen Xihe, “His Highness the Crown Prince has coughed blood and fainted from extreme anger!”

Emperor Youning: …

Shen Xihe: …

Chapter 618: The Situation Deepens
The Crown Prince’s blood… was coughed up at such an opportune moment…

Yet considering that his nominal woman had secretly tried to seduce his father, anyone would have their blood rush up in anger, let alone the already frail Crown Prince.

With the matter becoming so big, and the temporary palace being so small, it was impossible to keep it hidden. Moreover, with An Jingnan came to find his daughter, forcing the Crown Prince Consort to order the Imperial Guards to search, everyone was waiting for the results.

By now, not just Xiao Huayong, but everyone in the temporary palace must know of An Zhengyi’s misdeeds.

Though knowing Xiao Huayong was acting, Shen Xihe had to play along. She hurriedly bowed to Emperor Youning before rushing back to her chambers. Xiao Huayong lay quietly on the bed, his face paper-white, his lips a faint purple, his cascade of black hair scattered across the pillow, looking particularly weak and even pitiful…

Emperor Youning and the Empress Dowager naturally followed Shen Xihe. Everyone entered to check on Xiao Huayong’s condition, with Emperor Youning silently fixating on Xiao Huayong’s complexion.

Several imperial physicians took turns examining him, all reaching the same conclusion. The Chief Imperial Physician said: “Your Majesty, His Highness’s condition stems from extreme anger affecting his heart meridians, causing his faint. The Crown Prince was already weak, and in recent years his frequent emotional fluctuations have truly damaged his health, harming his foundation. I fear…”

“Fear what?” the Empress Dowager asked with a dark expression.

The Chief Imperial Physician’s heart trembled, but he had to speak truthfully, especially since the Eastern Palace had its physician knowledgeable in medical principles – they couldn’t hide it: “Without excellent medicine and fortune, even three to five years might be wishful thinking.”

After speaking, several imperial physicians prostrated themselves, not daring to raise their heads or even breathe heavily.

Shen Xihe suddenly turned and performed a formal deep bow to the Empress Dowager and Emperor Youning: “This daughter requests Your Majesty to order An shi’s death!”

As Crown Prince Consort, unless in special circumstances, she generally didn’t need to perform such a formal and solemn bow to the Empress Dowager and Emperor.

“An shi is shameless and vicious as a snake or scorpion. How can Your Majesty still hesitate?” the Empress Dowager coldly pressed.

On one side was Shen Xihe with her subtle pressure, showing signs of kneeling indefinitely if Emperor Youning didn’t handle the matter justly.

On the other side was the firm Empress Dowager, clearly dissatisfied with his continued delay and bias toward An Zhengyi.

“Mother, there are still suspicious points in An shi’s matter…”

“Where are these suspicious points?” the Empress Dowager pursued, “Though this isn’t the imperial palace, her courtyard had Imperial Guards. If she hadn’t left of her own accord, how could she have disappeared so quietly? If there truly were someone in the temporary palace with such capability, how could Your Majesty be at peace?”

“Mother, the suspicion lies with Noble Consort. If An shi had plotted this, why would she carelessly leave Noble Consort in the courtyard? Wouldn’t that be self-incriminating?” Emperor Youning seized this point.

“Noble Consort has already awakened. Why not summon her to ask why she was carelessly left in the courtyard?” Shen Xihe said with lowered eyes.

Noble Consort had long awakened but hadn’t appeared until now.

As soon as Shen Xihe spoke, Emperor Youning knew this wasn’t a loophole but rather more evidence that would leave An Zhengyi defenseless.

This girl was even more calculating than he’d imagined, deliberately exposing what seemed like suspicious flaws, leading people to investigate step by step, until finally leaving her target with no way to recover.

At this point, he had no choice but to summon Noble Consort. Everyone moved from Xiao Huayong’s bedchamber to the main courtyard. By now, not only those from the Noble Consort’s palace had arrived, but also many princes and royal relatives who came under the pretense of visiting the Crown Prince.

Of course, Xiao Changqin had initiated this, leading this grand procession to “show concern” for the Crown Prince. In truth, having already guessed the circumstances, Xiao Changqin brought so many people to watch his high and mighty father, who held power over life and death, suffer in frustration, unable to voice his grievances, forced to swallow his pride along with blood. His eyes carried undisguised pleasure.

“Your Majesty, I was resting in my chambers, and when I awoke, I found myself moved from my bed to the noble consort’s couch in the outer room,” Noble Consort seemed confused and helpless. “I don’t know what happened.”

“Noble Consort, what caused the mark on your palm?” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on Noble Consort’s hand.

Noble Consort turned her wrist, hiding the mark: “I don’t understand what the Crown Prince Consort means.”

Shen Xihe grabbed Noble Consort’s wrist, forcefully turning it over. Her palm had a mark resembling a small mountain, presumably left from gripping something tightly: “When the Empress Dowager and I rescued Noble Consort, I noticed she was holding something, though I didn’t think much of it then.”

“I wasn’t holding anything. This mark was left when I was at my dressing table, thinking about being kidnapped, I squeezed my hair ornament too tightly, leaving an impression from its carving,” Noble Consort pulled away, removing a hair ornament from her head. The white jade ornament indeed had a mountain relief carving, and the size seemed about right.

“Is that so?” Shen Xihe smiled, turning to look at Biyu, who was returning with two Imperial Guards escorting a eunuch.

After bowing, Biyu reported: “Your Highness, this servant saw this small eunuch acting suspiciously in Noble Consort’s chambers. When I called out to him, he ran. The Imperial Guards and I caught him and found a token on him.”

Biyu respectfully presented a jade token with a small mountain relief carving. Shen Xihe took it, then snatched the hair ornament from Noble Consort’s tight grip. Comparing them, she said: “Noble Consort, shall I test which one left the mark on your palm?”

Noble Consort’s face tensed, her hands trembling involuntarily.

“This token… if this prince isn’t mistaken, it’s from the An Bei Protectorate,” Xiao Changqin coolly interjected.

Shen Xihe glanced at him – his words were unnecessary, as anyone familiar with such items would recognize them.

An Jingnan and An Zhengyi’s faces tightened. Shen Xihe had been holding back, but when she finally struck, she was thoroughly prepared. They didn’t dare cry forgery, because once they did, Shen Xihe would naturally order an investigation, and the father and daughter were certain one of their people had lost a token – this must be genuine!

“Noble Consort, why did you hide this item after obtaining it?” Shen Xihe scrutinized the Noble Consort. “Could it be that Noble Consort and Miss An are as close as sisters, and you wanted to help fulfill Miss An’s ambition to climb the dragon’s throne?”

This suggested Noble Consort and An Zhengyi were conspirators, and if they truly were, many things would be easier to explain.

“You…” Noble Consort was furious but didn’t know how to defend herself. Having first tried to explain away the palm mark, now that Shen Xihe had evidence, anything she said would lack conviction.

Though Noble Consort remained silent, Emperor Youning understood – Noble Consort had also fallen victim to Shen Xihe’s scheme. Noble Consort wasn’t stupid; knowing the item in her hand would harm the An family, she had tried to conceal it.

Chapter 619: Severing One’s Own Arm
Why would she try to hide it? An shi had spent the night with her husband in her chambers – she should have been furious.

She concealed it because she was clever. She knew this was Shen Xihe’s scheme. Her heart was loyal to the Emperor, and she knew the An clan were the Emperor’s people. She couldn’t let Shen Xihe’s plot succeed or let the Emperor be harmed. That’s why upon realizing this, she tried to hide or destroy the item, even quickly finding a similar object to try to deceive everyone.

With this understanding, Emperor Youning sheltered the teary-eyed Noble Consort behind him: “Liu Sanzhi, investigate the token yourself!”

“Your Majesty, this official requests to accompany Eunuch Liu,” Tao Zhuanxian stepped forward.

Fearing the Emperor would cover things up, Emperor Youning’s chest ached with anger, but he had no grounds to refuse.

So Tao Zhuanxian and Liu Sanzhi went to investigate together. This was a token unique to the An Bei Protectorate guards, with material and carving all done by the same craftsman, extremely difficult to counterfeit, and bearing hidden markings.

The An Bei Protectorate hadn’t brought many guards, so they were quickly gathered. Liu Sanzhi had them all place their tokens on a tray. One guard couldn’t produce his.

Just as Liu Sanzhi stepped forward to question him, the anxious guard suddenly vomited blood and collapsed, dying quickly from poison.

Emperor Youning and An Jingnan’s faces darkened as they looked at the corpse being carried in.

“Your Majesty, are there still any suspicious points?” Shen Xihe raised her eyes to ask.

Emperor Youning stared at his daughter-in-law. Her obsidian-like eyes showed neither triumph nor pressure, calm and waveless yet like an endless, hopeless deep sea impossible to break through.

Truly worthy of being Shen Yueshan’s daughter!

There certainly were suspicious points, but by now both Emperor Youning and An Jingnan understood clearly that Shen Xihe’s trap was unbreakable. Raising another suspicious point would only entangle the An clan deeper.

From deer antler blood to An Erlang, from Noble Consort to the An Bei Protectorate guard – if they kept questioning…

Emperor Youning looked at An Jingnan: “Jingnan, do you have anything to say?”

At this point, whether to stop here or continue arguing was An Jingnan’s choice.

An Jingnan struggled internally. He wanted to see just how far Shen Xihe could implicate their An family, yet dared not act rashly, fearing they couldn’t contain the situation and might truly destroy the An clan here.

He dared not gamble with the entire An clan.

Closing his eyes briefly, An Jingnan dropped to one knee: “Your Majesty, I… failed to teach my daughter properly. I accept punishment!”

An Zhengyi collapsed to the ground, knowing she was finished – her father had abandoned her.

When Prince Xin mentioned the An family token, she had already seen her fate. Shen Xihe was too ruthless, her influence too vast, able to take their An family token without anyone noticing!

“Your Majesty, the An Bei Protector has done more than fail to teach his daughter,” Tao Zhuanxian wouldn’t easily let these people off, targeting the Eastern Palace, their intentions condemnable. “An shi’s daughter’s ambition reached the heavens, coveting Your Majesty. Your Majesty fell victim to this scheme only because of your deep trust in the An family. The An father and daughter betrayed Your Majesty’s trust. Fortunately, they only harbored political ambition – if they had harbored evil intentions, Your Majesty would have been in danger!

“An shi’s daughter plotted against Your Majesty, manipulated the temporary palace guards, and could command An Bei Protectorate soldiers to serve her. The military guards must have lost their sense of propriety, daring to assist in plotting against Your Majesty. The An Bei Protector’s usual discipline was lax, his daughter’s behavior unchecked, and his loyalty to Your Majesty incomplete, leading to his accompanying guards’ lawlessness and contempt for their sovereign!”

Tao Zhuanxian’s words rang out forcefully. The officials and princes who came to “visit” the Crown Prince remained silent. In assigning blame, none would dare claim first place over Tao Zhuanxian, who had stood unshaken at the Censorate for over a decade.

Yet his accusations weren’t arbitrary – everything was reasonable and evidenced. Like his recent words, upon careful consideration, they truly couldn’t be refuted.

“Your Majesty, Official Tao speaks truly. This goes beyond a woman’s ambition to climb high. Without the Protector’s indulgence and abuse of power, how could An shi’s daughter, a mere woman of the inner quarters with no official position, command military guards?” Cui Zheng still remembered how they had rushed here about the Dengzhou matter, only to hear things they shouldn’t have, and remained somewhat angry.

Despite Cui Zheng’s cunning and understanding that there was more to the story, he didn’t care. At their level, they only looked at results – winners became kings, losers became bandits. If His Majesty lacked skill and was outmaneuvered, he should bear the consequences!

Minister Wei Song couldn’t oppose His Majesty but also dared not defend His Majesty’s people at this moment, so he could only remain silent.

“Your Majesty, I deeply agree with Officials Tao and Cui. Small signs reveal greater problems. If this matter isn’t severely punished, where is imperial authority?” Xiao Changqin bowed.

Behind his arms, his face wore an enchanting smile. He hadn’t felt such pleasure in a long time – even when he burned the imperial tombs, he hadn’t been this happy. Though that had embarrassed and angered His Majesty, how could it compare to Shen Xihe’s ruthlessness?

Shen Xihe’s move made His Majesty the apparent victim, forcing him to severely punish the An father and daughter. But they were His Majesty’s people, An Jingnan his trusted advisor. His Majesty was now on the hot seat, forced to move against his people or risk losing control of the situation. Once His Majesty struck hard, wouldn’t it plant a thorn in An Jingnan’s heart?

If Xiao Changqin could think of all this, how much more could Emperor Youning?

“An shi’s daughter… give her poisoned wine.” Emperor Youning didn’t even bother stating her crimes. His gaze fell on An Jingnan, “The An Bei Protector has fought battles with me, his military achievements glorious…”

“Your Majesty, I dare not deny An Protector’s glorious achievements,” Shen Xihe interrupted. “But doesn’t An Protector already enjoy a high position and generous salary for these achievements? Your Majesty has already rewarded him – to reward again now… He’s not the only one with glorious achievements. If people misunderstand that those who serve the state well can disregard laws, it might invite disaster.”

Emperor Youning stared deeply at Shen Xihe: “What do you suggest?”

“I dare not interfere in state affairs. An Protector is an important official, I merely worry that in the future, someone might harbor ill intentions toward Your Majesty, emboldened by An Protector’s example,” Shen Xihe spoke righteously, appearing genuinely concerned for His Majesty.

Xiao Changyin lowered his head, knowing he shouldn’t laugh – after all, His Majesty was still his imperial father – but he couldn’t help the amusement in his eyes.

Besides him, others trembled in fear, astounded by the Crown Prince Consort’s boldness.

Facing the submissive-looking Shen Xihe and the terrified officials, Emperor Youning finally spoke after great restraint: “The An Bei Grand Protector failed to teach his daughter and govern his subordinates. Considering his merits in governing An Bei, he is demoted to Deputy Protector as a warning to others!”

With that, Emperor Youning stormed off.

Shen Xihe led the respectful send-off: “Your Majesty is wise…”

Chapter 620: The Crown Princess, Feared by All
After the Emperor left, others naturally wouldn’t stay behind. As people gradually departed, Bu Shulin, who deliberately remained behind, couldn’t help but turn and bow respectfully to Shen Xihe, showing his admiration.

Bu Shulin wasn’t alone in his admiration. Anyone with political acumen knew that the An family were the Emperor’s trusted confidants – who would dare to seduce them? If they did, their entire family would face the Emperor’s disgust. Since it wasn’t the An family trying to seduce anyone, it meant both the Emperor and the An family had been framed.

Who would dare scheme against the An family and implicate the Emperor? The answer was obvious. The Crown Princess wasn’t just bold and calculating, but ruthless enough too. Look at what happened to the two ladies who showed favor to the Crown Prince.

One was the noble Tibetan Princess, left hanging in the wilderness to endure a night of cold wind. The other was the daughter of a powerful military commander, who lost her honor and was charged with the crime of seducing the Emperor, endangering her entire family’s interests and possibly her life.

People shuddered at the thought, resolving to warn their daughters against harboring inappropriate thoughts about the Eastern Palace and to guard against being used as pawns in the power struggle between the Emperor and the Eastern Palace.

Neither the Emperor who held power over life and death, nor the Crown Princess who dared to openly challenge His Majesty, were people they could afford to provoke.

The most terrified by these events was the Marquis of Pingyao. The sika deer had been hunted at Second Young Master An’s request to provide deer antler blood for the Emperor. Once back in their quarters, behind closed doors, the Marquis harshly addressed his son: “Today’s events nearly dragged our entire household down!”

“Father, how could I have possibly foreseen such far-reaching consequences?” The heir to the Pingyao Marquis felt wronged. It had seemed like an ordinary matter – he’d taken a liking to Second Young Master An’s ginseng and helped hunt a sika deer in return.

Such exchanges were commonplace. Though neither family was among the oldest noble houses, both held important court positions. When approached with such a request and generous gifts, it would have been improper to refuse, even if one didn’t covet the ginseng.

The Marquis considered this and felt he shouldn’t blame his son, but thinking of the An family’s fate and the Crown Princess’s masterful scheme made even this veteran of decades of court politics shudder.

Each step had seemed ordinary, raising no suspicions. Yet each move had been exquisitely calculated, linking together to form a deadly trap that neither victims nor collateral casualties could detect until it was too late.

By the time they realized, they were already bound too tightly to escape.

Taking a deep breath, the Marquis turned to address his silent daughter who followed behind: “Er Niang, you’re about to marry into the imperial family. The Yu family has always been loyal to His Majesty alone. Prince Zhao doesn’t seem to lack ambition either. If you can offer more counsel, do so.”

The Crown Princess had all but proclaimed to the world that she didn’t even regard the Emperor with respect. Her brazenness was meant to tell everyone that her ambitions went beyond being merely the Eastern Palace’s consort – that was just the beginning.

The Marquis felt uneasy about the situation, considering her meticulous mind, sharp methods, and backing from the Northwest. Thinking about how the Northwest had completely fallen under the control of Shen Yueshan and his son, with the Emperor’s carefully cultivated secret agents all thoroughly uprooted.

The Emperor appeared to be at his zenith, but injuries from campaigns north and south had taken their toll. He was beginning to decline, while the Crown Princess rose like the morning sun, unstoppable. When two tigers fight, one must be injured. After this incident, no one would dare predict who would win or lose.

“Yes, Father.” Yu Sangning obediently agreed.

Without the Marquis having to elaborate, her fear of Shen Xihe ran deeper than anyone else’s in the Pingyao household. Very early on, she had witnessed Shen Xihe’s dominance and personally experienced her ruthlessness.

Back then, she had thought Shen Xihe’s overbearing nature came from her good family background. Today’s events made her truly see that Shen Xihe’s strength came not from her backing, but from an overwhelming force that commanded respect.

When she confronted the Emperor step by step, her bearing hadn’t wavered in the slightest. This alone put her beyond Yu Sangning’s reach.

For the first time, Yu Sangning saw her insignificance before Shen Xihe…

The Eastern Palace had once been routinely overlooked. Many had assumed it would fade quietly from memory with Xiao Huayong’s passing. But Shen Xihe had changed everything with a single stroke, thoroughly illuminating the Eastern Palace’s existence.

Many had complex thoughts about this. They had guessed that Shen Xihe married into the Eastern Palace valuing the legitimate status, hoping to fight for a chance later, but no one had believed she had such capability then – it had seemed like a choice made for lack of better options.

Now, no one dared think that way anymore. If the Crown Princess could bear the first legitimate grandson… No, even if she couldn’t, her cunning alone would be enough to keep the imperial family in turmoil.

“Happy now?” When everyone had left, Shen Xihe entered the bedchamber to find Xiao Huayong sitting on the bed’s edge in white undergarments.

“I wouldn’t say happy.” Shen Xihe stepped forward, took a robe from the wooden rack, and personally draped it over Xiao Huayong’s shoulders.

Feeling the warmth, Xiao Huayong grabbed her hand and pressed it to his shoulder. “Not even this makes you happy?”

A single victory had made the Eastern Palace a place everyone would watch carefully, though these people would only be calculating about the Crown Princess. He, the Crown Prince destined for an early death, would from now on be seen as just a puppet controlled by the Crown Princess, a stepping stone on the path to imperial power.

“I was born noble and clever in youth. Though I can’t match your strategic planning, I’ve never miscalculated or been outmaneuvered. After experiencing much, I’ve come to take it lightly,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Many thought she wasn’t like a living person. Actually, besides her childhood restraint due to health issues preventing strong emotional fluctuations, she had never faced many setbacks. Those she wanted to scheme against, those whose lives she wanted to take – none had ever escaped once she made her move.

Perhaps others would be elated at having even the Emperor lose face so thoroughly, but Shen Xihe truly felt there was nothing to celebrate.

Xiao Huayong turned to look at his wife’s beautiful face. She was quite stunning, her eyes particularly deep and soul-stirring. Such features should have been aggressive and striking, yet her bearing was as deep and calm as the sea, creating a contradictory harmony that made her seem unapproachable.

As he gazed at her, Xiao Huayong’s eyes suddenly filled with deep amusement, his eyebrows rising in clear delight.

“You’re very happy? Why?” Shen Xihe couldn’t fathom why Xiao Huayong suddenly smiled.

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong nodded. “I’m very happy because I suddenly think being a puppet emperor is a good idea.”

Since this was all Shen Xihe’s doing, if she wanted to appear as the stronger party on the surface while he remained a pitiful figure, he might as well play along completely.

Chapter 621: I’m Willing to Be Your Puppet
Shen Xihe: …

“You don’t care about your reputation anymore?” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes to look at him.

Xiao Huayong’s meaning was clear – he wanted to maintain their “strong wife, weak husband” dynamic for life.

“Reputation?” Xiao Huayong laughed softly. “When have I ever cared about such intangible things? As long as Youyou doesn’t mind.”

However in the future, with Shen Xihe openly holding power, his reputation would suffer, and she might be labeled as a hen ruling over the rooster.

Shen Xihe suddenly felt a tightness in her chest: “Why do this?”

“For our future peace.” Xiao Huayong squeezed her hand. “If you hold power, no one will dare move against the Northwest. Even if you later have the Shen family step down and send others to manage the Northwest, as long as you live, whoever’s in charge will give it their all. If I ruled, their thoughts would be quite different, perhaps even harboring inappropriate ideas, trying to drive a wedge between us.”

They weren’t an ordinary couple. An Emperor and Empress carried too many attachments, things that would drive countless people to exhaust every means for their interests.

Xiao Huayong could ensure that amidst these schemes and plots, he would steadfastly trust Shen Xihe, but he couldn’t guarantee she would do the same for him. Even if she truly would, he didn’t want others to force her into choosing between family and husband just because they appeared equally matched.

Though these concerns seemed distant, Xiao Huayong had to take them seriously. While their intelligence made them hard to deceive, he didn’t want such situations to arise at all – even if they couldn’t be separated, it would wear on their relationship.

Better to kill such possibilities from the start. Let the throne be something Shen Xihe seized from His Majesty, with him just a puppet emperor supported by his wife’s family. With real power in the Empress’s hands, people would naturally favor Shen Xihe.

Understanding his thoughts, the pressure in Shen Xihe’s chest grew more uncomfortable: “Do you know… what you’re saying? Have you considered the consequences?”

“I’m perfectly clear-headed.” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were as gentle as a spring breeze. “Youyou, I know our greatest obstacle is the future.”

The future was unpredictable, hearts could change easily, and they stood at the very center of power. Though this pained Xiao Huayong, he understood Shen Xihe’s concerns. In her position, he would feel the same.

“You dare not trust, but I want to believe.” Xiao Huayong’s dark eyes were firm and profound.

Let him be the one who believed unwaveringly that no matter what honors or power she gained, Shen Xihe wouldn’t be consumed and erased by power, and wouldn’t become someone who abandoned him for power.

A fleeting sourness passed through her eyes, and Shen Xihe’s spirit trembled. She stared at Xiao Huayong, somewhat dazed: “You…”

“I’m willing to be your puppet, controlled by you.” Xiao Huayong’s large fingers enveloped her hand, his tone carrying solemn trust.

For a moment, Shen Xihe didn’t know what to say. Her mouth opened, but countless words disappeared at her lips.

“These are just my hopes and plans for our future. Youyou needn’t think too deeply about it. When the time comes and I fulfill my words, you can decide how to treat me then.” Xiao Huayong was skilled at winning Shen Xihe’s heart. Seeing her confusion and hesitation, he retreated to advance: “But for that chance to come, we must be the last ones standing. Otherwise, it’s all empty talk. Given the current situation, Youyou has already created this dynamic to protect me. Let’s continue down this path.”

To protect Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe had gone all out against His Majesty, showing court officials and royal relatives her intentions and attitude. This situation wouldn’t change until everything settled.

Xiao Huayong’s words left even the normally clear-headed Shen Xihe’s mind blank. If he had said these things before their marriage, she would have dismissed them as passing words.

Somehow, she had begun to believe his words. When he had once spoken of Pan-Yang’s friendship, she could laugh it off. Now when he spoke such words, her instincts told her Xiao Huayong meant every word, and her understanding of him told her he would truly act this way in the future. Yet her reason still pulled at her, telling her to stay clearheaded.

Shen Xihe, whose heart was usually as calm as a still lake, was thrown into chaos by Xiao Huayong’s words. She couldn’t speak words of trust, nor could she express disbelief as she once would have. This was perhaps the clearest change in her feelings toward Xiao Huayong.

She could only follow his suggestion to set it aside. They had many days ahead, and these were matters for the distant future. She shouldn’t worry about them now.

His Majesty had given An Zhengyi poisoned wine. Shen Xihe sent Zhenzhu to accompany Doctor Liu to personally witness An Zhengyi drink it. Zhenzhu checked his pulse, and An Zhengyi’s body was returned to An Jingnan. An Jingnan was demoted and left the temporary palace, claiming he had lost face to stay.

With the An Northern Protector position vacant, many began jockeying for position, watching the Eastern Palace’s reaction. Shen Xihe paid no attention, letting them compete.

Emperor Youning, for whatever reason, didn’t immediately appoint a new Protector, focusing instead on the disaster in Deng Prefecture, even passing the Mid-Autumn Festival hastily.

The twentieth of August was when the Imperial Astronomers calculated rain would fall in Deng Prefecture, differing by several days from the date Shen Yueshan had given her. Both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were watching for news from Deng Prefecture.

“If there’s no rain in Deng Prefecture today, there might be civil unrest,” Xiao Huayong whispered in Shen Xihe’s ear.

Whether Deng Prefecture would have rain was unknown, but the temporary palace certainly would. Heavy black clouds covered the sky above, and the gloomy sun made many uneasy, even dampening His Majesty’s mood.

“Why would there be unrest?” Shen Xihe didn’t pay much attention to state affairs, let alone local matters.

“Sixth Brother has been spreading the word about rain today in Deng Prefecture. Many commoners have sought confirmation from officials. Though Eighth Brother hasn’t personally confirmed it, he hasn’t denied it either. The court astronomers’ prediction of rain today has spread throughout Deng Prefecture.” Xiao Huayong stared at the threatening dark sky, his dark eyes seeming tinged with heavy clouds, making his thoughts unreadable.

“What is he doing? Does he know someone who can read the heavens and has predicted it won’t rain today?” Otherwise, why make this useless effort?

Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly: “Astronomical matters are profound mysteries. No one can predict with absolute certainty. The court astronomers have been wrong before. He’s just spreading rumors. If their prediction is right, it won’t harm him, if they’re wrong…”

Both His Majesty and Prince Jing Xiao Changyan would suffer.

The people had endured for half a year, hanging by a thread waiting for this day. If that thread snapped…

“Youyou, perhaps we should postpone releasing the palace servants.” Xiao Huayong worried that the expert known to the Shen family might make a mistake.

His Majesty was currently anxious for an opportunity to move against Shen Xihe.

Chapter 622: I Will Help You Achieve Your Wish
“Let’s see if it rains in Deng Prefecture today.” Shen Xihe understood Xiao Huayong’s concerns. If even the Imperial Astronomers could be wrong, this mysterious person she’d found, whom he knew nothing about, might also err.

Shen Xihe planned to use the rainfall as grounds for pardoning the palace women and releasing the servants. If the prediction proved wrong and there was no rain after releasing people, it would severely damage her authority, and His Majesty might exploit the situation.

She was reluctant to give up such an excellent opportunity to swiftly clear out the palace.

Missing this chance, having already shown her claws to His Majesty, once the Deng Prefecture matter was resolved and he had time, he certainly wouldn’t easily let her firmly control the palace.

Xiao Huayong turned slightly, his dark eyes watching her, remaining silent after a long pause.

As drizzling rain began falling, Shen Xihe’s expression softened. She couldn’t help walking outside, standing under the eaves, feeling the cool breeze carrying moisture, listening to the soft patter of rain. Her mood inexplicably improved.

Following behind her, Xiao Huayong had never liked rainy days before. For a long time, rain meant poison attacks, his body growing cold with the damp air. After experiencing so much, he’d come to view it neutrally, neither liking nor disliking it.

Seeing her standing against the wind in the misty rain, features relaxed and visibly happy, he unconsciously began to like rainy days too. Accompanying her in brewing tea, playing chess, playing the qin, painting, and quietly listening to the rain – it seemed to become a unique kind of enjoyment.

This rainfall brought joy not just to Shen Xihe but to many others. Though Deng Prefecture was hundreds of miles away and rain here didn’t guarantee rain there, wasn’t it still something to hope for?

However, these people were destined for disappointment. By midnight, no rain had fallen in Deng Prefecture, and news of unrest among its people urgently reached the imperial desk. Except for the frail Crown Prince Xiao Huayong, His Majesty summoned several princes and ministers to Taiyun Hall to discuss countermeasures through the night.

Though not summoned, Xiao Huayong was disturbed. Getting up and dressing, he looked at the night sky after the rain, which seemed washed clean, particularly dark and bright: “No rain in Deng Prefecture.”

“The person Father sought help from is a highly respected recluse. He wouldn’t speak carelessly without knowing. Since he gave a specific date, he must be certain of rain.” Shen Xihe had been waiting for results without rest.

She didn’t want to miss this opportunity, trying to convince Xiao Huayong.

His long lashes lowered like gauze, half-hiding his bright eyes which lost some depth and gained an indulgent smile: “I understand.”

“Hmm?”

Understand? Understand what? Such an abrupt statement left Shen Xihe puzzled.

“Leave the rest to me. You need not concern yourself further with this matter. I will surely help you achieve your wish.” Xiao Huayong squeezed Shen Xihe’s shoulder, then turned and walked along the corridor.

Rain splashed from the eaves, water droplets disappearing into the hem of his robe as he walked.

Shen Xihe slowly turned but didn’t follow. After pausing briefly, she withdrew her exposed shoe, hiding the pearl-tipped slipper back under her gauze skirt. Her slender neck tilted up, glowing white beyond the misty rain. Her calm gaze fell on the fine rain curtain, unblinking for a long while, lost in thought.

The heavy rain at the temporary palace continued for a day and night, still drizzling by dawn the next day. But Deng Prefecture remained scorching. The thread holding the people’s patience snapped completely. Their dry eyes, bloodshot like spider webs, lost all light. Everyone became desperate. Starting with Wending and Qingyang counties, riots quickly spread to Mouping, Huang, and Penglai counties.

The speed caught Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, who governed Deng Prefecture, off guard. Though strict and decisive in military matters, and brave in battle, he now faced civilians – an entire prefecture’s worth.

Xiao Changyan planned to harshly suppress the largest riot that started in Wending County but was stopped by the Eleventh Prince, Prince Yan Xiao Changgeng: “Eighth Brother, you must not.”

“The people seek survival, they’re not vicious bandits. Wending led this – capture the leader first, take Wending and it will surely intimidate the other rebels!” Xiao Changyan said coldly.

“Eighth Brother, something’s amiss here.” Xiao Changgeng hurriedly explained. “If these were ordinary civilian riots, your method would work. But someone must be manipulating this. Previous dynasties had droughts lasting up to two years without such unrest. We brothers have been in Deng Prefecture for over a month, if not handling everything personally, at least doing our best. The people see this, even with the Imperial Astronomers’ prediction spreading.

Yesterday’s lack of rain disappointed and angered people, but as you said, they seek survival. How could they riot unless truly desperate? If you suppress them militarily now, they might think the court is abandoning them. They’ll only resist more desperately, making the chaos uncontrollable. How would we explain that to His Majesty?”

Xiao Changyan’s grip on his sword tightened, veins standing out. How could he not see the deception? But the instigators were cunning, inciting all of Deng Prefecture overnight, like arsonists setting fires everywhere, throwing the entire prefecture into chaos.

Without swift suppression, the unrest would snowball.

“We have troops everywhere. The people are just gathering to protest. Since they seek survival, why not release grain? Give them the means to live, and it will temporarily calm their anger while we investigate who’s causing trouble behind the scenes,” Xiao Changgeng suggested.

“Is there enough grain?” Xiao Changyan asked.

“Don’t worry, Eighth Brother. I’ve counted the population of each county. The grain we requested from the Ministry of Revenue has been gradually delivered to county granaries. It’s enough to feed each county for several days.” Xiao Changgeng nodded.

Xiao Changyan clapped Xiao Changgeng’s shoulder, saying gratefully: “Fortunate we followed your suggestion to send grain to the counties early, otherwise… I leave the rest to you. I’ll see who’s trying to trip us up!”

With that, Xiao Changyan strode off, sword at his waist.

Standing there, Xiao Changgeng’s lips curved slightly, though his smile held a touch of bitterness.

Back then, his suggestion to publicly send grain to Deng Prefecture’s counties was merely to reassure the people. How could he have known he’d become another piece in the Crown Prince’s game?

This Crown Prince brother of his could always use everything available, staying above it all, profiting quietly, doing evil yet leaving no trace of his hand in it.

“You caused the unrest in Deng Prefecture?” The news reached Shen Xihe quickly.

Chapter 623: His Highness the Crown Prince Is Easy to Talk To
The Emperor nearly shattered his desk. In his twenty years of rule, even when he was a puppet of court officials or suppressed by noble families, there had never been a civil uprising. Yet today, with full power in his grasp, he faced such a humiliating disgrace!

Civil unrest signified a ruler’s incompetence and negligence!

“Investigate! Investigate this thoroughly for me!” When Xiao Huayong recalled Emperor Youning’s gnashing teeth, he couldn’t help but reveal a trace of pleasure at the corners of his lips, somewhat understanding why Sixth Brother enjoyed troubling His Majesty.

Hearing Shen Xihe’s question, Xiao Huayong snapped back to attention. Noting her intense gaze, he said softly, “Don’t worry, Youyou. Although there’s civil unrest, it won’t harm the common people. With Little Eleven in Dengzhou, I’ve already instructed him. The officials won’t use force to suppress it, and things won’t escalate. The people I arranged are mixed among the crowd to act when appropriate. Not only will the common people avoid harm, but they’ll also receive grain early.”

This grain, the court wouldn’t distribute this unless necessary, as insufficient follow-up supplies could lead to greater disaster.

If the rain that Shen Xihe predicted came, these grains would return to the Ministry of Revenue just as they arrived. Treasury abundance was paramount – as long as the common people could survive by tightening their belts, the court wouldn’t intervene.

After such hardship, many people would have to sell their children just to survive. This small uprising could at least give them some breathing room.

Hearing Xiao Huayong’s words, Shen Xihe’s expression softened. She wasn’t a particularly benevolent person, but she disliked bullying the weak, disregarding the innocent, or trampling on common people.

She knew Xiao Huayong must be plotting something, but if achieving his goals meant harming innocent civilians, it would displease her.

“What’s your purpose?” Shen Xihe pondered but couldn’t figure out why Xiao Huayong would interfere in Dengzhou’s affairs.

“Didn’t I tell you earlier that Sixth Brother spread the Astronomical Bureau’s rain prediction to Dengzhou?” Xiao Huayong elegantly rolled up one sleeve while gracefully lifting his teacup with the other hand. “Though this civil unrest might seem like thunder with little rain, it doesn’t sound good when word spreads. His Majesty least tolerates blemishes on his political achievements. This is a major blemish – if His Majesty catches the mastermind behind this, he absolutely won’t show mercy.”

Shen Xihe instantly understood Xiao Huayong’s meaning. He was magnifying Xiao Changqin’s actions and framing him for inciting civil unrest. Since Xiao Changqin had leaked the Astronomical Bureau’s rain prediction and Xiao Huayong knew about it, there must be evidence.

Adding Xiao Changgeng as an inside man in Dengzhou, with Xiao Huayong having him plant some evidence, it wouldn’t be difficult to make Xiao Changqin completely indefensible when everything aligned.

But Shen Xihe didn’t understand: “We’ve had no conflict with Prince Xin, why suddenly move against him?”

“I’m not planning to move against him. Don’t you know your husband? Your husband has always been a law-abiding person, how could he cause trouble without reason?” Xiao Huayong’s bright eyes gleamed with innocent laughter as he looked at Shen Xihe, appearing quite harmless.

Shen Xihe’s lips twitched involuntarily, revealing an expression of speechlessness.

The man before her was probably the most devious in the world, yet he dared claim to be law-abiding?

He might not cause trouble without reason, but he certainly turned small matters into big ones.

“You…”

“Your Highness the Crown Prince, Prince Xin, and Prince Lie request an audience.” Before Shen Xihe could speak, Zhenzhu’s announcement came from outside.

Xiao Huayong took a small sip of Pingzhong tea, closing his eyes to savor it briefly before setting down his cup. He stood up, took Shen Xihe’s hand, and led her to the reception hall.

Xiao Changqin stood with his hands behind his back in a moon-white robe, his expression calm.

Xiao Changying wore bright red clothes, his brows slightly furrowed, his expression complex.

“Greetings to the Crown Prince and Crown Princess.” Seeing Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, Xiao Changqin led the formal greeting.

Xiao Changying followed his brother’s greeting somewhat perfunctorily, his face tense.

Xiao Huayong made a slight gesture to raise them: “Fifth Brother, Ninth Brother, no need for such formality.”

Shen Xihe also returned a greeting behind him, and the two brothers sat at Xiao Huayong’s invitation.

After servants poured tea, Xiao Changqin got straight to the point: “Your Highness, what guidance do you have?”

“Fifth Brother arrived faster than I expected,” Xiao Huayong first praised.

“If I didn’t hurry, I feared I would already be convicted,” Xiao Changqin stared intently at Xiao Huayong, his words carrying hidden meaning.

Xiao Huayong had framed him and let him know it was Xiao Huayong’s doing, while neither Xiao Changyan in Dengzhou nor His Majesty had yet discovered who incited the civil unrest, or perhaps lacked evidence, though they suspected his involvement.

This forced him to come.

“If Fifth Brother is upright and honest, why fear unfounded charges?” Xiao Huayong said mildly.

Xiao Changqin admitted he had played a part in this matter, but hadn’t expected Xiao Huayong to escalate it to this extent. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to trouble His Majesty or feared discovery, but rather that his influence in the regions wasn’t as strong as Xiao Huayong’s. He couldn’t control the situation, and if things became unmanageable, innocent civilians would suffer.

His Qingqing wasn’t one to fight evil and uphold justice, but she disliked bullying the weak and especially disliked involving innocent people.

“Your Highness, if you have instructions, please speak directly.” Xiao Changqin now knew Xiao Huayong’s true nature and didn’t wish to engage in verbal sparring.

Speaking with clever people was indeed straightforward. Xiao Huayong also stopped beating around the bush: “The drought in Dengzhou is the root cause. If the Fifth Brother cares for the common people and specifically sought guidance from an expert to know which day it would rain, informing His Majesty – how could such a Fifth Brother who cares so deeply about Dengzhou’s disaster be the mastermind behind this unrest?”

Hearing Xiao Huayong’s words, Shen Xihe suddenly looked at him, finally understanding his careful arrangements.

If the Astronomical Bureau could make mistakes, he worried others might too. No matter how much Shen Xihe trusted them, such errors were always possible. He couldn’t bear to see her take any risky steps.

She had just opposed His Majesty, and if she told His Majesty which day it would rain in Dengzhou, using the palace amnesty as cover, His Majesty would certainly question her. Though the drought was urgent and His Majesty might not dare ignore her private intentions, he would require her to make a military pledge before being moved.

Once such a pledge was made, if there was no rain, Shen Xihe would have no way out and would be attacked by court officials. His Majesty could use this opportunity to revoke her authority over palace affairs and perhaps implicate even more…

“You know which day it will rain?” Xiao Changqin asked incredulously.

“A highly respected person predicted it, but nothing in this world is absolute. There are risks, after all, the Astronomical Bureau isn’t incompetent and can make mistakes too. Fifth Brother, would you like to take this gamble? The choice is yours.” Xiao Huayong presented an attitude of being reasonable and not forcing the issue.

Chapter 624: The Feeling of Being Cherished in Your Palm
Both Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying were stunned by Xiao Huayong’s shamelessness.

Could Xiao Changqin refuse?

Of course not!

It wasn’t that he had no way to resolve this crisis – the key was that Xiao Huayong held evidence against him! If he wanted to find another solution, he’d first need Xiao Huayong to show mercy.

If he left now, Xiao Huayong would expose his leak of the Astronomical Bureau’s rain prediction. With this real evidence, even if the proof of inciting civil unrest was fabricated by Xiao Huayong, as long as he couldn’t prove someone else framed him – even if the evidence couldn’t prove his guilt – with no other suspect, His Majesty’s wrath would fall solely on him!

This charge, willing or not, he’d have to bear it!

“How do you want me to inform His Majesty?” Xiao Changqin asked gravely.

“Palace maids locked deep within, accumulated yin energy, hence drought ravages,” Xiao Huayong gave him seventeen characters.

Not just Xiao Changqin but even Xiao Changying suddenly raised his head.

So…

So, all of Xiao Huayong’s elaborate scheming was to help Shen Xihe cleanse the palace harem!

All three were quite shocked, though Shen Xihe’s emotional waves were the gentlest, as this wasn’t the first time Xiao Huayong had gone to such lengths for her, both fulfilling her needs and desires while protecting her thoroughly and completely.

Xiao Changqin couldn’t help but think of himself. When he married Gu Qingchi, he was still young with unformed wings, yet he had exhausted every means to plan and do good for her. But she neither needed nor valued it, neither refusing nor rejoicing, treating all his dedication as dispensable.

It seemed that as a husband, whether he was good or not made no difference to her at all.

However, he also couldn’t reach Xiao Huayong’s level – he now realized such deep affection existed in this world.

Xiao Huayong must have known what kind of woman Shen Xihe was, her intelligence and capabilities, and Shen Xihe’s purpose in choosing him as her husband was crystal clear. Yet such a wise Xiao Huayong still took such risks, letting Shen Xihe grasp great power, completely unconcerned that one day, he might become a stepping stone for the Shen family to usurp the throne, becoming a historical sinner of the Xiao imperial family!

Xiao Changying’s mind went blank. He had considered his feelings for Shen Xihe deeply, silently protecting her. At this moment he understood that Shen Xihe’s choice of Xiao Huayong might not have been merely for legitimate status and Eastern Palace benefits.

Only Xiao Huayong could care for her so unreservedly, unrestrained by others, not needing to compromise for others.

He couldn’t do it – he still had his birth mother and siblings. Even if he could use all his strength to protect her, he couldn’t abandon everything for her. But Xiao Huayong could, and at this moment Xiao Changying believed it.

Xiao Changqin came to his senses and, noticing his brother’s emotions sighed almost inaudibly. He stood and said to Xiao Huayong, “I understand Your Highness’s meaning and won’t disturb you further.”

With that, he led Xiao Changying away.

Walking out the main door, Xiao Changying couldn’t help but look back deeply before catching up with his brother: “Brother, we’re not his equal.”

By “we,” he meant his feelings for Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqin’s for Gu Qingchi – both had considered their feelings deep and meaningful, but compared to Xiao Huayong, they felt ashamed.

Xiao Changqin acknowledged this point, smiling bitterly: “Perhaps… this is why she and I were fated to meet but not to be…”

After a long silence, Xiao Changqin added obscurely: “But I did my best.”

He truly had given his all, giving everything he could give. Unable to match Xiao Huayong’s level, perhaps it was because he couldn’t match Xiao Huayong’s capabilities – ultimately, he wasn’t worthy of her.

Seeing his elder brother’s painful melancholy, Xiao Changying felt heartache and somewhat regretted bringing it up. He changed the subject: “Brother, could the Crown Prince be setting a trap? Could this date be false?”

After all, Xiao Huayong had personally said nothing was absolute, and the Astronomical Bureau had made mistakes before. Xiao Changying remained worried.

Xiao Changqin shook his head slightly: “It’s likely true. If the Crown Prince had known about this earlier, he wouldn’t have used it just here – there were many better opportunities to exploit it. It must be information the Crown Princess received. The Crown Princess wants control of palace affairs and to cleanse the harem – this is the quickest and most effective method, and she doesn’t want to miss this golden opportunity.

If this opportunity passes, with the harem’s deep-rooted complexities, trying to clean them out one by one would not only be difficult but would also earn her a reputation for being narrow-minded and bloodthirsty.

If I’m not mistaken, it was the Crown Princess who insisted on this course, and the Crown Prince, unwilling to let her take risks, hastily pushed me forward instead.”

This explained why the Dengzhou matter was so rushed, catching him and everyone off guard – it didn’t seem pre-planned.

Not to be arrogant, but even if looking for someone to take the fall, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t easily choose him. With more time, Second Brother would have been the best choice or at least Third Brother.

He didn’t think Xiao Huayong feared him, but when choosing, everyone picked the easiest target.

“If that’s the case, there’s still risk. Let me…”

Xiao Changqin raised his hand to interrupt Xiao Changying’s words, his heart slightly warmed: “If even the Crown Princess dares take such a risk, it must mean the probability of rain on that day is extremely high. Am I not equal to a lady? Moreover… there are still benefits to be gained from this…”

As the brothers gradually walked away, Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on Xiao Huayong, her emotions complex.

“Is Youyou moved by me?” Xiao Huayong took her hand, using slight force to seat her on his lap.

Even as husband and wife, Shen Xihe disliked such intimacy during the day, especially such disregard for etiquette. She struggled slightly, but Xiao Huayong forcefully held on, righteously saying: “I’m asking for credit and reward here.”

Unable to break free, as if truly satisfying his credit request, Shen Xihe stiffly allowed his embrace.

Feeling her stiffness and discomfort, Xiao Huayong released her with some regret: “I’ve made you uncomfortable. I’m not comparing you to those frivolous women, nor do I mean to demean you – I just want to be more uninhibited with you.”

“I know, it’s not because of you, it’s me…” Years of ingrained upbringing and etiquette couldn’t be broken in a day – it was truly difficult. She could only take his hand proactively, looking at him sincerely, “Thank you.”

“What are you thanking me for? We’re husband and wife, what need is there for thanks? Protecting you from worry, solving your difficulties – this is as it should be.” Xiao Huayong grasped her hand in return.

“No, I’m not thanking you for protecting me.” Shen Xihe’s bright eyes penetrated with tiny waves of light, shallow and glistening as if flowing into one’s heart, “I’m thanking you… for letting me feel what it’s like to be cherished in someone’s palm.”

I feel cherished in your palm.

Xiao Huayong’s heart skipped a beat, his throat moving as he suppressed certain emotions: “Haven’t your father and brother done the same?”

“Father and brother are cautious with me. If my actions might harm myself, even the slightest or smallest possibility, father and brother would guard strictly against it, not allowing me to do so…”

But you’re different – you support me, and fulfill me, while still protecting me.

This must be what it feels like to be cherished in someone’s palm.

Chapter 625: Requesting Amnesty for the Palace Harem
“With your words, even if I were flayed alive or ground to dust, it would be worth it.” Xiao Huayong’s heart leaped with joy, his uncontrollable excitement making him pull her into a tight embrace.

He feared nothing – not her coldness, not her rational decisiveness, not her weighing of gains and losses. His only fear was her indifference, or that even if moved, she would choose to avoid it.

Fortunately, she could feel his affection, and she was a brave and frank person – when she felt something, she neither denied nor avoided it. This was already a great response to him, allowing him to continue forward boldly without fearing difficulties.

As autumn leaves began to fall and lotus flowers blazed brilliantly, their embrace was gentle and tender amid the dancing shadows of flowers and leaves.

The next morning was the court assembly, which even Xiao Huayong attended. Besides routine matters, the primary concern was Dengzhou’s drought. Fortunately, the civil unrest had easily subsided after the people received grain, but this was temporary.

Anyone could see that if Dengzhou remained rainless, civil unrest would eventually erupt again. The next time wouldn’t be so easy to quell, and the court didn’t have enough grain to pacify the people again – this distribution had depleted half the treasury’s reserves.

Emperor Youning discussed this at length with his officials. Most advocated collecting grain from the people, which would require treasury funds. Others suggested the Emperor lead by example in fundraising, which would motivate the wealthy gentry everywhere. Small contributions would add up – even if Dengzhou remained rainless all year, it could help people survive until next year’s tax revenue replenished the treasury.

These proposals naturally gained support and agreement from most officials, though some raised objections. Organizing donations everywhere would inevitably lead to embezzlement, with some using the disaster and Emperor’s name to squeeze the wealthy gentry. If mishandled, it could ruin many charitable families.

Such precedents existed in previous dynasties and even earlier. As several sides argued endlessly, Emperor Youning watched expressionlessly. When they had argued enough, he had Liu Sanzhi announce court dismissal. Just as Liu Sanzhi finished speaking, Prince Xin Xiao Changqin stepped forward: “Your Majesty, regarding Dengzhou’s drought, I have something to report.”

The Emperor, about to rise, sat back down at these words: “Speak.”

“During Emperor Taizong’s reign, when there was also a great drought, after granting amnesty to the palace harem, sweet rain fell from heaven.” Xiao Changqin bowed in the center, “Last night, perhaps from pondering deeply, I dreamed an expert suggested that if Your Majesty emulates Emperor Taizong, it might bring rain to Dengzhou.”

Xiao Changqin’s words were like a drop of water hitting hot oil, instantly causing an explosion. All court officials looked at him as if seeing a ghost.

Amnesty for the harem – did Prince Xin know what he was saying?

At this crucial moment, whether releasing people or recruiting new ones after the amnesty, it would inevitably involve Shen Xihe, who already had verbal orders to manage palace affairs. With Shen Xihe’s capability and forcefulness, who could plant their people under her watch? Wouldn’t this put the entire harem under her control?

Shen Xihe had just seized harem authority from Xiao Changqin’s birth mother, yet he turned around to help her!

Not just help, but help thoroughly!

Some with ulterior motives couldn’t help but cast strange glances at Xiao Huayong, the only one seated beside the Emperor, wondering when Prince Xin had been close to the Crown Princess. Unless bewitched by feminine charms, how could someone as astute as Prince Xin openly side with Shen Xihe at this time?

“Harem amnesty bringing sweet rain – how can you be so certain?” Emperor Youning’s expression cooled.

Having suffered two major losses at Shen Xihe’s hands – the Northwest agents being uprooted and Lady An’s death sentence – Emperor Youning most didn’t want to hear anything about Shen Xihe or anyone close to the Eastern Palace. He had become very wary of her.

The various harem factions formed a balance. In his many years of ruling, Lady Rong had always been dear to him, never deceiving him in the slightest. These years, the harem was well-managed – though he couldn’t understand everyone completely, through Lady Rong he knew most people’s backgrounds and could guess about uncertainties.

If he truly let Shen Xihe clean house, he wouldn’t dare enter the harem afterward!

This time at the temporary palace, Shen Xihe’s success in harming Lady An came because he rarely visited there and didn’t control its people, giving her an opening. How could he let the main harem become a second temporary palace?

“Your Majesty, the harem has released no one in the twenty years since your ascension, while selections continue annually. Yin energy has accumulated in the palace, just as during Emperor Taizong’s drought a century ago. Though I cannot be certain, I feel we shouldn’t ignore ancestral wisdom. Releasing palace people also accumulates virtue – why not try, Your Majesty?” Xiao Changqin spoke reasonably and with evidence.

But he faced opposition from officials, especially great families with people in the palace. A harem amnesty directly affected their interests – they didn’t want to become deaf and blind to palace affairs afterward.

“Have you seen the officials’ opinion?” Emperor Youning scrutinized Xiao Changqin.

“Your Majesty, I have no private motives, only wishing to ease your concerns and benefit the suffering people.” Xiao Changqin lifted his robe and knelt, back straight. “I beg Your Majesty to consider it.”

Emperor Youning couldn’t guess Xiao Changqin’s intentions. Current evidence suggested this good son had secretly encouraged Dengzhou’s unrest, though lacking conclusive proof, he hadn’t confronted him.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Changqin now performed this act of problem-solving. He had leaked the Astronomical Bureau’s rain prediction, angering the people – besides unexpectedly ruining Eighth Brother’s jade, it only tarnished his reputation.

Someone who secretly hoped for chaos now urgently addressed the people’s needs – was this hasty compensation for exposed schemes, or did Dengzhou’s unrest have hidden aspects?

“Harem amnesty is a major matter, not to be decided lightly.” Emperor Youning left with these words.

After officials respectfully saw the Emperor off and dispersed, no one expected Xiao Changqin to kneel again outside the hall: “I implore Your Majesty to grant harem amnesty for Dengzhou’s people.”

The doors remained closed with no response, but Xiao Changqin’s expression didn’t change as he knelt straight as a pine tree.

“Should we add fuel to the fire in Dengzhou?” Shen Xihe asked when Xiao Huayong returned.

Xiao Huayong smiled gently: “No need for two masters on one task. Since Fifth Brother has taken this on, he can succeed.”

Just as Xiao Changqin had easily spread the Astronomical Bureau’s message in Dengzhou, he could spread today’s court words. With slight instigation, people hearing that harem amnesty could bring rain would naturally petition together.

The harem belonged to the Emperor – if he refused amnesty, it would mean he indulged in pleasure while disregarding people’s lives.

Chapter 626: I Will Plan Everything Wholeheartedly for You
The commoners would certainly petition. From spring until now, not a single rainfall has blessed Dengzhou for over half a year. The people’s hearts were already anxious, and after experiencing the Imperial Astronomers’ miscalculation and their hopes being dashed, they were like people tossed into deep seas, tumbling among giant waves – they would desperately grasp at even the smallest hope for survival.

To the common people, pardoning the palace women merely meant releasing some palace maids in exchange for the possibility of rain that could save countless lives from suffering. Even if it wasn’t certain, it was worth attempting.

This point was clear to everyone, and Emperor Youning naturally understood as well. From the moment Xiao Changqin proposed this palace pardon, His Majesty had no choice but to grant it, whether he wished to or not.

“His Majesty wishes to see if Prince Xin is truly stirring up trouble in Dengzhou,” Shen Xihe instantly comprehended.

Dengzhou’s people couldn’t have learned of Xiao Changqin’s proposal so quickly. The capable court officials all had their measures and wouldn’t involve themselves at this time, preferring to stay clear of the situation. Those lacking capability wouldn’t dare to take the lead, and perhaps couldn’t even grasp His Majesty’s deeper intentions.

“Fifth Brother isn’t a fool. His Majesty is bound to be disappointed,” Xiao Huayong took the scissors from Shen Xihe’s hands, bending down to trim the Pingzhongye bonsai before her.

This bonsai was his gift to Shen Xihe before their marriage. She particularly treasured it, even bringing it to the temporary palace. Since their marriage, whether trimming or daily watering, Shen Xihe wouldn’t let others handle it – only Xiao Huayong could touch it.

He never deeply pondered whether this was due to her excessive love for the Pingzhongye or because she valued it as his gift. He simply assumed the latter, taking her treasuring of this item as treasuring his feelings for her.

Shen Xihe shifted her position to make it easier for Xiao Huayong to work. After autumn began, the Pingzhongye started shedding its green attire for the golden dress. Occasionally, the golden edges would wrap around traces of green showing through the central veins, creating a uniquely pleasing sight.

“This is your chance to give Prince Xin a way to clear himself.” Xiao Changqin must have already arranged for someone to widely spread his words throughout Dengzhou, stirring the hearts of every citizen. However, he needed to use others’ hands to create this smokescreen.

Thus, even though Prince Jing Xiao Changyan and His Majesty had already discovered that the person who leaked the Imperial Astronomers’ rain prediction and caused the civil unrest was likely Xiao Changqin, the emergence of a third force would create uncertainty about who was really behind it all.

Xiao Changqin hadn’t been guarding against Xiao Huayong and hadn’t done anything major in Dengzhou, thus growing careless. This led to Xiao Huayong making a big deal out of small matters, forcing Xiao Changqin to personally help Shen Xihe propose the palace pardon in exchange for Xiao Huayong’s withdrawal.

Xiao Huayong had indeed withdrawn, but his previous actions in Dengzhou had left traces. To completely move past this and ensure His Majesty couldn’t determine if he was behind the events in Dengzhou, he could only take this opportunity to frame someone else.

If Xiao Changqin’s words about pardoning the palace women to pray for rain were spread through others’ mouths, it would muddy the waters and instead clear his name. This was better than having His Majesty harbor suspicions about him due to the earlier Imperial Astronomers’ incident.

“We shall simply observe from the sidelines,” With a snip, Xiao Huayong cut off an excess branch, his deep gaze tinged with light, appearing so profound it inspired awe in observers. Setting down the scissors, he picked up the fallen branch, twirling it between his fingers. “Youyou, remember, you have me, and you have the people I’ve given you. Both I and the people I’ve trained are at your disposal, and others can be used by you as well.”

Xiao Huayong never doubted Shen Xihe’s intelligence. He had noticed early on that her actions matched her personality – she operated independently, never utilizing others, always handling matters personally.

Just like this palace pardon – though she would be the beneficiary if Shen Xihe had proposed it herself, Emperor Youning certainly wouldn’t have easily agreed. For Shen Xihe to achieve her wishes, especially before the rain came, she would likely have had to directly confront Emperor Youning or place herself in a passive and dangerous position.

Though Shen Xihe could see all this, she still chose to act personally, never considering using others’ hands as he did.

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe lacked the courage or wisdom, nor that she could not make it happen – it was simply her usual way of doing things.

She seemed to dislike associating with others, dislike making enemies, and dislike excessive entanglements with others. She would only rely on her strength – not out of stubbornness or solitary courage, but as if it were a behavioral habit carved into her bones.

This puzzled Xiao Huayong. Generally, people who developed such behavioral patterns were those who walked alone in a world, where cruelty and indifference taught them to trust and rely only on themselves, never hoping for anything from others.

Logically, Shen Xihe had grown up cherished by Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an – how had she developed such a heartbreaking solitude?

Shen Xihe paused slightly, lowering her butterfly-wing-like long lashes: “Father and Brother were away for years. If I had requests, they would certainly fulfill them, but I was already their burden – I could only handle things myself as much as possible.”

In her youth, she rarely saw Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an. Amidst beacon fires and wolf smoke, with endless foreign enemies and unending warfare, she always watched them depart in bright armor and return covered in blood.

Many needs remained stuck in her throat – she dared not and could not bear to speak them. She could only slowly plan things herself, gradually becoming accustomed to handling major matters without troubling others.

“But your reminder is right – this isn’t good, I’ll change in the future.” Shen Xihe naturally had flaws, but until someone pointed them out, she hadn’t realized them herself.

Because she actively acknowledged her mistake and said she would change, Xiao Huayong swallowed the words that had reached his throat. He solemnly held her hand: “Youyou, I hope you’ll remember, you are my wife. I know you’re not a woman who depends on men, but I hope you’ll rely on me, trust me. I’m different from your father and brother – they have national gates to guard, but I can plan wholeheartedly for you.

Naturally, whenever I have any requests of you, I’ll also speak them without reservation.”

Would she begin to get used to and remember that there was someone behind her from that moment on?

This unprecedented thought, when meeting his unfathomably deep eyes, somehow made Shen Xihe feel it wasn’t so hard to accept. Her gaze softened: “Alright.”

Xiao Huayong liked this about Shen Xihe – she was straightforward and sincere, willing to follow her heart, neither deceiving others nor herself.

Perhaps due to the urgency of time, that very afternoon the people of Dengzhou began stirring in large numbers. Villagers from various areas indeed jointly petitioned His Majesty to pardon the palace women. The speed was astonishing as if it had been arranged in advance.

Seeing the masses of people kneeling in the city, filling the streets as far as the eye could see, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan had no choice but to send the joint petition to the temporary palace. Meanwhile, he discreetly captured some of the leaders, and after severe interrogation, discovered these people belonged to Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin.

Thus Shen Xihe learned that Xiao Changqin had chosen Xiao Changmin as his scapegoat.

Chapter 627: So It Was All For Him
None of Emperor Youning’s sons were incompetent, but their shrewdness varied in degree. Second Prince Zhao Wang Xiao Changmin was at the bottom, so Shen Xihe wasn’t at all surprised that Xiao Changqin chose him as a scapegoat.

“Second Brother just can’t control his curiosity, and now he’s suffering the consequences,” Xiao Huayong stretched his neck, watching Shen Xihe press the incense ash.

She sat with perfect posture, head slightly bowed, her light gauze draping down with her black hair. The white porcelain incense burner was snow-white and silver-like, its texture as delicate as her fair hands emerging from her sleeves, both emanating a subtle glow.

The bamboo-jointed incense press moved gently with her fingertips, smoothing the frost-like incense ash.

Xiao Huayong loved watching her light incense – it was as beautiful as a painting, every movement holding his unwavering attention.

Seeing her silence, he continued: “The Dengzhou matter had nothing to do with Second Brother originally. He merely wanted to know who was stirring up trouble, so he sent people to investigate. Fifth Brother was waiting for him to walk into the trap. Fifth Brother released the person who had spread the Imperial Astronomers’ rain prediction date earlier, and both this person and Second Brother’s people fell into Eighth Brother’s hands. Fifth Brother’s people insisted they were conspirators with Second Brother’s people, and produced some unclear evidence, so the matter fell on Second Brother’s head.”

After smoothing the incense ash, Shen Xihe chose a brush and traced the incense burner’s edge, cleaning off the dust. Only then did she gently place the incense stencil on the smooth ash: “The day after tomorrow is when the rain will fall.”

Until now, Emperor Youning hadn’t agreed to pardon the palace women. If delayed two more days, and rain truly fell the day after tomorrow, the matter of pardoning would come to nothing.

“Tomorrow, His Majesty will certainly issue the decree to pardon the palace women,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on the incense stencil as Shen Xihe continued her movements while talking with him.

There were various types of incense stencils used to sprinkle incense powder, creating patterns or characters on the ash. Shen Xihe’s was self-made. After sprinkling the powder and lifting the stencil, an earthen-yellow butterfly-wing-shaped Pingzhongye leaf pattern formed on the snow-white ash.

Taking a lit incense stick, she gently ignited the powder at the leaf’s stem. White smoke curled upward. She covered the burner, and an elegant fragrance wafted out.

Xiao Huayong involuntarily raised his eyebrows at the scent: “This is the essence of Pingzhongye.”

The subtle yet distinguishable fragrance of Pingzhongye lingered.

“Pingzhongye is too subtle to be the main ingredient,” Shen Xihe had preserved this scent to the maximum extent. She waved her hand at the drifting smoke, carefully savoring it for a moment before nodding in satisfaction. “This is the best it can be.”

She had tried before, but the fragrance started strong and grew fainter, eventually completely overwhelmed by other ingredients, leaving no trace. That’s why she developed a new formula.

“This incense…” Xiao Huayong leaned in to smell it, then hesitantly asked, “It’s not harmful, is it?”

It was just that in his wife’s hands, incense wasn’t merely for elegant enjoyment – it could become a deadly weapon at any moment!

“With countless materials available in the world, why would I taint something I love?” Shen Xihe glanced sideways at Xiao Huayong.

Pingzhongye wasn’t harmless – it could easily be used to harm people. But because she loved it, she naturally wouldn’t use it that way.

“I spoke wrongly,” Xiao Huayong quickly apologized.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly, not taking it to heart.

Her light smile, like wind rippling across a lake’s surface, blew into Xiao Huayong’s heart. His thoughts stirred: “So Youyou is this protective of her own.”

“You only just realized?” Shen Xihe was slightly surprised. Had she not made it obvious?

She had always been protective. Anyone or anything she held dear, she would shelter under her wing, not allowing others to harm them.

“Then… when will Youyou protect me?” Xiao Huayong smiled fawningly.

Shen Xihe turned to face him directly: “Haven’t I protected you enough?”

To protect him, she had directly confronted His Majesty. In the entire world, even her father hadn’t directly moved against His Majesty.

Except for leaving no evidence, she had practically announced to the world that she had become His Majesty’s enemy.

Understanding Shen Xihe’s meaning, Xiao Huayong’s lips spread in a smile that reached his eyes: “I thought… thought you were only considering the bigger picture.”

“I am considering the bigger picture,” Shen Xihe nodded, not denying this point. “Given our position and the times we’re in, I can’t do as you do, acting purely for personal feelings, for just one person.”

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s smile fade slightly, Shen Xihe continued, “My unwillingness to have you exposed before His Majesty’s eyes, to be suspected and distrusted by him, was indeed personal.”

Xiao Huayong had done many things, especially since the Northwestern matter began. The Eastern Palace had become a thorn in His Majesty’s heart. In this situation, either one of them would be viewed with suspicion by His Majesty, or both husband and wife would be feared together.

If Xiao Huayong hadn’t already held weight in her heart, given her nature, she would naturally have watched His Majesty and Xiao Huayong fight like a snipe and a clam, while she, the fisherman, would profit. His Majesty would know everything was Xiao Huayong’s doing and would certainly view him as a grave threat.

With Xiao Huayong’s intelligence and methods, if the two fought, even if there was a winner, the victor would surely be gravely wounded. Standing behind them, watching for opportunities, she could easily become the biggest winner.

But she hadn’t chosen this path, because she had also counted Xiao Huayong as one of her own.

Xiao Huayong’s bright eyes stared at Shen Xihe, his mind constantly echoing the words “was indeed personal.”

His reaction was foolish and dazed, nothing like the shrewd Crown Prince who held the power to move heaven and earth.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh softly, shaking her head helplessly with a smile: “Beichen, truly, though you schemed for the Northwest for my sake, I do not feel indebted. These plans weren’t at my request, so if you meant nothing to me, none of your actions would move me, nor would I feel guilty or grateful enough to step forward and hide you behind me.”

As the beloved daughter of the Northwestern King, since childhood, she had been courted by all the noble families in the Northwest. If she had to be moved and touched by everyone who planned for her or made unilateral sacrifices for her, she would never stop feeling touched.

Being in a high position, she had long since become indifferent to flattery and favor-seeking.

“So, so it was actually for me as a person…” Xiao Huayong was stunned.

He had always thought Shen Xihe acted this way to maximize benefits and to consider the overall situation.

Only now did he realize that he had been lost in his position, or perhaps hadn’t dared to think this way. Otherwise, given his understanding of her character, how could someone like her be purely moved by certain actions?

She was telling him that if it wasn’t him doing these things – if someone else had done the same things – she wouldn’t have appreciated it, much less stepped forward strongly to cover for them!

This realization made Xiao Huayong’s heart pound uncontrollably.

Chapter 628: Sending Thoughts Through a Lock of Hair
When Shen Xihe indirectly expressed her feelings for Xiao Huayong, the Crown Prince was so delighted he could barely contain himself.

His eyes were practically glued to Shen Xihe, afraid that if he blinked, she would vanish and everything that had just happened would turn out to be nothing more than an illusion.

Previously, Xiao Huayong’s intense and passionate gaze had made Shen Xihe extremely uncomfortable. Even now she felt uneasy, only able to sigh helplessly and try her best to ignore it.

While the couple was being affectionate, several courtyards away, Emperor Youning’s face was frigid as he held a memorial in his hands. This urgent report from Jiangnan showed that the drought in Dengzhou affected not just that region, but the entire empire. Jiangnan was a land blessed with talented scholars – every three years during the imperial examinations, more than half of the successful candidates came from there.

Scholars were most skilled at championing justice through their writing. In the Emperor’s hands were essays from Jiangnan students. Many had begun making veiled references connecting the Dengzhou disaster, the strange events during the prayer ceremony, and how after Prince Xin had knelt to beg for amnesty for the imperial harem, the Emperor had delayed taking action. Though not stated explicitly, anyone with a brain could understand the implications.

How far was Dengzhou from Jiangnan and the imperial palace? Xiao Changqin had only knelt in the courtyard for a day and night, and the petition from Dengzhou’s people presented by Shu Han had just reached his hands, yet Jiangnan was already taking action. Since when had communication between North and South become as swift as between neighbors?

Someone was deliberately manipulating things – it was meant as a threat to him. So who was pulling strings behind the scenes?

There were many suspects, first and foremost Xiao Changqin kneeling outside, as well as the seemingly obedient Eastern Palace. Of course, others couldn’t be ruled out either.

But there was no time to dwell on such matters now – if he didn’t grant amnesty to the imperial harem soon, he would be seen as a depraved and muddle-headed ruler!

“Bring him in,” Emperor Youning commanded coldly.

Liu Sanzhi hurriedly went outside and instructed two eunuchs to help Xiao Changqin, whose legs had gone numb from kneeling for a day and night.

Emperor Youning stared at Xiao Changqin, who maintained his composure and, despite his knees being numb, still managed to keep his back straight as he knelt: “If We issue the edict to grant amnesty to the imperial harem and Dengzhou receives no rain, you will have deceived the people and disrupted court order. Even executing you would not be too harsh!”

Xiao Changqin’s expression remained unchanged. Though his bloodshot eyes showed exhaustion, they still gleamed with defiance: “The people cannot wait much longer. I request Your Majesty issue the edict immediately and announce it to the empire. If there is no rain within three days, I am willing to die for my offense!”

This life-or-death gamble was exactly what Xiao Huayong had wanted to prevent Shen Xihe from risking.

Xiao Changqin understood the current situation clearly. Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe wouldn’t want him dead, so they wouldn’t harm him. But as Xiao Huayong had said, there were always variables – even the Imperial Astronomers could make mistakes. Who in this world could truly predict heaven’s will correctly every time?

Knowing this, he was still willing to make this bet with the Emperor because if something truly went wrong, he could follow the example of Fourth Brother and fake his death to escape. Without his identity as a prince, and with Little Nine still around, he could act more freely operating from behind Little Nine.

There were some things he couldn’t do as Prince Xin, but as a nameless person, he could act without restraint.

Of course, being Prince Xin had its advantages too – there were pros and cons to each situation. Either way, he didn’t stand to lose much.

Emperor Youning narrowed his eyes. He had just met with people from the Imperial Astronomers Bureau, and their vague responses clearly showed they didn’t believe Dengzhou would see rain in the coming days. He was curious about what gave his son such great confidence.

After fixing Xiao Changqin with a piercing gaze for a moment, Emperor Youning wordlessly grabbed his imperial seal. The edict had already been drafted before Xiao Changqin entered, and he stamped it with a loud thud.

“Liu Sanzhi, go proclaim the edict,” Emperor Youning ordered. “Send Prince Xin back. We shall see if Dengzhou’s drought is truly caused by accumulated yin energy in the palace!”

Though they had expected to hear good news tomorrow, they hadn’t anticipated receiving the Emperor’s edict so quickly. Besides the edict announcing amnesty to appease the people of Dengzhou and those young scholars in Jiangnan, there was also an imperial decree for Shen Xihe, since as Crown Princess she held authority over the imperial harem and would need to oversee the amnesty.

However, Emperor Youning had held something back – regarding the Imperial Preceptor, he ordered the Department of Internal Affairs and the Court of Imperial Clan to assist her. The Department was controlled by Liu Sanzhi, while the Director of the Court was the Emperor’s cousin within five degrees of mourning, naturally loyal to the imperial ancestors – both sided with the Emperor.

Shen Xihe was already satisfied with this; whether these people followed along or not didn’t matter.

Upon receiving the decree, she immediately headed back to the palace accompanied by Liu Sanzhi and the Court Director.

Given the urgency, the “frail and sickly” Xiao Huayong naturally couldn’t accompany her on this rushed journey. Shen Xihe had already begun planning for the imperial harem amnesty. As soon as she, the new mistress of the imperial harem, returned, the Six Departments and Twenty-Four Offices came to pay their respects.

When Madame Lan, the Etiquette Official of the Bureau of Ceremonies, saw that Shen Xihe had indeed successfully obtained authority over the imperial harem and managed to convince the Emperor to grant amnesty, she quickly presented her carefully prepared list of names to Shen Xihe.

To leave the palace, she needed Shen Xihe’s approval. Even if she didn’t leave, given Shen Xihe’s intelligence and capability, she should pledge loyalty to her.

Being quite shrewd, Madame Lan had separately compiled a list of those who must be removed. While many met the conditions for release from the palace, some didn’t – but Madame Lan had either obtained leverage over them or discovered their weaknesses, and organized everything for Shen Xihe.

With Zhenzhu and Biyu by her side, Shen Xihe spent half a day finalizing the list of palace maids to be released, which she then sent to the Department of Internal Affairs and the Court of Imperial Clan for review.

When Liu Sanzhi saw several of his confidants on the list, his eyelid began to twitch. He should have realized the Crown Princess wouldn’t fight a battle she wasn’t confident of winning, but he hadn’t expected her to have already figured everything out – she must have long-harbored intentions to take control of the imperial harem.

The reasons for releasing each palace maid were clearly stated, from coming of age to misconduct, leaving no room for objection.

They didn’t dare try to keep these people even if they wanted to. The reason Shen Xihe chose to use the amnesty to clean up the imperial harem was that these people were being released for the benefit of the common people – even the maids themselves wouldn’t dare cry and make a scene about wanting to stay, or they would be defying an imperial edict.

After sending out the register, Shen Xihe anxiously awaited news of rain in Dengzhou. The next day would be the agreed-upon date – Xiao Changqin and Emperor Youning had agreed on three days, meaning the day after tomorrow at the latest, but Shen Xihe still hoped for rain today.

From dawn until dusk, there was still no news. Even after the midnight hour passed, there was no word from Dengzhou. Shen Xihe’s heart sank. Unwilling to rest, she waited in the vast darkness of night until a gyrfalcon tore through the ink-black sky, swooping down with good news – before midnight, heavy rain had begun pouring in Dengzhou.

The rain would delay official messages, but knowing Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong had sent the gyrfalcon immediately. She should receive formal news from Dengzhou tomorrow.

The letter also contained a lock of black hair – sending thoughts through a lock of hair was Xiao Huayong’s habit when writing to her.

Chapter 629: The Noble Consort’s Reinstatement
This rainfall caused many people anxiety. Emperor Youning had complex feelings about the memorial in his hands – he was more interested in knowing who was advising Xiao Changqin from behind the scenes, making predictions even more accurate than the Imperial Astronomers.

The Emperor didn’t believe Xiao Changqin would bet his life without someone giving him confidence. Someone who could so precisely calculate heaven’s will couldn’t be ignored, so he visited Xiao Changqin early in the morning.

“With the rain in Dengzhou relieving the people’s urgent need, Fifth Son, your contribution cannot be overlooked,” Emperor Youning said, sitting beside the bed where Xiao Changqin lay, unable to rise due to his injured knees.

“It is Your Majesty’s blessed fortune. I merely consulted some ancient texts out of desperation – I dare not claim credit,” Xiao Changqin replied with exceptional humility.

Emperor Youning wouldn’t believe the drought was caused by accumulated yin energy in the imperial harem, so he would naturally assume there was an expert advisor involved. This was precisely why Xiao Huayong hadn’t allowed Shen Xihe to step forward. By drawing him into the situation, they achieved a balance – he had someone who could calculate heaven’s will behind him, while Shen Xihe had the Northwestern army.

Now the Emperor’s wariness extended beyond just Shen Xihe. If both powers were concentrated on Shen Xihe alone, the Emperor might disregard face and reputation entirely – even at the cost of being condemned, he wouldn’t tolerate Shen Xihe.

“During Emperor Taizong’s reign, though there was a precedent, it remains the only such case throughout history, while droughts are not uncommon,” Emperor Youning said methodically. “You showed quite some nerve, betting your life without any foundation.”

“Your Majesty, since there was a precedent, how can you say there was no foundation?” Xiao Changqin replied submissively, head lowered. “I was merely anxious about Dengzhou’s situation. Someone had to bring this matter up, and amnesty for the imperial harem is no ordinary matter. If I hadn’t staked my life on it, everyone would rush to imitate it – how would that end?”

Emperor Youning suddenly looked up, fixing Xiao Changqin with a sharp gaze: “Did you consider how it would end for you if there had been no rain?”

Long lashes lowered to conceal all emotion in his eyes, Xiao Changqin’s slightly pale lips spoke: “I only knew that if Dengzhou received no more rain, the people would suffer, Your Majesty would be in a difficult position, and court officials would shift blame. If this continued, it would surely lead to great chaos in the nation.

As a prince receiving salary and territory, I should share Your Majesty’s burdens from above and speak for the common people from below.

After half a year of drought, from Your Majesty down to the common people, the entire nation has exhausted all methods without resolution. Though I didn’t know if this method would work, I was willing to sacrifice my humble self for the greater good of the empire.”

Xiao Changqin spoke passionately, displaying complete loyalty to both people and sovereigns, as if he hadn’t understood the Emperor’s probing and intentions.

At this point, Emperor Youning knew this son would not reveal a single word of what he wanted to know.

Emperor Youning showed no displeasure; instead, he patted Xiao Changqin’s shoulder with approval and admiration: “To have such a son is a father’s fortune; to have such a subject is a nation’s fortune.

In the matter of Dengzhou, your merit cannot be denied. You are already a Prince of First Rank, and We have no higher rewards to give. Noble Lady Rong has followed Us for decades. Though she committed a grave error and was punished, considering her son’s merit, We shall restore her position as Noble Consort, lift her confinement, and return her to preside over Hanzhang Palace.”

Hearing this, Xiao Changqin clenched his jaw while showing great joy on his face, struggling to rise and give thanks: “Son thank Your Majesty on mother’s behalf.”

Releasing Noble Consort Rong would restrain Shen Xihe while binding Xiao Changqin, and let everyone see the Emperor’s reward to Xiao Changqin – a reward he had to accept whether he wanted it or not!

Shen Xihe had just received the approved release registry from the Department of Internal Affairs and the Court of Imperial Clan. None of the people she wanted released had been retained by either department. Nodding with satisfaction, she handed the register to Zhenzhu: “Go with the eunuchs from the Department of Internal Affairs to implement this personally. Ensure everyone leaves the palace safely, and prevent any private dealings.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Zhenzhu accepted the register with both hands and withdrew, passing Hongyu who was entering. Hongyu came forward: “Your Highness, His Majesty has decreed that due to Prince Xin’s merit, Lady Rong is restored to the position of Noble Consort.”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes slightly, expression calm. She had anticipated this outcome as soon as Xiao Huayong had pushed matters onto Xiao Changqin. Given Xiao Huayong’s intentions and Emperor Youning’s wariness of both Xiao Changqin and Shen Xihe, Noble Consort Rong’s reinstatement was inevitable.

Smiling lightly, Shen Xihe rose slowly. Her gauze robe fell gracefully, its silver-threaded lotus leaves showing faintly as she moved, elegant and ethereal.

“Bring everyone who’s been prepared. We’ll go congratulate Noble Consort.”

Before her words faded, she was already distant, the wind-blown lotus leaves trailing behind her.

Many people remained in the palace – Emperor Youning hadn’t taken all the consorts away – but no one dared visit Noble Consort Rong at this time, because Shen Xihe was in the palace, and though the Noble Consort was reinstated, her palace authority now lay in Shen Xihe’s hands.

Shen Xihe arrived at Hanzhang Palace with over twenty palace maids in an impressive procession. Noble Consort Rong, dressed in plain clothes, was already waiting at the palace gates. Though her face showed some weariness, she maintained her grace, showing no displeasure or resentment at seeing Shen Xihe.

“Thank you for coming to see me, Crown Princess,” Noble Consort Rong exchanged pleasantries with a smile.

“His Majesty has decreed Noble Consort’s reinstatement. The palace maids of Hanzhang Palace have all been released. As I manage the Six Palaces, how could I neglect Noble Consort? Thus, I’ve brought some palace maids from the Bureau of Ceremonies,” Shen Xihe explained calmly, turning to address the maids behind Hongyu, “From today, you will serve in Hanzhang Palace.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Noble Consort has full authority over how to assign these people,” Shen Xihe added to Noble Consort Rong.

“The Crown Princess is most thoughtful,” Noble Consort Rong accepted everyone with a smile, without any objection or criticism.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly. Noble Consort Rong had maintained her position in Emperor Youning’s harem for many years – she was never an ordinary character. Previously, they had never crossed paths, and having stood at the peak of the imperial harem for so long, she had grown complacent, which was why Shen Xihe had so easily ruined her reputation.

Having learned her lesson this time, she seemed to have regained her wit.

Shen Xihe never enjoyed empty pleasantries: “Noble Consort, take care of yourself.”

“I will take the Crown Princess’s advice to heart,” Noble Consort Rong replied impassively.

After leaving the people there, Shen Xihe returned to the Eastern Palace with Hongyu and others. Though it was September, the capital’s intense heat would last until October. Despite her intolerance for heat, Shen Xihe didn’t plan to return to the temporary palace, using the excuse of being busy with matters following the imperial harem amnesty to stay in the capital and fill all necessary positions.

The various factions’ hidden agents in the palace weren’t limited to palace maids – there were also eunuchs, though she hadn’t found a way to dismiss them all yet. However, they couldn’t stand alone; these people would never operate individually in the palace but would surely help each other. By dispersing the palace maids, Shen Xihe had to some extent left them isolated and helpless, making them hesitant to act rashly

Chapter 630: As One Wave Settles, Another Rises
As autumn deepened, Shen Xihe calculated that the summer retreat at the temporary palace should be ending soon, and Xiao Huayong should return shortly. However, she hadn’t expected the rain in Dengzhou to continue unabated – since that night, it had poured continuously for five days, not only refusing to stop but not even lessening in intensity.

The people of Dengzhou, initially overjoyed, gradually grew pale-faced. Even the Dengzhou officials began showing signs of worry. Prince Jing Xiao Changyan and Prince Yan Xiao Changgeng remained in Dengzhou due to the heavy rain.

Before Emperor Youning could breathe a sigh of relief, Dengzhou once again became his concern. To prevent disaster, he ordered Dengzhou officials to keep a close watch on residents near the mountains. Prince Jing and Prince Yan had already begun taking action before receiving the imperial decree, but they were still a step too late.

Seven days of continuous heavy rain caused numerous landslides, resulting in heavy casualties among nearby villagers. Only the well-managed small mountain villages with experienced leadership suffered minimal losses.

Most of Dengzhou had just endured drought during the hottest days, and before they could catch their breath, they were plunged into torrential rains and mudslides. During the drought, they only felt anxiety without hope; now many were homeless, their families torn apart.

Dengzhou bordered the sea, and if the heavy rain continued, it wouldn’t only affect the mountain and coastal villages. If the seawalls broke, half of Dengzhou would be flooded, potentially affecting neighboring prefectures and counties.

Before the landslide situation could be resolved, water level reports from various flood monitoring stations across Dengzhou arrived at Emperor Youning’s desk.

Compared to the drought, the impending flood made Emperor Youning’s expression even graver. The entire court was scrambling to find ways to overcome this crisis.

At least during the drought, support could come from various regions. Now with flooding in Dengzhou and landslides everywhere, delivering disaster relief supplies was nearly impossible.

“Your Highness, Master Tao has gone to Dengzhou,” Zhenzhu urgently reported to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe stood up abruptly, accepting the message from Xiao Huayong stating that Minister Tao had volunteered to inspect the disaster situation alongside the Minister of Works.

The Ministry of Works managed water conservancy. The Minister of Works, even older than Minister Tao, usually played deaf and dumb to court disputes but never hesitated in times of crisis. Though he would retire soon, his water management experience was extensive – throughout the entire court, only Minister Tao could compare.

Ten years ago, when Minister Tao was a local official, he single-handedly saved tens of thousands of lives during the Ganzhou flood.

After reading Xiao Huayong’s message, though worried, Shen Xihe was helpless. This was her grandfather’s wish. Though she had ways to bring Minister Tao back, neither she nor Xiao Huayong did so, knowing this was Minister Tao’s conviction.

Knowledge should be put to use, and officials should speak for the people and work for the weak.

“To the temporary palace,” Shen Xihe decided immediately.

She had nearly finished matters in the palace, and now with Dengzhou facing floods, Emperor Youning wouldn’t have the mindset to lead everyone back to the palace – how many urgent messages would be delayed by a day’s journey?

Though her grandfather had gone to Dengzhou, even political enemies wouldn’t dare harm him at such a crucial time, unless they were rebels. Anyone harming disaster relief efforts would face clan extermination. Regardless of their differences, all hoped the disaster could be contained – only when people were safe would they have time and energy to compete for power.

If Dengzhou’s people were left unattended, even those who gained the most advantage would ultimately just be cleaning up the mess from the highest position. Moreover, with Emperor Youning’s long-established authority, they dared not act selfishly now.

While human malice was unlikely, natural disasters could strike at any time. Shen Xihe is worried about Minister Tao, and Xiao Huayong would certainly be distracted trying to relay messages and comfort her. Better for her to go to the temporary palace to be with Xiao Huayong, where they can discuss matters and know things immediately without such complications.

“Any news from Qi Pei?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked while sitting in the carriage.

When the drought first appeared, Shen Xihe had already instructed Qi Pei to set aside all other matters and secretly collect grain from An’nan, An’bei, and other regions. To prevent grain prices from being driven up, they had to source from multiple locations.

Most of the national treasury’s grain had already been sent to Dengzhou; this time, even the Emperor might not have grain to spare.

“Qi Pei and Hua Taoyi have gathered 300,000 shi of grain. This news came five days ago,” Biyu reported.

Three hundred thousand shi was an enormous amount, but if flooding occurred and the disaster continued, even this grain would be a drop in the bucket.

“Recently grain prices in Jiangnan and other regions have risen. His Majesty has decreed that any region with sudden grain price increases will be treated as treason and punished accordingly,” Biyu added.

There were always those who profited from national disasters. Even rulers couldn’t prevent people from making profits during natural disasters – it was impossible to completely prohibit it. But they couldn’t cross certain boundaries, or feeding the merchants would harm the nation’s foundation.

Shen Xihe fell silent for a moment: “Send word to Qi Pei to stop collecting grain.”

It wasn’t obvious before, but now that the Emperor had issued his decree, large-scale grain collection would draw attention. Moreover, 300,000 shi was no small amount – even if Hua Fuhai was wealthy, continuing to collect would strain their finances.

“You told Hua Fuhai to stop collecting grain?” As soon as Shen Xihe arrived at the temporary palace, Xiao Huayong received the news. After escorting her to their quarters, he served her tea made with lotus leaves.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe moistened her lips and nodded. “One should act according to one’s position. You’re not the Emperor – we shouldn’t take the spotlight in this matter. If Hua Fuhai alone provides all the grain, His Majesty likely won’t tolerate it. Besides, we can’t personally pay for such a large amount of grain.”

It wasn’t that they couldn’t afford it, but they shouldn’t act this way.

“Is Youyou planning to…” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a slight smile.

“Though His Majesty has ordered regions not to drive up grain prices, completely controlling it won’t be easy,” Shen Xihe explained her plan. “Let’s wait and see if Dengzhou truly suffers flooding. If disaster strikes, have Hua Fuhai coordinate with the Ministry of Revenue to sell the grain to the court at a low price for disaster relief. With him taking the lead with such a large amount – 300,000 shi – would others dare to hoard grain or sell to the court at high prices?”

This was the best solution – collecting grain wasn’t for profit but for disaster relief. The effort by Hua Fuhai and his partner would count as accumulating merit.

“An excellent plan,” Xiao Huayong stroked his chin, noting it would also prevent others from causing trouble through merchants. “Having Hua Fuhai take the lead, accepting some money and government bonds – even with insufficient treasury funds, this can help address the disaster.”

Chapter 631: Earning Her Husband’s Admiration
Every endeavor requires someone to take the lead; only then will those who follow maintain proper order.

“This is the worst-case scenario, and I hope we won’t need to use it,” Shen Xihe gazed through the window at the golden lotus swaying in the sunlit pond, a trace of melancholy crossing her eyes as she hoped the heavy rains in Dengzhou would cease soon.

Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement. A heavy atmosphere settled between husband and wife as they both worried about the situation in Dengzhou.

However, it seemed as though the heavens were determined to torment Dengzhou. The downpour continued for seven days. The water level observers sent out never returned, and the court’s messengers dispatched to communicate with Dengzhou gradually lost contact. The submitted reports became increasingly delayed, indicating the situation had reached a critical point requiring immediate attention.

“Little Twelve has gone missing,” Xiao Huayong’s brows furrowed slightly.

Compared to the court’s reliance on human messengers, Xiao Huayong had hawks and gyrfalcons at his disposal, as well as his people who had stayed behind in Dengzhou to monitor Xiao Changqin. His intelligence continued to arrive unimpeded by wind or rain; perhaps even the suffering citizens of Dengzhou didn’t understand the situation as well as he did.

The previous drought had been so severe that even after ten consecutive days of rain, the flooding hadn’t reached catastrophic levels. Moreover, the Minister of Works and Official Tao had safely arrived in Dengzhou to personally oversee the situation, working alongside local officials and laborers to implement preventive measures. The situation hadn’t yet spiraled out of control.

The interruption in court communications was primarily due to the previously severe drought causing massive surface cracks in many mountain ranges. The sudden continuous rainfall had softened the soil, leading to landslides that blocked several messenger routes.

“Has he met with danger?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

To some extent, Xiao Changgeng was Xiao Huayong’s man, though by forced choice. Shen Xihe’s assessment of Xiao Changgeng was that he knew when to adapt and when to retreat, capable of both yielding and asserting himself.

Such a person couldn’t be simply classified as good or bad. If someone could thoroughly dominate him, he would become an unstoppable sword. But if the person couldn’t fully control him, even if they forced his submission before his wings were fully grown, they would inevitably face his retaliation.

Regarding controlling Xiao Changgeng, both Xiao Huayong and she were confident in their ability, which was why they had included him within their sphere of influence.

“Something’s suspicious,” Xiao Huayong furrowed his brows, his gaze falling somewhere between reality and contemplation. “Just last night I received his message saying he had safely withdrawn from the dangerous area and was at the county office. By this morning, he had vanished.

The news came from my people, saying he encountered a landslide on his return journey and his whereabouts are now unknown.”

“Could he have had an urgent matter and left the county office in the night?” Shen Xihe said though she felt it unlikely even as she spoke.

With Dengzhou in such dire straits, now that Xiao Changgeng had withdrawn to safety, he wouldn’t risk putting himself in danger, nor would local officials dare let him do so. When princes traveled, they were accompanied by numerous guards. Aside from the strain on manpower, even the slightest mishap would result in unforgivable crimes.

Just as with Xiao Changgeng’s current disappearance, everyone from the County Magistrate to the Prefecture Governor to the Provincial Governor would be alerted. The endless rain had already stretched local officials thin; how could they allow such an incident to occur?

Xiao Changgeng’s withdrawal had been precisely to avoid burdening local officials. Given this, it was impossible that once safely arrived, they would still need to trouble him.

“The county office uniformly claims Little Twelve never arrived there, saying he encountered danger during his withdrawal,” Xiao Huayong raised his eyes to look at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe’s eyes darkened. Xiao Changgeng wouldn’t dare deceive Xiao Huayong, which meant he had indeed reached the county office. The officials were lying, intending to harm Xiao Changgeng while avoiding responsibility. They must have been watching him and hadn’t expected him to be able to send word of his safety through Xiao Huayong’s trained hawks at this time.

Without this letter, once Xiao Changgeng met with misfortune and the roads in Dengzhou cleared, any investigation into the circumstances of his demise would have been buried beneath the great rains.

“Did the local officials act on their own, or were they following someone’s orders?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Changgeng, ranked twelfth, had only recently entered politics. Though he had handled several matters admirably, he wasn’t particularly prominent, and could even be considered the least noticeable in terms of seniority and achievement.

With Xiao Huayong legitimately established as Crown Prince, followed by the exceptionally capable and highly favored Prince Xin Xiao Changqin, the meritorious and influential Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, and the firstborn Prince Zhao Xiao Changmin all still alive and well.

None of these would have reason to move against him, and given Xiao Changgeng’s diplomatic nature, he had never made enemies with any deeply rooted noble families.

If local officials had acted, it could only mean Xiao Changgeng had obtained some devastating evidence against them, and their survival depended on his death. Given the current natural disaster, this possibility was significant.

If someone had ordered the attack, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan would be the prime suspect.

Previously, Xiao Changgeng had actively sought to get close to Xiao Changyan. As a military man forged in battle, Xiao Changyan either distrusted people entirely or trusted them completely. If he was behind this, it would be a profound test of Xiao Changgeng’s loyalty. Only by passing this trial could Xiao Changgeng truly earn his trust.

Between these possibilities, Shen Xihe hoped for the latter. If Xiao Changgeng remained steady, Xiao Changyan wouldn’t have taken his life. But if it was the former scenario, the situation would be dire indeed.

“Little Twelve is in Mouping County. I’ve checked, and none of the current or former officials there have any connection to Little Eight,” Xiao Huayong habitually touched the five-colored thread on his wrist.

“You don’t think Prince Jing is behind this?” Shen Xihe frowned. “I think it’s him.”

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong smiled with interest at Shen Xihe. “I’m eager to hear Youyou’s insights.”

Shen Xihe glanced at him, choosing not to take issue with his teasing: “Whether it’s Zhao Zhenghao or Hua Fuhai, anyone investigating would find no connection to you, yet they still follow your orders, don’t they?”

If Xiao Huayong had such capability, why couldn’t Xiao Changyan?

His smile deepening, Xiao Huayong nodded: “Indeed, that’s logical.”

“The most convincing evidence is Prince Yan’s safety message to you,” Shen Xihe added.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh softly: “My wife’s attention to detail is remarkable. I am truly impressed.”

This was the pleasure of being with an intelligent person – everything felt effortless and natural.

Since Xiao Changgeng had been chosen by Xiao Huayong, he couldn’t be an ordinary person. If he couldn’t even detect ill intentions from local officials, he wouldn’t be worthy of Xiao Huayong’s attention.

If a mere county magistrate could trap him, it would be a poor reflection of the capabilities he had developed growing up alone in the deep palace.

Chapter 632: More Lively Together
It must have been Xiao Changyan who made his move. Xiao Changgeng had likely detected Xiao Changyan’s intentions, which explained the perfect timing of sending his safety message to Xiao Huayong the day before his disappearance – a preemptive hint to Xiao Huayong that he was not in danger.

“Does Prince Jing suspect you have connections with Prince Yan?” Shen Xihe felt such suspicion was natural.

Having been away from the capital for years, his control over affairs there must be limited. Given Xiao Changgeng’s recent smooth progress, it would be hard to believe he had no support.

“Not necessarily me,” Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly.

Xiao Changyan merely suspected Xiao Changgeng had already allied with others, and his friendship with this later-arriving brother might be motivated by espionage. However, with the Pei family declining after Pei Zhan’s death, though Pei Ce was talented, he was still too young to reach such depths.

For a brother who might rely on him, who was capable and knowledgeable about the capital through years of residence there, Xiao Changyan was reluctant to refuse him outright. Thus, he needed to test him harshly. Perhaps…

The test was secondary – more ruthlessly, he wanted to force Xiao Changgeng to break ties with any existing backers, regardless of who they might be, and thereafter serve him completely.

“Will you go?” Shen Xihe couldn’t read Xiao Huayong’s thoughts.

Logically, since they had figured out Xiao Changyan’s intentions and Xiao Changgeng had hinted he could handle things himself, Xiao Huayong shouldn’t go. Yet he seemed unlikely to ignore the situation.

Sure enough, Xiao Huayong said: “Yes, I’ll go meet with Little Eight and see how much he’s learned over these years.”

All roads to Dengzhou were blocked by landslides, and even His Majesty’s official messages were delayed, yet news of Xiao Changgeng’s disappearance last night reached Xiao Huayong this morning. What did this indicate?

It meant Xiao Changyan had detected people around him and deliberately leaked the information, though uncertain of their allegiance.

If Xiao Changyan harbored imperial ambitions, he would be a stumbling block for Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe. Since he had thrown down the gauntlet, how could they not respond?

Moreover, regarding Xiao Changgeng – hearts are made of flesh. Though he had hinted he could handle the situation, no one could predict Xiao Changyan’s actions.

Xiao Changgeng was being groomed as Shen Xihe’s right-hand man by Xiao Huayong. In the future, even without Xiao Huayong, with Xiao Changgeng’s influence, whether Shen Xihe ruled from behind a curtain or held direct power, she would have someone to stand in front of. Whatever she was unwilling to do or shouldn’t be blamed for, Xiao Changgeng could handle.

Therefore, he couldn’t let such a valuable general become disheartened.

“Let me go,” Shen Xihe stopped Xiao Huayong.

Dengzhou was already dangerous, with countless unpredictable accidents. Shen Xihe didn’t want Xiao Huayong to risk danger. Additionally, Official Tao was in Dengzhou, and she could check on her grandfather.

Seeing Xiao Huayong shake his head, Shen Xihe quickly added: “What reason would you have to go to Dengzhou?”

The Crown Prince, known for poor health – wouldn’t this just cause more trouble in Dengzhou?

Even Emperor Youning wouldn’t approve unless Xiao Huayong feigned illness again and left a body double in the Eastern Palace while secretly heading to Dengzhou.

“Tianyuan and I can cover for you, but now that His Majesty watches my every move, it won’t be as easy to use illness as an excuse as before.”

Times had changed; Xiao Huayong’s secret palace departures had become impractical since she took control of palace affairs.

Emperor Youning was currently worried about Dengzhou’s disaster and wary of her and Xiao Changqin. Though his suspicions of Xiao Huayong had subsided, they were still husband and wife, and the Emperor might try to drive a wedge between them, attempting to win over or utilize Xiao Huayong.

Thus, Xiao Huayong would be under increased imperial scrutiny.

“If we can’t go secretly, we’ll go openly,” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously. “We’ll go together.”

“Openly?” Shen Xihe studied him intently, sure he had another scheme in mind.

“Yes, and not just us – we’ll bring Sixth Brother too. The more, the merrier,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes sparkled with deeper amusement.

Raising her eyebrows, Shen Xihe didn’t press for details about his plan. The answer would reveal itself soon enough.

Xiao Huayong kept his scheme to himself.

Over the next two days, Shen Xihe directed Biyu and others to pack discreetly. Xiao Huayong acted normally, reporting illness and resting in his chambers, not going out, instead spending time with Shen Xihe playing chess, painting, blending incense, and brewing tea, each day passing most elegantly.

On the third day, Emperor Youning sent Liu Sanzhi to summon the couple to the main hall for court. Many officials were present, their gazes complex upon seeing them.

After the formal greetings, Emperor Youning had a banner brought forth and ordered attendants to unfurl it. The characters appeared to be rubbings from some uneven surface, sixteen characters in total:

“Sun rises in the east, mountains, and rivers remain peaceful;

The North Star, stabilizing the nation in all directions.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze froze as she suddenly looked at Xiao Huayong.

The surface meaning was too obvious – it practically stated directly that if Xiao Huayong went to Dengzhou to stabilize the nation, clear skies would return and peace would prevail!

This was Xiao Huayong’s solution.

“This arrived from Dengzhou this morning. In Huang County, a massive boulder fell from a mountaintop with these words carved into it,” Emperor Youning spoke with unreadable emotion.

Xiao Huayong coughed lightly, then spoke very weakly, supported by Shen Xihe as he bowed with effort to Emperor Youning: “The peace of mountains and rivers comes from Your Majesty’s blessing on all regions. How could my weak body stabilize the nation? In my opinion, someone deliberately carved this to lure me to Dengzhou with ill intent.”

Whether to believe such things depended entirely on the emperor’s interpretation.

Xiao Huayong voiced his thoughts, and indeed this possibility couldn’t be ruled out.

Emperor Youning prided himself on not being a tyrant and wouldn’t move against Xiao Huayong based solely on some mysterious stone. Otherwise, if others followed such examples, wouldn’t the realm fall into chaos?

“We share your thoughts,” Emperor Youning nodded. “However, the people of Dengzhou are currently in dire straits, and this matter has caused quite a stir. The common people, unaware of the full situation, place their hopes on you going to Dengzhou. What do you think?”

After a moment’s silence, Xiao Huayong lowered his head and said: “How dare I refuse if I can help the people in some small way? I am willing to go to Dengzhou to dispel these baseless rumors.”

Emperor Youning nodded, but before he could speak, Shen Xihe stepped forward: “Your Majesty, Dengzhou is fraught with danger, the rains haven’t ceased, and the situation is uncertain. The Crown Prince is weak and shouldn’t endure such a journey. But since it cannot be refused for the people’s sake, I request to accompany His Highness to attend to him personally.”

Emperor Youning didn’t agree immediately, but after pondering for a moment, he consented: “Very well… Prince Xin will escort the Crown Prince and his wife to Dengzhou.”

Chapter 633: A Rare and Exceptional Being
Rolling green mountains and shifting tree shadows receded in their wake; the wheels turned steadily as dust settled silently.

Shen Xihe released the carriage curtain she’d been holding, letting it fall and block her view. Turning back, she found Xiao Huayong reclining in the carriage, staring at her intently for who knows how long.

“Enjoying the view?” Xiao Huayong asked softly when she finally turned back.

Nodding sincerely, Shen Xihe replied: “Along this journey, I expected to see dispirited people affected by Dengzhou’s situation.”

They weren’t far from Dengzhou now. Perhaps due to good guidance from local officials, people outside Dengzhou hadn’t lost their spirit. With autumn harvest approaching, the fields were full of abundant crops – a heartening sight.

As long as people outside Dengzhou had a good harvest, no matter how long Dengzhou’s disaster lasted, they could weather this crisis.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows – so she had been looking at the fields…

He couldn’t help but laugh at himself, wondering what had come over him. Though he knew her nature, he still let his imagination run wild – truly, deep love makes one’s heart confused.

“You…” Noticing Xiao Huayong’s strange reaction, Shen Xihe realized his thoughts. She lifted the curtain again and saw Prince Xin Xiao Changqin riding alongside the carriage, their gazes meeting briefly as they nodded in acknowledgment.

Turning back, Shen Xihe didn’t know what expression to make – he had thought she was looking at Xiao Changqin!

Having his thoughts exposed by his wife, Xiao Huayong showed a rare moment of embarrassment. But the Crown Prince couldn’t allow himself to be uncomfortable, so he coughed lightly: “I worry because I care!”

Shen Xihe didn’t bother to expose him further. After being married this long, how could she not understand Xiao Huayong’s temperament?

The normally decisive and clear-headed Crown Prince had an immeasurable possessiveness toward her. He was extremely concerned about her attention being directed elsewhere, or not being directed elsewhere – as long as it wasn’t related to him, he would overthink.

Fortunately, he never let these irrational thoughts burst out uncontrolled, or Shen Xihe would likely have long since distanced herself, unable to bear being controlled and watched without a moment’s peace.

“I thought you would have Prince Xin volunteer to escort us. Having His Majesty specifically name him as an escort was unexpected,” mentioning Xiao Changqin, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but comment.

“It was within expectations,” Xiao Huayong smiled. If Shen Xihe was talking to him about others, he didn’t mind, eagerly beginning to demonstrate his strategic planning. “This mysterious stone appearing from heaven, especially involving me – neither His Majesty nor Little Eight would think I arranged it. They’d suspect others plotting against me. Few have such capability, making Fifth Brother the prime suspect.

Believing Fifth Brother responsible, they can’t guess his motives. Little Eight probably thinks Fifth Brother means to deliver me to Dengzhou, then use his hand against me – killing two birds with one stone. How could he let Fifth Brother act alone?”

If not Prince Xin went to Dengzhou as well, even if His Majesty hadn’t considered it, Prince Jing would make it happen. If Prince Jing’s prediction was wrong and Prince Xin wasn’t behind this, then whoever was hiding in the shadows was formidable enough to worry him.

Prince Jing would need a capable partner, and besides Prince Xin, he likely wouldn’t consider anyone else worthy.

Whether or not Prince Xin was behind it, getting him to Dengzhou was Prince Jing’s best option.

Even if His Majesty had doubts about Prince Xin’s involvement, Prince Jing would work behind the scenes to make it happen.

Thinking of the stone’s message, Shen Xihe realized that if she didn’t know Xiao Huayong was behind it, she wouldn’t have immediately suspected him of orchestrating such an event.

A small stone with sixteen characters – if handled carelessly, it could become evidence of treason any day. Even Emperor Youning, with this stone in hand, would have grounds to eliminate Xiao Huayong if he ever wished to.

To many, Xiao Huayong’s creating such a situation seemed to have no benefits while leaving countless hidden dangers. Thus, they wouldn’t suspect him of doing it himself.

With this understanding, they would look to others instead.

Realizing this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh briefly, her light laughter quickly dispersing in the wind.

“What amuses Youyou?” Xiao Huayong asked, puzzled.

When clever people gather, there’s one drawback – both being deep thinkers, complex as nine-turning pearls, it’s occasionally difficult to instantly grasp each other’s thoughts from mere expressions or words.

“I just think His Highness the Crown Prince excels at acting the victim while being the schemer,” Shen Xihe spoke frankly.

Thinking carefully, he always liked to trip others up this way, appearing to suffer the greatest grievance and persecution, making those caught in his trap sympathize with him, not realizing they were the true victims.

“People seek advantage and avoid harm, often acting without allowing themselves any grievance or compromise, forgetting that the inflexible breaks easily. They don’t believe someone would harm themselves to hurt others, and so are easily blinded by their narrow thinking,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly. “If one can stay above the fray while letting others do the killing, why not?”

“Your Highness’s methods are beyond ordinary people’s capabilities.”

Each time, Xiao Huayong appeared to be the victim, with others thinking he suffered great persecution and deep danger, when in fact he had set the entire trap. Not only could he control the risks he faced, but he had never truly suffered any loss – the appearance of victimhood was merely a facade to deceive.

Like this heaven-sent stone – Prince Jing would never dare act this way, because his ambition for the throne made him as skittish as a startled bird about letting others glimpse his hidden desires.

Unable to even hide it well enough, how could he dare use it as part of a scheme?

Precisely because he had such thoughts, he projected them onto others and ruled out Xiao Huayong, believing the stone was someone else’s doing.

“In dealing with people and affairs, using oneself as a measure and not doing to others what you wouldn’t want to be done to yourself – that’s a noble virtue,” Xiao Huayong said slowly. “But in observing people and situations, one must avoid using oneself as a measure, or else tunnel vision will lead to destruction – that’s utter foolishness.”

Shen Xihe nodded then shook her head: “The North Star speaks truly, but those who can truly achieve this are as rare as phoenix feathers and unicorn horns.”

It was too difficult, whether in handling affairs and treating people by measuring against oneself, or going deeper in understanding people and planning – stepping outside oneself, seeing the whole picture, breaking free from habitual thinking patterns – it was all as difficult as ascending to heaven.

Many couldn’t even achieve the former, let alone the latter.

“Phoenix feathers and unicorn horns…” Xiao Huayong’s lips curled upward. “Thank you for Youyou’s praise.”

Wasn’t he exactly such a rare and exceptional being?

Chapter 634: A Man Who Says One Thing But Means Another
Shen Xihe didn’t know what expression to show to Xiao Huayong. His self-praising words were delivered in such a matter-of-fact tone, yet with his dignified bearing and composed demeanor, one couldn’t help but feel his words were beyond question.

Though seeing Shen Xihe’s speechlessness, Xiao Huayong pretended not to notice and instead asked seriously, “Do Youyou think my words inappropriate?”

Taking a light deep breath, Shen Xihe truly had no way to refute him. While she felt he was somewhat self-satisfied, she had to admit he had the capital to be so. She could only respond stiffly, “What you say is right.”

Her expression appeared somewhat wooden as if she’d spoken against her true feelings – a look Xiao Huayong had never seen before. Thinking of her usual calm intelligence, so unlike her current state, Xiao Huayong felt an inexplicable tingling in his fingers. He squeezed his fingers, trying to control himself, but ultimately couldn’t resist reaching out to pinch her cheek.

As the delicate sensation reached his fingertips, Xiao Huayong suddenly realized what he’d done instinctively, and for a moment didn’t know what to do, feeling both lingering attachment to the soft warmth and anxiety about her reaction.

This was the first time someone had pinched Shen Xihe’s cheek, at least in her memory, and she was momentarily stunned.

By the time she reacted, Xiao Huayong had already withdrawn his offending hand and was seriously holding his teacup, lowering his head to take a small sip.

Looking at Xiao Huayong calmly drinking tea, Shen Xihe even wondered if having her cheek pinched had been an illusion. She unconsciously touched her cheek, where the warmth of his fingertips seemed to still linger.

The warmth made Shen Xihe feel somewhat flushed.

Strangely enough, though the poison in Xiao Huayong’s body was cold, becoming particularly fierce in winter, his body wasn’t particularly cold. He only became especially sensitive to cold from late autumn through early spring. After early spring, for a long time, he seemed as if he hadn’t been poisoned at all. Because of this, Shen Xihe had specifically discussed with Sui Axi and others whether the poison in Xiao Huayong’s body feared heat.

Sui Axi and Xie Yunhuai both agreed with this speculation, but no matter how they experimented, they couldn’t make further progress. They could only obtain poisoned blood from Xiao Huayong’s body. Xie Yunhuai believed they needed the actual poison to distinguish things clearly.

“Late autumn is approaching,” thinking of this, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh softly, putting aside what had happened earlier and looking worriedly at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s birthday was also approaching. After this birthday, he would be twenty-two. Outside, people said he wouldn’t live past two cycles, and these words weren’t entirely false. If the poison in his body remained unresolved, then he…

Her mood dropped unexpectedly, and how could someone as perceptive as Xiao Huayong not understand what she was thinking about?

Leaning forward and taking her hand, his eyes gentle, he asked, “Youyou, what birthday gift have you prepared for me this year?”

“What do you want?” Shen Xihe’s gaze fell on their joined hands, her long lashes trembling slightly as she gripped his hand back and looked up to ask softly, her obsidian eyes bright yet gentle.

“Anything I want is fine?” Xiao Huayong’s gaze shifted, a mischievous smile spilling from the corner of his eye.

Shen Xihe didn’t speak but nodded without hesitation yet with absolute firmness.

Her seriousness made Xiao Huayong put away his playful expression, sighing almost inaudibly, “Youyou, they say that trouble lives a thousand years. I’ve never thought of myself as a good person, and there’s still much time ahead – why should we grieve over autumn winds?”

“If you think there’s still much time, why are you pushing so urgently, so impatiently?” Shen Xihe countered.

Xiao Huayong carried a complex smile on his lips, both joy and bitterness within: “I knew I could never hide it from you.”

He had already begun laying out his plans. This trip to Dengzhou was filled with hidden dangers at every turn, forcing Xiao Zhangyan to move according to his calculations, allowing him to reach Dengzhou as planned.

This time in Dengzhou was extremely dangerous. It wouldn’t be difficult to strike fatally – he could even use natural and human disasters to eliminate both Xiao Zhangyan and Xiao Zhangqin at once. In the imperial court, without these two, no one would be Shen Xihe’s match.

There was still some time. If he could send the Emperor away at the last moment, the path he was paving for her would be clear.

“Bei Chen, please don’t do this, alright?” Shen Xihe couldn’t describe where the breathless feeling in her chest came from.

In her childhood, when she was weak, she often felt this way. She couldn’t move quickly, couldn’t travel far, couldn’t be startled, couldn’t worry – otherwise, she might lose her breath at any moment and faint, perhaps never to wake again.

After taking the Bone-Shedding Dan, she never had this feeling again, yet now it suddenly returned.

Xiao Huayong remained silent.

Shen Xihe looked at him: “Bei Chen, how certain are you of success? No, perhaps I should ask, how much will you have to sacrifice to succeed?”

Shen Xihe didn’t doubt that Xiao Huayong could do it, but how much would need to be sacrificed to achieve this? Xiao Zhangqin and Xiao Zhangyan weren’t ordinary people – if it came to blows, even victory would be pyrrhic.

Both men had skilled martial artists protecting them, and they were accomplished in martial arts. Xiao Huayong would inevitably have to fight personally, and if he had a poison attack during a life-or-death struggle, the consequences would be unthinkable.

“On the one hand, you tell me not to worry, yet on the other, you arrange everything as if preparing for the aftermath…” As she spoke, Shen Xihe’s eyes grew slightly sour, “You truly are… a man who says one thing but means another.”

The hint of blood red at the corner of her eye made Xiao Huayong’s heart stop, feeling himself deserving of death. He hurriedly said, “I was wrong, I did say one thing and mean another, I made plans without consulting you. You can scold me, be angry with me, hit me – whatever punishment, I’ll willingly accept it. Please don’t be upset.”

Shen Xihe was a strong woman. Though she felt some distress, it was only momentary – how could she shed tears?

Though feeling her sadness, yet unable to see any trace of it or find evidence, Xiao Huayong was so anxious he didn’t know what to do, not knowing how to comfort her, only repeatedly admitting his fault.

“Don’t make your move in Dengzhou. The people there have suffered enough. As those in power, we shouldn’t add frost to snow,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Drought, landslides, and the emerging floods – this year would be remembered as a disaster for life by the people of Dengzhou. She didn’t want the struggle and competition for power to strike another heavy blow on their backs, which might break them completely.

“Yes, yes, yes, I promise,” Xiao Huayong agreed repeatedly.

“Bei Chen, I’m not a kind person, nor dare I say that to this day, I haven’t harmed any innocent people,” Shen Xihe thought for a moment and continued, “To survive, to protect those dearest to me, I too have times when I indulge in selfish desires. I just think, if we can carry fewer sins, we should.”

Like them, people bound by power had no right to possess pure souls.

Chapter 635: A Small Welcome Gift
“The people of Dengzhou…” Xiao Huayong murmured, then smiled with an indecipherable meaning.

Indeed, Xiao Huayong had planned to use Dengzhou’s disasters as cover, letting deaths appear natural amid catastrophe, making it convenient to erase traces. But he had never intended to harm Dengzhou’s common people – everything was merely following circumstances.

He didn’t believe that Shen Xihe, knowing him as well as she did, wouldn’t realize this. Yet she still used the people’s well-being as her reason, stubbornly avoiding saying she was worried about him. Perhaps this was a cover, or perhaps it was an excuse she hadn’t consciously recognized.

Regardless, his actions had startled her, so Xiao Huayong decided to pull back and delay his plans.

With Xiao Huayong promising to hold back, Shen Xihe felt relieved. Thinking of her unprecedented vulnerability moments ago, she felt somewhat uncomfortable. The couple, lost in different thoughts, fell silent after their heavy conversation.

The carriage continued steadily forward. Soon after entering Dengzhou’s territory, a drizzling rain began falling everywhere, thick clouds woven tightly together blocking all light. The mud below grew increasingly treacherous, making travel very difficult.

“The carriage cannot pass ahead. Would Your Highness be able to ride horseback?” They stopped at a relay station, and Xiao Zhangqin led guards to scout ahead personally.

They had been following official roads, but these wound through mountains. Knowing Xiao Huayong was coming to Dengzhou, and this being the hope awaited by suffering people after the strange stone appeared, local officials had risked repairing the roads. Many commoners had even voluntarily joined in, clearing a path that could reach Wendeng County directly.

But with endless rain for days, no one knew if the cleared road was safe. As an escort, Xiao Zhangqin naturally prioritized Xiao Huayong’s safety.

“How far is it to the next relay station?” Before Xiao Huayong could speak, Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Zhangqin had already investigated everything: “The next station is a hundred li away, but bypassing the mountain path, we can rest in a village. However, the mountain path is slippery and requires extreme caution.”

“Thank you for preparing the horses, Fifth Brother.” Xiao Huayong said warmly.

Xiao Zhangqin responded directly and went to prepare.

“What did Prince Xin mean?” Once Xiao Zhangqin left, Shen Xihe looked up at Xiao Huayong.

Traveling with Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe hadn’t bothered with things like scouts and intelligence gathering along the way. She trusted Xiao Huayong wouldn’t overlook anything, so there was no need to waste her people. Moreover, uncertain of his complete plans, she worried that rashly deploying people might leave traces and disrupt his arrangements. Thus, she knew nothing of their surroundings.

Xiao Zhangqin’s words held hidden meanings. Though they had entered Dengzhou and these areas indeed had continuous drizzle with soft, muddy roads, in Xiao Zhangqin’s mind, Xiao Huayong was feigning illness. He wouldn’t treat Xiao Huayong as a true invalid. His attitude indicated he knew something and was subtly warning Xiao Huayong.

“Eighth Brother’s welcome gift to us,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved slightly. “Just a small game, not worth worrying about.”

Seeing Xiao Huayong so confident, as expected, Shen Xihe asked nothing more.

When Xiao Zhangqin had everything ready, Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe both donned straw rain capes and bamboo hats. As Xiao Huayong mounted his horse, he coughed several times, then turned to Shen Xihe as she prepared to mount her horse: “I suddenly feel weary and fear I cannot ride long. Youyou, could you carry me along?”

Shen Xihe: …

Not only was Shen Xihe speechless, but even Tian Yuan and the others were stunned by the Crown Prince’s casual lie.

Xiao Zhangqin maintained an expressionless face, eyes fixed straight ahead.

Thinking of the “welcome gift” still awaiting them, Shen Xihe said nothing more, decisively abandoning her horse to walk to Xiao Huayong’s side.

Xiao Huayong held the reins with one hand and slowly extended the other.

Shen Xihe looked at the palm already wet with rain, placed her hand in his – it’s center ice-cold – and used his strength to mount the horse, sitting before him, encircled by his seemingly thin and tall frame.

She snatched the reins from his hand: “Hold tight to me.”

His long arms locked around her waist, holding her close.

Shen Xihe looked down at the slender fingers interlocked at her waist, pressed her lips together, then raised her hand with the whip and galloped forward. Tian Yuan, Zhenzhu, and the others hurried to follow. Xiao Zhangqin also led his guards in pursuit, passing the couple to take the lead.

Fine rain fell on branches and leaves, its whisper amid the thundering hoofbeats like the hoarse sound of snakes disturbing dreams in the night, creating an unsettling chill.

Riding against wind and rain, occasionally racing past branches extending over the road, faces splashed with icy water in the wind, many quickly became disheveled. Shen Xihe controlled her horse excellently, maintaining good speed while consistently avoiding these obstacles.

“Youyou, your horsemanship has greatly improved,” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but praise.

“Where have they set their ambush?” This was Shen Xihe’s concern.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyes to look at the narrow bend ahead, with high mountains on one side and a bottomless cliff on the other, a gleam passing through his eyes: “One lie ahead.”

Shen Xihe’s hand tightened on the reins. Just then, eagle cries circled overhead, and looking up, she saw three to five eagles spread their wings, seemingly blocking much of the rain above them. She couldn’t help calling out to the guards approaching the bend: “The path ahead narrows, be vigilant…”

Before Shen Xihe finished speaking, her pupils contracted. She glimpsed rocks rolling down the slope above the bend, immediately yanking back on the reins. The horse responded by rearing up, its body nearly vertical, almost throwing Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong off. It took a while to steady the horse.

By then, rocks were thunderously rolling down, accompanied by large amounts of mud, even washing away some trees – appearing like a normal landslide.

Then huge sections of the mountainside began falling, as if an invisible giant axe had cut off a corner of the slope. Suddenly, the face of the slope separated from the mountain, crashing down mercilessly. Shen Xihe was about to retreat.

Unexpectedly, Xiao Huayong behind her first grabbed her hand on the reins and slapped the horse, charging forward.

Under his control, the horse seemed to share his mind, jumping when needed, turning sharply when required, and charging like the wind when necessary.

He precisely avoided all falling mud and rock. When occasional dirt and pebbles flew toward them, he raised his cloak to shield Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe turned to look at his cold eyes, sharp as blade edges. When she came back to herself, they had passed the bend, escaping an exciting and dangerous “natural disaster.”

Chapter 636: Heads as a Return Gift
Broken rocks, thick tree roots, and high-piled mud completely blocked the path behind them. Being at the bend, they couldn’t even see Tian Yuan and the others on the other side.

Loose soil was still sliding down, though no longer as dangerous as before. Shen Xihe’s heart was still beating quickly: “You did this deliberately.”

He had intentionally arranged for them to ride together, making it convenient to conceal his actions just now. With the light rain falling and the reins appearing to be in Shen Xihe’s hands, unknowing observers would think she had led their gallop through.

Xiao Huayong was very close to Shen Xihe now – if not for the bamboo hats between them, their cheeks would likely have touched. Water gathered and dripped from the hat’s edge, clear drops sliding past his eyes as if coating them with a watery sheen.

“It was Youyou who wanted me to hide behind you,” Xiao Huayong said, not without grievance.

Wasn’t he just following his wife’s instructions?

Shen Xihe didn’t argue these points, only asking: “Why do this?”

This was deliberately meant to separate them from Xiao Zhangqin and the others. Now only the couple had crossed this point. Once the landslide stopped, Xiao Zhangqin would have people clear the road. Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over the gradually settling rocks and soil, calculating the distance of the fallen debris – it would take at least half an hour.

Xiao Huayong raised his head, looking at the eagles circling beneath the cloud-covered sky, his lips curving: “To give Eighth Brother a little return gift.”

With those words, he squeezed the horse’s flanks and pulled the reins, carrying Shen Xihe galloping forward. After a brief dash, they found a winding upward path. It wasn’t very steep or wide, and though rain-soaked and muddy, the horse’s specially treated hooves didn’t slip.

Xiao Huayong seemed to know this path well, turning at forks without hesitation.

As Shen Xihe followed Xiao Huayong upward, she didn’t know that shortly after they left, people arranged by Xiao Huayong appeared on the blocked path, dressed identically to her and Xiao Huayong, their appearances difficult to distinguish from the real ones.

Soon, Shen Xihe heard the whistle of arrows through the rain, and people rushing through the forest, brushing past rain-heavy leaves. The sounds were ahead, growing closer, accompanied by eagle cries.

When Xiao Huayong led her to a grove, through the dense foliage and misty rain, they saw a group of people in tight clothing and rain capes, carrying bows and quivers, constantly retreating.

Some rushed ahead clearing the way, cutting random undergrowth with swords. Others watched their surroundings vigilantly, while some turned back to shoot arrows. The circling giant birds cried out, occasionally swooping down like massive arrows.

Sometimes a wing sweep would knock someone down; sometimes claws would tear flesh; sometimes beaks would strike, spraying blood…

Getting closer, Shen Xihe recognized them as white-headed eagles, enormous birds with wingspans longer than grown men. They were agile and keen, seemingly specially trained, easily avoiding these people’s attacks.

Xiao Huayong loved eagles, using them for messages. These white-headed eagles appearing here now, chasing these people who had been the ones ambushing from the mountaintop – Shen Xihe couldn’t believe they weren’t connected to Xiao Huayong.

“I have a falconry in Heishui, where I raise hundreds of eagles. Each has its use. When the time is right, I’ll take you to see,” Xiao Huayong seemed to confirm Shen Xihe’s suspicions, speaking softly with a hint of showing off.

Shen Xihe knew about Xiao Huayong’s falconry but hadn’t imagined he raised so many eagles. How much silver must Hua Fuhai spend each year on this hobby?

“Caw!” Suddenly a harsh cry rang out. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong looked over to see the group’s leader showing considerable skill, drawing the bow and releasing an arrow that pierced a white-headed eagle’s wing.

Fortunately, it passed through a gap in the feathers without drawing blood. The eagle wavered from the force, and at that moment, another person coordinating with the leader had already drawn and aimed at the wavering eagle.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes darkened. His hand rose, a tiny flying blade shooting from his palm like a flash of white light, spinning through several trees. Just as the man released his arrow, the blade’s tip crossed his throat.

The man stiffened, his bow and arrow crashing to the ground as he fell straight down with a thud.

The trees pierced by the flying blade fell too, making considerable noise that startled the group. They all drew weapons and aimed in this direction, but Xiao Huayong had already tapped the horse and left this position the instant he threw the blade.

Some people dealt with the seemingly enraged white-headed eagles while others cautiously guarded each other, carefully approaching the direction of the fallen trees with weapons drawn.

Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe silently stopped at another side, watching these people split into two groups. He gently patted Shen Xihe’s shoulder, silently reassuring her. Shen Xihe felt him lighten behind her, and her vision blurred.

A shadow flew past like a ghost, moving too fast for Shen Xihe to see clearly how Xiao Huayong moved or approached the black-clothed men. She only saw a figure circle them once, and before they could react, they fell one by one like broken trees.

On the other side, the white-headed eagles had withdrawn, replaced by another swift and agile figure. Though too fast to see clearly, Shen Xihe was certain it was Xiao Huayong’s gyrfalcon!

Without making a sound, it spread its wings and dove straight down, knocking down an entire row of people.

Here, Xiao Huayong’s form steadied. Through the misty rain, wearing his rain cape and bamboo hat, head slightly lowered, his face invisible, behind him lay one after another… dead man.

The gyrfalcon didn’t stop after knocking people down. It targeted each fallen person, charging through them again, throwing them into the air to crash down, or smashing them against the ground or huge trees. Each died spitting blood.

After killing them all, it still seemed unsatisfied, landing on a boulder and shaking its head, spraying water droplets. It looked left and right, and finding no more living targets, flapped its wings and soared high, quickly disappearing. The other eagles had vanished as well.

When Shen Xihe’s gaze returned from the sky, Xiao Huayong had already walked to her side. His attendant appeared from nowhere, bowing beside him as Xiao Huayong extended his hand to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe reached out to pull him up. Once seated steadily holding Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong ordered: “Take their heads. Send them all to Eighth Brother.”

Chapter 637: Watching from the Sidelines
With those words, Xiao Huayong pulled the reins, steering his horse away. Though he knew his wife wasn’t afraid, he still wanted to spare her from the bloody scene.

Shen Xihe remained silent throughout the journey until she noticed Xiao Huayong deviating from their return route. “Where are we going?” she asked.

“Wherever you wish to go,” Xiao Huayong whispered in her ear.

Seated before him, Shen Xihe turned her head slightly. “You knew Prince Jing set up an ambush here. You used his scheme to separate us from Prince Xin and the others. After we left the rockslide site, did you arrange for people to impersonate us?”

This was the only explanation Shen Xihe could think of for Xiao Huayong’s brazen behavior. It couldn’t be a simple disappearing act – besides delaying their journey, it would alert both Prince Jing ahead and Emperor Youning behind.

“Nothing escapes your notice,” Xiao Huayong said, slowly guiding the horse. If not for the drizzling rain, onlookers might have mistaken them for lovers out on a casual excursion.

“Why do this?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Fighting and killing can be rather dull. Let Fifth Brother and Eighth Brother tire themselves out. It’s rare to have a chance for just the two of us to travel together – how could I pass that up?” A relaxed smile played on Xiao Huayong’s lips.

“Your impersonators won’t fool Prince Xin for long.”

Xiao Changqin was exceptionally clever. During the rockslide, when Xiao Huayong charged through using her as cover, he might have fooled others but not Xiao Changqin, who already knew Xiao Huayong’s true nature.

So when Xiao Huayong deliberately separated from them, it had already raised suspicions in Xiao Changqin’s mind.

Once the road was cleared and the groups reunited, Xiao Changqin would pay extra attention and easily spot the deception.

“What if he knows they’re fake? What else can he do besides maintaining the pretense?” Xiao Huayong remained unconcerned.

Since Xiao Changqin already knew his true nature, there was no need for subterfuge. Xiao Huayong was essentially openly letting Xiao Changqin know that he and Shen Xihe had left.

Xiao Changqin’s responsibility was to escort them. Even knowing they weren’t there, he couldn’t reveal it without taking the blame. Moreover, Xiao Changqin wouldn’t worry about their safety, as this incident showed him everything was part of Xiao Huayong’s plan.

“You deliberately set them against each other,” Shen Xihe instantly understood Xiao Huayong’s intention.

If there was an ambush here, the road ahead wouldn’t be peaceful either. If Xiao Huayong were present, Xiao Changqin, knowing Xiao Huayong’s capabilities, would certainly reserve his strength, waiting for Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe to act.

But now that the couple was gone when encountering Xiao Changyan’s ambush, Xiao Changqin would have to fight with all his might. Especially after discovering the Crown Prince and his wife had been replaced and not immediately exposing it, if he failed to protect the fake couple now, he would become the prime suspect in a plot against them.

Without Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, Tianyuan, Zhenzhu, and the others following Xiao Changqin could use their uncertainty about whom to obey as an excuse to stay passive. In essence, Xiao Huayong’s disappearance had pushed Xiao Changqin directly into Xiao Changyan’s blade.

“Isn’t it pleasant to watch from the sidelines?” Xiao Huayong’s gentle laugh carried an indecipherable hint of malicious pleasure.

“Aren’t you concerned Prince Xin might become angry and ally with Prince Jing?” Shen Xihe asked quietly.

“If so, that’s Fifth Brother’s choice. Whom he chooses to conspire with is his right.” Xiao Huayong remained composed, his casual tone suggesting he didn’t consider their potential alliance a threat.

Shen Xihe fell silent.

The horse descended another path, following a winding but level narrow trail. Looking at this path, though the rain had washed away most traces, Shen Xihe somehow sensed it had been newly created.

“You had people scout this route,” she stated with certainty.

“Since I brought you along, I naturally had to be thorough,” Xiao Huayong admitted gracefully.

Shen Xihe fell silent again. Since he had arranged everything, there was no need for further questions.

The mountain path was muddy, horse hooves splashing soil. The damp air carried the scent of earth and mountain forest. The pattering rain and absence of animal sounds made everything eerily quiet.

Deep autumn had arrived, flowers had withered, and frequent rains made the ground sodden. Unable to pick flowers or accompany Shen Xihe gathering rare herbs in the wilderness with her medicine hoe, Xiao Huayong broke their silence: “Eighth Brother has trained a group of shadow guards.”

While wealthy families secretly maintained strong household guards and noble clans trained death squads, Xiao Changyan, harboring imperial ambitions, naturally kept his trump card, just as Xiao Huayong had his secret forces.

“These shadow guards are trained in military combat. In single combat, each can fight ten men. In group battles, they reportedly coordinate flawlessly and can defeat armies of tens of thousands,” Xiao Huayong continued. “Moreover, these shadow guards move like wind on land and swim like fish in water.”

Shen Xihe detected Xiao Huayong’s particular interest in Xiao Changyan’s shadow guards. “You think he’ll deploy them this time?”

Xiao Changyan merely wanted to probe who was interfering in Dengzhou or test Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqin’s depths. He wasn’t yet ready to kill, so why would he reveal such an ace?

Coming from a military family, Shen Xihe understood elite troops better than most. Training soldiers who could each fight ten men was no simple task. Setting aside the effort required, the financial cost alone was staggering. This explained why Emperor Youning’s Divine Warrior Army had drained the treasury. For Xiao Changyan to train shadow guards in Annan in just five years while keeping it from Emperor Youning showed remarkable ability.

That these shadow guards excelled in water operations impressed her even more.

“Fifth Brother has his own trained men,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t sure if the two would fight to the death. Originally, he had planned to intervene, pushing them into a blind rage to weaken both sides, ultimately achieving mutual destruction.

However since Shen Xihe wouldn’t allow him to set this battlefield in Dengzhou, he had to shelve his original plan.

“Fifth Brother used to be His Majesty’s confidant, secretly handling unspeakable tasks. The men he trained are all ruthless, even more vicious than the most notorious assassins who strike fear into people’s hearts.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but chuckle softly.

If they truly clashed, the outcome would be hard to predict.

Even if it didn’t end in death, given their cunning, it would still be quite a spectacle.

Chapter 638: Still Deeply Caring and Righteous
One was iron-blooded, the other venomous.

Even Shen Xihe, hearing Xiao Huayong’s words, felt curious about how a confrontation between these two would end.

At this thought, she suppressed her musings, refusing to let this subtly mischievous man lead her astray. “You framed Prince Xin for those heads.”

Since Xiao Huayong had such thoughts, he surely wouldn’t remain idle.

“Fifth Brother isn’t so easily framed, nor is Eighth Brother so easily fooled,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe as they rode leisurely through the drizzle. “Simple tricks wouldn’t be enough to deceive them both.”

Both Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changyan were meticulous planners with calculating minds, not easily swayed by mere words.

Nodding imperceptibly, Shen Xihe asked, “Where are we going?”

“The weather isn’t cooperating, so we can’t enjoy scenic travels with Youyou.” Xiao Huayong sighed deeply, his tone full of regret. “Since Youyou cares for the common people, we’ll travel and observe, helping them however we can.”

They were naturally heading to Wendeng County. With Xiao Changyan hindering the main group, their journey would be delayed, giving them time to observe the people’s conditions before meeting Xiao Changqin and the others outside Wendeng County.

After about half an hour, they passed a Taoist temple. Though dilapidated from the outside, inside they found the only standing room had been swept. Xiao Huayong retrieved a package from behind a tilted statue, producing several ordinary lapel robes, including one for Shen Xihe.

They changed clothes in the temple. Xiao Huayong had also brought grooming items to alter their appearances. Once transformed, they donned straw rain capes and bamboo hats before riding into the first town.

Though sizeable, the town’s streets were deserted. The rain wasn’t heavy, but water rushed from high ground like rapid rivers.

Many old courtyards showed signs of collapse. Inns and restaurants were tightly shuttered. After circling half the town, they found one restaurant half-open with a dozing waiter.

Though warmly welcomed, the prices were exorbitant. In the prosperous capital, a steamed bun cost one wen, but here a plain steamed bun was two wen. Other dishes were five or six times the capital’s prices, though lodging wasn’t much more expensive.

“Please don’t be angry, customers. Grain is precious now. We’re the only restaurant open in town. Everyone else keeps their doors locked, hoarding whatever food they have. Who knows how long this rain will last?” The proprietor explained apologetically with a worried expression. “I didn’t want to open either, but with official orders… ah!”

His unfinished words dissolved into a heavy sigh.

“The officials forced you to operate?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Madam doesn’t know – officials travel daily between villages checking flood conditions and rescuing people. We can’t let these officials go hungry. Delaying message delivery and rescue work would be a grave sin. Prince Jing ordered each town’s restaurants to draw lots – one must stay open. I had bad luck…” The proprietor smiled bitterly. “Prince Jing allowed us to charge high prices.”

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong exchanged glances. This seemed reasonable. No one knew how long the rain would last or if floods would come. With food supplies unable to be transported long-distance, a restaurant couldn’t store much. Everyone had families to feed and wanted to save food for themselves.

Admittedly, Prince Jing’s measure ensured the rescue officials were provided for, easing their concerns while also somewhat reducing the chosen restaurant owners’ dissatisfaction.

“Before entering the town, we heard flooding was worsening here, with floods inevitable. Yet traveling here, despite constant rain, we haven’t heard such rumors,” Xiao Huayong said softly. “We’re heading to Wendeng County to find my lost younger brother. How are conditions there?”

“You absolutely cannot go to Wendeng County.” The proprietor’s expression changed drastically. “We only have light rain here. Wendeng County has had torrential downpours. Over ten villages were swallowed by collapsed mountains, and Wendeng County is coastal…”

The proprietor glanced outside warily, then covered his mouth and whispered, “Days ago, officials passing through mentioned no water patroller dares check water levels in Wendeng County. If the rain doesn’t stop, in three days at most, floodwaters will surge over the sea level.”

“Hasn’t the court sent people to prevent flooding?” Shen Xihe worried, knowing Official Tao must be in Wendeng County’s worst-flooded area.

“When heaven denies life, how can humans defy it?” The proprietor spoke dejectedly. “That’s the vast ocean – can we simply command it to stop? If not for months of drought earlier reducing seawater, flooding would’ve started long ago.”

Once the Bohai Sea flooded and Wendeng County was devastated, how could neighboring areas escape?

“With Prince Jing overseeing Wendeng County, he surely won’t let you become homeless refugees,” Shen Xihe consoled softly.

The cook and waiter brought their food, with the proprietor serving personally: “We heard the Crown Prince has come too, and His Majesty sent Prince Xin. Three princes at once – His Majesty is the true dragon ruling all seas, and the Crown Prince is the dragon’s son. Surely they’ll bring good fortune.”

The proprietor’s expression brightened somewhat.

Shen Xihe wondered about their confidence in Xiao Huayong, or if it was just spiritual comfort they sought.

She couldn’t help teasing: “The Crown Prince truly values his duty.”

Xiao Huayong smiled slightly, placing a piece of roasted meat in Shen Xihe’s bowl: “The Crown Prince not only values his duty but is also deeply caring and righteous.”

Chapter 639: A Feeling That Things Shouldn’t Be This Way
Profound affection and weighty loyalty…

This person was good at seizing every opportunity to make himself look good!

“Guests, all dishes are served. Please enjoy!” The clever ones knew that matters concerning those in power weren’t for common folk like them to discuss carelessly. The proprietor of the restaurant quickly took his leave.

Shen Xihe shot a warning glare at the smiling Xiao Huayong. Just because they were in disguise didn’t mean no one would recognize them.

In the current situation, with streets empty and most routes into the city blocked—though the city gates weren’t sealed—it was extremely difficult for outsiders to enter. The two of them walking about so openly had likely already drawn the attention of officials. Yet he dared to casually discuss the Crown Prince’s temperament in public.

Wasn’t this telling others they were suspicious?

Such simple logic—Shen Xihe didn’t believe Xiao Huayong didn’t understand it. Yet he remained carefree and unconcerned. She wondered what scheme he was plotting this time.

Instinct told Shen Xihe it must be related to setting a trap for Xiao Changqin and Xiao Yangbian. Therefore, she said nothing more, allowing Xiao Huayong to attentively serve her dishes. The meal was quite flavorful. Afterward, instead of finding lodging, they chose to continue their journey.

The restaurant owner repeatedly tried to detain them, warning them that the road ahead was treacherous and advising them to stay and gather news.

Xiao Huayong bought some dried provisions, declined the good intentions, and led Shen Xihe onward. However, they no longer rode together—they had acquired another horse while changing clothes at the Taoist temple.

In the light rain, just as they left the town, they sensed someone following them.

Xiao Huayong produced a flute from somewhere, tossed the reins to Shen Xihe, and brought the instrument to his lips. The ethereal flute music drifted through the cold wind with the fine rain.

Knowing he had everything under control, Shen Xihe played the rare role of a leisure-seeking listener. She settled her mind to hear the music. With the elegant melody in her ears and cool breeze at her side, accompanied by the scattered rain, it was as if she were in a crystal-clear world of ice and snow, her mind becoming remarkably clear.

She even momentarily forgot she was riding in the rain, not controlling her horse’s direction. Instead, the horse followed some essence in the air, unhurriedly moving in a particular direction.

Usually, Shen Xihe was as alert as a fierce beast about to enter battle, startling at the slightest movement. She didn’t even realize how unconsciously she had come to trust Xiao Huayong like this.

It was because he was by her side that she could relax so completely.

After their sounds disappeared into the white mist woven by the persistent rain, the group following at a distance finally pursued. Passing through the misty barrier, when they caught up, they found the flute-playing man suddenly turning his head, catching them in the act.

Originally planning to retreat as if nothing had happened, they didn’t expect this couple to suddenly attack, leaping up with curved blades and flying toward them.

The group immediately became fully alert. However, before they could draw their weapons, they sensed a sharp cold glint flash across their pupils. They were completely focused on defending against the charging man, only realizing at the moment of their fall that it was the woman on horseback who had taken their lives.

After everyone was down, Xiao Huayong led the horses with Shen Xihe from behind a large rock. The couple dressed similarly to them, who had impersonated them and killed them, silently bowed from afar before quickly departing.

Shen Xihe’s gaze returned from the direction where the impersonating couple had disappeared, sweeping over the several people lying in pools of blood, their heads separated from their bodies: “You’re framing the Prince of Xin again.”

No wonder Xiao Huayong had appeared so ostentatiously in a town where they shouldn’t have been. He deliberately attracted attention, and when these people delayed reporting back, someone would naturally come to investigate. They only needed the manner of these people’s deaths… no, they only needed news of how these people died to reach Xiao Yangbian’s ears, and it would be enough to make him suspect Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward as he pulled a silver thread from his sleeve, about half the thickness of a chopstick: “This is the unique weapon of Fifth Brother’s subordinates.”

Xiao Huayong had studied many corpses of those killed by Xiao Changqin’s subordinates over those years to figure out their secret weapons. Not only was Xiao Huayong studying them, but Xiao Yangbian was also investigating, though he hadn’t figured them out yet.

Xiao Changqin had once been Emperor Youning’s most trusted person. Xiao Huayong studied his subordinates’ secret weapons purely to pass the time and satisfy curiosity, while Xiao Yangbian, harboring imperial ambitions, always viewed Xiao Changqin as a formidable rival—know yourself and your enemy, and you’ll win every battle.

Xiao Yangbian had spent years studying Xiao Changqin’s subordinates’ secret weapons without success. When he saw these corpses, he wouldn’t likely believe it was a frame-up because clever people have their fatal flaws—that is, excessive pride. Since he hadn’t figured it out, he naturally wouldn’t believe others could have figured it out to frame Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Huayong had a mole at the corner of his eye, about the size of a black sesame seed. This mole was quite remarkable. When he pretended to be weak, his eye corners slightly drooping, this mole added a fragile, delicate air to him.

When he shed that facade of weakness and became cunning and crafty, this mole, along with the glint in his eye corners, added a touch of wickedness.

Just like now, with his villainous appearance hoping for chaos, even that tiny mole at his eye corner seemed to come alive with mischief.

Shen Xihe looked away, holding her reins: “Let’s go.”

Xiao Huayong’s intention to provoke enmity between Xiao Changqin and Xiao Yangbian was already inevitable. Xiao Yangbian was already an enemy, and Xiao Changqin was no friend. Born into the imperial family, this was how things were—mutual wariness and testing. Unless one withdrew like Sixth Prince Xiao Changyu, getting caught in these schemes was only a matter of time.

Shen Xihe didn’t think Xiao Huayong was wrong. As long as it didn’t harm Dengzhou’s common people, she wouldn’t stop whatever he wanted to do.

“As you command.” Xiao Huayong played the fool, acting amusing, swaying as he followed Shen Xihe like an attentive servant.

The couple’s journey went smoothly—as long as Xiao Huayong didn’t cause trouble, no trouble would find them.

But Xiao Yangbian’s expression was extremely poor. Even eight-sided enemy attacks on the battlefield hadn’t disturbed his judgment, but now the gradually gathered news was making him lose his ability to judge.

All signs indicated that the person he was seeking was his Fifth Brother, the Prince of Xin—Xiao Changqin.

From spreading rumors predicted by the Imperial Astronomer in Dengzhou, then inciting civil unrest, to creating the incident with the strange stone that drew in the Crown Prince, making things increasingly complex, and now personally escorting the Crown Prince and his wife here…

“Your Highness, the Prince of Xin’s people have killed several waves of our scouts,” Xiao Yangbian’s advisor said angrily.

“I just feel things shouldn’t be this way…” Yet Xiao Yangbian couldn’t explain why they shouldn’t be this way.



Chapter 640: Xiao Huayong Is Certainly Not Destined for Longevity
“Your Highness, which part feels amiss?” The advisor pondered for a moment, carefully considering the whole sequence of events. Though he felt certain the Prince of Xin was behind it, Xiao Yangbian’s caution impressed him, prompting his question.

With slightly furrowed brows and deep eyes, Xiao Yangbian said confusedly, “Fifth Brother’s actions—what is his purpose? It puzzles me.”

If all this was Xiao Changqin’s doing, from leaking the Imperial Astronomer’s predicted rain date to everything that followed, what was his goal?

Was it merely to throw him into chaos, prevent him from completing His Majesty’s assigned task, and make him appear derelict in his duties?

This seemed far-fetched. After all, spreading rumors required placing many people here—such time and effort just to create minor obstacles? Besides, he didn’t consider himself incompetent, nor should Xiao Changqin view him as such. He should know these small tactics could be easily resolved.

Knowing he could resolve them, yet still expending so much manpower to achieve this—unless Xiao Changqin was a fool!

Xiao Changqin was no fool. So his leaking of the Imperial Astronomer’s rain date likely had another purpose, not targeting him at all.

Xiao Yangbian’s words startled the advisor. Previously, he hadn’t paid attention to these details, but thinking carefully now, he found Xiao Yangbian’s words quite reasonable and equally puzzling: “But leaking the Imperial Astronomer’s prediction was the Prince of Xin’s people.”

This point was indisputable—they had investigated secretly for a long time and verified it extremely carefully.

“News from Linqing Town reports that those following that couple seeking relatives were all silenced, killed using the Prince of Xin’s guards’ unique method,” the advisor added.

They had studied these weapons repeatedly during those years in Annam, yet still hadn’t discovered how they were made. They’d created many similar items, testing them on enemy forces and condemned prisoners, but the killing marks always differed.

Because they had studied this, the wound patterns were deeply memorable. The corpses had been brought to them, and after examination, they were certain this was the work of the Prince of Xin’s guards.

“If that couple were Fifth Brother’s people, why deliberately appear and draw our people’s attention? And why use the secret weapon without concealment?” Xiao Yangbian counter-questioned.

The advisor had his theory: “Your Highness, the Crown Prince is weak—in less than two years… Only Your Highness and the Prince of Xin have the power to compete for the throne. Perhaps the Prince of Xin acts deliberately, wanting to draw Your Highness’s shadow guards with his dark guards for a decisive battle!”

Though it seemed reasonable, Xiao Yangbian firmly rejected it: “No, though Fifth Brother has such courage and style of action, the timing is wrong.”

His Second Brother wasn’t disinterested, and his Third Brother seemed peaceful, though he had an unruly wife.

“Your Highness means the Prince of Zhao and Prince of Dai?” The advisor’s tone was dismissive. “These two aren’t worth worrying about. The Prince of Xin and Your Highness need only determine superiority, and the situation will be settled. The Prince of Xin choosing this Dengzhou natural disaster to strike—I think it’s a heaven-sent opportunity.”

After pondering briefly, meeting Xiao Yangbian’s gaze, the advisor continued: “His Majesty is in his prime, but the Crown Prince’s days are numbered. No one knows how long before the throne passes from His Majesty’s hands. Waiting until His Majesty’s decline for a power struggle would not only cause greater losses but also harm the victor’s reputation.”

Better to decide supremacy here now—deaths could be attributed to “natural disaster,” avoiding the stigma of the fratricidal struggle for the throne.

Eliminating Xiao Yangbian now would leave no rivals in court. After the Crown Prince’s death, early ascension to the Crown Prince position would allow preparation. Even if His Majesty lived long, being second only to one person above ten thousand was better than being a prince waiting endlessly without proper standing.

The advisor’s words weren’t unreasonable, but Xiao Yangbian remained concerned: “Uncle died in the Northwest, and the Crown Princess already holds palace power, openly challenging His Majesty—her momentum is fierce and cannot be taken lightly.”

Xiao Changmin and Xiao Changzhen didn’t take it seriously, nor was Xiao Changqin—the advisor wasn’t wrong about this. But regarding Shen Xihe, this seventh sister-in-law he hadn’t studied much, Xiao Yangbian had made a special visit to the Eastern Palace.

She sat elegantly beside Xiao Huayong, never stealing the conversation, seemingly no different from ordinary noble ladies who put their husbands first. Yet just sitting there quietly, he saw no hint of dependence in her.

To say she was a hen ruling the rooster, controlling the Eastern Palace, and oppressing the Crown Prince, didn’t seem right. But to say she couldn’t fully control the Eastern Palace, Xiao Yangbian didn’t believe that either. Thus, the Crown Prince couple gave him a complex impression he’d never seen in others.

Additionally, regarding Shen Xihe’s status, whoever ultimately sat on the throne couldn’t allow the Shen family to continue prospering in the Northwest. This time, the Shen family had greatly wronged the Turks yet deliberately didn’t destroy them, worried about the saying “When birds are gone, good bows are hidden.”

But the Turks no longer posed any threat to the Shen family—only to the Shen family. If the Shen clan were removed and replaced with others, even if he went personally, he might not be able to suppress the seemingly exhausted, struggling Turks. The Turks, who had been suffocated by the Shen family, might see hope, make one last effort, and turn the situation around.

This was why His Majesty dared not easily withdraw the Shen family’s military power.

For the Crown Princess to protect the Northwest, there was only one way—control the court and direct the empire.

He thought this must be why the Crown Princess chose to marry the sickly Crown Prince.

It was precise because Shen Xihe was so powerful, acting so methodically, not even regarding His Majesty highly, and her position allowing no retreat, that she resolutely chose to marry Xiao Huayong. That Xiao Huayong’s life was short made it even more convincing to Xiao Yangbian and Emperor Youning.

If not certain of Xiao Huayong’s short life, how would Shen Xihe dare to marry?

Xiao Changgeng had told Xiao Yangbian that Xiao Huayong was deeply infatuated with Shen Xihe. Xiao Yangbian scoffed at this. As a man, especially one with grand ambitions, he better understood where a man’s aspirations lay!

How could romance compare to ruling thousands of miles of territory?

No matter how much he might love a woman, he couldn’t tolerate his bedmate possessing such vast power that could leave him with nothing at any moment—it would be like sleeping beside a fierce tiger, playing with fire.

Since Shen Xihe was so deeply strategic, even openly opposing His Majesty, she must be determined to claim the throne. She couldn’t easily place her bets, naively thinking she could restrain Xiao Huayong with mere romance.

Thus concluded, Xiao Huayong was certainly not destined for longevity.

“I can see the Crown Princess’s ambition, and Fifth Brother must too, yet he ignores her and chooses to confront me now—it truly defies logic.”

Chapter 641: There Won’t Be a Shortage of Entertainment for You to Watch
They could dismiss Xiao Changmin and Xiao Changzhen, but they couldn’t ignore the Crown Princess who even His Majesty couldn’t handle.

The advisor, hearing this, hesitated before finally steeling himself: “I have something to say, though I’m unsure if I should.”

“Only the two of us are here. I consider you my confidant—speak freely.” Xiao Yangbian’s expression was gentle.

“Your Highness, you just mentioned not understanding why the Prince of Xin leaked the Imperial Astronomer’s rain prediction. I now have a theory.” Under Xiao Yangbian’s inquiring gaze, the advisor took a deep breath and continued, “The Prince of Xin first leaked the prediction, inciting unrest, then brought up Emperor Taizong’s pardoning of the imperial harem for rain prayers, using this to kneel and request His Majesty to pardon the harem—effectively handing power over the inner palace to the Crown Princess.

I believe everything was the Prince of Xin’s deliberate doing, to assist the Crown Princess.”

Xiao Yangbian was momentarily stunned. Though the theory made sense, he instinctively shook his head: “Fifth Brother’s devotion to Fifth Sister-in-law is absolute—how could he be involved with the Crown Princess?”

Xiao Yangbian had grown up with Xiao Changqin and Gu Qingzhi. Except for the Crown Prince, all the princes had grown up together. Though he’d gone to Annam five years ago, before that, Fifth Brother’s feelings for Lady Gu had been obvious.

Furthermore…

Xiao Yangbian recalled Xiao Changgeng’s praise of Shen Xihe and his limited impressions of her. Many women in the world would act like courtesans, disregarding honor and shame for wealth and glory.

But someone as noble as Shen Xihe, whose every movement was elegant and composed—Xiao Yangbian prided himself on his ability to judge character—wouldn’t do anything immoral to achieve her goals. Even if victory or defeat concerned the entire Shen family’s survival, she would lose with her spine straight.

“Your Highness, Lady Gu is gone—when people leave, feelings cool. Besides, how many truly unbreakable bonds exist in this world? The Prince of Xin is destined for greatness—how could he be constrained by emotions?” The advisor disagreed. “Moreover… I don’t necessarily think the Crown Princess and Prince of Xin are romantically involved. Perhaps they’ve already reached an agreement—first, unite against Your Highness, then later compete based on their abilities.”

Xiao Yangbian’s gaze deepened. First, unite then compete on merit—this possibility seemed quite high.

Perhaps this time, Xiao Changqin involving Xiao Huayong was just a facade, while he and the Crown Princess intended to eliminate him!

“Your Highness, they’re coming forcefully—we can’t just wait for death,” the advisor said urgently.

“I came here with only a hundred shadow guards. The Prince of Xin and the Crown Princess’s people must be everywhere by now. Sending for more people would only trap us.” Xiao Yangbian now leaned toward believing Shen Xihe might truly be allied with Xiao Changqin to deal with him. “We can only defend rather than attack—we mustn’t act rashly.”

React to each move—the situation was extremely unfavorable. If he acted rashly, he might step right into Xiao Changqin’s trap.

The advisor was worried but knew Xiao Yangbian’s strategy was the best option: “Is the Prince of Yan… innocent?”

“Can’t conclude yet.” Xiao Yangbian shook his head. “See, even His Majesty doesn’t know about Twelfth Brother’s disappearance. I only leaked it to those watching secretly. Just as Twelfth Brother disappeared, the strange stone appeared in Wendeng County, requiring the Crown Prince to come to guard it—this can’t be a coincidence.”

He just didn’t know if Xiao Changqin had planned to come to Dengzhou to compete with him, or if he came for Xiao Changgeng.

The advisor was somewhat disappointed—they’d thought they could use Xiao Changgeng, but now they couldn’t let their guard down.

“Your Highness, the strange stone appeared right under our noses, yet we can’t find any traces. I worry the Prince of Xin already harbors killing intent toward Your Highness. Wendeng County may not be as safe as it appears—Your Highness should plan,” the advisor couldn’t help warning.

Xiao Yangbian heard that the advisor still advocated striking first, preferably making some moves along the way before Xiao Changqin arrived.

“The people we arranged last time never returned. He sent their heads to me as a show of force, telling me he knows my every move.” Xiao Yangbian’s brows furrowed. “We must stay calm now.”

Xiao Changqin was trying to provoke him!

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong traveled through the rain, hurrying toward Wendeng County. The closer they got, the heavier the rain became. Passed fields were submerged, and many mountain villages were buried by landslides. The towns were bustling, filled with rescued villagers from disaster areas.

These people had truly lost everything, some even losing family members. They were dejected, spirits low, looking up at the pouring rain with blank, hollow, desperate eyes.

Perhaps because the disaster situation was so severe, the town’s restaurants had been requisitioned. Somehow Xiao Yangbian had motivated local wealthy households—surprisingly many were actively providing disaster relief.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong found lodging in a house. Standing by a second-floor window, Shen Xihe watched someone pushing a large bathtub through the rain toward where disaster victims were being received, knowing it contained medicine to ward off the cold.

Xiao Huayong stood beside her, catching the approval in her eyes: “Is Youyou curious how Little Eight got these wealthy households to willingly spend their fortune?”

Shen Xihe nodded. She was indeed curious about how Xiao Yangbian managed it. Given the severe disaster, having one or two wealthy households selflessly willing to donate money, food, medicine, and clothing would be good enough. But it seemed every household was generous—truly unexpected.

Letting out a short snort, Xiao Huayong said somewhat sarcastically: “Little Eight had his people pretend to be disaster victims, inciting them to loot two wealthy households. Then, when all the wealthy households feared for themselves, he stepped forward with reason and emotion.”

Xiao Huayong spoke indirectly, but Shen Xihe understood. Ordinary wealthy households had guards—no matter how desperate, these people wouldn’t easily dare to charge in. With a prince present, they still believed in the court, hoping for government aid, and wouldn’t do such things. But since Xiao Yangbian couldn’t provide resources to comfort and settle these people, he had to play both good and bad cop.

Better to voluntarily give than live in fear of being looted and possibly killed—plus they gained a good reputation.

Hearing Xiao Huayong’s disdain for Xiao Yangbian’s actions, Shen Xihe turned with a meaningful smile: “We’re about to enter Wendeng County. I hear the Prince of Jing hasn’t made any moves along the way, focusing solely on disaster victims. Are you frustrated that your schemes failed?”

Though knowing she was deliberately provoking him, Xiao Huayong still couldn’t help getting angry: “Just wait—there won’t be a shortage of entertainment for you to watch.”

Chapter 642: No One Will Steal Your Achievements
With a gentle smile, Shen Xihe remained silent. Xiao Huayong was not one to act rashly – once he made his move, there would surely be an interesting show to watch.

Her vision was obscured by the dense rain, everything appearing as if covered by a thin mist, somewhat blurry. “Who knows when this rain will stop? Using such methods won’t ensure the people of Dengzhou can feed themselves. Once these wealthy households are stretched thin, they’ll remember how this forceful seizure began. They’ll lose their humanity just to survive and stay warm, and that’s when true disaster will strike.”

Shen Xihe didn’t approve of Xiao Changyan’s approach, but since she hadn’t been present that day and didn’t know if circumstances had truly necessitated such desperate measures, she couldn’t properly judge whether Xiao Changyan was right or wrong.

This method was indeed the fastest way to obtain grain and provide disaster relief. Otherwise, negotiations with local wealthy households could drag on endlessly, and who knew what exorbitant demands these money-minded people would make?

“If we can think of this, he surely can too. Since he chose this method, whatever price must be paid, he’ll have to bear it himself,” Xiao Huayong said slowly.

“Beichen, this is indeed the best opportunity to suppress Prince Jing, but we cannot let Dengzhou fall into such chaos. Brutal methods are not a long-term solution. Besides stirring up resentment in people’s hearts and releasing the evil thoughts hidden in their depths, it will only sacrifice the elderly, young, women, and children who cannot protect themselves.”

Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Huayong: “We’re waiting here for Prince Xin. When Prince Xin arrives, we must enter Wendeng County with him. At that time, as the Crown Prince, Xiao Changyan will use respecting you as an excuse to push everything onto you. If riots truly break out and casualties occur, you’ll be the one taking the blame.”

“Little Eight has had it too easy in An’nan City, only thinking of pleasant things.” Xiao Huayong snorted with a laugh. “I’m the sickly Crown Prince – my only responsibility here is to be a mascot. Who is he to make me clean up his mess?”

Shen Xihe knew that if he wanted to shirk responsibility, he had countless ways to do so. “So you truly won’t handle it?”

“Of course…” The words “won’t handle” lingered on his tongue as Xiao Huayong’s bright black eyes shifted. “Youyou are kind-hearted and can’t bear to see the common people suffer even a bit. If Youyou want me to handle it, that’s not difficult…”

As he spoke, those eyes full of meaning looked Shen Xihe up and down, his suggestion extremely obvious.

Shen Xihe was no longer that naive young girl. Married to Xiao Huayong for over half a year, she could understand his eagerness to tease her with just one look from him. She wouldn’t indulge him.

During their usual intimate moments, she could hardly resist him. If she truly gave in to him now, he would surely devour her completely.

Letting out a long breath, Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong, whose eyes were terrifyingly bright with anticipation, and walked away without a word.

If he couldn’t handle it, she would!

Watching Shen Xihe’s figure walking away with light but steady steps, Xiao Huayong showed a disappointed expression, then somewhat uncomfortably rubbed his nose before silently following.

Shen Xihe wasn’t skilled at dealing with people, so she hadn’t planned to seek out conversations to understand the situation. Additionally, her current identity was merely that of a common merchant’s wife seeking relatives, so she naturally shouldn’t concern herself with the people’s conditions.

She held her umbrella and put on oil boots, stepping onto the water-covered stone slabs, walking and observing without lingering too long. What the common people lacked and needed didn’t require asking – one could see it with their eyes.

Xiao Huayong followed behind Shen Xihe somewhat helplessly, not interrupting, just accompanying her as she walked around several streets. When they returned to their lodgings, the ginger tea he had ordered before leaving was already served. Xiao Huayong poured a bowl and handed it to her: “To ward off the cold.”

Seeing her accept the ginger tea, Xiao Huayong went to fetch a basin of hot water, added some medicinal herbs for preventing cold, and placed it at her feet. As he bent down to reach for her feet, Shen Xihe instinctively moved back. Realizing Xiao Huayong’s intention, she said somewhat unclearly: “I… I’ll do it myself.”

Though she and Xiao Huayong were husband and wife, having been intimate countless times, and sometimes when Xiao Huayong was persistent, they had even bathed together, she had never let Xiao Huayong wash her feet, nor had she served him in washing his feet.

For some reason, this kind of thing always felt strange to her, a strangeness she couldn’t quite explain.

Xiao Huayong didn’t comply with her wishes, forcefully lifting her feet and removing her shoes and socks. Although their oil boots were of the finest quality, the water on the road was too deep and the rain wouldn’t stop, so Shen Xihe’s toes were somewhat damp.

Her feet were very delicate, not even filling his palm, white and fine like jade, with pink, rounded toes. Xiao Huayong became mesmerized by the sight, and might not have snapped out of it if Shen Xihe hadn’t struggled slightly.

Pretending nothing had happened, he placed Shen Xihe’s feet in the basin and said: “Don’t worry about this matter. I’ll handle it well, ensuring that those without the strength to tie a chicken won’t be implicated.”

A wave of warmth crept up from her feet, and Shen Xihe felt the chill disperse from her spine. Her hands, which hadn’t been stiff with cold, suddenly gained some warmth. The comfort made her eyes narrow slightly in enjoyment, and she forgot that Xiao Huayong’s hands were holding her ankles: “Food, clothing, shelter, transportation – they lack everything, and medicines are especially crucial. Now with this damp cold, who knows how many have caught colds, and with them gathered together, it’s even harder to contain. How will you solve this?”

Colds were easily transmitted between people, but under current circumstances, it was impossible to house them separately.

“Simply place those who have caught cold in one location, and those who haven’t in another. It’s not much trouble,” Xiao Huayong said softly while gently massaging the acupoints on her feet. “Whatever they lack, we’ll transport it in.”

“Transport? We could barely get here ourselves, traveling light. Many roads are too dangerous even for horseback.” Let alone transporting goods.

“If we can’t transport by road, we’ll transport by water,” Xiao Huayong looked up slightly, smiling confidently at Shen Xihe. “If we can’t transport by water, we’ll transport by air.”

“By air?” Shen Xihe was startled.

She thought of how during the autumn hunt, the gyrfalcon had delivered things to them in the mountains, but where in the world would they find so many gyrfalcons? Though Xiao Huayong had trained many hawks, not every hawk could carry people like a gyrfalcon.

“If I were to bring in a group of hawks to transport grain and medicines, tomorrow His Majesty would mobilize his army, label me with accusations of supernatural dealings, and order my execution without mercy.” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh. “I’ve already chosen the routes. You can rest assured that I will be able to deliver the grain that you had Qi Pei and the others collect to Dengzhou, ensuring that Youyou’s sincere love for the people won’t be in vain.”

He paused, his eyes deepening: “However, the merit and glory that belongs to you – no one will be allowed to steal it.”

Chapter 643: Three Parties Gather
“What merit could I possibly have?” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh at his words. She hadn’t made any substantial contributions to the people of Dengzhou yet, and even the grain stockpiled by Hua Fuhai and Qi Pei hadn’t been delivered to the people.

“If I say you have merit, then you do.” Xiao Huayong lifted her feet onto his legs, which were already covered with a soft, fine cloth. He wrapped her feet with the cloth and used his strong hands to dry them with just the right amount of pressure.

Then he lifted her and carried her to the bed, pressing down on her shoulders to prevent her from getting up. “Rest for a while. Tomorrow Zhenzhu and the others will join us.”

After tucking in the blanket corners, Xiao Huayong turned to tidy the room.

Through the screen, she could see his figure bending to carry water. Shen Xihe couldn’t help but stare.

How could such a man exist in this world? Usually so noble he seemed to dwell among the clouds, making common people think he must not eat grain like mortals, as if he were a banished immortal.

His status was truly so noble that he could remain untouched by the mundane world, yet he was filled with the air of everyday life, so vivid that one couldn’t sense any distance. He was different from all other men she had known.

With an extremely critical eye, Shen Xihe tried to find any flaws or defects in him but discovered that aside from sometimes being as stubborn as a child, she couldn’t find anything she found truly intolerable.

This seemingly perfect, unreal person somehow made her feel his flesh and blood vitality – extremely contradictory.

Perhaps due to the cold-dispelling herbs, drowsiness overcame her, and Shen Xihe dozily fell asleep.

Though Xiao Huayong said he would handle this matter, Shen Xihe hadn’t asked how he would intervene, but she hadn’t stopped collecting information about Dengzhou’s current situation.

Without Zhenzhu and the others by their side, to avoid detection, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong hadn’t brought guards to secretly follow them on this journey, but Shen Xihe still had her channels, though the news would come more slowly.

The next day, when Prince Xin escorted the “Crown Prince couple” into the city, even the citizens who had shut themselves indoors couldn’t help but show some joy. They were helpless against this weather that gave people no way to live, and all their hopes were pinned on that mysterious stone.

Since the heaven-sent stone said the Crown Prince could control this great rain, they naturally believed it. Thus when the Crown Prince entered the city, they wished they could line the streets to welcome him and set off firecrackers in celebration.

Xiao Changqing and the others were arranged to stay at the post station, about a half-hour walk from where Xiao Huayong and his group were staying.

“How do we get back?” Shen Xihe asked Xiao Huayong, thinking he must have arrangements.

Xiao Changqing must have known the escorted people were impostors and might have guessed Xiao Huayong’s mischievous intentions. Although Xiao Changyan’s caution had prevented him from suffering on the journey, he might still be unhappy and would naturally guard strictly against letting them switch back.

“Wait,” Xiao Huayong said with a smile.

At noon, despite the heavy rain, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected the “Crown Prince couple” to escape from Xiao Changqing and come to an inn not far from where they were staying – an inn that was sheltering disaster victims.

Xiao Huayong led Shen Xihe to change their clothes and enter through the back door. Under the innkeeper’s cover, they easily switched places with their doubles. Just after the switch, they heard a commotion outside.

“This subject heard Crown Prince Brother and Sister-in-law were here, so I came specially to welcome you.” It was Xiao Changyan’s voice.

Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe exchanged glances. Xiao Huayong coughed lightly and raised his hand slightly. Shen Xihe instinctively moved closer, holding his wrist to support him as they walked out.

The doubles had come in disguise, and though the citizens inside who saw them had their suspicions, they dared not speak of it. Xiao Changyan’s grand gesture of exposing the couple’s identity made the citizens sheltering there very anxious.

As Shen Xihe supported Xiao Huayong outside, all the citizens prostrated themselves in respect.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong could guess somewhat at Xiao Changyan’s purpose in doing this – it was nothing more than exposing their faces to the public, preventing them from going out privately and mixing with the crowds to hear things or do things in secret.

After Xiao Changyan’s display, unless the couple disguised themselves, they couldn’t conceal their identity anywhere they went.

“Eighth Brother, no need for formalities.” Xiao Huayong’s voice was weak. “In such heavy rain, you’ve troubled yourself to come through it.”

“Crown Prince Brother takes it too seriously. Brother bears the responsibility for the people’s peace, not sparing his sick body to travel thousands of li. I am deeply moved. Even for the sake of Dengzhou’s people, we must prioritize Brother’s safety,” Xiao Changyan said seriously.

“Eighth Brother’s words sound as if I’m being negligent, unable to protect the Crown Prince.” Before Xiao Huayong could speak, a voice rang out first from outside.

Standing in the rain curtain, wearing a rain cape and bamboo hat, his straight posture still couldn’t conceal his pine-and-cypress bearing – Xiao Changqing. The dense rain was like a light gauze, making his expression unclear.

When he passed through the rain screen and his face became clear, there was only a faint, elegant smile, as if his previous words had been mere jest.

“I spoke wrongly, Fifth Brother, don’t be angry.” Xiao Changyan yielded.

“I was also just joking, Eighth Brother, don’t take it to heart.” Xiao Changqing seemed intent on explaining.

The two brothers smiled at each other seemingly amicably.

“Cough, cough, cough…” Xiao Huayong broke into a violent fit of coughing.

“It’s cold by the door, Your Highness must not stand in the wind,” Tianyuan stood in front of Xiao Huayong to block the wind.

“I was negligent. Crown Prince Brother, shall we call for a physician?” Xiao Changyan hurried to say.

“I have a physician by my side,” Shen Xihe said quietly as she supported Xiao Huayong to a sheltered spot, while Axi and Zhenzhu came forward.

Shen Xihe stepped back to the outer circle and, after looking around, said to Xiao Changyan: “Along our journey, we saw Prince Jing’s capable governance and proper arrangements are admirable. Today when the Crown Prince and I saw the people you’ve settled, they have everything from food and medicine to moisture-proof and cold-resistant items. The Crown Prince also highly praises Prince Jing.”

Xiao Changyan said modestly: “It is my duty, unworthy of praise from the Crown Prince and Sister-in-law. If there are any oversights, I hope you and Brother will instruct me.”

“Prince Jing is too modest.” Shen Xihe smiled slightly, then changed the subject. “After seeing how the people are settled, I do have some thoughts.”

“Please speak, Sister-in-law.”

“The rain continues endlessly, the cold wind gathers, and many people have caught colds. Your Highness sending medicine and physicians shows your love for the people, clear as the sun and moon.” Shen Xihe first praised, then continued, “However, colds are contagious. If the sick and healthy are not separated, the cold will spread rampantly, and Your Highness’s medicine will be wasted in vain.”

Xiao Changyan looked up at Shen Xihe, then cupped his hands: “Sister-in-law’s words are right. I will arrange it right away.”

Chapter 644: Strike First
Xiao Changyan immediately ordered his people, then turned back to Shen Xihe: “I was negligent. Thank you for your thoroughness, Sister-in-law.”

Shen Xihe smiled and turned to Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness since Prince Jing is concerned for our safety and came specially to welcome us, we should depart early. The situation in Dengzhou is urgent, and Prince Jing must have taken time from his busy schedule. We shouldn’t delay his work.”

Xiao Huayong, holding his fist against his lips, looked up at Shen Xihe standing gracefully before him. Gone was her usual indifference and the casual manner she showed in private. Every movement was proper and respectful, truly embodying the virtuous bearing of a Crown Princess.

Lowering his eyelids to hide the fleeting smile in his eyes, he replied mildly: “Very well.”

With that, Tianyuan carefully helped him up.

The carriage and horses were already waiting at the door. From here to Wendeng County there were no mountain paths, and though the water was deep, it wouldn’t prevent the carriage from passing. Xiao Huayong got in first, followed by Shen Xihe who took Biyu’s hand and stepped onto the carriage shaft, pausing there.

As if remembering something, Shen Xihe turned to Xiao Changyan below: “Prince Jing, my medical maid and physician both have some medical knowledge. With the city’s shortage of doctors and medicines, the Crown Prince and I wish to do what little we can to help the people, so we’ll leave these two here at your disposal.”

“The Crown Prince and Crown Princess are truly benevolent. I thank you on behalf of the people,” Xiao Changyan naturally had no reason to refuse.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly to Zhenzhu and Axi, and they stayed behind.

The carriage took half an hour to reach the city gate. The rain grew heavier along the way. When they entered the city, Shen Xihe lifted the curtain – the rain was so thick it obscured even the eaves and corners of buildings.

Every household had shut their doors. The splashing rain had soaked the gates, and in many low-lying areas, water had risen above the thresholds, half-submerging houses. Shen Xihe couldn’t help but frown, worry appearing in her eyes.

Xiao Changyan had already arranged their lodgings. The county post station was in poor condition with serious water damage and uninhabitable. They obviously couldn’t stay there. Xiao Changyan had moved into the county office early on, but it wasn’t large enough to accommodate Shen Xihe’s group, so he had personally purchased a well-situated residence.

“Prince Jing, why don’t we see Prince Yan?” After entering and waiting a while without seeing Xiao Changgen, Shen Xihe asked directly.

The news of Xiao Changgen’s disappearance had been leaked by Xiao Changyan to Xiao Huayong’s secret watchers and perhaps hadn’t escaped Prince Xin’s eyes either. As for whether His Majesty knew, Shen Xihe couldn’t be certain. In any case, it hadn’t been widely spread.

“Several surrounding counties are also disturbed by the heavy rain, and the situation is not optimistic. Twelfth Brother is managing affairs in Linqing County,” Xiao Changyan explained, making it seem as if Xiao Changgen was fine in Linqing County.

Shen Xihe nodded. She had asked merely to show she didn’t know about Xiao Changgen’s disappearance. Having received an answer, she naturally didn’t pursue it further.

After settling them in, Xiao Changyan hurriedly left.

They were here as mascots, while Xiao Changyan held the imperial command for disaster relief. Despite Xiao Huayong’s noble status, mobilizing personnel and issuing disaster relief orders were all under Xiao Changyan’s authority.

Xiao Changqing seemed to have no intention of intervening. His duty was to protect Xiao Huayong, and using the excuse of fatigue from days of travel, he retired to his room to rest.

Shen Xihe stood by the window, raising her chin slightly to gaze at the distant sky – not black, but so thick it seemed ready to collapse at any moment.

She wore a light white wide-sleeved dress, the sleeves dancing in the wind, with gold-threaded pinzhong leaves like dancing butterflies.

Suddenly, a warmth enveloped her shoulders – Xiao Huayong had draped a white cloak embroidered with matching pinzhong leaves over her. His tall frame stood behind her, his hands reaching forward to deftly tie the strings.

After securing the cloak and adjusting it, he handed her a register: “This is the inventory record for all of Dengzhou.”

Shen Xihe took it and opened it, her expression growing more serious. She quickly flipped through the entire book, her fingers unconsciously tightening: “At this rate, Dengzhou will run out of food and medicine within five days.”

Even the cleverest cook can’t cook without rice, and no doctor can heal without medicine.

Shen Xihe’s five-day estimate was based on barely getting by. If the heavy rain continued for five more days, who knew if flooding would sweep in? Then, caught between internal and external threats, all of Dengzhou would face disaster.

“You think this rain won’t stop within five days?” Shen Xihe turned around and asked worriedly.

“I don’t understand celestial signs, nor do I have the ability to divine, but I have an intuition that this rain won’t stop within five days,” Xiao Huayong nodded slightly. “If you want to intervene in this matter, you must prepare early.”

“In your opinion, where should I start?” Shen Xihe hadn’t considered standing idle, she could only do her best and hope to help hundreds of thousands of people through this disaster.

“If you’re going to intervene, then take full control. Don’t let anyone restrict you,” Xiao Huayong rarely spoke to Shen Xihe so seriously.

His words turned in Shen Xihe’s mind, and she understood: “You want me to strike first.”

A faint mist-like smile appeared in Xiao Huayong’s eyes: “It suits the Crown Princess’s typically forceful style.”

Since Shen Xihe’s arrival in the capital, in every matter, she had always used extremely firm methods, giving no one room to breathe, cleanly achieving her goals.

“Since you’ve taken such care to build this bridge for me, how could I disappoint you?” Shen Xihe smiled lightly.

Xiao Huayong blinked at her with an expectant look, eager to watch the show.

That afternoon, when the Crown Prince couple had entered Wendeng County and were reportedly resting, someone knelt outside their residence in the rain, holding up a wooden tablet carved with the characters for “seeking justice.”

The awakened Crown Prince and Crown Princess immediately had the person called in. The Crown Prince, due to his poor health, couldn’t appear, but rather than having Prince Xin receive them, the Crown Princess personally did so.

The petitioners weren’t just one person but three, and after questioning, it was revealed they were wealthy households of Wendeng County. However, half a month ago, their families had been looted by disaster victims. They accuse the disaster victims of taking advantage of the chaos to rob them, and Prince Jing of showing bias toward the disaster victims and using the opportunity to swindle their grain, cloth, and medicines. They produced evidence.

These days, they had given up all their stores to aid the disaster victims like giving blood, completely emptying their coffers, and leaving their entire families without means to live.

Upon hearing this, the Crown Princess was extremely angry. She immediately had Prince Jing summoned and threw the evidence at him: “Prince Jing, do you have anything to say in your defense?”

Xiao Changyan hadn’t expected evidence to surface. His gaze swept over the three red-eyed accusers who were crying their grievances: “Sister-in-law is my elder sister-in-law, and I naturally respect you, but in matters of state, it’s not your place to question me.”

“If your sister-in-law can’t, can I?”

Chapter 645: He Played All the Good Parts
A weak voice, lacking strength and stamina, mixed with anger yet carried particular weight.

When Shen Xihe and Prince Xiao Xiangyan turned to look, they saw Prince Xiao Huayong being supported by Tianyuan, approaching with hurried steps. His brows concealed hidden anger, and he seemed to have lost his breath from his previous statement, breaking into violent coughs: “Kha kha kha…”

Behind him followed Prince Xiao Xiangqing, strolling casually in his moon-white robe.

“Your Highness…” Shen Xihe rushed forward anxiously, naturally, and skillfully rubbing his back to help him catch his breath, her eyes clouded with worry.

After coughing for quite a while, Prince Xiao Huayong finally seemed to catch his breath and managed a forced smile at Shen Xihe, gently patting her supporting hand on his arm: “It’s nothing.”

After reassuring Shen Xihe, he turned his head, his expression immediately becoming serious as he faced Prince Xiao Xiangyan: “Do you admit to encouraging the disaster victims to plunder?”

With evidence laid before him, even if Prince Xiao Xiangyan wanted to deny it, he couldn’t. Fortunately, he had been cautious in his actions. Although there were suspicions of bias and protecting the disaster victims, no one had caught him ordering people to lead the victims to plunder.

Prince Xiangyan lowered his gaze: “The people of Deng Prefecture endured months of drought, and just when they finally welcomed a sweet rain, their joy hadn’t yet subsided when the blessing turned into a flood disaster. The pain of losing their harvest after months of hard work, suddenly becoming homeless, and some even losing their families and homes – it was truly a devastating blow. Understandably, some people acted inappropriately in their anger. I worried that if we punished them severely at this time, it would provoke public outrage, and in their complete loss of reason, they might rebel, plunging Deng Prefecture into deeper chaos. Therefore, I had no choice but to use appeasement tactics.”

“Such wonderful appeasement tactics,” Shen Xihe sneered. “Prince Jing shows mercy to the common people and sympathy for the weak – that shows Your Highness’s magnanimity. But Your Highness used this to exploit the wealthy households, using their resources to gain a good reputation for themselves. Are they not also citizens of Deng Prefecture suffering together? Just because their ancestors accumulated wealth or they were clever enough to amass a fortune, does that mean they deserve to be exploited?

Does Your Highness know that if this matter spreads, who would dare to engage in commerce and seek advancement in the future? Wouldn’t everyone fear becoming meat on the chopping block one day? The consequence of such widespread fear would be making people afraid of wealth. As a result, national financial income would sharply decrease, and over time, national prosperity would become nothing but empty talk.

Does Your Highness know that your actions could make you the condemned one of the realm!”

Prince Xiangyan suddenly raised his head to stare at the forceful and aggressive Shen Xihe. Though his eyes seemed to hold turbulent waves, upon closer look, they appeared completely calm.

Prince Xiangqing stood with his hands naturally clasped in front of him. Though his gaze was lowered, he heard Shen Xihe’s words clearly – quite a serious accusation indeed.

They all understood that Prince Xiangyan’s actions weren’t quite that severe, but they couldn’t deny that his behavior could indeed lead to the outcome Shen Xihe predicted, however minimal the possibility might be.

Prince Xiangyan spoke through gritted teeth: “The rain in Deng Prefecture has not stopped for a moment since the end of last month until today. All roads in and out of Deng Prefecture are cut off. I cannot ignore the life and death of an entire city’s people. Although it was an expedient measure and indeed inappropriate, I dare not shirk my sister-in-law’s reproach. Once the people of Deng Prefecture survive this catastrophe, I will personally request punishment from His Majesty.”

Shen Xihe’s elegant eyebrows raised slightly. Prince Xiangyan’s restraint and concession truly raised her opinion of him. Moreover, while openly admitting his mistake, he subtly reminded Shen Xihe that even if he was wrong, only His Majesty could punish him – Shen Xihe didn’t have that authority.

Of course, Shen Xihe had no authority to punish a prince – even Prince Xiao Huayong didn’t have that power. But she had never intended to punish Prince Xiangyan. She looked toward Prince Xiao Huayong.

Prince Xiao Huayong shook his head slightly, but Shen Xihe stubbornly stared at him.

Finally, after hesitating for a moment, Prince Xiao Huayong heaved a deep sigh: “Since Eighth Brother bears guilt, I will take charge of the disaster relief in Deng Prefecture. I will report Eighth Brother’s fault to His Majesty and request His Majesty’s judgment, which should also placate the people.”

Not giving Prince Xiangyan a chance to respond, Prince Xiao Huayong turned to the three who had come to complain: “You were robbed by refugees due to the government’s failure to maintain order. Although Prince Jing used this to persuade you to be generous, while there was indeed an element of coercion, it also resolved your difficulties.

You must understand that if Prince Jing had severely punished the disaster victims who led the disturbance, their resentment would have been hard to dispel, and in their desperate situation, blood would have surely been shed.

Your wealth is not wrong, nor should you be the target of oppression. However, you should understand the danger of possessing valuables. Once the flood crisis is resolved, I will petition His Majesty to bestow plaques honoring your charitable houses for assisting the people during this time.

What do you think of this?”

Though his words were so righteous and his expression so dignified and composed, Shen Xihe could only think of the word “shameless.”

Prince Xiao Huayong perfectly played the role of a good man who was partial to his wife in his heart but outwardly mindful of brotherly affection, caught between his brother and wife, trying his utmost to accommodate both sides.

He stripped Prince Xiangyan of his authority over disaster relief, yet defended him in front of his accusers by weighing the benefits and drawbacks, transforming acts of coercion into consideration for their welfare. To appease these people whose resources had been squeezed to help others, he promised them honors.

He played all the good parts himself!

To Shen Xihe, in others’ eyes, he satisfied his wife’s desire to seize power.

To Prince Xiangyan, though he sided with his wife, he had essentially put an end to Prince Xiangyan’s improper conduct, ensuring no one would hold it against him in the future.

To these people from Wengdeng County who were forced to empty their coffers, he was the Crown Prince who championed their cause and brought them the highest honors – they had to be overwhelmed with gratitude toward him.

“We humble subjects thank Crown Prince for his grace,” the three complainants excitedly prostrated themselves.

Prince Xiao Huayong raised his hand slightly, appearing somewhat exhausted, and turned to Prince Xiangyan: “Does Eighth Brother have any objections?”

Facing his Crown Prince brother’s gentle smile, Prince Xiangyan was nearly suffocated with frustration. He glanced at Shen Xihe, who wore a stern expression of displeasure, opened his mouth, but could only say: “It is this brother’s incompetence that troubles Crown Prince Brother.”

This was tantamount to accepting the Crown Prince’s measures.

This performance by Prince Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, combined with his previous speculations about them, further confirmed to Prince Xiangyan that Prince Xiao Huayong wasn’t dismissive of brotherly bonds, nor was he mediocre and ineffective – he simply habitually favored Shen Xihe.

The Crown Prince was physically weak, and disaster relief was no pleasant task – one misstep could leave an eternal stain on one’s reputation. Prince Xiao Huayong would have to be foolish to seize this power. It was Shen Xihe who wanted to intervene, and though Prince Xiao Huayong didn’t wish to, he could only comply with her wishes.

Prince Xiao Huayong nodded and said wearily: “If there’s nothing else, you may withdraw. Eighth Brother, come with me – tell me the details about the situation in Deng Prefecture.”

With that, he allowed Tianyuan to support him.

Chapter 646: Willing to Be a Pawn in Her Hands
After the complainants were sent away, only Shen Xihe, her maids, and Prince Xiao Xiangqing remained in the hall.

Prince Xiangqing gave Shen Xihe a deep look: “The Crown Princess and Crown Prince are truly… a perfect match.”

After this meaningful comment, Prince Xiangqing felt deep sympathy for Prince Xiangyan.

He could see through it because he already knew Prince Xiao Huayong’s true face. He knew Prince Xiao Huayong’s true face not only from his initial uncertain speculation but also thanks to Prince Xiao Huayong deliberately revealing it to him.

Prince Xiangyan was worse off because he had been deceived.

No, it wasn’t just Prince Xiangyan who had been deceived – everyone had been deceived by the couple.

Because of Shen Xihe’s displayed ambition, intelligence, and cunning, her sufficiently firm and chilling methods, combined with Prince Xiao Huayong’s deliberate restraint, perfectly concealed Prince Xiao Huayong’s true nature.

No one would think that the rational and decisive Shen Xihe would be constrained by romantic sentiment, so they would unconsciously wonder why a woman like her would choose to marry Prince Xiao Huayong.

She was so intelligent and meticulous – since she chose to marry him, she must have been certain everything was under her control, that Prince Xiao Huayong was exactly what she wanted: someone who wouldn’t live long and would leave her a smoother path forward.

Especially after the incident of Shen Yueshan’s fake death in the Northwest, everyone knew the Shen family had a great physician who could make people “die” when they wanted to “die” and “live” when they wanted to “live” – someone whose extraordinary skills could fool all the doctors in the city.

With such a person at hand, Prince Xiao Huayong couldn’t possibly be pretending to be ill, or he wouldn’t escape Shen Xihe’s eyes.

Perhaps some might think Prince Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had reached some mutual agreement, benefiting each other.

But the Shen family’s intense situation dispelled these doubts. Except for Prince Xiangqing, who had personally experienced love and was willing to sacrifice everything for his wife, probably no one would believe that if Prince Xiao Huayong was truly pretending and biding his time, would someone as shrewd as Shen Xihe dare to make deals with a tiger?

Following Shen Xihe’s logic, Prince Xiao Huayong was indeed someone who wouldn’t live long but was infatuated with her, more pitiful than her stepping stone.

However, how many people could imagine that Prince Xiao Huayong was no easier to deal with than Shen Xihe?

“Thank you for Prince Xin’s praise. I also wish Prince Xin will soon find another good marriage,” Shen Xihe calmly accepted Prince Xiangqing’s praise, seemingly oblivious to his implications.

“I take my leave. If the Crown Princess and Crown Prince have any instructions, just send someone to inform me,” Prince Xiangqing bowed with clasped hands.

Shen Xihe didn’t try to keep him, watching his figure disappear into the rain curtain.

Returning to her chamber, she picked up a water pitcher to sprinkle some water on the potted landscapes inside. She rather missed her Pingrong leaf bonsai, but this trip to Deng Prefecture had such winding roads, many places impassable by carriage, so many things couldn’t be brought along, including her Duanming.

After watering, Shen Xihe gazed absently at the rain beating against the banana leaves outside the window.

Several rooms away, after hearing Prince Xiangyan’s general report about Deng Prefecture’s situation, Prince Xiao Huayong took a sip of hot tea, moistening his throat before saying: “Eighth Brother has been in Deng Prefecture for months and naturally knows the situation better than I do. Let us brothers work together to restore the people’s homes as soon as possible.”

The implication was that although Prince Xiangyan wouldn’t nominally be in charge of disaster relief, he would still actually be involved.

After hearing this, Prince Xiangyan couldn’t help but feel his eyes flutter as he watched Prince Xiao Huayong lower his head to drink tea again: “Twelfth Brother occasionally mentioned Crown Prince Brother, saying that Brother deeply loves the Crown Princess. Today, this brother has truly opened his eyes.”

Prince Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened at the corners of his lips, with tender light flickering in his eyes: “Youyou is young and somewhat frank – I hope Eighth Brother will be understanding.”

When he mentioned Shen Xihe, it was as if he was speaking of a treasure, his words protective, even his tone full of tenderness and indulgence.

Frank?

Prince Xiangyan’s lips twitched. How blind would one have to be to think Shen Xihe was frank?

“Brother, allow me to be presumptuous for once – the Crown Princess’s intentions are clear as day.”

The tenderness vanished from his face and the smile instantly disappeared from his lips. Prince Xiao Huayong looked at Prince Xiangyan with dark eyes: “Watch your words.”

“Brother…”

“The rain hasn’t stopped, and there are still people’s grievances to address. I imagine you must have many matters to attend to. Don’t delay important business – I won’t keep you today.” His face changed instantly as he directly dismissed his guest.

Prince Xiangyan also realized his words had gone too far. He wasn’t close enough to Prince Xiao Huayong to say such things: “This brother takes his leave.”

After Prince Xiangyan left, Prince Xiao Huayong finally stood up and walked steadily with large strides toward the bedroom, just in time to see Shen Xihe half-leaning against a tall chair, supporting her chin with one hand, gazing absently at the pouring rain outside the window.

Her expression was serene, her face like white porcelain, even the jade porcelain with flowers on one side had lost its luster. The elaborate incense burner’s smoke curled around her beautiful face, making her beauty seem somewhat unreal as if she might disappear with a wisp of fragrant smoke.

Prince Xiao Huayong hurried to her side and gripped her shoulders. The warm touch finally set his heart at ease.

He always felt he hadn’t truly caught her, that she might leave him. With her, he was always tense and worried, even insecure.

“Finished deceiving people?” Shen Xihe turned her head and asked.

Prince Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh softly: “So this is how Youyou sees me – that I’m a deceiver.”

“It seems His Highness the Crown Prince lacks some self-awareness.” Shen Xihe didn’t know when she had started to freely trade barbs with Prince Xiao Huayong.

There wasn’t a single aspect of Shen Xihe that Prince Xiao Huayong didn’t like. He sighed deeply: “If I could become a deceiver in Youyou’s eyes, that would be fine. But unfortunately, after spending so much time together with Youyou, I still haven’t managed to deceive your heart.”

He was being frivolous again, but Shen Xihe had no time to play along: “Prince Jing appears steady and mindful of the bigger picture, without any sharp edges, but he’s quite calculating. The show we just put on – he might not completely believe it.”

“Whether he believes it or not, what can he do?” Prince Xiao Huayong turned and sat in the chair opposite Shen Xihe across the table, tilting his head toward her. “Whether he believes it or not, what follows is that you will shoulder the responsibility for the people’s food and clothing.”

Actually, without Prince Xiangyan’s manipulation, Prince Xiao Huayong had already figured out the entire situation in Deng Prefecture. It was about time for relief efforts, and Prince Xiangyan’s quick concession was partly due to his desire to get rid of this hot potato.

Of course, it was also due to Prince Xiao Huayong’s proper handling – otherwise, even if he was desperately eager inside, he would still have put on an act and argued based on principle.

Shen Xihe took out a memorial and handed it to Prince Xiao Huayong: “Already prepared.”

This was a memorial requesting aid from the court. The court couldn’t fill this hole now, but Shen Xihe had written out how to appeal to righteous people from various regions to help Deng Prefecture.

Written in Prince Xiao Huayong’s handwriting but in Shen Xihe’s tone, it confirmed before the Emperor that Prince Xiao Huayong was merely a tool in her hands.

Prince Xiao Huayong accepted it with a smile, his eyes full of intense, lingering tenderness that seemed about to overflow.

He used everyone in the world as chess pieces, yet willingly became a pawn in her hands.

Chapter 647: Xiao Beichen, You’re Truly a Genius
“Your Highness, how did it go?” When Xiao Changyan returned to the county office, his advisors hurried to greet him.

Xiao Changyan turned and sat in the main seat, accepting the teacup handed to him by a servant. With his sword-like eyebrows and star-bright eyes, he replied solemnly, “The Crown Princess acts just as she did when confronting His Majesty at the temporary palace – without any pretense.”

Shen Xihe had openly demanded to take over the disaster relief responsibilities from his hands, and Xiao Changyan couldn’t understand her purpose. Almost all roads into Wengdeng County were cut off. Even Shen Xihe’s group had to take numerous mountain detours and travel mostly on foot, expending considerable effort to arrive.

Transporting large quantities of grain, medicine, and cloth was simply impossible. The entire county’s supplies couldn’t sustain the people for five days. Even if the rain stopped tomorrow, the following four days spent clearing roads wouldn’t be enough time.

Moreover, Xiao Changyan felt this rain wouldn’t stop anytime soon. How could Shen Xihe not see this? Yet she chose this moment to take over this hot potato, giving him a perfect opportunity to cut his losses.

It should be known that since his arrival, not a single citizen had died from illness or starvation. Now that Shen Xihe had taken over this mess if future supplies proved insufficient, she would bear all responsibility! While he would forever remain the meritorious official!

“This…” After hearing Xiao Changyan’s detailed account of what had transpired, his advisor was dumbfounded, equally unable to comprehend Shen Xihe’s actions. “Unless… the Crown Princess can conjure supplies for all of Wendeng County.”

“Conjure?” Xiao Changyan responded as if hearing an absurd fantasy, his expression extremely disdainful.

He had been here for several months, and not just Wendeng County, but nearly all of Dengzhou was under his control. Unless this Crown Princess had heaven-defying abilities, she absolutely couldn’t resolve the impending crisis.

The advisor also didn’t believe Shen Xihe could conjure supplies – wouldn’t that make her a supernatural being?

“What was Prince Xin’s attitude?” the advisor asked instead.

“Fifth Brother seemed to remain uninvolved, not saying a word.” Xiao Changyan recalled after a moment. “He didn’t stop the Crown Princess, and even the Crown Prince helped her.”

This left Xiao Changyan even more bewildered. He would refrain from commenting on Xiao Huayong, but Xiao Changqing surely understood the consequences of taking on disaster relief now, yet he didn’t say a word.

Could Shen Xihe truly have some heaven-defying method? Had she already informed Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqing, leading to the current situation?

Thinking of this, Xiao Changyan couldn’t sit still. He set down his teacup, stood up, and ordered, “Bring me the maps.”

He needed to carefully check if he had truly overlooked something.

If Shen Xihe managed to bring in supplies, his crimes would have been severe. The wealthy households he had pressured for disaster relief would surely unite to petition against him, and these government grains he had requisitioned would need to be compensated in the future under the court’s name to appease public resentment.

He had presented His Majesty with a major problem!

Xiao Changyan carefully studied the routes throughout Wendeng County and its surroundings, only relaxing after confirming it was impossible to transport large quantities of goods through any remaining paths.

“Go spread word about the county’s current storage quantities of grain and medicine. Also let them know about the Crown Princess’s dissatisfaction with my borrowing from wealthy households to aid the common people, and how she’s using this to prevent me from interfering with disaster relief.” Xiao Changyan instructed.

The advisor’s eyes lit up: “Yes, Your Highness.”

While Xiao Changyan was inciting public pressure against Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong’s memorial was copied onto silk and attached to a palace messenger pigeon. At this point, messenger pigeons were the only way to send messages to Wendeng County.

The pigeons were very fast, delivering the message to Emperor Youning that same day. After reading it, Emperor Youning’s expression remained unchanged. After pondering for a moment, he summoned several ministers.

Shen Xihe had requested His Majesty issue an edict, in the name of benevolence and righteousness, to announce to the world their efforts to help Dengzhou by gathering grain, medicine, cloth, and other supplies. Emperor Youning was quite satisfied with this method, as the national treasury could no longer provide disaster relief supplies.

The rise and fall of the nation was every man’s responsibility.

The world did not lack righteous causes, and Emperor Youning didn’t feel this would bring shame to the court, after all, the court had already aided Dengzhou once, and couldn’t drain itself dry to supply Dengzhou.

Emperor Youning could lead the civil and military officials to set an example, making gathering supplies not difficult. The challenge was how to transport them into Wendeng County.

Xiao Huayong’s letter hadn’t specified, but since he dared to request supplies, he naturally wouldn’t let them go to waste.

Emperor Youning also studied the maps for a while but couldn’t figure out a solution. He maintained hopeful expectations, wanting to see Shen Xihe’s capabilities.

Yes, Shen Xihe’s capabilities – although this memorial came from Xiao Huayong, the writing style throughout was not his. Not just Emperor Youning, but all the ministers who had reviewed it, led by Cui Zheng, felt this was the work of the Eastern Palace’s consort.

Having just obtained authority over the inner palace, she was eager to add prestige and public support to the Eastern Palace.

Everyone had their thoughts. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had left the residence early, and no one knew where they went. Even the citizens who had gathered after being incited by Xiao Changyan to demand explanations only received one message: the Crown Princess and Crown Prince had gone out to gather supplies for them.

“Here…” Shen Xihe stood at the mountain’s foot, surrounded by flat terrain. They had taken a carriage this far and were still within Wendeng County. Behind the gray rain curtain, the mountain’s silhouette was barely visible. Two mountains stood far apart, with a wide river flowing between them. Due to days of rain, the river surged rapidly, its roaring waves could be heard, creating an impressive spectacle.

“Yes, this is the place.” Xiao Huayong nodded. “The gathered supplies will come by sea from Suzhou’s dock, and upon reaching Dengzhou’s waters, they can no longer sail at sea. They’ll turn into this tributary, entering the river – it’s safest this way. The boats will stop by the mountain on the opposite shore, which isn’t in Dengzhou’s territory and hasn’t been affected by the heavy rains. The river is calm there, allowing boats to dock…”

Xiao Huayong pointed at the map he had brought.

After looking at it, Shen Xihe raised her head to look at the opposite shore. Boats certainly couldn’t reach this side because the river was too turbulent. So if they stopped on the opposite shore, at such a distance, how would they transport the goods across?

Seeming to notice Shen Xihe’s unspoken question, Xiao Huayong gave Tianyuan a look. Tianyuan made a hand signal, and immediately a group of people rushed out from the forest. They carried wooden stakes, selected several locations, and quickly drove the stakes deep into the ground, securing them firmly.

After they finished, Xiao Huayong blew a bone whistle. With one cry, the massive form of the Gyrfalcon pierced through the gray daylight, breaking through the rain curtain as it spread its wings toward Xiao Huayong. In its beak, it seemed to carry a rope – a very thick and ingenious iron chain. The chain was thrown to the people who had driven in the stakes, who threaded it through the thick stakes and secured it tightly.

The Gyrfalcon returned and soon brought another chain. One by one, iron chains were strung through the air, disappearing into the misty haze, connecting to the opposite shore.

“The grain and other supplies will be wrapped in oilcloth, then secured in specially made iron chain nets, sliding from the opposite shore to this side, and then transported to the county seat.”

Though it would take some effort, the speed wouldn’t be slow. With multiple sliding routes and selected strong civilians working together with officials to transport goods, even large quantities of grain and cloth would only take a day or two.

“Xiao Beichen, you’re truly a genius.” Shen Xihe was full of admiration that he could think of such a method.

“No, I just encountered a remarkable bird.” Xiao Huayong raised his eyes to look at the Gyrfalcon carrying another iron chain.

The Gyrfalcon seemed to sense Xiao Huayong’s praise, and tilted its massive body, making an arc, looking just like a child dancing with joy at being praised, making Shen Xihe laugh out loud.

Chapter 648: Channeling Water to the Sea
The Gyrfalcon dropped another iron chain into the hands of those receiving it, then landed beside Xiao Huayong. The rain had soaked its feathers, giving them a dark sheen. Its soft head feathers were matted down, making it look less dignified than usual and rather dopey.

Holding an umbrella, Xiao Huayong stepped back half a pace in an avoiding gesture, extending his arm with his palm against the Gyrfalcon’s forehead: “Though you’ve earned a lady’s laugh, you have no right to slack off. Stay here properly and finish the task.”

After patting the Gyrfalcon’s wings, Xiao Huayong raised his chin at Shen Xihe, signaling her to leave with him.

The Gyrfalcon tilted its round head, seemingly trying to understand Xiao Huayong’s meaning. It blinked its eyes, making Shen Xihe not mind its wet appearance as she stroked its damp wings.

Watching the departing figures of Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe walking side by side, the Gyrfalcon slowly realized it was being abandoned again. Unhappy, it immediately flapped its wings, quickly shaking its head and spraying water everywhere, splattering Xiao Huayong’s robes.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t dodge in time. As he looked at his heavily dampened robe hem and turned his head, before he could show anger, the Gyrfalcon let out a strange cry and flew away. As it took off, its claws kicked up mud, nearly splattering Xiao Huayong again.

“Pfft!”

Shen Xihe, who usually laughed silently without showing teeth, couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s tense face and extremely displeased expression, Shen Xihe pulled his sleeve: “Quickly get in the carriage and change clothes before you catch a cold.”

When facing Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong’s expression finally softened. Following her suggestion, he climbed into the carriage in a few steps. There were spare clothes inside, and only his outer robe was wet. Shen Xihe took the fresh clothes from Tianyuan and personally helped Xiao Huayong put them on.

With arms spread, he watched Shen Xihe kneeling beside him, bending to adjust his belt and smooth the wrinkles. The carriage space was limited, putting them very close. Her cloud-like black hair carried a subtle fragrance in the damp cold air, instantly improving Xiao Huayong’s mood.

Shen Xihe didn’t know why his mood had suddenly brightened, though she had long grown accustomed to his mercurial nature.

On the return journey, they discussed matters concerning Dengzhou. After circling halfway around, they met up with Mo Yuan who was guarding the road. The carriage didn’t stop – Mo Yuan reined in his horse to follow, protecting the carriage from outside. His voice carried through the curtain: “Three groups are following us.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t want to reveal their method for transporting grain into Wendeng County yet. However, concealing their tracks wasn’t easy, which was why he had Mo Yuan intercept early.

“Three groups?” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows, looking at Xiao Huayong.

Besides Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan, another person was watching their every move.

“The Dengzhou Prefecture Governor, the Marquis of Pingyao’s brother,” Xiao Huayong said.

The Marquis of Pingyao was His Majesty’s confidant, but he was also about to form a marriage alliance with Prince Zhao.

“Prince Zhao is quite calculating,” Shen Xihe immediately knew who had given the orders.

If His Majesty had made the appointment, he wouldn’t have sent the Dengzhou Governor. If His Majesty wanted to know something, he could simply ask directly – how could Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong hide anything from him?

“Unfortunately, his abilities don’t match his ambitions,” Xiao Huayong said flatly.

There was no contempt or disdain in his tone, but rather a kind of dismissal that required no careful interpretation.

Xiao Huayong seemed to have never taken Xiao Longmin seriously.

So far, although Xiao Longmin kept a close watch on everything, he had remained relatively well-behaved, never showing his claws. Shen Xihe was never one to cause trouble, and Xiao Longmin posed no threat to her, so naturally she wasn’t combative enough to confront him, maintaining a peaceful coexistence.

Shen Xihe did not comment on Xiao Longmin. The couple didn’t return to their residence, instead taking a detour to the coastal edge where Tao Zhuanxian and others were stationed.

Shen Xihe had been worried about her maternal grandfather and couldn’t rest easy without seeing him personally.

Most locals had been evacuated from here, staying in other residents’ homes. Though the coastal village was simple, being away from the mountains meant it hadn’t been destroyed. However, most houses had severe water accumulation, both leaking from roofs and seeping up from the ground.

When Shen Xihe’s group arrived, Tao Zhuanxian happened to be leading people to patrol the coast. Food had been prepared at the camp, and since they hadn’t eaten, Minister of Works Zhong Pingzhi stayed to accompany them.

Zhong Pingzhi ordered the government office to serve them bowls of porridge. The porridge was extremely clear, accompanied only by dried vegetables.

“Minister Zhong, is this all you eat daily?” Shen Xihe frowned.

Though they’d come from the county where grain was indeed scarce, it hadn’t reached this extent.

Though over sixty, Zhong Pingzhi remained vigorous: “Your Highness, please don’t misunderstand. This was decided after a discussion with Lord Tao. Currently, Dengzhou’s situation is worrying. Though we’re stationed here, we cannot help much. Being able to fill our stomachs is enough.”

Who knew when the rain would stop? When would the flooding begin? They didn’t know Dengzhou’s grain reserves, but having served as local officials, they could estimate roughly. Saving one mouthful might save several lives.

Shen Xihe opened her mouth, but before she could speak, Xiao Huayong coughed lightly and said softly: “Minister Zhong and Lord Tao are pillars of the state, caring for the common people – they are our dynasty’s blessing.”

“Your Highness’s words are too kind. This official feels unworthy,” Zhong Pingzhi said anxiously.

Though the grain hadn’t arrived yet, and while they had solved the problem of entering Wendeng County, it was still unknown whether they could successfully transport it to Xiao Huayong’s planned location. Grain indeed needed to be rationed, so Shen Xihe swallowed her words of persuasion.

Soon Tao Zhuanxian returned, and they ate dinner together. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong decided to stay overnight, discussing the current water situation in depth with Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi.

After dinner, they walked along the seaside together. Tao Zhuanxian pointed to a distant dark shadow: “Before the rain, fishermen’s boats were moored there.”

Shen Xihe observed that the seawater had completely submerged the moored fishing boats and expanded about thirty to forty paces in distance.

Xiao Huayong gazed into the distance: “Does Lord Tao think the seawater might breach?”

Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi exchanged glances: “Your Highness, this official has discussed with Minister Zhong, and we both believe the seawater won’t easily break through and flood, endangering the people and spreading to villages.

The current urgent matter isn’t the sea’s ravaging, but draining the city’s accumulated water. Otherwise, before the sea becomes turbulent and surges in, the city will already be flooded.”

Shen Xihe thought of the city’s condition and couldn’t help but nod.

“Lord Tao, please speak freely,” Xiao Huayong said to the hesitating Tao Zhuanxian.

Tao Zhuanxian hesitated for a moment, seeing only the four of them present, then spoke directly: “For the city’s accumulated water, there’s nowhere to release it except by digging channels and ditches to drain it into the sea!”

Shen Xihe was startled. The common people weren’t worried about the ankle-deep standing water – they feared the seawater. If ordered to dig channels and ditches to direct this water they didn’t care about into the sea they deeply feared, it might cause public panic.

Chapter 649: Husband and Wife Share Glory and Loss Together
“Channel water to the sea?” Shen Xihe gazed at the sea’s surface, still calm despite the heavy rain.

Besides the dense raindrops hitting the surface and splashing water, accompanied by rushing sounds, there were no other disturbances – no roaring waves, no rushing currents visible.

But the city’s accumulated water had reached a point where it would cause flooding if not addressed. Would channeling so much water into the sea cause it to rampage and devour everything?

Not only were the common people afraid, but even Shen Xihe felt concerned.

“Lord Tao, how certain are you?” Xiao Huayong asked solemnly.

Tao Zhuanxian saluted Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness must not have lived by the sea. This official and Minister Zhong have both served in coastal regions.

Fourteen years ago, Duli Town faced a situation similar to current Dengzhou, with heavy rains lasting nearly three months. This humble official happened to be serving there and also worried whether the torrential rains would cause the seawater to spread, so I kept watch at the deep sea’s edge.

Though it rained for three months and the seawater did spread, it only reached its usual extent without rising further. I initially thought I had remembered wrongly, but the following year I paid special attention and discovered that the sea’s rise and fall follows seasonal cycles, a natural law unaffected by drought or heavy rain.

The current water spread has nothing to do with the rain – in previous years at this time, the seawater would reach this point too. Every word I speak is true. I wouldn’t dare take the lives of an entire city’s people lightly. Your Highness can verify this with the fishermen.”

“Your Highness, I too stake my life on Lord Tao’s words being true – this method will work.

By channeling water to the sea, even if the rain continues endlessly, there will be no worry of flooding!”

Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi spoke with absolute certainty. Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong exchanged glances. Though they were well-read, such matters were rarely recorded throughout history, and they had no experience with them.

Each profession has its specialists, and they trusted Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi’s judgment. Given their character, they wouldn’t make such conclusions without absolute certainty.

However, while they believed, the common people might not. The channel digging couldn’t be delayed – it required the entire city’s effort to quickly create drainage and prevent flooding as soon as possible.

“Lord Tao, Minister Zhong, please map out the channel routes. Leave the rest to me.” At this moment, Xiao Huayong firmly supported the two officials.

Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi were overjoyed. They had thought of this solution early on and understood how much opposition and rejection it would face. Even if it reached the emperor’s ears, it might not receive his approval.

The method was somewhat alarming, and if their judgment proved wrong, channeling water to the sea could cause seawater to flow back, claiming an entire city’s life and affecting several more cities. Even His Majesty couldn’t bear such consequences.

This would be more unforgivable than grave robbery – only the emperor’s abdication could silence the criticism. Therefore, His Majesty would never approve, which was why the two hadn’t submitted a memorial.

However, after exhausting all options, drafting and rejecting many plans, this remained the only solution to help the people.

Seeing the urgent need to implement this method, they were preparing to write to His Majesty when the Crown Prince and Princess arrived.

Hearing of their arrival in Wendeng County, Tao Zhuanxian immediately clapped his hands: “Hope has come!”

At the time, Zhong Pingzhi hadn’t understood Tao Zhuanxian’s excitement, but now, seeing Xiao Huayong standing straight before them, he understood.

The current Crown Prince showed no trace of weakness. With his composed expression and straight posture like pine and cypress, he stood in the heavy rain like an unsheathed sword, emanating a pale, sharp light.

A sword reaching heaven, standing firm between heaven and earth, instantly breaking through clouds to glimpse celestial light.

Zhong Pingzhi had always been quiet in court, keeping to himself and serving dutifully as a lone official. For decades he had remained steady, and even now amid external turbulence, no one had tried to manipulate or harm him.

He thought he saw everything clearly, yet discovered he too had been blind. The Crown Prince before him – commanding, sharp, powerful – was something he had never seen nor expected.

Zhong Pingzhi’s gaze unconsciously turned to Shen Xihe but met the Crown Prince’s deep stare.

Zhong Pingzhi’s spine instinctively chilled, and he quickly withdrew his gaze, bowing: “This official accepts the command and won’t betray Your Highness’s trust!”

“Grandfather, don’t ration food – within five days, the grain will enter the city.” Since Xiao Huayong had shown his true face, Shen Xihe saw no need to hide anymore.

Shen Xihe’s words startled Zhong Pingzhi again, and even Tao Zhuanxian was shocked.

Though focused on water control, they knew Prince Jing’s grain troubles. Due to planning the channels, they understood the county’s routes and knew no path could currently support large grain shipments. They hadn’t imagined Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had a solution!

They couldn’t help feeling excited. Just as Xiao Huayong trusted their water channeling plan, they trusted he would keep his word – the grain would come!

With grain supplies secured, subsequent matters would resolve themselves. They would certainly overcome this crisis. Both men’s worried expressions cleared as if seeing sunny skies beyond the torrential rain.

“Why did you let Minister Zhong see the real you?” In their assigned quarters, alone together, Shen Xihe couldn’t help asking.

Xiao Huayong was making a fire to drive away the room’s dampness. He sat there, head lowered, adding charcoal. The firelight cast a healthy red glow on his somewhat pale cheeks.

After a moment’s silence, he answered Shen Xihe’s question: “I’m not certain this will succeed.”

Xiao Huayong naturally trusted Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi, but this matter was too significant. If even His Majesty couldn’t bear the responsibility of failure, how could Shen Xihe?

He couldn’t let Shen Xihe take the lead as usual – he had to be the one to step forward.

Shen Xihe’s heart trembled. She had guessed it – he was protecting her.

“Beichen.” Shen Xihe walked to his side, sitting beside him on the round wooden bench. “We are husband and wife, sharing both glory and loss. If your judgment proves wrong and causes irreversible disaster, do you think I can remain uninvolved?”

He turned his head, his gaze deep, tone firm: “I can keep you uninvolved.”

If anything went wrong, he would apologize for his death. With Shen Xihe’s merit in bringing grain, neither His Majesty nor Dengzhou’s people could hold her accountable.

Understanding his solution, Shen Xihe grew angry, speaking rashly in her fury: “You’d better choose my second husband in advance!”

Since he had considered the consequences and decided to stake everything while keeping her uninvolved, he might as well plan her future completely, preparing her backup plan early.

Chapter 650: No One Feigns Illness Better Than the Crown Prince
Xiao Huayong’s face darkened, his deep pupils like bottomless abysses as if something world-destroying churned within them.

Shen Xihe had never been one to show fear. She faced him with a cold expression, their eyes locked, refusing to yield an inch.

After a moment of tension, Xiao Huayong finally conceded, explaining in a low voice: “I’m just taking precautions. You and I both know the current situation in Dengzhou. If we don’t address the flooding, countless lives among Dengzhou’s hundreds of thousands of citizens will be lost. Even those lucky enough to survive will be left with nothing.”

“The flood must be controlled, and I agree with Maternal Grandfather and Second Uncle’s method. Don’t evade the issue – I disagree with you taking the lead,” Shen Xihe stared at him. “Once you step forward, everything we’ve done before will be wasted.”

She had spent considerable effort making everyone believe Xiao Huayong was her puppet, that all Eastern Palace strategies came from her, keeping Xiao Huayong hidden behind her so no one would scrutinize him too deeply.

If he forcefully took the lead this time, everything would be exposed.

“It’s not that I want to force my way forward or deliberately disrupt your plans, but this matter requires someone of my standing to take responsibility,” Xiao Huayong explained gently.

This wasn’t an ordinary matter – Shen Xihe’s title as Crown Princess couldn’t be involved. If this reached His Majesty’s ears, he would certainly reject it. He could try to act first and report later, but the implications would be impossible to hide once he ordered the mobilization of people to dig waterways.

With Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqin in Dengzhou, and the Prefecture Governor being Xiao Changmin’s future in-law, this news couldn’t be hidden from the court and His Majesty, no matter his abilities. His Majesty would surely rebuke and strongly oppose it.

To convince the common people and mobilize Dengzhou’s officials and military guards who stood ready despite imperial pressure, only his authority as Crown Prince carried enough weight. If he couldn’t withstand His Majesty’s questioning, even if people believed in the method, they wouldn’t dare act. Digging channels for water diversion wasn’t a task for one or two people – it required thousands working in unison.

Without being able to mobilize people, they could only wait for disaster to strike, equivalent to awaiting death.

“I understand all of this,” Shen Xihe gripped his wrist, her bright eyes fixed firmly on his. “If you trust me, hand everything over to me after this. I guarantee I can handle His Majesty’s pressure and keep you hidden. Perhaps… abandoning this plan might make Prince Jing and His Majesty more convinced that I’m truly running the Eastern Palace.”

Xiao Huayong opened his mouth but could only manage a helpless sigh.

He couldn’t describe his feelings at being so thoroughly protected by someone. Those who hadn’t experienced it couldn’t understand the emotional surge, like warm gentle streams enveloping his heart, making it float like a petal on clear waters, comfortable and free.

Yet alongside his gratitude and warmth came helplessness. His wife’s intelligence was extraordinary. Between them, neither could consistently take the lead. Even when he wanted to exhaust himself planning for her, she firmly refused. He couldn’t persuade her – once she made up her mind, he had to yield.

It left him feeling both warm and powerless. Finally, he could only set aside these tangled thoughts and let her have her way.

Even as Shen Xihe was persuading Xiao Huayong, a complete plan had already formed in her mind. After they returned from the coast the next day, Shen Xihe had Xiao Huayong pretend to be sick with a cold, bedridden. She immediately had Mo Yuan hurriedly bring Sui Axi over.

Bringing Sui Axi wasn’t really to treat Xiao Huayong, but to apply acupuncture or prescribe medicine to make it appear he truly had symptoms of a cold.

Shortly after Sui Axi returned, news of Xiao Huayong’s severe cold spread. Xiao Changqin naturally came to visit out of duty, while Xiao Changyan not only visited but brought his advisor.

“Hearing Crown Prince Brother is gravely ill, my advisor has some medical knowledge, more skilled than ordinary physicians. Please allow him to check Your Highness’s pulse,” Xiao Changyan spoke earnestly.

They wanted to verify not just if Xiao Huayong truly had a cold, but more importantly, if he was dying.

Xiao Huayong was well-prepared. The poison in his body created false symptoms of weakness. This rare poison, unless specifically identified as the cause, would appear from the pulse alone as a signs of early death.

“Two heads are better than one. I’ve already called for a physician who has prescribed medicine, but I’d like to hear what Prince Jing’s doctor might add,” Shen Xihe answered.

It seemed that except for when he first returned to the capital and visited the Eastern Palace to investigate his uncle’s death, when Shen Xihe had stood quietly beside Xiao Huayong like a proper helper, she hadn’t shown any courtesy since.

She appeared to be making all the decisions for Xiao Huayong, regardless of time or place.

Xiao Changyan furrowed his sharp brows. Before he could speak, Xiao Huayong habitually cooperated with Shen Xihe, extending his hand. His heart clenched – he had never seen any man so submissive to his wife.

Though Xiao Huayong shared no brotherly bond with him, he was still his half-brother and the Crown Prince, superior in status. Xiao Huayong’s submission to Shen Xihe made him feel an inexplicable loss of face.

He nodded to his advisor and stepped back, preferring not to watch.

The moment Xiao Changyan’s advisor felt Xiao Huayong’s pulse, his eyebrows shot up and his eyes widened. He couldn’t help but hold his breath to check more carefully, growing increasingly horrified at the results.

“What’s with that expression?” Shen Xihe said displeased. “Is the Crown Prince terminally ill?”

Though not terminal, it wasn’t far from it.

This thought crossed the advisor’s mind as he steadied himself and stammered: “This humble one apologizes for the reaction. His Highness’s cold is very severe and requires bed rest…”

Xiao Changyan glanced at his speechless advisor and covered for him: “Since Crown Brother is so ill, regarding the disaster relief, I dare not trouble Brother further. Perhaps…”

“Prince Jing is still under punishment. Even if the Crown Prince cannot oversee the disaster relief, don’t we still have Prince Xin?” Shen Xihe interrupted.

She wanted to say she was there, but while her intentions could be obvious, they couldn’t be stated directly. No matter how apparent, without explicit statements there was no evidence to use against her. Besides, deflecting to Xiao Changqin worked just as well – he already understood the true nature of their marriage.

Chapter 651: An Incurable Poison
Xiao Changqin took a deep breath – this couple was truly… cut from the same cloth!

They never showed humility when using others, nor gave those being used any chance to refuse.

Yet he truly couldn’t decline this matter. Xiao Huayong was almost certainly faking illness – no one in the world was more practiced at feigning sickness than he!

Who knew what schemes this couple was plotting against? Regardless, with Xiao Huayong ill and unable to work, and Xiao Changyan under punishment, he held the highest position. If he didn’t step forward now, he wouldn’t deserve his title as Prince.

“*cough* *cough* *cough*…” After a violent bout of coughing, Xiao Huayong spoke with apparent difficulty, “Fifth Brother…”

His brow twitching, the hesitant Xiao Changqin had no choice but to step forward: “Your Highness, I am here.”

“The disaster relief… *cough* *cough* *cough*… I trouble you to handle it!”

“I accept the command.” With the emperor far away, the Crown Prince was now sovereign, and they were all subjects who could only obey.

Xiao Changyan’s gaze swept between Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqin, a flash of gloom crossing his features.

“His Highness shouldn’t be disturbed. Since you’ve both visited, and there are many matters in the city requiring attention, you may withdraw,” Shen Xihe coldly dismissed them.

Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqin had to take their leave together. As they left the courtyard and entered the covered walkway leading to the main gate, Xiao Changyan couldn’t help saying: “Fifth Brother, it’s been three years since Fifth Sister-in-law passed. Have you any plans?”

Xiao Changqin stopped in his tracks. He turned to look calmly at Xiao Changyan, not understanding why he suddenly cared about his matters. Despite his sensitive nature, he didn’t immediately guess that Xiao Changyan suspected him of having an affair with Shen Xihe.

Instead, he wondered if Xiao Changyan wanted to ally with him, planning to send him a beauty or arrange a marriage.

His expression turned cold: “Eighth Brother, Ninth Brother has been betrothed and will marry next year. You aren’t settled yet, how could I let you worry about me?”

He might as well have said directly: you haven’t even married yourself, yet you’re meddling in your elder brother’s affairs.

Hearing this, Xiao Changyan became more convinced that Xiao Changqin was evading the issue.

Yes, he had begun to suspect that Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqin shared a deep relationship – not necessarily romantic, but perhaps they had indeed allied.

His advisor had speculated this earlier. This time, after Shen Xihe took Xiao Huayong out, he returned with a severe cold. He didn’t care about taking on the hot potato of disaster relief, yet Shen Xihe smoothly passed it to Xiao Changqin.

He couldn’t help but think Shen Xihe deliberately took Xiao Huayong out to catch a cold, conveniently allowing her and Xiao Changqin to take control of the disaster relief. Shen Xihe surely had ways to obtain grain, and not wanting to give this merit to Xiao Huayong, gave it to Xiao Changqin instead.

If they didn’t share a close relationship, why would Shen Xihe go to such lengths to plan for Xiao Changqin?

This was simply a beautiful misunderstanding. One couldn’t blame Xiao Changyan for his misconception – he could never have guessed that Shen Xihe pushed it to Xiao Changqin because he knew their true nature. Since Xiao Changqin had no intention of turning against the couple, he would follow their lead. Having him involved meant he would essentially just be a figurehead.

She would be giving the orders, and Xiao Changqin would cooperate fully. If not for avoiding leaving evidence in arguing with Xiao Changyan, Shen Xihe wouldn’t have let Xiao Changqin be the figurehead.

After all, she was only the Crown Princess – if she gave orders directly and Xiao Changyan opposed them local officials would certainly support him. But Xiao Changqin was different – officials might look down on the Crown Princess, but not on Prince Xin.

“Your brother has overstepped.” Xiao Changyan cupped his hands and strode away.

Xiao Changqin watched the direction he disappeared in, frowning silently for a moment before turning toward his quarters.

“How is the Crown Prince’s condition? Why did you lose composure earlier?” Back at the county office, Xiao Changyan kept only his advisor, whose depth of character he knew well – he shouldn’t have shown such an expression.

“Your Highness, the Crown Prince truly hasn’t long to live,” the advisor said, controlling his trembling voice.

Xiao Changyan stared at him suddenly, pressing his lips together in silence.

“Your Highness, when I was studying with my master, we once sailed and encountered storms, reaching a mysterious land beyond the Western Regions. There were many strange plants we’d never seen, mostly poisonous. Among them was an extremely insidious poison, like a gu worm – once in the body, it lies dormant, gradually torturing and consuming until the person withers away.”

Neither Shen Xihe nor Xiao Huayong could have imagined that Xiao Changyan’s advisor had encountered the poison affecting Xiao Huayong.

“You’re saying… the Crown Prince has been poisoned with this?” Xiao Changyan realized.

The advisor nodded: “This poison is not only insidious but dominant – once poisoned, no other poison can affect the person, but it is incurable.”

This poison made one immune to all others, yet had no cure. Once the toxin permeated the body, death was certain.

His master had been very interested in this poison, specifically bringing some back to study. After repeated research, he confirmed it was incurable.

“How long has the Crown Prince been poisoned?” Xiao Changyan briefly suspected Shen Xihe might have poisoned Xiao Huayong, aiming to eliminate him without a trace.

“I cannot determine. Though this poison has no cure, its progression is heavily influenced. Those with strong constitutions, or who receive regular treatment from skilled physicians to suppress the poison’s effects, can see some results,” the advisor shook his head. “I can only determine that the Crown Prince’s body is severely damaged. Even with maximum suppression, he has at most two years before treatment becomes futile.”

After a long silence, Xiao Changyan asked: “Truly no cure exists?”

At this moment, Xiao Changyan couldn’t describe his feelings. He had ambitions for the throne because he’d long known the Crown Prince would never claim it. He had always thought the Crown Prince was simply weak, but now discovered it wasn’t heaven’s will but human intervention.

He felt a melancholy as a fellow royal son, without much joy, because in his understanding, the Crown Prince was always destined for an early death. This outcome wasn’t unexpected, only the method differed.

“My master researched for over a decade without finding an antidote,” the advisor replied.

“Never mention this again, and pretend you don’t know about the Crown Prince’s poisoning,” Xiao Changyan composed himself and instructed, then continued, “The Crown Prince’s poisoning likely isn’t related to the Shen family, but Shen Xihe probably knows about this strange poison. She and Fifth Brother might truly be allies as you suggested.”

Since she already knew Xiao Huayong wouldn’t live long, she certainly needed to find the best backup plan.

Xiao Changyan never imagined that Shen Xihe planned to continue fighting them single-handedly even without Xiao Huayong.

Chapter 652: Establishing Authority First
Although he didn’t look down on women, he hadn’t believed a woman could possess such courage and capability. In his deep-rooted consciousness, women ultimately had to depend on men.

“Your Highness, do you think the Crown Prince knows he’s been poisoned?” the advisor asked.

Xiao Changyan paused, somewhat uncertain: “He should know.”

He leaned toward believing Xiao Huayong knew, and it was precisely because he knew his life was limited and truly admired Shen Xihe that he complied with her in everything and granted all her requests.

“Have we discovered how the Shen family is transporting grain?” Xiao Changyan asked.

The advisor bowed his head: “Your Highness, the Shen family has many elite forces. Even our shadow guards might not fare well against them.”

Xiao Changyan was slightly shocked. The shadow guards were personally trained by him, each one a capable warrior who could fight independently. He hadn’t expected his advisor to evaluate Shen Xihe’s people so highly – it seemed they had clashed while investigating Shen Xihe’s movements.

Pressing his lips together, Xiao Changyan said: “Pull everyone back. Stop investigating.”

Given Shen Xihe’s approach, she wouldn’t give him another chance to take over the disaster relief. Her methods would be revealed sooner or later. He just needed to wait – there was no need to truly engage his shadow guards against her.

“Any movement from Twelfth Brother?” Xiao Changyan asked again.

The advisor shook his head, equally puzzled. By logic, someone should have gone to rescue the Prince of Yan, but until now, both the Eastern Palace couple and the Prince of Xin had entered the city, both seemingly believing deeply that the Prince of Yan was providing disaster relief in the neighboring county, showing no movement at all.

Frowning, Xiao Changyan could only order: “Just keep watching.”

Now they could only remain still and wait, avoiding any rash moves.

Xiao Changyan, who had been waiting patiently, was once again bewildered by Shen Xihe’s next actions. She seemed to have truly handed everything over to Xiao Changqing, who diligently began understanding all disaster relief matters within the county.

Shen Xihe appeared to have become a virtuous wife, staying only by Xiao Huayong’s side, caring for him, and ignoring external affairs.

The country’s grain reserves were already stretched thin, and Shen Xihe had cut off their righteous path of obtaining relief from wealthy households. Thus, the common people’s meals gradually decreased. In just three days, people could no longer eat their fill, only managing half portions.

The news Xiao Changyan had deliberately spread earlier began to take root among the people whose daily meals were becoming worse. The saying about gratitude for a pint versus resentment for a bushel of rice essentially meant this.

Previously, when wealthy households had contributed from their stores, allowing people to eat their fill daily – though not lavishly, many farmers from impoverished areas might not have dared to eat so well at home.

Suddenly, when they couldn’t eat enough, resentment naturally began building in their hearts. They completely failed to realize that others had been supporting them before, only feeling that Shen Xihe was meddling, taking money from these wealthy people and supporting these rich households who exploited the common people, leading to their current hunger.

Initially, when Xiao Changyan had these wealthy households contribute their stores, it was because someone had looted the wealthy homes. They had grown bold in their malice and felt they should make Shen Xihe compromise once. Thus, that night, many people gathered, targeting a gentry family in the city for a surprise attack.

However, they couldn’t even breach the main gate. The previous success had been because Xiao Changyan had planted his men among them – the real disaster victims were merely filling numbers, making it appear as though disaster victims were truly responsible.

Wealthy households all had guards, and while these guards couldn’t handle Xiao Changyan’s men, dealing with these ignorant commoners was child’s play.

Early the next morning, the yamen was alerted, with people bringing bound disaster victims to report their case, accusing these victims of intruding into private residences with intent to rob and murder.

The disaster victims naturally cried injustice. These victims weren’t acting alone – they had relatives who naturally couldn’t sit by and watch their family members be thrown in prison. Thus, they stirred up others who were equally dissatisfied with the declining food situation, running to the county office and shouting for justice.

“Imperial Consort, Prince of Xin’s men have come to request your presence at the county office,” Biyu explained the situation briefly.

Now the office was surrounded by disaster victims so tightly that not even water could pass through, their wailing cries even drowning out the heavy rain. As more and more disaster victims gathered, if they weren’t dispersed promptly, these people drenched in the heavy rain might catch cold, possibly leading to an epidemic, which would then cause deaths.

“Let’s go.” Shen Xihe wore a lapeled robe suitable for travel. Every step she took was calculated. She had deliberately waited for these people to cause trouble. To make them cooperate obediently with the later canal digging, she needed to establish authority here first, making them dare not easily question or oppose them.

Another reason was that the relief grain hadn’t arrived yet. Four days ago, the Emperor had proclaimed throughout the realm, seeking grain for Dengzhou.

Hua Fuhai and Qi Pei had already prepared. Qi Pei had long been openly Shen Xihe’s man – back then, the Qi family’s wrongful case had been overturned through Shen Xihe’s intervention. Qi Pei was the first to respond, donating three thousand shi of grain.

Following closely were those Qi Pei had influenced, also responding by donating grain, medicine, cloth, or other items.

Emperor Youning also deeply understood these people’s thoughts. He immediately personally wrote an imperial commendation, rushing an eight-hundred-li express decree praising Qi Pei. With this opening, Hua Fuhai then stepped forward with a grand gesture, donating fifty thousand shi of grain and various medicines.

This move drew attention and praise from across the realm. Common people couldn’t help but praise them extensively, and many even particularly favored the Hua family’s business because of this. Seeing this, major merchants who never moved without profit quickly followed suit.

Thus, this time’s materials were so extensive they even shocked Emperor Youning.

Three days ago, the first batch of grain, cloth, medicine, and other primary necessities had been loaded onto ships according to Xiao Huayong’s plan. Daily falcon messages allowed Shen Xihe to precisely track these supplies’ progress.

They would arrive in two days at the latest.

“Heaven has turned a blind eye, determined to cut off our lifeline! Why can’t Your Highness see our suffering? Our families are broken, we’re plagued by serious illness, and now without even a full meal, we’ll surely starve to death!” Heart-rending cries pierced through the rain sound, echoing throughout the county office. “If we can’t escape death anyway, we might as well dash ourselves to death here – just hoping the County Magistrate and Prince might show a bit of compassion-“

This was followed by a burst of shouting and commotion – some threatening suicide, others desperately holding them back, some crying heart-rendingly…

When Shen Xihe arrived, it was complete chaos. She entered through the back door of the county office, walking from inside to the front entrance. Biyu struck the gong heavily once, the deafening sound causing the chaotic scene to fall silent.

Shen Xihe’s cold voice then rang out: “Let him go.”

Everyone looked toward the source of the voice, seeing the cold-faced woman in male attire approaching slowly. Even the Prince of Xin and Prince of Jing cupped their hands in respect to her. She stepped over the threshold, coldly sweeping her gaze over everyone, finally landing on the person being held around the waist who was threatening suicide, saying coldly: “Let him go. Let him dash himself.”

Chapter 653: This Is What Short-Sightedness Means
The continuous heavy rain had lasted so long that those already despairing could no longer remember how long. Such persistent rain brought them deep shadows and heavy coldness.

However, they now discovered that the surface-level cold had numbed them, while the coldness brought by a single sentence from this woman before them – with her clear, striking features and naturally commanding presence despite her calm brows – could surge from their feet to their hearts, sending chills down their spines.

Even those restraining the man who wanted to dash himself against the wall unconsciously released their grip under Shen Xihe’s gaze. The middle-aged man, nearly forty, collapsed weakly to the ground without support, seemingly forgetting his intent to die.

Shen Xihe unhurriedly took two steps forward, stopping before him: “Why aren’t you dashing yourself?”

The man froze, stammering wordlessly, his face suddenly turning ashen.

“Moyu!” Shen Xihe called out.

People only saw a blur before hearing a devastating scream. When they focused their eyes, they saw a woman in fitted clothes had somehow lifted the suicidal man, one hand pressing the back of his head, violently smashing it against a stone pillar. Blood immediately splattered, terrifying everyone into taking a step back.

Even Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan were shocked!

One had assassinated many high officials and nobles, while the other had killed countless on the battlefield – blood to them was as unremarkable as flowing water. But they had never dealt with commoners this way, even troublemakers.

When this woman turned cruel, she inexplicably sent chills down people’s spines.

As soon as the man’s head was split open, a physician stepped forward. Moyu released her grip, throwing him to the ground.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to meet the fearful and angry commoners, speaking extremely calmly: “In Youning’s fifth year, the Yangzi region flooded violently. The people used their bodies to build walls protecting their homes, eating only a bowl of clear soup daily, with severe disaster victims drinking muddy water to stave off hunger. In Youning’s seventh year, Duli Town flooded, and the court’s relief grain was lost at sea due to the transport official’s negligence – people ate mud to fill their stomachs. In Youning’s tenth year, Ganzhou suffered water damage…”

Shen Xihe recounted each flood disaster during this dynasty, clearly describing the people’s circumstances then.

After finishing, she paused before looking at the gradually lowering heads of the gathered crowd: “You, because of the drought before, received court relief grain very quickly. Even during the severe drought, the court tried every way to keep you fed and watered.

Then came the disaster brought by heavy rain, which hasn’t yet become a flood, and you haven’t gone hungry for even one meal. Prince Jing sacrificed his reputation to force wealthy households to provide food for you and even cleared out the best restaurants for your shelter. These were acts of grace from Prince Jing as a royal family member, unable to bear seeing you suffer. They were not rights you inherently deserved.

But you viewed them as your due. Since the disaster, you’ve eaten your fill, living each day with food appearing at your lips and clothes at your hands, developing the temperament of great lords.

However much grace you’ve received, no matter how foolish or ignorant you are, you should know that no one’s granary is inexhaustible. This past month of provisions – have you considered that those supplying you might have exhausted their resources? You eat their food and use their things – have you felt even a hint of gratitude?

Know that if they weren’t supporting you, they and their closest relatives wouldn’t be like you now, filling up on half bowls of soup. They still have no complaints, no hatred for you. What face do you have to hate them first?”

Most people’s heads lowered further, but some still couldn’t help muttering: “We… we can’t just sit and wait for death…”

“Has the court ever abandoned you?” Shen Xihe raised her voice, “Whatever you eat, I and even the ill Crown Prince eat the same. Even now, we haven’t withdrawn or left – do you know why?”

The heavy rain splashed on the ground, the pounding sounds seeming to strike these people’s hearts, leaving them breathless and silent.

“The country’s situation hasn’t been exaggerated or concealed by officials. Routes are cut off, making grain difficult to bring into the city – it’s not that the court is unwilling to transport more relief grain to save you,” Shen Xihe continued after a moment. “The Crown Prince and I have thought of a way to transport grain in, but it still needs two or three days. Currently, the county’s grain reserves are tight. To prevent you from having no food before relief grain arrives, we’ve temporarily reduced portions.

I can say that while I cannot let you eat your fill, I won’t let you go hungry to the point of being unable to sleep. Most of you are farmers – before the disaster, could you eat your fill at every meal?”

This was truly a soul-searching question. Most of these people ate worse before the disaster than after. While they weren’t starving, they couldn’t eat freely, especially those with big appetites or large families – being half-full or less was normal.

Shen Xihe gave a light snort: “At home, you could endure hunger, but in times of crisis, eating others’ food, you suddenly can’t bear being hungry.”

Anyone with any sense of shame wanted to find a crack in the ground to crawl into.

Everyone suddenly felt the urge to retreat, but Shen Xihe was too imposing – without her word, they didn’t dare leave.

Seeing their thoughts, Shen Xihe said lightly: “Go to Guang’an Hall for a bowl of ginger soup, then disperse.”

These people quickly left as if granted amnesty. The man whose head Moyu had smashed was also carried to Guang’an Hall – Moyu had controlled her strength, and he wouldn’t have been seriously injured.

Shen Xihe turned to enter, immediately beginning to berate Xiao Changyan: “Prince Jing, for causing today’s situation, you cannot escape blame.”

Xiao Changyan had long known Shen Xihe disliked him. But now that she held power, he could only acknowledge: “Sister-in-law’s criticism is right – I was negligent.”

“You weren’t just negligent! You were glory-seeking and short-sighted!” Shen Xihe said sharply.

Xiao Changyan clenched his fist, bowing: “Please instruct me, sister-in-law.”

“You think I’m referring to you sheltering disaster victims who looted wealthy households?” Shen Xihe’s eyes overflowed with thick mockery. “Although that move was improper, you had the people’s interests at heart, and the county’s situation indeed forced you to take such measures – it could be considered understandable.

However, you don’t understand the common people. You rashly provided relief, not knowing how long the heavy rain would continue. Because you could squeeze grain from wealthy households, you were completely unsparing, feeding all disaster victims their fill, never understanding how much they normally ate.

If you had controlled their portions early on, with the grain you obtained, you wouldn’t have worried about running out even if the heavy rain continued for ten more days. You wouldn’t have developed such big appetites in these ignorant commoners, actually breeding greed that official provisions were meant to stuff them full!”

If rules about not letting disaster victims go hungry had been established from the start, today’s drama wouldn’t have occurred.

Xiao Changyan, who had been somewhat unconvinced, now slumped his shoulders, his face turning pale.

Chapter 654: The Imperial Consort’s Clever Plan
Shen Xihe’s words were like soft knives, stabbing into Xiao Changyan’s heart one by one, yet he couldn’t utter a word of rebuttal.

Though skilled in warfare, his neglect of civilian affairs was indeed a major fault. Shen Xihe was right – if he had established daily rations early on, the grain he’d acquired could have lasted ten to fifteen days longer.

This wouldn’t have led to the current grain shortage predicament. If Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe hadn’t come, he still wouldn’t have found a way to fill the grain deficit, with unimaginable consequences.

Acknowledging his error, Xiao Changyan composed himself and bowed deeply to Shen Xihe: “Sister-in-law’s criticism is correct. This was my fault, I cannot escape blame. I will submit a memorial to His Majesty admitting my wrongdoing.”

Xiao Changyan’s quick admission of fault raised Shen Xihe’s eyebrows – she couldn’t continue berating him, though it didn’t matter, as there would be more issues to address later.

“Grain will enter the city the day after tomorrow. Prince of Xin, make arrangements – we’ll need a hundred strong laborers to receive it,” Shen Xihe said, leaving without another glance at either man.

Though Xiao Changyan wanted to ask questions, he realized his accumulated faults left him no right to inquire. Shen Xihe had directly instructed Xiao Changqing, clearly meaning him to reflect deeply and stop meddling carelessly.

“Fifth Brother, I trouble you,” Xiao Changyan said neutrally.

Xiao Changqing’s smile was gentle: “Working for the people is our duty.”

They exchanged glances, dropping all pretense before heading in opposite directions.

The court’s grain requisition for Dengzhou had been announced empire-wide. Even though Wendeng County was isolated, they’d received the news. However, due to difficult communications, only Xiao Changyan, Xiao Changqing, and the Provincial Governor knew how the grain would arrive. Even they only knew it would come by water, though the surrounding waterways were turbulent with rapid currents, making direction difficult to determine in the heavy rain – they weren’t optimistic about this.

Yet Shen Xihe was so certain the grain would arrive in two days, truly shocking them. They could only follow her instructions to post notices and publicly select strong workers for grain transport.

Once the notice was posted and announced with drums and gongs, many came forward. These people were full of hope – this was their lifeline!

Seeing Xiao Changyan thoroughly criticized before Shen Xihe, Xiao Changqing personally supervised the selection, not taking one person more than Shen Xihe’s specified hundred.

While waiting for the grain, Xiao Huayong was the most leisurely, feigning illness indoors, arranging flowers daily in various vases to decorate Shen Xihe’s simple quarters.

“I’ve discovered Twelfth Brother’s whereabouts,” Xiao Huayong said as he trimmed branches, seeing Shen Xihe enter.

Shen Xihe turned toward him: “You want to rescue him?”

With a snip, Xiao Huayong cut off excess branches. He neither confirmed nor denied, busy for a moment before looking up: “I’ll follow whatever my wife says.”

He looked as if seeking praise.

When Shen Xihe told him not to interfere and let her handle everything, he completely stepped back, following her words entirely.

Her lustrous eyes like black obsidian flickered with captivating light as she watched him quietly, eventually breaking into a soft laugh.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows, examining himself and touching his face, puzzled: “What did I do to amuse Youyou?”

“Your expression just now…” Shen Xihe circled him, turning back for another appraising look as if comparing, “looked exactly like Short-Life begging for food.”

Xiao Huayong wasn’t annoyed by this comment. Instead, his gaze grew dark, as if something stirred within, his voice deepening slightly: “I also want to beg for ‘food,’ though I wonder if Youyou will give it or not…”

He emphasized “food” heavily, his scanning gaze up and down Shen Xihe carrying obvious implications: “Youyou has denied me for so long…”

His pitiful tone and plaintive eyes made Shen Xihe both annoyed and flushed.

This man could be improper anytime, anywhere, taking her words and twisting them shamelessly, yet speaking so subtly that calling him out would be falling into his trap. He would surely blink innocently and say he’d been eating thin soup with the commoners lately, purely asking for actual food.

She hadn’t expected to think such things – it was her mind wandering. Then he would shamelessly claim he was just trying to satisfy her desires, taking advantage while playing innocent.

Having fallen for this before, Shen Xihe ignored his trap where any response would be wrong: “Prince of Yan must endure a few more days. After some time, I’ll make Prince Jing return him unharmed, exactly as he was captured.”

“Oh?” Xiao Huayong’s interest was immediately piqued. “How will Youyou make Eighth Brother return him voluntarily?”

“Did you think I was truly antagonizing Prince Jing pointlessly, acting like an aggressive shrew before him?” Shen Xihe took a cup of tea, taking a small sip. “I first pointed out his exploitation of wealthy households, today added his incompetence – seemingly minor faults, but many small faults accumulate into major ones. When the time is right, I’ll ask him about the Prince of Yan’s whereabouts.

The Prince of Yan came for disaster relief with him. We’ve been overwhelmed dealing with the disaster since arriving, and he insisted the Prince of Yan was providing relief in the neighboring county. With communication difficult between countries, our ignorance of when the Prince of Yan disappeared is understandable. But if he claims ignorance, that’s suspicious.

Especially since the Prince of Yan has been missing so long, yet after our arrival, he still claimed he was providing relief – clearly lying.

Before we came, he could excuse himself as too busy focusing on disaster relief to notice. Now that I’ve stripped his authority, he’s idle at the county office. How will he explain to His Majesty if he still doesn’t investigate when the Prince of Yan disappeared?

If anything serious happens to the Prince of Yan or he’s gravely injured, he can’t escape blame.

Failed his duties, neglected his brother – with multiple crimes combined, I can make him lose his title of Prince!”

Xiao Huayong’s eyes lit up hearing this, unable to help applauding: “Brilliant, truly brilliant.”

So from taking Xiao Changyan’s disaster relief authority, she had been planning to rescue Xiao Changgeng. Two seemingly unrelated matters showed no connection before surfacing. Even Xiao Huayong had thought she took control of relief efforts just to prevent Xiao Changyan’s interference – surely Xiao Changyan himself hadn’t realized it involved Xiao Changgeng.

Xiao Huayong’s burning gaze fell on Shen Xihe, then fixed on the teacup in her hand, his lips curving involuntarily: “Youyou, that’s my teacup.”

He had already drunk from it.

Though they were married, Shen Xihe had noble family etiquette ingrained in her bones – they had never shared items before…

Well, except for the bathtub.

Chapter 655: Continuing to Suppress Xiao Changyan
Shen Xihe was unaware of how far Xiao Huayong’s thoughts had wandered. She held her cup awkwardly, neither able to set it down nor use it properly, feeling extremely uncomfortable.

She had already noticed that as she spent more time with Xiao Huayong, she became increasingly relaxed and natural around him. She had originally thought that after marriage, having someone constantly by her side would make her uncomfortable. Yet it was quite the opposite – she found herself becoming more and more integrated with him, even gradually revealing her true nature in his presence, feeling comfortable enough to let down her guard at any time.

Xiao Huayong watched Shen Xihe with interest, her slightly shifting gaze revealing her inner struggle completely.

The room was completely silent. Neither Baisui nor Duanming, who usually interrupted conversations in the Eastern Palace, were present. The sound of rain that she had seemingly forgotten since entering the room pattered chaotically on the floor, urgent and disordered, much like her current state of mind.

Forcing herself to compose her thoughts, Shen Xihe pretended as if she hadn’t heard Xiao Huayong’s words and set down her cup with feigned naturalness. “His Highness the Prince Jing has deep schemes. Earlier, he was preoccupied with disaster relief matters and had no time to think of other things. To ensure our plans proceed smoothly, we must keep Prince Jing busy. Do you have any suggestions?”

Do you have any suggestions?

Hearing this stiff question, Xiao Huayong almost couldn’t hold back his laughter. Only now did he realize that his sharp-witted wife was so clumsy at changing subjects.

Though she had already made up her mind, she still felt compelled to ask him this question just to avoid the previous topic.

“With the grain, cloth, and medicines being transported, and the heavy rain causing obstacles, someone needs to oversee everything constantly. Why not assign this task to Youyou? He’ll naturally have no time for other matters,” Xiao Huayong replied seriously, holding back his smile.

Shen Xihe nodded, as this aligned with her thoughts. According to Xiao Huayong’s plan, transporting these items to the county wasn’t the most difficult part. The real challenge was how to transport them into the city during the heavy rain while keeping them dry.

This was a delicate task that required constant attention during the downpour – guaranteed to keep Xiao Changyan too busy to think of anything else.

The city’s residents had been eating barely half-filling meals for two days. Many had become weak, relying on sleep to endure their hunger. Due to the heavy rain, even the water was unusually muddy, limiting what they could consume – they couldn’t even fill themselves with water.

Just when despair was setting in, the government finally announced that grain had arrived. Leading the previously selected able-bodied workers, they rushed to a cliff almost outside the county, where soldiers stood guard rigidly.

Wood piles were deeply embedded in the ground, which had become soft from the constant rain. Both Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqing, who had come along, showed flickering gazes upon seeing this, wondering how these piles had been secured so firmly.

Along the wood piles were slightly swaying iron chains. The fact that these chains could be set up indicated they connected to the opposite shore. A thick fog obscured the end, while below, the rushing river roared like a trapped angry dragon, making people afraid to approach the edge.

“Where’s the grain? Where is it?”

“Where do we go to carry the grain?”

“Could this be a trick? With the current this strong, if we’re pushed in, we might not even make a splash…”

The common people were anxious, muttering quietly. Though their voices were masked by the rain and river, their restlessness was visible to Shen Xihe and the others.

Shen Xihe had arrived in a carriage, accompanying the carts transporting the grain, forming a long, winding dragon.

“Imperial Crown Princess,” Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan greeted simultaneously.

Shen Xihe returned their greeting and strode to the edge of the wood piles. She gave a signal to Mo Yuan, who was following closely behind. Mo Yuan stepped forward, gripping the outermost iron chain with his strong arms and shaking it forcefully, sending massive vibrations to the opposite shore.

Hua Fuhai and Lu Ling were already waiting on the other side. Seeing the signal, they similarly gripped the second chain and shook it with great force, causing the iron rings securing the chains to the wood piles to clang loudly.

Shen Xihe stepped back several paces. “Ten men per path, two to guard the front and receive, eight split into two teams to carry the grain.”

Although Xiao Changqing had guessed the purpose of these chains and wood piles when he saw them, he was still shocked that Shen Xihe would implement this plan.

The two shores were extremely far apart, and the grain being transported was very heavy. Wasn’t she worried that it wouldn’t hold up and break midway, dropping everything into the river? If anything happened to these supplies, it would be inexcusable both to the court and the people – it would be worthy of a death sentence.

Shen Xihe dared to do this!

Though thinking this, Xiao Changqing didn’t hesitate to follow Shen Xihe’s instructions. After another exchange of signals between the two shores, they could hear the sound of sliding mechanisms over the chaotic rain and river noise, and could even see sparks flying from the friction in the distance.

Four iron rings slid along two iron chains. Below the rings were dense iron nets, very large and holding oil-cloth-wrapped items. When they slid close and hit the wood piles, there was a dull thud, but the piles didn’t move at all. The guards Mo Yuan had assigned, one per path, could release the active latches on the iron rings, helping two commoners remove the items and pass them back.

Four waiting commoners put the iron rings over their shoulders, two walking forward and two backward, working in coordination to load the items onto the carts.

“Once the grain is loaded onto the carts and the iron nets are removed, the transported matter will be handed over to Prince Jing,” Shen Xihe said, looking at Xiao Changyan.

Xiao Changyan was reluctant to accept. The oil cloth wrapping was completely sealed, and they couldn’t inspect it in the heavy rain. If it wasn’t grain inside, wouldn’t he be responsible?

He couldn’t help but be wary of Shen Xihe.

Seeming to notice Xiao Changyan’s hesitation and suspicion, Shen Xihe gave a cold laugh. She swiftly drew the long sword from Mo Yuan’s scabbard and, in front of Xiao Changyan, stabbed it into one of the oil-cloth packages. White flour was immediately poured out. She turned to look at Xiao Changyan: “Prince Jing, do you suspect only this one bag contains grain?”

Xiao Changyan’s face alternated between red and white as Shen Xihe mercilessly exposed his thoughts. The common people only felt excitement upon seeing the grain and didn’t think much else, but present were Xiao Changqing, the County Magistrate, even the Dengzhou Prefecture Governor, and the General-in-Chief who had been dispatched by His Majesty to stand ready at any time.

These people weren’t so easily fooled.

“For such an important matter, how could I deceive anyone? This grain and medicine will be transported into the city under Your Highness’s supervision, naturally with your people watching. When it reaches the city, it will be opened in front of the people to set their minds at ease. What is there for Your Highness to worry about?” Shen Xihe said sternly. “Or does Your Highness think I would use the lives of an entire city’s people to frame you? Your Highness’s wariness is truly baffling.”

The commoners who had been simply carrying grain without any complicated thoughts now understood – so Prince Jing was worried that the Imperial Crown Princess had prepared fake grain and was trying to frame him by having him transport it.

Their gazes toward Xiao Changyan had now changed.

Chapter 656: I Have a Brilliant Plan
Shen Xihe had done this deliberately. Xiao Changyan had been here since the drought began, working diligently for months, never abandoning Dengzhou. During the month-plus of heavy rain, he hadn’t let the people go hungry or cold, earning an excellent reputation among them.

If she didn’t damage his reputation somewhat, he could use this prestige and reputation to protect himself when she questioned him about Xiao Changgeng.

Shen Xihe didn’t deny Xiao Changyan’s previous merits, but she didn’t feel she was being despicable either. She hadn’t framed Xiao Changyan – he had handed her the knife himself, and wouldn’t it be wasteful not to use it?

“Sister-in-law, please don’t be angry. I was just thinking about how to transport things faster so the grain doesn’t pile up here,” Xiao Changyan remained steady as a mountain, seemingly unaffected as he calmly explained and made excuses for himself.

“Prince Jing need not worry. If we run out of carts, I’ll simply have them stop sending from the other shore,” Shen Xihe said flatly.

“Look at me, I was so overjoyed seeing the grain that I didn’t think of this. Sister-in-law, rest assured, I will ensure all grain entrusted to me reaches the city intact,” Xiao Changyan smiled and accepted Shen Xihe’s assignment, leading his men toward the unloading grain transport carts.

The silent Xiao Changqing, watching the supplies being unloaded stack by stack and the iron nets being sent back, curiously asked: “Imperial Crown Princess, how do you return these iron nets?”

Such fine iron nets, capable of carrying such heavy grain and sliding down from such heights without breaking, must be rare items and couldn’t be numerous. With the amount of grain being transported, there probably weren’t enough nets on the other shore.

Moreover, since the iron chains sloped down from the opposite shore to this side, the nets couldn’t be latched on to slide back up.

An unmeasurably wide river connected one shore to the other, with terrifying waves making boat travel impossible. Given such a vast distance, people couldn’t cross. Xiao Changqing grew curious.

“Prince Xin is exceptionally clever. Why not try to guess?” Shen Xihe didn’t answer him, instead handing the empty nets to Mo Yuan.

Mo Yuan took ten iron nets and rode away. This task was naturally completed by the Eastern Eagles, though Shen Xihe had suggested to Xiao Huayong about setting up wood piles at a higher point to connect to the other side’s lower point to slide the nets back, but Xiao Huayong had rejected it.

Xiao Huayong said the Eastern Eagles were faster, and the iron chains were limited. Going there to return the nets would require extra people on the other shore to collect and send them, wasting time.

They couldn’t reveal the Eastern Eagles in front of everyone, so it was convenient that Xiao Huayong claimed illness, giving him a reason not to come here and instead stay elsewhere with the Eastern Eagles, directing their work.

The Eastern Eagles could carry a live person or a wild boar – a few iron nets were no burden at all.

The grain wasn’t transported all at once, and reaching the temporary dock on the other shore required taking an extremely circuitous route to reach where the wood piles could anchor the iron chains connecting to this side. They worked from daylight until nearly dark, transporting only about twenty carts of supplies.

However, these twenty-odd carts of grain were enough to solve the country’s urgent needs for several days. Everyone who came to transport was excited, showing no signs of fatigue. When the supplies entered the city, the watching citizens cheered, their eyes brimming with tears.

Seeing their beaming smiles and the light in their eyes warmed Shen Xihe’s heart. The subsequent task of distributing to various towns would be handled by Xiao Changqing. Shen Xihe returned to her residence, where Xiao Huayong had already prepared warming medicine and a medicinal bath, waiting for her return.

“The rain makes everything damp and the ground is cold. You shouldn’t go there anymore after this,” Xiao Huayong said with concern, holding Shen Xihe’s slightly cold feet.

Unable to pull away, Shen Xihe stopped struggling and let him help her soak her feet. “Mm, today was the only time I needed to go.”

The daily grain transport was limited, and who knew how many more trips would be needed? Today being the first day, many matters required Shen Xihe’s presence to keep Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqing in check. Afterward, sending Mo Yuan to watch would suffice.

“Prince Xin and Prince Jing seemed very curious about how the iron nets are returned,” Shen Xihe mentioned.

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, his thumb applying gentle pressure as he massaged Shen Xihe’s soles. “They’re not just curious about that, but also about how I set up the iron chains.”

The shores were far apart – throwing wasn’t possible, and the rushing river below made swimming or boats impossible.

But this would remain an unsolvable mystery for them. The other shore was essentially an isolated island, requiring an extremely long detour to reach via the calm branch of the river from another end. Even if Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan wanted to investigate, they couldn’t.

“I saw sparks when the nets slid down. Won’t the nets and chains wear through?” Shen Xihe remained worried.

“There’s wear, certainly, but they won’t break in three to five days. We don’t know how long this rain will last – if it continues for another month or two, don’t worry. I’ll have people constantly check for wear and have ordered more made as backup,” Xiao Huayong said calmly. “Don’t worry about the grain transport. After the grain arrives and is distributed, the urgent task is digging channels and waterways to direct flow to the sea.”

“Have Grandfather and the others planned out the excavation routes?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Huayong dried her feet, carried her to the couch, carefully wrapped her in a rabbit fur blanket, then washed his hands, lit some incense, and brought several scroll paintings.

Shen Xihe reclined on the couch, casually unrolling one scroll. It showed a rough map of the county, with different colors marking areas of water accumulation, soil conditions, and suitable digging locations, trying to avoid homes though some would unavoidably need to be demolished.

As Shen Xihe unrolled scroll after scroll, she imagined how the waterways would look once complete. Her eyes grew brighter as she looked: “If this succeeds, this area will never worry about floods again!”

This water conservation project had been tentatively planned a month ago by Commissioner Tao and Zhong Pingzhi, receiving support from Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong. The two had worked tirelessly to implement every detail, submitting it as quickly as possible.

“Not only will floods no longer be a concern but look at these areas – they’ll benefit farmers’ irrigation. And these spots here – Commissioner Tao and Master Zhong suggest building reservoirs to store large amounts of rainwater, solving future drought concerns as well,” Xiao Huayong pointed out to Shen Xihe.

The two discussed enthusiastically, their happy voices and laughter continuous when reaching exciting points.

“Everything is ready – we just need Youyou to convince the people.”

Local officials might oppose it, but being part of the court, they could only follow orders. Although the Emperor might reject it, given the great distance and current difficulty in communication, the Emperor’s commands could effectively be ignored.

As long as the people were convinced and willing to follow directions, everything would flow smoothly.

Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward as she looked at him meaningfully: “I have a brilliant plan that will surely make the people respond en masse – I just need to borrow your name.”

Chapter 657: The Crown Prince Has No Pulse
The way Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows teasingly softened even the wind-blown strands of Xiao Huayong’s hair. He stood as if frozen by a spell, eyes fixed on her without blinking.

There was no burning gaze, no deep stare, no lingering look.

He simply watched her quietly, feeling as if he were bathed in sunset light, the world filled with endless warmth.

If not for the damp wind curling through the small window, making the green leaves in the tall vase beside him tremble slightly, he would have looked like a still painting at that moment.

“Why… why are you suddenly looking at me like that?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

Xiao Huayong seemed startled, quickly coming back to himself. Then, as if remembering something, a tender smile flickered across his lips as he met Shen Xihe’s confused gaze. His voice was exceptionally gentle: “Just thinking about some things.”

Shen Xihe surely hadn’t noticed that her unconscious expression just then had perfectly mirrored his own.

This unconscious mirroring of another’s mannerisms was the beginning of taking someone to heart.

This realization put Xiao Huayong in an excellent mood!

For several days, his gaze seemed glued to Shen Xihe. His gentle look contained no ulterior motives, leaving Shen Xihe unable to find words to reproach him even when she wanted to.

She tried hard to think what she had done to please him, but after long consideration still couldn’t figure it out, so she simply put it out of her mind.

After four consecutive days, they finally safely transported the first batch of supplies into the county. Xiao Changqing then supervised their distribution to various towns through stationed military guards.

This batch of supplies solved all current needs in the county, but the unrelenting heavy rain caused increasingly severe water accumulation, becoming the biggest current threat.

Many households couldn’t drain the accumulated water, and people braved the rain to petition the county magistrate for help.

The county magistrate was quite relieved that Prince Xin and Prince Jing were present, so he didn’t have to make decisions or rack his brains!

He wouldn’t be held responsible if things went wrong, so he simply referred everything to Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan.

The two had no choice but to meet and discuss countermeasures. They proposed some solutions, but these only treated symptoms rather than the root cause. Xiao Changqing had to seek advice from Commissioner Tao and his colleague. Commissioner Tao didn’t hide anything, stating: “The fundamental solution is to dig channels and waterways to direct flow to the sea.”

Xiao Changqing was shocked. He didn’t doubt that since Commissioner Tao proposed this, it must either be the only way or he must be completely confident, but this solution was too dangerous for anyone to suggest.

“Has Commissioner Tao informed His Highness the Crown Prince?” Xiao Changqing asked.

“I wouldn’t dare conceal it,” Commissioner Tao replied.

Xiao Changqing pondered this, then gave Commissioner Tao a respectful bow and left in silence.

That day, Commissioner Tao and Zhong Pingzhi came to present Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong with the final excavation plan. Though Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong weren’t as knowledgeable about this field as the two men, they listened carefully to their explanation, raised some concerns, and four discussed everything meticulously to minimize possible accidents. After half a day of heated discussion, they finally settled on this approach.

Early the next morning, Shen Xihe held out a bowl of medicine to Xiao Huayong.

Seeing her smiling face, mixing mischief with anticipation of entertainment, Xiao Huayong simply leaned his tall frame back: “So this is your method?”

“Making full use of resources – I learned it from you just now,” Shen Xihe smiled, tilting her head slightly. The pearl strings of her hairpin swayed with a subtle glow, making her appear even more radiant.

Xiao Huayong sighed softly, took the medicine, and drank it all at once, seemingly resigned.

After swallowing the medicine, he frowned deeply: “Bitter.”

Shen Xihe glanced at him – she’d never seen him so averse to bitterness before, but today he was being particular. She picked up a preserved fruit and held it to his lips.

Xiao Huayong smiled brightly and stretched his neck to take it, his warm lips mischievously sucking her fingertip, earning a glare from her. Xiao Huayong’s joyful laughter burst from his chest: “Hahaha…”

“Stop laughing!” Shen Xihe pushed Xiao Huayong down, pulled her sleeve from under him, adjusted her shawl, and strode away.

Soon, the busy Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqing both received news that the Crown Prince’s condition had worsened. Not only were the physicians brought by the Crown Princess looking worried, but they had sent for outside doctors, appearing desperate for any solution.

No matter how busy Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan were, they had to make time to visit.

“Crown Princess.” When they arrived outside the quarters, they saw Shen Xihe standing under the rain-swept corridor, watching the falling rain, seemingly lost in thought.

Their call brought her back to herself, and she returned their greeting: “The doctor is inside. Prince Jing’s advisor might as well be called in too.”

“He’s waiting at the outer gate. I’ll summon him now,” Xiao Changyan said, about to turn back.

“Biyu, please go invite Prince Jing’s advisor in,” Shen Xihe instructed Biyu who stood at her side.

“Yes,” Biyu accepted the command, and Xiao Changyan stopped in his tracks.

“Crown Princess, what caused the Crown Prince’s illness?” Xiao Changqing asked with concern.

“I don’t know why. His Highness was having breakfast with me when he suddenly fainted and then developed a high fever. I had the imperial physicians and doctors take turns checking his pulse, but none could determine the cause.” A trace of worry gathered in Shen Xihe’s delicate brows.

Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqing exchanged surprised glances, both falling silent.

Just as Xiao Changyan’s advisor was being brought in, there came a crash from inside. Shen Xihe was startled and quickly went inside.

Xiao Changqing and the others hesitated briefly, then immediately followed.

Inside, there was an overturned wooden basin – the doctor checking Xiao Huayong’s pulse had knocked it over and now knelt trembling to one side. Shen Xihe had already sat down on the edge of the couch.

Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan exchanged glances, walked around the screen, and heard Xiao Huayong muttering lowly: “The Yellow River’s waters come from heaven, flowing to the sea never to return…”

He repeated these lines from Li Bai’s poem over and over. Besides Shen Xihe, only Xiao Changqing likely understood their true meaning.

“Why are you so frightened?” Shen Xihe demanded of the kneeling doctor.

The doctor seemed scared witless, kneeling and trembling, unable even to hear Shen Xihe’s question.

“Sister-in-law, is something wrong with Brother Crown Prince? Perhaps let my advisor take a look,” Xiao Changyan suggested, seeing the doctor’s face had turned ashen, looking worse than the Crown Prince.

Shen Xihe silently stepped aside in permission. When Xiao Changyan’s advisor touched Xiao Huayong’s wrist, he too jumped up in shock.

This reaction alarmed everyone present.

Xiao Changyan’s advisor took several deep breaths, struggling to control his trembling: “The Crown Prince… His Highness… has no pulse…”

Though alive, he had no pulse!

Chapter 658: Divine Possession
“Nonsense! How could the Crown Prince, a living person, have no pulse?” Shen Xihe’s expression turned cold as she sternly rebuked.

Both the physician and Xiao Changyan’s advisor fell to their knees with a thud. Their minds were in turmoil. They had considerable achievements in medicine – one had seen countless difficult cases, while the other had studied under renowned masters.

A living person without a pulse was truly inconceivable, unheard of, making their hearts pound with fear.

“The Yellow River’s waters descend from heaven, rushing towards the sea never to return…” The unconscious Xiao Huayong mumbled these two lines of poetry repeatedly, intermittently, like someone delirious with fever. However, apart from his usual sickly pallor, there wasn’t the slightest flush on his face.

There were no symptoms of illness.

“Mo Yuan, go bring Zhenzhu back and summon more doctors. Call for every physician in the county,” Shen Xihe commanded loudly, her urgency evident.

Finally, Shen Xihe had summoned all available physicians. Even when Zhenzhu was brought back, she couldn’t detect Xiao Huayong’s pulse either, nearly frightening her soul out of her body. Fortunately, though she knew nothing beforehand, at the crucial moment she remembered something A Xi had once mentioned briefly, which helped calm her heart.

People knelt everywhere, inside and outside the room, each with panic on their faces and fear in their eyes.

Shen Xihe was furious, and neither Xiao Changyan nor Xiao Changqing knew how to or dared to try to console her.

“What use are these incompetent doctors?” Shen Xihe’s face was like frost, the gloom in her eyes chilling people to the bone.

The physicians kneeling under the eaves suddenly felt the cold wind in the rain, and their backs inexplicably chilled as they watched armed guards, hands on their sword hilts, stride out and wordlessly begin to drag away several doctors from the edges.

This scene caused some physicians to faint from fright, and some to lose control of their bodily functions, but one seemed to have a spark of wisdom in the crisis. Just as a guard was about to grab his arm, he suddenly jumped up: “The Crown Prince has no illness—”

His loud cry drew everyone’s attention, even making the guards pause their actions.

“Bring him in,” Shen Xihe’s cold voice came from inside.

The young physician swallowed hard, both terrified yet resolved to face death, and stiffly followed the guard inside.

“What did you mean just now?” Shen Xihe asked sternly.

The young physician prostrated himself on the ground, able to see only the light purple hem of a skirt, adorned with extremely intricate patterns embroidered in silk thread, with a crescent-shaped apricot-colored silk shawl draped upon it. He suddenly began to stutter: “In… in response to Your Highness the Crown Princess… this humble one, I have… have heard… of people possessed by deities showing no pulse while alive…”

“Do you know the punishment for spreading baseless rumors and defaming the Crown Prince?” Shen Xihe looked down at the person before her.

She had arranged for someone to speak the words she had prepared, but this person wasn’t the one she had arranged.

“Your… Your Highness, this humble one isn’t speaking nonsense. This… this one has seen symptoms like His Highness the Crown Prince’s in a book…” the young physician said, trembling.

“What book? Where is it?” Shen Xihe pressed.

The young physician hemmed and hawed until suddenly a cold sword pressed against his neck, making him shudder and blurt out: “The ‘Book of Strange Dreams,’ I have it at home!”

Shen Xihe glanced at him. She had never heard of this “Book of Strange Dreams” before: “Mo Yuan, go with him to retrieve the book.”

“Yes,” The young physician was dragged away by Mo Yuan.

Shen Xihe’s expression was solemn. She didn’t notice that Xiao Huayong, lying on the bed, could barely keep still, nearly breaking character as even his shoulders twitched, before finally returning to stillness.

After about a quarter-hour, Mo Yuan returned with an oil paper-wrapped book, but his expression was somewhat strange: “Your Highness, this book does indeed contain similar records. Shall I send it to His Highness Prince Xin and His Highness Prince Jing to review?”

Shen Xihe raised her eyes and gave Mo Yuan a faint glance. He wanted to show it to Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan without even letting her see it. Not only was Mo Yuan’s behavior strange, but his tone was odd, and even his voluntary speaking up was unusual: “Is there something improper about this book?”

Mo Yuan kept his head bowed extremely low and didn’t respond.

“Very well, just deliver it to Their Highnesses,” Shen Xihe didn’t insist on seeing it.

Though she noticed the oddity, she didn’t think about its erotic nature. It was a book describing intimate relations between men and women in detail, with a misleading title. The meaning of the title “Strange Dreams” came from “different dreams in the same bed.” The book had over ten chapters, each a separate story, mostly about various bedroom troubles between husbands and wives, where either the husband or wife encounters supernatural beings and engages in shameless intimacy with them.

Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan’s expressions changed dramatically after seeing a few explicit terms. Xiao Changyan turned his head away directly, while Xiao Changqing took several deep breaths, trying to clear his mind, gripping the seal on his wrist tightly before skimming over the erotic descriptions to roughly finish the story.

Such books naturally couldn’t insult deities. It told of a young woman forced to marry into a wealthy family. Her family, greedy for riches, not only broke up her romance but also killed her lover. After death, the lover’s resentment accumulated, transforming him into a fierce ghost who possessed the wealthy husband’s body to be intimate with the woman. By chance, a physician friend of the wealthy man encountered him, noticed his poor complexion, and knowing his friend’s usual aversion to doctors, secretly took his pulse, only to find none…

Probably terrified, the young physician thought of this fabricated story but naturally didn’t dare say the Crown Prince was possessed by a fierce ghost, so in his panic, he cleverly mentioned deities instead.

At the story’s end, the solution was to sever the ghost’s earthly attachment. Adjusting this, to cure the Crown Prince would naturally require fulfilling the deity’s instructions.

After reading, Xiao Changqing selected what could be told and related it to Xiao Changyan and Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe didn’t think much of it, realizing it was just a book of supernatural nonsense. Both Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an had forbidden her from reading such books, no wonder Mo Yuan hadn’t handed it to her directly.

Without delving deeper, Shen Xihe felt as if someone had offered a pillow just as she was getting sleepy. She had already quietly arranged for someone to investigate this young physician, and the report showed nothing amiss. Having such a person appear spontaneously was more suitable than her planned arrangement.

Even if Prince Xin or His Majesty sent people to investigate later, they would find almost no trace of human manipulation.

“If this is so, are there deities wanting to use His Highness’s body to provide guidance? What guidance?” Shen Xihe dutifully played her role.

By this point, Xiao Changyan had also understood – what urgent matter in Dengzhou now required divine guidance?

Wasn’t it just the pressing flood crisis right before their eyes?

Chapter 659: Kill Without Question
“The Yellow River’s waters descend from heaven, rushing towards the sea never to return…”

Hearing these lines now, there was no doubt – it wasn’t about the poem’s artistic conception, but its literal meaning.

Water coming from heaven was referred to as rain, and rushing to the sea never to return meant directing the water into the ocean where it wouldn’t flow back.

Just as Xiao Changyan reached this realization, Zhong Pingzhi’s voice came from outside: “This old official requests to see His Highness the Crown Prince.”

“Please come in, Elder Zhong,” Shen Xihe’s tone softened slightly.

Zhong Pingzhi was invited in and paid his respects to Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqing.

Shen Xihe said, “Elder Zhong, His Highness is unconscious. Is there urgent business? Prince Xin and Prince Jing are here, you may speak freely.”

“Why is His Highness the Crown Prince unconscious?” Zhong Pingzhi first inquired about Xiao Huayong.

Shen Xihe showed hesitation, unsure how to explain.

Xiao Changqing said, “It’s a strange matter…”

He related the entire story to Zhong Pingzhi, skipping the “Book of Strange Dreams” and replacing it with common rumors.

Over sixty years old, though the Zhong family wasn’t nobility, they were scholarly for generations. If he learned about such an indecent book, Xiao Changqing feared it might seriously upset the old man.

Having served as an official for decades, Zhong Pingzhi understood this was a plan devised by Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong to convince the people to enthusiastically follow instructions to dig channels.

He secretly praised it – no other method could be more convincing to the common people.

With other methods, even if people dug channels together out of necessity, they would harbor doubts. With so many working, some might slack off out of fear.

They weren’t building permanent waterways yet, just digging to direct away the increasing floodwater. Any carelessness in digging could cause the drainage to fail.

Originally, Zhong Pingzhi had been wondering how to convince the people. At worst, he and Elder Tao, old as they were, would have to personally inspect every section before directing the water, hoping heaven would give them enough time.

This current method was perfect. Once word of today’s strange events spread, not just commoners but even county officials would work with extra care and effort out of reverence for the divine.

Thus, when the channels were complete, he and Elder Tao would only need to check key points before directing the water that very day!

Excited by this thought, Zhong Pingzhi hurriedly spoke: “As it happens, the strategy Elder Tao and I devised to solve the flooding aligns perfectly with His Highness’s situation…”

Zhong Pingzhi took out the simplified topographical map and spread it before Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan, explaining in detail how to resolve the flooding, the subsequent repairs needed, and the long-term benefits.

Xiao Changqing was mentally prepared, and the more he examined the matter, the brighter his eyes grew. He had no concerns or worries, seeing only the benefits of success and the welfare it would bring to the people.

As for whether it would succeed, at this point, that was no longer his concern because once Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had acted, it would proceed regardless of any opposition.

Unprepared, Xiao Changyan’s first thought was of the serious consequences of failure. His sword-like eyebrows drew together: “This matter is too significant. We must report to His Majesty and await his decision.”

For such a major undertaking, if they decided without informing His Majesty, failure would mean unforgivable guilt and even success would require begging for forgiveness before the emperor.

“Your Highness, this matter cannot be delayed.” Having served Emperor Youning for many years, how could Zhong Pingzhi not understand his temperament?

If Emperor Youning were here personally to see the dire situation, he might take the risk. But he wasn’t here, and even if they described the urgency, with no flooding or casualties yet, compared to the previous year’s floods, this seemed trivial. Emperor Youning wouldn’t easily agree.

However, this situation was different from before. Previous floods came violently, and they fought back resolutely. Though there was damage, it wasn’t devastating.

Now it seemed mild and harmless, but that was only before the outbreak. Once it erupted, it would be catastrophic!

They would be completely helpless, only able to watch as the entire city was swallowed by water.

“In such a major matter, if we don’t inform His Majesty, do we still acknowledge him as our sovereign?” Xiao Changyan insisted.

“Your Highness, this method is feasible. However, while digging the channels, we need to temporarily contain the accumulated water in one place until the channels are complete,” Zhong Pingzhi continued trying to persuade Xiao Changyan. “The rain hasn’t stopped. Based on the current rainfall, Elder Tao and I estimate we must begin digging within two days at the latest. Otherwise, before the channels are finished, we’ll first suffer the backlash from the contained water, and this method will become impossible!”

“Elder Zhong, I understand your concern for the people. I will send word to His Majesty immediately,” Xiao Changyan said, cupping his hands in respect.

As he took a step, Mo Yuan blocked his path. Xiao Changyan shot Mo Yuan a sharp glance before turning to Shen Xihe: “Sister-in-law, what is the meaning of this?”

“The Crown Prince’s condition is dangerous. Since I know the method to save him, I must try,” Shen Xihe calmly returned his gaze. “The people can wait another day, but I don’t know how long a living person can survive without a pulse. Or perhaps… if something happens to the Crown Prince, will Prince Jing atone with his life?”

“Sister-in-law!” Xiao Changyan’s expression darkened. “We don’t speak of supernatural matters. This talk of divine guidance is fabricated. Why does sister-in-law use this to create trouble?”

“Divine guidance is fabricated?” Shen Xihe said with seeming mockery. “Prince Jing seems rather late in saying this. Before the Crown Prince and I came to Dengzhou, I never heard Prince Jing so righteously declare we shouldn’t speak of supernatural matters.”

Xiao Changyan was stunned.

He had forgotten why Xiao Huayong came to Dengzhou – wasn’t it because of a stone that fell from heaven?

His Majesty had acquiesced to Xiao Huayong coming to Dengzhou because of that heaven-sent stone. Back then, no one found supernatural matters absurd. Now to say these things couldn’t be believed – wasn’t that self-contradictory?

For a moment, Xiao Changyan couldn’t refute Shen Xihe.

“The heaven-sent stone was reported to the capital by Prince Jing, and His Majesty approved it before ordering the Crown Prince to come. With this precedent, it was His Majesty’s command to follow heaven’s will. Now I too act on imperial orders,” Shen Xihe said righteously.

Glancing at Xiao Changyan, she turned to Xiao Changqing and Zhong Pingzhi: “The flood crisis cannot wait. Prince Xin, assist Elder Zhong in deploying people to act immediately.”

She paused, her eyes shifting slightly toward Xiao Changyan: “If anyone interferes, they will be treated as defying imperial orders – kill without question!”



Chapter 660: Someone Must Step Forward
Shen Xihe’s decisive words were well-reasoned, and circumstances overpowered personal wishes. Xiao Changyan knew he not only lacked grounds for objection, but if he persisted in opposing, he would likely end up under house arrest by Shen Xihe.

Within half a day, word spread that Crown Prince Xiao Huayong had been possessed by deities. Heaven, unwilling to see the people suffer, had specifically borrowed the Crown Prince’s body to reveal the method of controlling the floods. This perfectly echoed the earlier heaven-sent stone, and the people believed it completely.

Thus when Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi proposed channeling water to the sea, no one showed worry or fear. Under the series of rumors spread by Shen Xihe, they believed unwaveringly and waited eagerly.

Xiao Changqing allocated manpower, Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi planned the construction method, and even the stationed military guards were directed by Shen Xihe, not only supervising the people’s work but also procuring needed materials from within the county.

The men were organized in shifts to dig channels, while women brewed medicine and cooked meals, ensuring the laborers working in the rain wouldn’t fall ill from the cold.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong oversaw the court-dispatched provisions. With construction beginning, required materials increased significantly – the first batch of grain would be depleted within three days at most.

Xiao Huayong awoke the day after work began, and what wasn’t clear to Xiao Changyan? The so-called divine possession was merely a performance by the couple, aimed at smoothly implementing the water-channeling solution.

Throughout the county, everyone who could dig channels participated, including Tao Zhuanxian who was over fifty. Xiao Changqing led by example, wearing a straw rain cape, working alongside the common people like a farmer, and digging with great enthusiasm.

Those who couldn’t join still contributed however they could. Everyone united in purpose, forcing Xiao Changyan to work alongside Xiao Changqing. Watching everyone labor without complaint, Xiao Changyan felt extremely conflicted.

If this method succeeded, Xiao Changyan would deeply admire Shen Xihe. With such courage and wisdom, no wonder she dared aspire to such a position.

“Sister-in-law, aren’t you afraid of the sea water’s backlash?” One day, back at the county office, Xiao Changyan finally saw Shen Xihe checking on progress and grain consumption, and couldn’t help voicing his doubt.

Since joining Xiao Changqing in personally leading the channel digging, Xiao Changyan had been busier than summer military training and hadn’t seen Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe, who had intended to just nod in greeting and pass by, stopped: “Prince Jing, do you have another solution for our current situation?”

Xiao Changyan was slightly stunned. The current situation meant the increasingly severe water accumulation and endless rain. He honestly shook his head: “No.”

“Controlling the water is urgent. Whether Elder Zhong and Magistrate Tao’s method succeeds or fails, it’s our only option. This is our only chance. Without solving the flooding, this city will become a water city, and its people will have no way to survive. Since that’s the case, why not take this gamble?” Shen Xihe countered.

Speechless, Xiao Changyan thought for a moment before saying: “Things haven’t reached that point. The people can relocate.”

Xiao Changyan had considered the worst case – if Tao Zhuanxian and Zhong Pingzhi had no reliable solution and the rain continued mercilessly, he planned to petition His Majesty to relocate the city’s residents.

If they could clear a path for Xiao Huayong’s group to enter the city, they could create one for evacuating the people.

“Natural disasters show no mercy and can spread hundreds of miles. Wending County’s people can relocate, but if Wending County is swallowed, how does Your Highness know the flood won’t affect the next county? If so, does Your Highness plan to abandon another county?” Shen Xihe slightly raised her chin, expression solemn, eyes light, looking at Xiao Changyan. “I hear Your Highness is brilliant in warfare. On the battlefield, would Your Highness also abandon cities and flee?”

“That’s not comparable,” Xiao Changyan objected.

On the battlefield, he faced vicious enemies invading their territory. His responsibility was to protect his country and people – even fighting to the last soldier, he would never retreat.

Now they faced a natural disaster, and the people’s safety was his priority.

“In my view, there’s no difference,” Shen Xihe said quietly. “Your Highness simply can’t bear the responsibility of failure. Against enemy armies, Your Highness won’t surrender, won’t bow, won’t admit defeat, also because Your Highness can’t bear the consequences of fleeing in defeat.”

Xiao Changyan couldn’t help clenching his fist. He realized Shen Xihe never spoke with harsh or crude words. Her voice was as clear as mountain spring water flowing over shallow streams, quite pleasant to hear, yet her words were most uncomfortable.

Xiao Changyan didn’t want to acknowledge Shen Xihe’s words, yet couldn’t refute them. About the latter point, he could righteously tell Shen Xihe that as a military leader, his very soul wouldn’t allow him to be a deserter. But about the former, he had to admit Shen Xihe wasn’t wrong.

Yes, he couldn’t bear the responsibility if this method failed and caused the drowning deaths of an entire city’s population because of him. He couldn’t imagine being cursed for eternity even after death, leaving a cautionary tale of stupidity and recklessness in the history books.

“Someone has to step forward, don’t they?” Since you don’t dare, then I will. “If we succeed, everyone’s happy. If we fail, it’s just the inevitable outcome. Why hesitate over reputation as fleeting as floating clouds?”

With those words, Shen Xihe departed under the umbrella held by Biyu.

Xiao Changyan watched her leave – in the misty rain, her hair swaying slightly, water vapor swirling, her grace departing.

Her words still echoed in his mind: someone has to step forward.

Everyone understood this, but very few could step forward without hesitation.

Xiao Changyan’s expression grew complex. He had witnessed Shen Xihe’s skill in turning a potentially rage-inducing matter into something universally accepted with a flip of her hand. With her intelligence, he believed she could have forced someone else to step forward – she didn’t need to bear the burden herself.

Yet she didn’t. Though Shen Xihe didn’t strike him as particularly upright, she showed no hesitation in facing a greater cause. He had never met such a woman.

Suddenly, he somewhat understood why his brother the Crown Prince was so captivated by her.

“You’re back?” Xiao Huayong stood at the doorway where he could barely avoid the rain, eagerly awaiting Shen Xihe.

It reminded Shen Xihe of before their marriage when he would wait for her like this whenever she visited the Eastern Palace.

Looking down, she saw his hem was wet – small water droplets from the rain had splashed onto it. Who knew how long he had stood there for it to become so soaked?

“Ginger milk tea, try it,” Xiao Huayong handed Shen Xihe a cup of warm tea he had been holding.

Chapter 661: With My Wife By My Side, What Is There To Fear?
After their marriage, Xiao Huayong gradually discovered some of Shen Xihe’s preferences. Although she never explicitly showed them, careful observation revealed that she enjoyed dairy products – whenever food contained sheep’s or cow’s milk, she would always eat a bit more.

Recently, she had been going out at dawn in the rain and returning only at dusk. Being bedridden, he couldn’t accompany her. If it were sunny, he could have pretended to drag his sick body along, but in this weather, even that wouldn’t have been appropriate.

He would only be a burden, so he could only wait for her return to the residence. With nothing else to do, he brewed hot tea with ginger and cow’s milk. Finding it delicious, he waited here, hoping she could taste it as soon as she returned.

In the entire county, Xiao Huayong was the only one at leisure. His weak constitution forced him to rest, yet nobody complained about this. The Crown Prince doing nothing was more endearing to the common people than Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changyan who toiled daily with them in the muddy fields.

Because the Crown Prince was the one guided by divine powers, who, despite his illness, came to help them through their hardships.

“If you truly catch a cold, who will wait for my return home?” Shen Xihe held the warm but not scalding porcelain cup with both hands, the warmth seeping from her fingertips into her skin and spreading to her heart.

Knowing her concern, Xiao Huayong turned around, took a cloak, and draped it over her shoulders, leading her to sit in a nearby pavilion. “I understand. With you by my side, how could I not take care of myself? Quick, try my new tea.”

Shen Xihe, not one to needlessly argue, lowered her head and lifted the cup’s lid. The rich milk fragrance accompanied by warm steam made her take a deep breath. She picked up the spoon and couldn’t resist taking a sip. Though there was a ginger scent, the taste had none of ginger’s spiciness.

“I know you don’t like ginger,” Xiao Huayong said softly, seeing Shen Xihe’s relaxed brows.

She disliked ginger’s spiciness and usually preferred dishes with minimal ginger. Previously, getting her to drink ginger soup was more difficult than taking medicine. He had pondered this, knowing ginger was best for dispelling cold.

“Rich, lingering flavor that warms straight to the stomach. Excellent tea,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but praise. She put down the spoon and lifted the cup, taking small sips continuously until she finished it all, still seeming to want more.

“There’s more. I’ll have someone fetch it. Let’s return to our chambers,” Xiao Huayong said, the corners of his lips never dropping.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly. They walked together, one tall and one shorter, in perfect harmony. Though they weren’t even holding hands, they were like strands of hair intertwined in the wind, showing an indescribable intimacy that seemed to reduce the chill of the damp cold wind.

In contrast to the contentment of the Eastern Palace couple, in the capital, Emperor Youning finally received the delayed message from Xiao Changyan. It wasn’t a complaint, but rather his duty to report everything that had occurred.

After reading it, Emperor Youning slammed his palm on the desk, startling several officials who held their breath, none daring to speak first.

Emperor Youning was furious, thinking Shen Xihe was too brazen to make such major decisions on her own. However, Xiao Changyan had reported everything impartially, without embellishment, including Shen Xihe’s rebuttals to him, leaving Emperor Youning unable to find a starting point for blame.

To accuse them of disrespecting the emperor? They had sent the message, its delay solely due to Dengzhou’s special circumstances, and the flood couldn’t wait for His Majesty’s permission. To accuse them of trickery? He had been the first to acknowledge the heaven-sent stone, personally ordering Xiao Changqin to escort Xiao Huayong to Dengzhou…

With anger stuck in his chest, Emperor Youning regretted bringing Shen Xihe to the capital. He cast a subtle glance at Liu Sanzhi, who had been responsible for investigating Shen Xihe’s character. The person they discovered was far more difficult to handle than expected.

She handled matters flawlessly, with admirable adaptability, strong yet not impulsive, wise yet not arrogant – more challenging to deal with than Shen Yueshan!

Liu Sanzhi lowered his head further, knowing without doubt that the Crown Prince Consort must have caused another disturbance. In his entire life of handling matters perfectly, never had he disappointed His Majesty until this matter with the Crown Prince Consort.

Suppressing his displeasure, Emperor Youning swept his gaze over the respectfully bowed officials: “Regarding Dengzhou… since it’s already settled and has heaven’s guidance, it’s a blessing for our dynasty. Issue orders to fully supply Dengzhou.”

The officials found this bewildering but dared not speak ill. Had this not yet been implemented, they could have debated it, but as it was already done, and even His Majesty could only hope for the best, how could they say otherwise?

Someone did mutter: “Why did the divine spirit possess the Crown Prince, and not…”

And not what?

Though unfinished, everyone knew the implied words – the Crown Prince, and not His Majesty. Did this suggest the Crown Prince was more favored by heaven? Especially considering this year’s prayer ceremony, where His Majesty’s incense wouldn’t light, yet the Crown Prince’s did.

The clever ones pretended not to hear. Emperor Youning’s gaze turned cold, but he didn’t rage, instead impatiently waving them away if they had no other business.

Emperor Youning didn’t take the divine possession seriously, seeing it as mere mystification. What was so special about a living person without a pulse? The divine doctor behind the Shen family could even revive the dead! Hadn’t Shen Yueshan demonstrated this recently?

As for his incense not lighting this year, if he had three parts suspicion of Shen Xihe’s involvement before, now he had seven parts. However, he had no evidence and didn’t know how Shen Xihe had managed it. He wondered if she was deliberately building momentum for Xiao Huayong.

Could they be planning rebellion? If not, didn’t Shen Xihe realize she was putting Xiao Huayong on the hot seat?

When the heir’s reputation surpasses the emperor’s, isn’t that inviting disaster?

Or was the Shen family deliberately setting a trap, provoking him to take severe action against the Crown Prince?

For once, the clever emperor couldn’t fathom the underlying intentions.

If Shen Xihe knew, she could only laugh helplessly – it was mere coincidence. She had never intended to build such momentum for Xiao Huayong.

But those words still reached Shen Xihe’s ears.

“Your Highness, the common people are discussing heaven’s choice of ruler…” Ziyu reported to Shen Xihe as soon as she heard it.

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow slightly, glancing at Xiao Huayong sitting in the distance, calmly reading a book.

Seeming to sense Shen Xihe’s gaze, he gave her a warm smile across the distance.

Shen Xihe didn’t believe Ziyu had heard this while he remained unaware, still maintaining such an unbothered appearance.

As if guessing her thoughts, Xiao Huayong declared proudly: “With my wife by my side, what is there to fear?”

Chapter 662: The Crown Prince Is the Best Actor
These boastful words made Shen Xihe’s temples throb slightly, and she couldn’t help but raise her hand to massage them gently.

Ziyu and Biyu pressed their lips tightly together, afraid they might laugh out loud. The Crown Prince’s words weren’t particularly funny, but his deliberately fragile appearance, combined with their decisive Crown Prince Consort’s apparent helplessness against him, made it impossible for them to suppress their smiles.

“I’m just a puppet in the Crown Prince Consort’s hands. Youyou made this happen, so Youyou surely wouldn’t want others to see through your careful planning? Therefore, you must protect me,” Xiao Huayong declared confidently.

Fingertips pressed to her forehead, Shen Xihe calmed herself before completely ignoring Xiao Huayong. She called Mo Yuan in and instructed: “Ignore the street rumors. Given Dengzhou’s current situation, few people have the energy to care about such gossip. Send word to Qi Pei, tell him to spread this message in Jiangnan…”

At this point, Shen Xihe deliberately paused and handed Mo Yuan a letter she had prepared earlier from her sleeve.

Xiao Huayong strained to listen but heard nothing. When he looked over, he saw Mo Yuan accepting the letter and withdrawing.

Now it was his turn to be curious. He pretended to be reserved while occasionally making noises to attract Shen Xihe’s attention, but she remained focused on reviewing the accounts, completely undisturbed.

When his small actions failed to achieve their purpose, Xiao Huayong coughed lightly twice and walked toward Shen Xihe with his hands behind his back.

After staring at her for a while, he finally spoke when she finished reviewing one ledger: “What brilliant strategy has Youyou devised? How can you not share it with me?”

Shen Xihe glanced up at him briefly before picking up another ledger: “Your Highness will know in due time.”

But he wanted to know now!

His composure and steadiness crumbled before Shen Xihe. He wanted to understand everything about her immediately.

“If Youyou tells me, I’ll reveal who spread these rumors here,” Xiao Huayong attempted to negotiate.

Shen Xihe remained unmoved, her delicate fingers like jade scallions with rosy tips, manipulating the abacus up and down like camellia flowers blooming and closing: “It’s just those people. Dengzhou is troubled waters, and no one dares to interfere carelessly. Those who can must have already been involved. If Prince You wanted to inform us, he would do so privately, earning our gratitude.

Prince Jing has the capability, but though I dislike him greatly, I can’t be prejudiced. He’s too lazy to engage in such trivial matters that only irritate us.

Thus, only one person remains…”

Her clear, bright eyes met Xiao Huayong’s gradually fading smile, and the usually graceful Shen Xihe rarely showed her pearl-like white teeth: “Second Prince, Prince Zhao.”

Having such a clever wife could be troublesome – she was impossible to read. Xiao Huayong felt slightly defeated and sighed lightly: “What must I do for Youyou to tell me?”

“All of this is merely my speculation; I haven’t sent anyone to investigate. Your Highness’s wisdom surpasses mine, why not try guessing?” Shen Xihe buried her head again, the speed of her abacus calculations increasing.

This was the first time Xiao Huayong had seen Shen Xihe use an abacus. In previous years, she had handed the Independent Living Tower’s ledgers to Hong Yu. With Hong Yu remaining in the capital to monitor the palace for her, and Dengzhou’s supplies being crucial, Shen Xihe had to handle it personally.

So, his wife was skilled with an abacus.

Somehow, watching her fingers fly over the abacus beads, Xiao Huayong found it more pleasing than playing the qin.

After watching for a while, he suddenly lowered his eyelids, his tone carrying an indescribable melancholy: “Your thoughts, Youyou, I can never guess; while you read mine so easily…”

That final deep sigh made even Shen Xihe feel deeply guilty as if she had wounded a sincere heart.

The Crown Prince’s true talent wasn’t in feigning illness, but in acting. If he claimed second place in this skill, who would dare claim first?

He was implying, both directly and indirectly, that she hadn’t opened her heart to him. If this had happened when they first married, Shen Xihe might have retorted that he brought it upon himself, but now she felt reluctant to hurt him so.

Just as she was about to speak, Shen Xihe realized that if this had happened when they first married, would Xiao Huayong have dared to make such indirect accusations? If she had told him to guess then, he would have obediently done so. Now he was… spoiled by her favor.

He claimed he couldn’t fathom her thoughts, but in her view, he understood them perfectly!

“Whether or not His Majesty believes these baseless talks, they’re like a thorn. If we don’t stop these rumors in time, while we’re still managing disaster relief in Dengzhou, no one would dare cause trouble,” Shen Xihe said softly, despite recognizing Xiao Huayong’s presumption. “If this disaster relief succeeds, it will benefit the people, and the Eastern Palace’s influence will inevitably grow stronger. Some might fan the flames against us.

Therefore, the best solution is to remove this thorn from His Majesty’s heart.

Since we’ve used divine possession to unite Dengzhou’s people in fighting the floods, we can’t retract it. So we must explain why the divine spirit chose you and not His Majesty…”

It was simple – even divine possession couldn’t offend the emperor. The emperor was mandated by heaven, and in all supernatural tales, those who could be possessed were never healthy and strong-willed individuals. Xiao Huayong’s weakness made him the perfect vessel.

Shen Xihe had instructed Qi Pei to find people to write stories and have them spread in the best restaurants.

They would emphasize the emperor’s inviolability and untouchable majesty. This way, no one could use it against the Eastern Palace.

“Fighting rumors with rumors.” Xiao Huayong clapped softly.

The common people loved novels and legendary tales, and Shen Xihe’s version would be fascinating and memorable.

“Youyou had already anticipated someone would use this to cause trouble.” So she had prepared countermeasures.

“The incident at Xiangguo Temple and this coincided. One might be overlooked, but three times requires preparation,” Shen Xihe nodded.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong reclined on a nearby chaise lounge, crossing his legs and putting his hands behind his head, saying smugly: “I’m truly fortunate to have such a wife.”

With such a female Zhuge Liang as his wife, he could win while lying down.

Shen Xihe didn’t know what expression to make, finally shaking her head helplessly and returning to her accounts.

The message was sent by Falcon and quickly reached Qi Pei in Jiangnan. The task was easy – Jiangnan had many talented people, especially scholars, and no shortage of imagination. In just one evening, Qi Pei received the story and immediately arranged for its circulation.

Soon, tales spread throughout the land of Emperor Youning’s nobility, how even the gods wouldn’t let his subjects suffer, hence the divine warnings. Stories of how healthy the emperor was, how evil spirits couldn’t approach him, and how even divine beings dared not violate his royal person spread across the country.

In essence, the Crown Prince hadn’t superseded the emperor; he was merely the second choice because even the divine spirits had to defer to His Majesty. This also validated His Majesty’s judgment in choosing his heir.

All credit went to His Majesty, who remained first in the people’s hearts, and they listed his achievements during his reign, lavishing praise upon him.

Though Emperor Youning knew it was all false, the people’s eager repetition of these tales greatly enhanced royal prestige, pleasing him.

At this moment, Shen Xihe made another move – she presented evidence of Prince Zhao’s earlier rumor-mongering to Emperor Youning’s desk, righteously declaring that Prince Zhao had destabilized Dengzhou’s people and attempted to drive a wedge between father and son. She requested severe punishment to appease the people.

She also mentioned that the Crown Prince, already weak, had traveled far to manage disaster relief on His Majesty’s behalf, and upon hearing these rumors, became anxious and his condition worsened. She asked His Majesty to give the Crown Prince justice.

When Xiao Huayong learned of Shen Xihe’s actions, he couldn’t help but laugh, proudly declaring once again: “Youyou are just like me.”

Chapter 663: Sacrificing the Rook to Save the King
“Second Brother only had his Prince of First Rank title stripped?” Xiao Huayong was quite dissatisfied upon seeing Emperor Youning’s punishment decision.

Not only had the Emperor not completely stripped him of power as he had done with Fourth Brother years ago, but he’d even left him with the title of Prince of Second Rank.

What Xiao Changmin had done indeed hadn’t greatly hindered Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, but as Shen Xihe had said, it had disturbed public sentiment to a certain extent. The fact that Shen Xihe could control the situation didn’t mean Xiao Changmin’s actions weren’t serious enough.

Tianyuan kept his head lowered. There was no need for him to explain, as the message detailed everything.

As Xiao Huayong continued reading, he saw that Xiao Changmin had voluntarily gone to beg for punishment. Before the Emperor, he swore to heaven, tears streaming down his face, claiming he hadn’t fabricated rumors but had merely let some things slip while drinking with people of ill intent, which led others to take matters into their own hands. Seeing his head bloodied from kowtowing, Emperor Youning had decided to be lenient.

“Second Brother went to beg for punishment?” Xiao Huayong was somewhat surprised. Based on his understanding of Xiao Changmin, he shouldn’t have known in advance that Shen Xihe would make her move. He rubbed the black piece between his fingers, tapping it lightly on the board twice. “Send someone to investigate.”

What had made Xiao Changmin unexpectedly clever this time?

The truth wasn’t that Xiao Changmin had become clever, but rather that Yu Sangning had accidentally learned that Xiao Changmin had used her uncle to spread rumors in Dengzhou. She immediately went to find the Marquis of Pingyao: “Father, something terrible has happened. Prince Zhao has used Third Uncle’s influence to spread words about the Heaven-blessed Crown Prince’s concealment from the Emperor to Dengzhou.”

After hearing this, the Marquis of Pingyao didn’t take it seriously: “They’re just some rumors. What’s done is done.”

Neither the Marquis of Pingyao nor his brother, the Governor of Dengzhou, had taken these matters to heart. That’s why when they received Xiao Changmin’s instructions, thinking of the upcoming marriage alliance between their families, they casually complied.

How many rumors circulated throughout the empire each day? The Emperor hadn’t taken them seriously. These words weren’t fabricated by them or even Prince Zhao; he had merely passed them along.

“Father!” Yu Sangning grabbed the Marquis who was about to leave. “This isn’t just women’s gossip. The Emperor hasn’t expressed his stance because he first believed in the heaven-sent strange stone, and must also consider maintaining imperial dignity. No one dares assume what he truly thinks.

While this matter seems trivial to you, Father, for the Crown Prince it’s like a sword hanging over his head. The Crown Princess won’t ignore such future troubles.

Father, the Crown Princess is no ordinary woman. Think about how she obtained palace authority from the Noble Consort. How did she easily dispose of the An family daughter who was determined to marry into the Eastern Palace? How does she contend with the Emperor himself without falling behind? She even dares to scheme against the Emperor!”

The Marquis’s expression began to grow serious. Setting aside other matters, their Yu family had been involved in the An family affair, which the Marquis remembered vividly.

“You mean your Third Uncle has fallen into the Crown Princess’s trap?” The Marquis’s expression turned stern.

Yu Sangning smiled bitterly: “Father, someone like the Crown Princess doesn’t need leverage. Once she determines who’s responsible, she can make anyone’s guilt irrefutable!”

Yu Sangning both envied and admired Shen Xihe. She had considered herself the smartest woman in the world before meeting Shen Xihe. But after meeting her, she realized there was a type of woman who disdained competing with other women or being compared to them. Her eyes were set on the world’s affairs, looking down upon all heroes.

The An family incident showed that once Shen Xihe wanted someone to suffer, she never needed to find past misdeeds as leverage. She could easily trap her prey in a specially crafted deadlock, leaving no room for escape.

Moreover, Shen Xihe rarely made moves, but when she did, she left her prey with no chance of recovery.

Unless Xiao Changmin could handle this matter perfectly, not only leaving no trace but also ensuring Shen Xihe couldn’t suspect him at all, she would make him pay a terrible price.

“Father, do you think the recent praise and admiration for the Emperor from Jiangnan is truly spontaneous singing from the common people?” This was the best way to counter rumors about the Crown Prince being more blessed than the Emperor.

If this had nothing to do with Shen Xihe, Yu Sangning wouldn’t believe it at all. Shen Xihe had already begun to act. The fact that there was no sign of her moving against Xiao Changmin wasn’t because she had forgotten, or didn’t dare, or was too busy, but rather the calm before the storm.

Shen Xihe was like the jungle’s best hunter – though she had already begun setting traps, she didn’t alert her prey at all. She even let them walk into her traps without noticing, until it was too late to realize they were trapped.

This was why Yu Sangning feared her most.

“You seem quite afraid of the Crown Princess,” the Marquis noticed that his usually composed daughter became tense and secretive when mentioning Shen Xihe.

“Father, a woman like the Crown Princess commands fear,” Yu Sangning admitted frankly. “Your daughter wouldn’t dare… ask yourself, how many people under heaven dare expose their ambitions before the Emperor?”

No one, except Shen Xihe.

All princes had to be cautious before the Emperor, hiding behind various disguises. Officials had to flatter and submit before the Emperor, acting foolish when needed and clever when required.

Only Shen Xihe dared to move against the Emperor and emerge unscathed. She dared to reveal her intention to use her position as Eastern Palace’s wife to one day claim the palace throne, yet the Emperor couldn’t easily move against her.

Thinking deeply about it, the Marquis could no longer view it lightly: “According to you, the Crown Princess has already moved against Prince Zhao?”

“Yes.” Yu Sangning nodded with certainty. She had no source of information, just an intuition, an understanding of Shen Xihe. “Father, look how everyone in the empire is now singing the Emperor’s virtues. Who still remembers the talk about the Crown Prince’s blessings surpassing the Emperor’s?

With natural disasters at hand, some people are praising the Emperor’s virtues, stabilizing public sentiment for him. Meanwhile, others are spreading rumors, hoping for chaos, disrupting the father-son relationship between the Emperor and Crown Prince. Comparing the two, if presented before the Emperor, these rumormongers…”

The outcome was obvious – did it need saying?

The answer was self-evident. The Marquis felt a chill down his spine. This was truly an invisible killing blade – seemingly unrelated, yet easily able to condemn someone to death, without having to wield the knife or spill a drop of blood oneself.

“If that’s the case, it’s too late to turn the tide,” the Marquis frowned.

Yu Sangning suppressed her inner frustration. Forget turning the tide – being able to preserve one’s life from Shen Xihe’s hands would be fortunate enough: “The only option now is for Father to persuade Prince Zhao to confess voluntarily before the Emperor acts, and to push forward a mastermind – sacrifice the rook to save the king.”

Chapter 664: I Prefer to Kill Using Another’s Blade
Just as Emperor Youning received Shen Xihe’s memorial denouncing Xiao Changmin’s crimes, before he could even send someone to summon Xiao Changmin, the latter had already come before the Emperor to confess and repent, while cleanly pushing the blame onto a mastermind.

He claimed he had merely drunk too much and spoken some drunken words. Who knew these people would be so audacious – while appearing to curry his favor, they were likely deliberately setting him up, trying to disrupt the brotherly affection between him and the Crown Prince.

True or false, Emperor Youning couldn’t be bothered to distinguish. Since Shen Xihe was the accuser, he naturally didn’t want to give her satisfaction. Since Xiao Changmin had already cleaned up his trail, he would just make it a case of thunder with little rain – a light punishment would suffice.

Nothing that happened in the capital could escape Xiao Huayong if he wanted to know about it. By dusk, he already knew who had persuaded Xiao Changmin to cut his losses in time.

Just then, Shen Xihe returned home. Xiao Huayong went to welcome her, eagerly offering hot tea. After she changed her clothes and came out, he spoke: “Second Brother escaped disaster.”

He told her about how Xiao Changmin had voluntarily confessed and pushed forward a scapegoat.

“He won because the Emperor dislikes me,” Shen Xihe responded lightly after listening.

Emperor Youning wanted nothing more than to deal with her immediately after she had shown her sharp claws and fangs. However, he couldn’t find any leverage against her, didn’t dare to easily set up a trap, and had to consider her father and brothers in the Northwest. Thus, he could only detest her while remaining helpless.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t deny this point. He could only speak of other matters: “The Marquis of Pingyao went to persuade Second Brother. I didn’t expect the Pingyao Marquis’s household to hide such a shrewd person – I misjudged.”

A face flashed through Shen Xihe’s mind, and she shook her head slightly: “It’s not that you misjudged – you never even considered looking at her.”

Having been married to Xiao Huayong for so long, she knew he didn’t look down on women, nor deliberately belittle them, and didn’t share the common view of most men who saw women as confined to the inner quarters, only able to serve their husbands and teach children.

But he rarely paid attention to women. Perhaps in all these years, she was the only woman he had truly bothered to notice.

“Your Yu family’s Second Young Lady,” Shen Xihe reminded him, and Xiao Huayong remembered.

Come to think of it, Shen Xihe had discussed this Yu family’s Second Young Lady with him once or twice, but he had dismissed her inner court tactics. This time was different though.

“She fears me. Anything connected to me makes her especially vigilant,” Shen Xihe explained to Xiao Huayong. It wasn’t that Yu Sangning had grown, but rather that she was too afraid of her.

“My Youyou, with your city-toppling beauty, to think someone would fear you so much – they must have poor eyesight,” Xiao Huayong rested his chin on one hand, quietly gazing at Shen Xihe without blinking.

Inexplicably, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but lift the corners of her lips, shaking her head with a gentle smile.

The fact that she didn’t give him her usual helpless look made Xiao Huayong feel as if he’d swallowed honey, sweetness reaching his heart, grinning foolishly.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe sighed lightly, shaking her head as if she had no way to deal with him: “It’s time to give the Yu family a warning.”

To save someone from her hands, one must pay a heavy price.

Xiao Huayong suddenly sat up straight, his black eyes twinkling like stars, face full of anticipation: “How may I serve Youyou?”

Causing trouble was his specialty.

Moreover, such tasks shouldn’t dirty his Youyou’s hands.

Flashing a toothy smile at Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe’s soft, delicate hand lightly rested on his shoulder: “Just keep playing your role as the weak Crown Prince. With Prince Xin and Prince Jing around, don’t show any flaws.”

Grasping Shen Xihe’s hand, Xiao Huayong looked at her pleadingly: “Youyou, I’ve been lying down so much my bones have gone soft.”

Hearing this, Shen Xihe squeezed his shoulder: “Not bad, you can lie down for a few more days.”

“How can I let Youyou handle teaching someone a lesson personally…” Xiao Huayong said dryly, trying to argue his case.

“Who said I would act personally?” Shen Xihe gave Xiao Huayong a mysterious smile. “I prefer to kill using another’s blade.”

The next day, Shen Xihe waited for Xiao Changyan at the county office: “Prince Jing, please wait.”

Xiao Changyan was somewhat surprised: “What instructions does Royal Sister-in-law have?”

“I wouldn’t dare give instructions,” Shen Xihe held an account book. “Currently, Wendeng County has abundant grain, with more being transported in an orderly manner. Although the surrounding counties don’t face the same flood threat as Wendeng County, and their rainfall isn’t as fierce, they are still affected by disasters. Since we have sufficient grain now, I’d like to distribute some to them.

Where is Prince Yan? I don’t know. I suppose it’s my fault – since the Crown Prince and I arrived, we’ve been caught up in various matters. I only asked Prince Jing on the first day, and haven’t had time to inquire since.”

Xiao Changyan’s eyes flickered slightly: “Twelfth Brother is in Rongcheng County.”

Shen Xihe nodded: “I’ll send some supplies to Rongcheng County right away. Prince Yan is so young to be supporting a country by himself – it’s quite remarkable. The Crown Prince and I, as his elder brother and sister-in-law, should encourage and console him.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe turned and left.

Xiao Changyan felt something wasn’t quite right. Shen Xihe was implying that he had maintained contact with Xiao Changgeng, which wasn’t wrong – they had come together, and he hadn’t publicized Xiao Changgeng’s disappearance.

If Shen Xihe sent people with items to Rongcheng County but didn’t find Xiao Changgeng, he couldn’t credibly claim ignorance anymore. If someone hadn’t contacted him for so long, he should have informed Xiao Huayong or reported to the Emperor earlier.

“Your Highness, the Twelfth Prince has been trying to escape, believing himself to be in the hands of bandits, with no one coming to rescue him,” the advisor reported Xiao Changgeng’s situation after hearing Xiao Changyan’s words.

“Do you think the Crown Princess is offering rescue?” Xiao Changyan asked unexpectedly.

“This…”

The advisor couldn’t say. Shen Xihe’s inquiry about Xiao Changgeng was reasonable, without any apparent ulterior motive.

“Your Highness, I believe Prince Yan isn’t the Crown Princess’s person,” the advisor boldly said. “Prince Yan has praised the Crown Princess unreservedly before Your Highness and has even revealed his feelings for her. Moreover, if the Crown Princess allied with Prince Yan, she couldn’t possibly choose Prince Xin instead.”

Xiao Changgeng was a better choice than Xiao Changqin. Xiao Changqin was hard to control, with uncertain outcomes against Shen Xihe, while Xiao Changgeng clearly wouldn’t be her match.

After a moment of silence, Xiao Changyan said: “Now I’m in a difficult position. Even if I return Twelfth Brother, how can I prevent him from revealing his days of disappearance?”

Should he appear personally and tell Xiao Changgeng this was a test?

The advisor thought of a solution: “Your Highness, matters in Wendeng County are now orderly. Why don’t you approach the Crown Princess about taking over the grain delivery to Rongcheng County, then personally go rescue Prince Yan, telling him you’ve been secretly investigating without spreading the word of his disappearance?”

This seemed to be the only option.

The next day, Xiao Changyan sought out Shen Xihe, who agreed after brief consideration.

However, he didn’t notice how meaningful Shen Xihe’s gaze was as she watched him leave the city.

Chapter 665: The Crown Princess’s Multiple Targets with One Arrow
“Using Eighth Brother’s blade to kill Second Brother’s in-laws,” Xiao Huayong appeared beside Shen Xihe, taking the umbrella from Biyu and holding it above her.

Noticing the oil-paper umbrella from the corner of her eye, Shen Xihe looked up to find most of it tilted toward her side. Her lips twitched as she grasped his hand, slowly straightening it: “Don’t think that just because Prince Jing has left, you’re no longer the weak Crown Prince.”

Xiao Huayong obligingly coughed lightly, his voice growing weaker: “Everyone knows the Crown Prince is weak, but they don’t know he values his wife above life itself. Therefore, I should demonstrate more.”

Shen Xihe let out a soft sigh through her nose, glancing at him as she stepped forward: “We’ve delayed rescuing Prince Yan, and Prince Jing knows keeping him imprisoned serves no purpose anymore. During this time, I’ve kept him too busy to handle this matter.

Bringing it up suddenly today, he must release Prince Yan, though how to do so is difficult.

Prince Yan is a living person who knows how long he’s been imprisoned. He ‘doesn’t know’ who imprisoned him and will naturally inform us, thus exposing Prince Jing’s lie about him being in Rongcheng County.

A brother goes missing, Prince Jing conceals it and lies to cover it up – this indicates he’s the one who imprisoned Prince Yan, a serious crime.”

“He has only one option: release Twelfth Brother and have him cover up the lie,” Xiao Huayong continued her thought.

Her obsidian eyes sparkled with scheming brilliance, a flash of moisture passing through them as she smiled: “To show sincerity, Prince Jing must personally explain to Prince Yan. But the performance must be good – best if Prince Jing personally rescues him.

This way, Prince Jing can explain to Prince Yan that he didn’t want to startle the snake in the grass. Seeing Prince Yan wasn’t in immediate danger, he didn’t inform us during the severe disaster to avoid adding to our worries. How could Prince Yan not be understanding and pretend he was never imprisoned?”

Xiao Huayong took tiny steps, following her closely, his gaze never leaving her for a moment. She possessed a kind of magic that constantly drew his attention, making him unwilling to look away even slightly.

In the wind and rain, their shoes inevitably got wet, leaving two sets of footprints – one large, one small – along the corridor, gradually fading into the distance.

With Xiao Changyan going to “rescue” Xiao Changgeng, Shen Xihe sent people to follow and create chaos. With Xiao Changgeng’s cooperation, it would be impossible for Xiao Changyan to deceive everyone.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe’s smile deepened: “Doesn’t Prince Jing want to know if Prince Yan is truly loyal to him? I’ll help him find out.”

Xiao Huayong kept one hand behind his back while holding the umbrella with the other. The damp air in the cold wind entered his nostrils, making him feel refreshed.

Meanwhile, in another place…

Xiao Changyan departed in the morning and reached Rongcheng County by afternoon. Everyone there was his man. After counting and storing the transported grain in the county storehouse and issuing notices about distribution, he went to “rescue” Xiao Changgeng late at night.

Originally, everything went according to his plan. He went alone to “fight bloodily” up the mountain, found Xiao Changgeng, and was pursued by the alarmed kidnappers.

By the mountainside, both were exhausted. Xiao Changgeng had been drugged during his captivity and had no strength, relying entirely on Xiao Changyan.

“Eighth Brother, go first and find help for me,” Xiao Changgeng panted, leaning against a damp rock.

In the fine rain, without stars or moon, the night was especially dark, hiding Xiao Changyan’s expression: “Now that we’ve startled them, if you’re captured again, you surely won’t survive.”

“The darkness and slippery paths will help me hide carefully until you return with help,” Xiao Changgeng continued persuading.

“If we go, we go together.” Xiao Changyan pulled up Xiao Changgeng, practically hanging him on himself as they continued down the mountain in the misty rain.

However, they hadn’t gone far before being surrounded. Xiao Changyan protected Xiao Changgeng behind him, his movements agile, swift, and fierce. Whenever he found an opening, he delivered fatal strikes.

The damp air gradually filled with the scent of blood. Just as Xiao Changyan took down the last pursuer and before they could catch their breath, a black-clad masked figure attacked with a knife. Xiao Changyan raised his sword to block, his eyes darkening.

Such powerful force, such fierce attacks, such ruthless blade work – this wasn’t one of his men!

The attacker had clear targets – him and Xiao Changgeng – striking to kill whenever an opening appeared.

Normally in such an encounter, Xiao Changyan wouldn’t have worried much about this opponent. But now, with a weakened Xiao Changgeng to protect, and the attacker not intending to spare him either, Xiao Changyan found himself constrained. He gradually lost ground, receiving shallow cuts on his arms, chest, and even legs.

Just then, an arrow flew from the darkness. Through the rain and darkness, neither Xiao Changyan nor Xiao Changgeng noticed it immediately. By the time they saw it, it was too late to dodge.

Xiao Changgeng used all his strength to push Xiao Changyan aside. The arrow pierced his shoulder blade as he fell onto Xiao Changyan, and they both tumbled down the slope.

The black-clad figure pursued halfway before retreating upon noticing others approaching.

Xiao Changyan’s men, worried after waiting too long, had come looking for them, thus saving their lives.

“Your Highness, terrible news – the arrow that struck Prince Yan was poisoned,” the county magistrate came with a physician, face pale. “This poison… the physician cannot…”

Xiao Changgeng was wounded and seriously poisoned. To save his life, they needed medical help. The current physician was the most experienced in the county, but if he couldn’t help, then…

Whether they sought the imperial physicians who came with the Crown Prince or the Crown Princess’s doctor, Xiao Changgeng’s situation couldn’t be kept secret anymore.

Xiao Changyan closed his eyes, remembering how Xiao Changgeng had pushed him away from the arrow – otherwise, he would be the one lying there between life and death: “Send someone on horseback to request the Crown Prince dispatch a physician immediately!”

“Your Highness-” the advisor’s face changed dramatically upon hearing this.

“Go!” Xiao Changyan commanded firmly.

“Your Highness, seeking the Crown Prince’s help will surely expose everything,” the advisor urged anxiously.

Xiao Changyan grew especially stern: “Who says it will be exposed? Wasn’t someone trying to assassinate me and Twelfth Brother? Twelfth Brother was kidnapped by this person. I only kept it quiet to avoid causing panic among the people during the disaster. Whatever the crime, as long as Twelfth Brother can be saved, it won’t be serious. Go dig three feet into the ground if you must, but find whoever tried to assassinate us!”

Chapter 666: Everyone Joins the Performance
“Little Eight’s people have entered the city and will arrive shortly.” Xiao Huayong watched Xiao Changyan’s movements closely, having received news almost as soon as Xiao Changyan’s people set out.

Past the fifth watch period, as dawn was breaking, Shen Xihe rose early to dress. Xiao Huayong stood behind her, naturally taking the comb from Biyu’s hands and brushing through Shen Xihe’s loose black hair with measured strokes.

Shen Xihe sat properly, her eyes bright and clear, fingertips playing with a hair ornament: “Prince Jing is different from you. He will save Prince Yan.”

Xiao Huayong’s hand paused briefly, but resumed as if nothing had happened: “Do Youyou think Little Eight is more benevolent than me?”

Though his tone seemed emotionless and unperturbed, Shen Xihe knew he was displeased. She raised her eyes to the mirror: “Am I wrong? If it were Beichen here, Prince Yan would already be a corpse.”

Whether or not Xiao Huayong, caught in this trap, realized everything was a conspiracy, he would act decisively and turn Xiao Changgeng into a dead man. With a ready scapegoat already found, what was there to fear about taking action?

Once Xiao Changgeng was dead, he would never be put in a passive position.

“Youyou truly know me well.” Xiao Huayong’s smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Seeing him force such an ugly smile, Shen Xihe lowered her head with a gentle smile: “I don’t think you’re heartless or cruel. You’re different from Prince Jing. Prince Jing had his birth mother’s companionship in his youth, then his maternal family’s devoted protection, and later fought battles in An’nan City. He has a sense of righteousness in his bones. When Prince Yan took a fatal blow for him, it would remind him of fighting alongside his commanders on the battlefield, touching the loyalty in his heart.

You’ve been alone since childhood. You’re used to fighting alone, not needing anyone’s help, and won’t trust others. For you, these attachments aren’t arms and legs to rely on, they’re just burdens.”

If Xiao Changqin was an agile leopard and Xiao Changyan was a fierce wolf, then Xiao Huayong was undoubtedly an indolent tiger. Tigers don’t like to associate with any other species – they’re accustomed to solitude and enjoy it. They’ll mercilessly destroy any living thing that approaches, even if it shows goodwill.

Different environments naturally lead to different ways of doing things.

In an instant, Xiao Huayong’s handsome face changed from cloudy to clear. His fingers deftly arranged Shen Xihe’s hair into a bun: “Youyou is wrong about one thing. I will trust one person, trust them with my life.”

As he spoke, he took the hair ornament from her hand and inserted it into her hair, securing the bun.

“I’m grateful for Beichen’s deep affection. I hope I won’t disappoint your trust.” Shen Xihe smiled candidly.

Xiao Huayong’s hand trembled, catching on the ornament and pulling it from her hair. The ornament fell to the ground with a clear sound, though fortunately being silver-handled, it wasn’t damaged.

Shen Xihe bent down to pick it up and handed it back: “People will arrive soon, Beichen should hurry.”

“Ah? Oh!” Xiao Huayong took the ornament with slightly shaking hands, redoing the bun, and inserting the ornament. His tumultuous emotions gradually calmed.

From disbelief to acceptance, this was the first time Shen Xihe had responded to his countless declarations of devotion. Though her words were indirect, the meaning was that she trusted him. Understanding this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but smile, his smile as sweet as flowers swaying in the spring breeze, bright and warm.

By the time Xiao Changyan’s people knelt before them, pale-faced and soaked through, Xiao Huayong was still somewhat dazed.

“How was Prince Yan injured?” Shen Xihe had sent Axi rushing over on horseback, keeping back the person who came seeking medical help to learn the cause.

The messenger lowered his head and prostrated himself: “Reporting to the Crown Princess, this humble one doesn’t know. I only know that His Highness and Prince Yan passed through in the rain late at night. Prince Yan was ambushed and lost consciousness. The local office called for the county’s best physician, but the doctor didn’t know what poison Prince Yan was afflicted with. The situation is critical, so I was sent to seek help from the Crown Prince and Crown Princess.”

This person was quite articulate. Shen Xihe could tell Xiao Changyan must have given specific instructions, so further questioning would be futile. She waved for him to withdraw.

Wenzhou County couldn’t be left unattended, and it wasn’t appropriate for Xiao Huayong to travel, so Shen Xihe couldn’t go visit.

This was also within Xiao Changyan’s expectations, which was why he had saved Xiao Changgeng without hesitation. When Axi arrived, it would naturally be a case of the right medicine curing the illness. The poison wasn’t actually on the arrow – that would have been too dangerous, risking Xiao Changgeng’s life if something went wrong. Since these were Xiao Huayong’s people, Shen Xihe wouldn’t take such a risk.

The poison had been on Xiao Changgeng’s hand all along. He had taken it himself after being hit by the arrow. The poison wasn’t lethal and wouldn’t harm his internal organs; at most it would cause diarrhea and vomiting, and even had the effect of cleansing the digestive system. It was created by Xie Wunhuai.

“Twelfth Brother, are you still feeling unwell anywhere?” As soon as Xiao Changyan heard Xiao Changgeng was awake, he immediately came forward with concern, having not slept all night himself.

Xiao Changgeng had vomited several times and was very weak. He had just managed to drink a bowl of thin rice porridge and regained some energy: “Don’t worry, Eighth Brother. I’m fine.”

Xiao Changyan studied him for a moment before saying guiltily: “It’s my fault. When I discovered you were missing, I shouldn’t have been so arrogant. I should have reported to His Majesty immediately. Then you wouldn’t have suffered so much and nearly lost your life.”

“Eighth Brother needn’t feel guilty. The situation was critical – even if His Majesty had been informed early, he couldn’t have sent anyone to save me.” Xiao Changgeng was very understanding. “It would only have driven my kidnappers to desperate measures, which would have been worse for me.”

“Does Twelfth Brother have any suspicions about who kidnapped you?” Xiao Changyan asked.

Xiao Changgeng lowered his head and pondered for a moment before slowly shaking it: “They imprisoned me but didn’t torture me or question me. They didn’t even skimp on food. I can’t figure out their purpose…”

As if suddenly remembering something, Xiao Changgeng abruptly said: “These days I’ve been thinking there’s one person who’s very likely.”

“Who?” Xiao Changyan stared at him intently.

Xiao Changgeng looked outside to confirm no one was there before saying: “Has Eighth Brother heard of the Imperial Uncle?”

Xiao Juesong?

Xiao Changgeng’s thinking of this person was outside Xiao Changyan’s expectations.

“The person who ambushed me that day had exceptional martial skills, definitely not ordinary. After kidnapping me they made no other demands. I suppose they were waiting for Eighth Brother to seek help from the court, which would then incite civil unrest and defame His Majesty…” Xiao Changgeng reasoned logically.

“If it’s him… the Crown Prince has been here for half a month. Why hasn’t he made a move yet?” Xiao Changyan considered the possibility of Xiao Juesong being here.

“The Crown Prince Brother is in Dengzhou?” Xiao Changgeng was surprised, then continued, “Perhaps the Imperial Uncle isn’t here himself, but only has agents hiding here who dare not act rashly.”

Xiao Changyan pondered this, thinking of the news he’d just received – the clues about that arrow pointed to Yu Gong, the Prefecture Governor of Dengzhou.

Chapter 667: Without Some Wisdom, How Would I Dare Marry You
“You’re saying… the people who tried to assassinate me and Twelfth Brother that day were sent by Imperial Uncle? Governor Yu is truly in league with Imperial Uncle?” Xiao Changyan stood under the eaves with his hands behind his back, watching the fine rainfall like broken threads.

“Your servant dares not make hasty conclusions.” The advisor bowed his head. “But Your Highness, we need to give the Crown Prince and Crown Princess an explanation for Prince Yan’s capture and poisoning. How should we handle the aftermath?”

How to handle it? Xiao Changyan had been considering this matter. Though he hadn’t explicitly asked Xiao Changgeng to cover for him, since they had now shared a life-and-death experience, this didn’t need to be said – Xiao Changgeng would naturally protect him.

If the Crown Prince inquired, Xiao Changgeng would likely say he encountered danger that night, and that Xiao Changyan, worried by his prolonged absence, went looking for him, leading to both of them being pursued. After that, no more lies would be needed.

But the place where Xiao Changgeng was imprisoned for half a month – to completely erase those traces would require blowing up the mountain, turning everything to ash.

Blowing up a mountain without reason, especially at this crucial time, wasn’t something one person could manage. With more people involved, they might expose themselves before succeeding.

Moreover, though the rain here wasn’t as heavy as in Wenzhou County, it had been drizzling for over a month. The consequences of blowing up the mountain were unpredictable. Xiao Changyan decided not to destroy the evidence.

Since the evidence couldn’t be destroyed and couldn’t be prevented from being discovered, there was only one solution… pin the evidence on someone else.

The Governor of Dengzhou was qualified enough to be accused of kidnapping a prince. In Dengzhou’s jurisdiction, abducting a prince was somewhat plausible.

The advisor saw a flash of sharp intent in Xiao Changyan’s eyes and roughly guessed his intentions. He hesitated: “Your Highness, it might not be Governor Yu…”

If they were wrong, they wouldn’t be able to continue investigating the true mastermind.

“Whether it’s him or not doesn’t matter. Right now, our priority is to clear ourselves completely.” Xiao Changyan no longer had time to figure out all the causes and consequences. The urgent matter was to first resolve Xiao Changgeng’s disappearance in front of Xiao Huayong and especially Shen Xihe.

The advisor paused, knowing this matter couldn’t wait. If they hadn’t saved Prince Yan, there would still be time to maneuver, but now that they had alerted the Crown Prince and Crown Princess by seeking help, it became urgent.

Moreover, daring to kidnap a prince and imprison a Prince was hard to attribute to ordinary people. Under the current disaster, they couldn’t even find troublesome bandits to take the blame. After considering all options, Governor Yu was the most suitable choice.

“Your Highness, the Yu family is about to form a marriage alliance with Prince Zhao. If Your Highness moves against Governor Yu now, it’s declaring war on Prince Zhao…” The advisor still had concerns.

“Him?” Xiao Changyan sneered. “I don’t fear him.”

Among all his brothers, Xiao Changyan only disliked this eldest brother. After the Crown Prince passed away, this second brother constantly put on airs as the eldest, criticizing them and using discipline as an excuse to constantly assert his position as an elder brother.

In those years after the eldest prince died and the Crown Prince was recuperating in a Taoist temple, this brother, as the eldest remaining prince, had become incredibly smug.

Later, as he grew older, this brother learned to be more restrained, but this restraint was even more detestable. Like a snake hiding in the grass, he rarely showed his face but lurked waiting for opportunities. Though he desperately desired the throne, he put on the appearance of a virtuous prince, like a pure official focused only on affairs of state, unconcerned with fame or fortune.

Xiao Changmin had many schemes but lacked self-awareness, always unable to see his capabilities.

He was no longer the young brother who had to respect his elder brother in the Imperial Academy. If Xiao Changmin truly wanted to stand up for Yu Gong, he would face him head-on!

The advisor wanted to persuade him further but ultimately swallowed his words. Firstly, he couldn’t think of a better solution; secondly, having followed Xiao Changyan for so many years, he understood him – once Xiao Changyan made up his mind, further words would be futile.

“Little Eight has made his move.” As soon as Xiao Changyan’s people began plotting against Yu Gong, Xiao Huayong, who was watching his every move, knew.

“People act in self-interest. Prince Jing now has no choice but to confirm Governor Yu’s guilt in kidnapping Xiao Changgeng.” Shen Xihe had rarely managed to steal half a day of leisure, sitting in the room playing with her incense. “As for why Governor Yu would kidnap and imprison a prince, I’ve already thought of the reason for him.”

Connecting this matter to Xiao Juesong made perfect sense.

“Whether it can implicate the Marquis of Pingyao’s household depends on how ruthless Prince Jing is willing to be.” There was a faint gleam in Shen Xihe’s eyes.

She didn’t need to personally frame anyone – naturally, Xiao Changyan would settle the matter. If Xiao Changmin and the Marquis of Pingyao’s household wanted to hate someone, they couldn’t direct it at her.

“Youyou’s wisdom amazes me.” Xiao Huayong said, pretending to bow to Shen Xihe.

Using others to do one’s bidding – Shen Xihe had mastered it to such an extent that Xiao Huayong wasn’t just flattering her, he was truly impressed.

Neither Xiao Changyan who wielded the knife nor Yu Gong who would be cut knew they were merely pieces on Shen Xihe’s board.

Moving without a trace, killing invisibly; achieving her goals while remaining untainted, withdrawing cleanly and completely.

“Without some wisdom, how would I dare marry you?” Shen Xihe replied without looking up.

Until now, Shen Xihe had never been defeated by anyone, and the only person she couldn’t be certain of defeating was her current bedmate. If she hadn’t had some confidence in herself, even when Xiao Huayong had pushed her to that point back then, she might not have compromised.

“I’m honored that Youyou think so highly of me.” Xiao Huayong’s smile spread from his eyes to his brows, casting a soft glow over his face that was slightly paler than most people’s.

Shen Xihe turned to share a smile with him, then lowered her head to continue working with the incense. Xiao Huayong moved closer, staying by her side to hand her the tools she needed.

He always passed them at precisely the right moment, so Shen Xihe didn’t find him a hindrance and happily accepted his presence beside her. Their shadows, leaning on each other, were cast on the screen by candlelight, intimate and warm.

Xiao Changyan acted quickly. The next day, Yu Gong’s son was caught red-handed attempting to sabotage the waterway.

While digging the waterway, they created several temporary reservoirs to collect both existing water and continuing rainfall, planning to release it into the sea through the waterway once completed.

During this time, the temporary reservoirs were crucial and needed constant guarding. After such a long accumulation, if the water were released now, it would wash away all the people digging the waterway along the route, and the unstoppable water would cause flooding.

Yu Gong’s son had tried to destroy the reservoir. Shen Xihe didn’t know how Xiao Changyan managed it, but following the investigation, before Yu Gong could return from his travels, numerous pieces of irrefutable evidence against him were placed before Shen Xihe.

Chapter 668: Have You Heard of Soul-Capturing Sorcery
“Little Eight’s ability to defend An’nan City proves he was never foolish.” Xiao Huayong examined the submitted evidence, including a confession from Yu Gong’s son admitting his crimes. He turned to ask Tianyuan, “Was torture used?”

Tianyuan shook his head gravely: “No private punishment was used. He confessed on his own.”

“Confessed on his own?” Shen Xihe was surprised, confusion rising in her eyes. “Is he an idiot?”

“Crown Princess, this man is a xiucai scholar. If not for Dengzhou’s drought this year, he might have passed the provincial examination,” Tianyuan replied.

Someone capable of taking the provincial examination, even if bookish, should know that confessing to such crimes would implicate his entire family.

Shen Xihe couldn’t understand how he could voluntarily confess to such crimes. Even under threats or bribes, it seemed impossible: “Is his mind clear?”

“He’s fully conscious,” Tianyuan nodded.

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong, who was also deep in thought, clearly this exceeded his expectations.

The couple remained silent. After a while, Tianyuan said: “Your Highness, Crown Princess, when Young Master Yu was caught at the scene, all the commoners were present and furious. Someone had spread the Crown Princess’s previous words that ‘digging waterways is of utmost importance, whoever obstructs it shall be killed without mercy.’ The people are waiting for the Crown Princess to severely punish Young Master Yu.”

“This is quite a move against me,” Shen Xihe laughed lightly.

Those words were only spoken in the presence of Shen Xihe, Xiao Changqin, and Xiao Changyan. Who spread them was obvious. Shen Xihe had originally intended to pit Xiao Changyan against the Yu family, but Xiao Changyan’s counter-move pushed everything onto her.

She couldn’t go back on her word without severely diminishing her authority – that was the first point. The second and more important point was that if she didn’t follow through on her words, future matters wouldn’t go smoothly, and she’d have no grounds for severe punishment if others caused trouble.

Moreover, with Young Master Yu was caught red-handed and confessing, failing to punish him severely would not appease the people.

Once she acted, the Marquis of Pingyao’s household would blame everything on her, believing it was all her careful scheming. Though it was indeed her scheme, and she didn’t fear the Marquis’s hatred, she could bear her responsibility but didn’t want to shoulder half of Xiao Changyan’s burden.

“Go see Young Master Yu,” Shen Xihe ordered.

She wanted the Yu family to bleed and to warn the Marquis of Pingyao not to play clever games before her. Naturally, she wouldn’t oppose Xiao Changyan by making excuses for the Yu family. She just wanted to know what had possessed Young Master Yu to confess to such serious crimes.

And was the Yu family truly involved with Xiao Juesong? How could Shen Xihe not know the truth?

If these were fabricated crimes, why had Young Master Yu lost his mind and tried to destroy the reservoir without reason?

“I’ll go with you,” Xiao Huayong strode after Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe paused: “I’ll tell you everything I see and hear when I return. You shouldn’t appear.”

This was her clash with Xiao Changyan. Since he had made his move, he would surely have people watching. Xiao Huayong accompanying her would only make the suspicious Xiao Changyan doubt him.

Xiao Huayong reluctantly stopped, watching with gentle eyes as Shen Xihe gave him a reassuring smile before floating away.

To see Young Master Yu at the county office, Shen Xihe had to go there. Five or six commoners waited at the entrance – not ordinary people, but representatives waiting for news.

“Return home for now. Though he was caught in the act, the Crown Princess says Young Master Yu’s motives are very suspicious,” Mo Yuan conveyed Shen Xihe’s message to those waiting. Seeing them about to speak, he added first, “The Crown Princess needs to investigate whether there are accomplices.”

That last sentence stopped their words. How could they not worry about accomplices?

Having dismissed these people and calmed the public’s anger, Shen Xihe saw Yu Wu Lang sitting cross-legged on the wooden bed in jail. He was a proper-looking, clean, and scholarly youth of about seventeen or eighteen.

Hearing movement, he opened his eyes. Seeing Shen Xihe, he rose unhurriedly and bowed properly: “Greetings to the Crown Princess.”

Shen Xihe stood before him, examining him up and down. He seemed completely normal, conscious, and clear-minded: “Do you know what crime you’ve committed?”

The young man before her was elegant and composed. He replied calmly: “This student attempted to destroy the reservoir. By law, this crime deserves death.”

Shen Xihe’s expression remained neutral as she stared at Yu Wu Lang. He didn’t seem to be provocatively fearless – he knew what he’d done and understood the consequences, even seeming prepared to bear them.

“Why did you try to destroy the reservoir?” Shen Xihe asked.

Yu Wu Lang kept his head lowered without answering, maintaining his respectful posture in silence.

“Crown Princess, I’ve asked several times, but he won’t answer,” said the County Magistrate accompanying Shen Xihe.

“Evidence found in your study shows correspondence with the criminal Xiao Juesong. Under his instructions, you deliberately attempted to destroy the reservoir, which would have caused civilian casualties and social unrest. Do you know that if this crime is proven, you and your entire family will not escape punishment?” Shen Xihe asked sternly.

Yu Wu Lang seemed deaf to Shen Xihe’s words, neither hearing nor responding.

“Crown Princess, Governor Yu has arrived,” reported a yamen runner just then.

“Let him in,” Shen Xihe ordered.

Soon Yu Gong arrived, travel-worn. He looked unwell, wearing casual clothes with mud and water stains on his lower half, his hair in disarray. He came running, somewhat stumbling.

“This official greets the Crown Princess.” Yu Gong briefly tidied himself before bowing to Shen Xihe.

“Governor Yu, you’re just in time. Ask your son why he committed this evil act and if he has accomplices.” Shen Xihe threw the evidence found by the County Magistrate and the confession at Yu Gong before sweeping them out of the cell.

The County Magistrate didn’t follow Shen Xihe but stood outside the cell watching the father and son talk. However, Yu Wu Lang maintained the same attitude toward his father as he had toward the County Magistrate and Shen Xihe.

When asked if he committed the crime, he spoke clearly. When asked why, he became mute, refusing to speak even when Yu Gong became angry and struck him.

“Beichen, could Young Master Yu harbor a grudge against his father, wanting mutual destruction?” Shen Xihe had never encountered such a strange situation.

After hearing Shen Xihe’s account, Xiao Huayong turned a black Go piece in his hand, remaining silent for a moment before saying: “Youyou, have you heard of soul-capturing sorcery?”

Chapter 669: I Was Once Under Someone’s Spell
Shen Xihe’s pupils contracted slightly. “Soul-capturing technique? I’ve heard of it…”

She had indeed heard of it. Back in the Northwest, when her uncles gathered for drinks, as the alcohol took effect, they would inevitably reminisce, especially about the dramatic turns of events on the battlefield.

Father rarely participated, mostly just listening, comforting, or making occasional jokes. Only once did Father, with a grave expression, recount a battle where he had nearly not returned.

It was a campaign to stabilize the rear areas against a mysterious tribe from the Western Regions. The enemy was skilled in manipulating minds. As they passed through valleys, they would hear enchanting songs from the mountaintops. The women’s voices were incredibly bewitching – those weak of will would instantly fall into illusions, even turning their weapons against their comrades.

During night marches, they would constantly hear strange, chilling cries, like mournful whispers, as if surrounded by wandering ghosts. Some soldiers, unable to bear these haunting sounds, chose to end their own lives.

Such inexplicable occurrences were numerous. It was Shen Yueshan’s most devastating battle, yet he had endured it all. Then something even more terrifying happened – they encountered an ambush and were scattered. When the thick fog cleared and they regrouped, Shen Yueshan noticed nothing unusual.

Strange incidents began occurring frequently afterward. People around him started falling one by one. Shen Yueshan suspected someone had replaced his guards, but when he tested them, every single one proved genuine.

This left Shen Yueshan unable to easily suspect anyone – a wrong suspicion would lead to irreversible tragedy.

“Then what happened?” Xiao Huayong rarely heard Shen Xihe voluntarily speak about Shen Yueshan, especially regarding the mysterious soul-capturing technique, which made him even more curious.

“Then…” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes. “My father’s guard captain had been enchanted and became a traitor…”

This person was very similar to the current Yu Wulang – he knew what he was doing and its consequences, was unafraid of discovery, and felt no remorse for his actions.

“Would Youyou like to know how I learned of such extraordinary magic?” Xiao Huayong asked softly.

Shen Xihe composed herself and looked up at Xiao Huayong. Her gaze suggested she found it natural that he would know – in her eyes, he was someone who knew everything, ancient and modern, with vast capabilities. “Was there a special reason?”

Xiao Huayong nodded slightly, his lips barely moving, his voice calm: “I was once under such a spell.”

Shen Xihe stood up abruptly, looking at him anxiously.

A noble lady should maintain composure and grace – aristocratic women were expected to be exemplars of proper behavior and deportment.

This was the first time Xiao Huayong had seen the ornaments in Shen Xihe’s hair shake so violently. He couldn’t help but smile: “It was when I was ten years old. I kept feeling something rhythmically resonating in my ears. Whenever these sounds occurred, it was as if someone was whispering suggestions to me. I couldn’t make out what was being said, but it felt like an invisible rope trying to bind me tightly…”

At that time, he hadn’t yet come into his full power. Though Tianyuan and others were already by his side, they were far from their current capabilities. He had told Tianyuan to investigate, but they couldn’t discover who was behind these supernatural occurrences.

“What happened then?” Shen Xihe asked eagerly, just as Xiao Huayong had earlier.

“Later…” Xiao Huayong’s smile remained unchanged, but a cold glint appeared in his eyes, making his smile spine-chilling. “I couldn’t shake off these bewitching sounds, nor could I find where they were coming from, so I decided to play along…”

He planned to stop resisting and see what this person’s true intentions were.

However, he hadn’t expected to experience a complete blank in his mind for a period. He had no recollection of his actions, and when he regained consciousness, ten days had passed. He couldn’t remember anything he had done during those ten days.

Yet Tianyuan, who had been constantly by his side, said that during those ten days, he had been himself, behaving normally each day without doing anything unusual.

Shen Xihe grew very concerned upon hearing this: “You never remembered what happened during those ten days? Were you ever bewitched again?”

“Never,” Xiao Huayong held her hand. “I can’t recall anything from those ten days, and no one has ever bewitched me since. I’m no longer the ten-year-old child I was then.”

Let alone that his current position was well-protected and ordinary people could hardly approach him, even if someone did break through multiple barriers and infiltrate his inner circle, his current willpower…

Thinking of this, looking at the worried Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong smiled softly: “Today, only you can bewitch me.”

Such a serious and thrilling conversation was suddenly interrupted by Xiao Huayong’s flirtatious remark. Shen Xihe was caught off guard, her expression fluctuating between clear and clouded, seemingly unsure whether to relax or be angry.

This made Xiao Huayong laugh briefly as he took her hands and gently kissed her knuckles.

Taking a deep breath, Shen Xihe returned to the main topic: “Did you ever find out who cast the spell on you back then? Why they did do it?”

“Never found out.” Xiao Huayong’s smile vanished. “Later, while traveling abroad, I met an expert in this art. Through a coincidental shared hardship, he gave me some guidance.

Only then did I learn I had been under a soul-capturing spell. This expert used his methods to test me, confirmed I was no longer under any spell, then departed.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t recruit such a talented individual,” Shen Xihe said, somewhat amazed.

“Though I eagerly seek talent, I can recognize that some people are like birds soaring in the ninth heaven – if caged, they either lose their ability to survive or gradually decline until they die of depression.” Why force something you admire?

No wonder his people were so loyal to him. Shen Xihe nodded internally, approving of Xiao Huayong’s breadth of mind and temperament.

Born to imperial privilege, enjoying compliance and smooth sailing from birth, most developed an intolerant disposition. Just straight dictatorship – if they couldn’t have what they wanted, they’d rather destroy it.

“Youyou has finally discovered another of my good qualities.” Xiao Huayong was smugly pleased.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but roll her eyes at him. While he tried to divert the conversation, she pulled it back on track: “So, Yu Wulang is under someone’s soul-capturing spell. Prince Jing has such capable people behind him!”

She looked intently at Xiao Huayong: “Beichen, do you have a way to break this spell?”

Yu Wulang’s sabotage of the reservoir was a fact – even if he was under a spell, he couldn’t escape responsibility. Shen Xihe had achieved her goal, but she didn’t want to let Xiao Changyan off so easily, especially now that she knew he had such a dangerous person hidden behind him. This person needed to be rooted out.

Chapter 670: Almost Fell for the Trap
“To break the spell, you need either someone deeply versed in this art or the original caster,” Xiao Huayong pondered, unsure if he could find the expert he’d met years ago. With such a capable person behind the Eighth Prince, Xiao Huayong felt he needed to expend some effort finding them. Though he didn’t fear encountering them himself, he worried about Shen Xihe’s safety. “That master briefly mentioned to me that soul-capturing isn’t just one technique…”

Soul-capturing wasn’t as extraordinary as those unfamiliar with it might imagine. The methods varied based on the practitioner’s preferences, but all required a medium to cast the spell and control someone’s thoughts.

If they could find this medium and destroy it, the spell could be broken.

With this thought, Xiao Huayong suddenly looked up at Shen Xihe: “Youyou, don’t act rashly.”

“Hm?” Shen Xihe didn’t understand his sudden warning.

“Youyou, you’ve fallen for their trap,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“I’ve fallen for their trap?” Shen Xihe was more confused.

“Don’t you think it’s overkill for the Eighth Prince to deploy such a powerful person just to deal with Yu Gong?” Xiao Huayong asked rhetorically.

Shen Xihe paused briefly, pressing her lips together in silence.

After a moment, Xiao Huayong continued: “The entire Rongcheng County is under the Eighth Prince’s control. He’s been in Dengzhou for so long – if he wanted to make Yu Gong a scapegoat, he had many ways to do so. Yet he chose to use such a capable person because he’s suspicious. He suspects everything is being manipulated and suspects Yu Gong’s scapegoat role came too conveniently. He’s casting bait to see if his guess is correct – that everything is a trap set to drive him in.

How else could he pique your curiosity or wariness? Only such an extraordinary expert could make you worried enough to investigate, hopefully leading you to eliminate this powerful asset of his in the process.”

Shen Xihe’s heart skipped a beat – this was exactly what she had been thinking, and if Xiao Huayong hadn’t warned her, she would have acted accordingly.

“What a clever way to draw me out,” Shen Xihe praised.

She had almost fallen for Xiao Changyan’s plan. He was willing to reveal such an important card just to make her show her hand. There were likely more traps ahead, following this soul-capturing expert’s trail step by step.

“I truly underestimated him,” Shen Xihe realized.

“You didn’t underestimate him – he deliberately let you lower your guard,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t merely comforting her but analyzing the situation objectively. “Since Pei Zhan’s death in the Northwest, he’s been wary of you. After your actions at the temporary palace, he found you even more formidable. So since you arrived in Dengzhou, he’s been feigning weakness, letting you suppress him repeatedly to lower your guard and misjudge him…”

Among his brothers, three were the most difficult to deal with: Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai, Fifth Prince Xiao Changqing, and Eighth Prince Xiao Changyan.

The Fourth Prince was vicious and cunning. As long as he refused to give up, he could survive like a lizard shedding its tail even when cornered. If not for Ye Wantang being his weakness, he wouldn’t have died so easily.

The Fifth Prince was cautious and meticulous. He wouldn’t act rashly or make enemies easily, but once he set a target, he would devise foolproof plans to deliver a fatal blow, leaving no room for survival. His caution extended to both offense and defense, leaving no weaknesses.

The Eighth Prince was patient. Perhaps nothing in this world was beyond his endurance. He used patience to mask his depth, letting others see only his surface flaws, then striking unexpectedly with devastating effect.

Although Shen Xihe had investigated all the princes, she hadn’t truly interacted with each one, knowing particularly little about Xiao Changyan.

“In a few years, the Prince of Yan won’t be easily dealt with either,” Shen Xihe sighed.

Emperor Youning had raised his children well – none of his grown princes were fools, and many were brilliant.

“Following your logic, I shouldn’t investigate Yu Wulang further. If I do, the Prince of Yan’s injury will have been for nothing.”

If she continued investigating, it would reveal that she was behind everything. Xiao Changgeng’s timely revelation about Xiao Juezong’s connection to Yu Gong would no longer seem coincidental, exposing Xiao Changgeng and wasting all their careful efforts to get close to Xiao Changyan.

“You can’t investigate, but that doesn’t mean I can’t,” Xiao Huayong’s smile grew mysterious. “It’s perfect timing to let him meet his ‘Imperial Uncle’ and dispel his suspicions.”

Since they’d already involved Xiao Juezong, wouldn’t it be wasteful not to use him?

“When you make your move, I’ll cover for you.” This situation truly required Xiao Huayong to impersonate Xiao Juezong to investigate. Shen Xihe was both extremely curious and wary about this soul-capturing expert – the sooner they could investigate clearly, the better.

However, she still had to caution: “Be careful, don’t force things. If it doesn’t work, I still have the Prince of Yan.”

It wouldn’t matter if they couldn’t track down this person using Xiao Juezong’s identity. As long as Xiao Juezong appeared, Xiao Changyan’s last doubts about Xiao Changgeng would vanish. With Xiao Changgeng by his side afterward, they needn’t worry about being unable to discover who was behind him.

“I’ll handle it carefully. This matter should be dealt with sooner rather than later. Why not tomorrow…” Xiao Huayong whispered several sentences in Shen Xihe’s ear.

Before nightfall, Shen Xihe summoned Yu Gong and asked directly: “Governor Yu, your son has confessed to his crimes. Do you have anything to say?”

Yu Gong’s body sagged in dejection. What could he say? Plead innocence?

His son had confessed, and he had tried persuading, scolding, and beating him to no avail. He’d even stripped his son’s clothes to check his birthmark, confirming this was indeed his son.

“Crown Princess, I knew nothing of my son’s actions. I failed to teach him properly, failing His Majesty’s trust,” Yu Gong spoke wearily.

“Whether Governor Yu knew or not isn’t for me to decide – that will be determined by imperial judgment. However, your son’s crimes are clear. I said before that digging channels was crucial to addressing the urgent situation. Anyone who interfered would be treated as defying imperial orders and punished by His Majesty’s law – death without pardon,” Shen Xihe said sternly. “To prevent public outrage from affecting disaster relief and diminishing the people’s unity, he will be executed at noon tomorrow.”

Yu Gong opened his mouth to object, but looking up, he saw the imperial gold token held by Biyu at Shen Xihe’s side. The words that the Crown Princess had no authority to condemn caught in his throat.

To some extent, Shen Xihe now represented the weakened Crown Prince. The heir was still royalty, and with clear evidence of Yu Wulang’s crimes, Xiao Huayong had absolute authority to deal with them. Even if he objected to Shen Xihe, it would only result in the Crown Prince intervening – he couldn’t save his son.

Now he could only think of ways to protect himself and the Pingyao Marquis Manor.

Chapter 671: Let’s See if Anyone Tries to Break Him Out
Though Yu Gong didn’t understand how his well-behaved son had suddenly become so transformed, he vaguely sensed this matter wasn’t simple. His son had only ever studied the classics – though somewhat prideful like a scholar, he had never made enemies, and no one would set him up.

From yesterday until today, he had investigated thoroughly and found no trace of his son offending anyone. Given that the disaster had persisted for half a year, his son couldn’t have made enemies during this time. And if there had been old grudges, why wait until now?

He was more inclined to believe this was a battle between greater powers, with them merely caught in the crossfire. His son was just bait – the real target was the Pingyao Marquis Manor.

The Pingyao Marquis Manor was the foundation of the Yu family. If that foundation was cut, everything would collapse.

Yu Gong couldn’t immediately discern who was behind this, but he most suspected the Crown Princess before him. He hadn’t forgotten that earlier rumor about the Crown Prince being heaven-favored, which he had spread in Dengzhou on Prince Zhao’s orders.

Perhaps he had erred from that moment, wrong to ignore his elder brother’s advice and meddle in the princes’ affairs, bringing such disaster upon the Yu family.

As Yu Gong was resignedly accepting fate, Shen Xihe observed his internal struggle and spoke leisurely: “Governor Yu, don’t lose heart. There’s still room for maneuver in this matter.”

Shen Xihe’s voice was clear and crisp, like mountain spring water flowing over shallow streams, possessing an enchanting power. But hearing it now made Yu Gong’s heart tighten. He instinctively straightened his back, focusing intently, afraid that missing a single word would plunge him into irredeemable depths. “What does Your Highness mean by this?”

“After this incident, the Crown Prince and I investigated Yu Wulang and found it unlikely he had the opportunity to contact the traitors. This sudden occurrence seems rather abrupt.” Shen Xihe said calmly. “If we didn’t suspect Yu Wulang had been manipulated by others, just the crime of conspiring with traitors would mean Governor Yu couldn’t be standing here now.”

This was also Yu Gong’s confusion. He had thought this was Shen Xihe’s revenge for his earlier assistance to Prince Zhao, spreading rumors unfavorable to the Crown Prince in Dengzhou. Logically, if the Crown Princess was behind this, she should have ordered his arrest immediately after obtaining his son’s confession and evidence.

Even though he, unlike his son, hadn’t personally sabotaged disaster relief efforts, his official position meant he could only be convicted by the Emperor. Yet he hadn’t been restricted or relieved of his duties.

The Crown Princess could easily take his life now – she need only imprison him and arrange an apparent suicide from guilt. Even the Emperor couldn’t find fault with that.

But Shen Xihe hadn’t done so and now seemed to be confiding in him. Was she truly suspicious of foul play, or was this a ploy, with her aims extending beyond just dealing with him?

Yu Gong wrestled internally – one voice warning him the Crown Princess was dangerous and not to be bewitched by her; another struggling with the possibility that she truly wasn’t behind this, that someone else was fishing in troubled waters, targeting him while making him blame the Crown Princess.

Watching the wavering Yu Gong, Shen Xihe continued methodically: “Whether Yu Wulang will be executed tomorrow depends on whether he truly allied with traitors.”

Yu Gong didn’t understand her meaning. He steadied himself and asked: “Please enlighten me, Your Highness.”

After all, this was his son – if there was even the slightest chance, he wanted to protect him. It wasn’t that he didn’t guard against Shen Xihe, but he wanted to hear her intentions clearly before judging.

Shen Xihe just laughed softly: “Let’s see if anyone tries to break him out tomorrow.”

With that, Shen Xihe turned and left.

Yu Gong stood stunned, taking a long while to recover.

He couldn’t understand why anyone would try to break his son out, or if Shen Xihe thought he would send people to do so and was warning him.

After returning home, he pondered endlessly, necessarily seeking counsel from his confidants.

Xiao Changyan intended to frame the Yu family for kidnapping and attacking Xiao Changgeng. Having secretly manipulated Yu Wulang, he naturally had people infiltrate Yu Gong’s circle. Though he was in a neighboring county requiring considerable travel time, carrier pigeons were faster than people, and he received news by midnight.

“The Crown Princess says someone will try to break him out? The Crown Princess doesn’t believe Yu Wulang joined with Imperial Uncle.” Xiao Changyan stood before a candlestick, wearing a cloak.

“The Crown Princess is perceptive. Yu Wulang’s past was easily verified – his sudden connection to traitors naturally makes the Crown Princess suspicious,” the advisor felt Shen Xihe’s reaction was appropriate.

Not hastily executing Yu Wulang suggested she wasn’t using His Highness to target the Yu family.

Xiao Changyan nodded, puzzled by another point: “Why did the Crown Princess say someone would break him out?”

What was special about Yu Wulang? Was the Crown Princess planning to break him out herself? Even if she suspected a setup and frame job, with no personal connection, she didn’t seem the type to selflessly pursue justice by going to such lengths to save Yu Wulang.

The advisor couldn’t figure this out either, and the master and servant fell into silence.

Unable to make sense of it, Xiao Changyan donned his outer robe and cloak to seek out Xiao Changgeng. Xiao Changgeng appeared to have retired but heard his conversation with the night watchman outside and lit a lamp: “Eighth Brother comes late at night – must be urgent. Please come in.”

Xiao Changyan showed some regret: “You’re still weak, I shouldn’t disturb you.”

“Eighth Brother is too formal. I’m fine now – you coming to me with matters shows you don’t treat me as an outsider.” Xiao Changgeng’s gaze was clear. “Please speak freely, Eighth Brother.”

Xiao Changyan rubbed the ring on his thumb before asking: “Have you seen Imperial Uncle?”

“Once, from afar,” Xiao Changgeng answered truthfully. “At last year’s summer retreat at the temporary palace, Imperial Uncle kidnapped Crown Prince Brother, demanding the Emperor personally ransom him.”

Xiao Changyan remained silent for a long while after hearing this. The candlelight’s dim glow illuminated his profile, making his handsome, resolute features appear even more striking.

“Why does Eighth Brother mention Imperial Uncle?” Xiao Changgeng asked after waiting a while.

“Twelfth Brother may not know, but those who targeted us that day were sent by Imperial Uncle, and his agent in Dengzhou is Yu Gong’s eldest son…” Xiao Changyan revealed his scheme to Xiao Changgeng, naturally not admitting it was his setup but presenting it as truth.

Xiao Changgeng also pretended ignorance, believing his words, his expression darkening slightly: “Is Eighth Brother worried Imperial Uncle will send people to rescue Yu Wulang?”

“A carefully cultivated pawn – who knows how many pieces Imperial Uncle has placed in court? If he abandons him, wouldn’t it discourage others?”

Chapter 672: Setting the Trap Step by Step
Xiao Changgeng put aside his dismissiveness. If Yu Wulang was merely someone who caused more harm than good, it wouldn’t warrant Xiao Juesong coming to rescue him. However, if it was to appease people’s hearts and establish authority, making more of his planted people follow faithfully, then it would be worth it. “Eighth Brother’s concerns are quite reasonable.

But Yu Wulang will be executed tomorrow, and we can’t reach that far at this moment. Besides, since you and I could think of this, surely Fifth Brother and the Crown Princess would have thought of it too, and must have made preparations…” After speaking, Xiao Changgeng paused, contemplating for a moment before saying, “Eighth Brother, perhaps this is information deliberately leaked by the Crown Princess.”

“Oh? What makes you think so?” Xiao Changyan asked.

“The Crown Princess might have anticipated, like us, that Imperial Uncle would likely attempt a prison break, and deliberately revealed this. If Imperial Uncle learns of this, he might abandon the idea of the prison break. This way, they can easily bring Yu Wulang to justice while avoiding public panic.”

Xiao Changyan quietly observed Xiao Changgeng for a moment. When Xiao Changgeng lifted his head, he concealed his expression and showed a look of sudden understanding. “I see. I understand now. Since the Crown Princess has everything under control, I was indeed overthinking. Let’s rest well, we have many things to attend to tomorrow.”

Patting Xiao Changgeng’s shoulder, Xiao Changyan placed his hands behind his back and strode away.

Xiao Changgeng saw him to the door, standing under the eaves, watching Xiao Changyan leave. The cold wind swayed the lanterns under the eaves, making the lamplight flicker, casting Xiao Changgeng’s baby face in an alternating glow that seemed to frost it over with a chilly appearance.

Xiao Changyan didn’t know Shen Xihe well, which was why he went to probe Xiao Changgeng. So Shen Xihe had this intention – she truly believed Yu Wulang was in league with Xiao Juesong, appearing to protect him while condemning him to death?

Why would Shen Xihe do this? If she truly had grievances against Yu Gong, she should take action at this opportunity.

He deliberately chose Yu Wulang instead of Yu Gong just to observe Shen Xihe’s reaction, to see if she would act impatiently. However, Shen Xihe’s reaction was completely outside his expectations. Had he underestimated Shen Xihe or were his suspicions wrong – was this matter unrelated to Shen Xihe?

Both Xiao Changgeng and Shen Xihe believed Yu Wulang was Xiao Juesong’s man, which was why they thought Xiao Juesong would truly attempt a prison break.

Could it be that he hadn’t wronged Yu Wulang, that Yu Wulang was actually Xiao Juesong’s man, and therefore Xiao Juesong would truly attempt a prison break?

“Your Highness, perhaps we should send people to watch the execution ground and act according to circumstances,” the advisor suggested, seeing Xiao Changyan’s indecision. “Whether people come or not, we should keep watch, but must not act rashly, to avoid falling into any trap.”

Xiao Changyan considered and agreed, grinding ink to write a letter to send back.

Almost simultaneously, messages from both Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changgeng were sent out, but Xiao Changgeng’s falcon messenger was faster than Xiao Changyan’s carrier pigeon. Xiao Huayong received the news early in the morning upon waking, though it had actually arrived an hour earlier – Tian Yuan just hadn’t dared to wake him.

“Little Eight will have people ambushing at the execution ground today.” Everything was proceeding according to their plan step by step.

The goal was to make Xiao Changyan send people, then let them witness Xiao Juesong’s people attempting the prison break, and then track Xiao Juesong to discover his whereabouts…

“Your enemy is your elusive ‘Imperial Uncle,’ he won’t send ordinary people – it’s likely he’ll send his shadow guards,” Shen Xihe rose to dress. “Even if we catch them, we can’t prove they’re his people.”

Xiao Changyan was cunning. His purpose in targeting the Yu household was to deflect his actions against Xiao Changgeng onto them, but he used an unrelated method to first condemn Yu Wulang to death, and then expose Yu Wulang’s actions against Xiao Changgeng. This way, with Yu Wulang dead, there would be no testimony and fewer chances of exposing himself.

It would also prevent Yu Gong from suspecting that he had set the trap for Yu Wulang.

“No matter, if he wants to play mind games, I’ll play along with him.” Xiao Huayong reached out to pull a strand of Shen Xihe’s hair from her wrapped clothing, then kissed her forehead. “Wait for your husband to stand up for you.”

After taking advantage, Xiao Huayong went to wash up in high spirits.

Shen Xihe took a face cloth to wipe her forehead – this man hadn’t even washed up before kissing her! He was becoming increasingly uncouth.

Yet even as her hands made gestures of disgust, her heart felt no rejection or annoyance.

Xiao Huayong changed his appearance in front of Shen Xihe, taking half an hour to become a different person. Though this wasn’t Shen Xihe’s first time seeing it, she still marveled. He arranged for a body double to pretend to be ill in his room, and after Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqin went to the county office, he left the mansion without alerting anyone.

For Yu Wulang’s execution, Shen Xihe didn’t cruelly assign Yu Gong to oversee it but gave the task to the county magistrate. However, Yu Gong still found a position in a restaurant outside the execution ground, watching every movement intently.

A light rain had been falling continuously, but many commoners still came to watch the execution despite the rain. Their faces showed hatred, knowing that if Yu Wulang had succeeded, they might not be standing there alive.

Just as the time arrived, before the county magistrate could throw down his command tablet, frenzied horses came galloping in. The crowd fearfully made way, and when the mad horses reached the execution ground, everyone saw a black-clad figure who had been clinging to the horse’s belly fly out, slashing his sword at the executioner.

Fortunately, the executioner was strong and armed with a steel blade, avoiding disaster. Then, among the crowd, some people suddenly covered their faces with masks and leaped toward the execution ground.

Yu Gong watched this scene from afar, his face turning pale with fear. Such a display made even him, the father, suspect whether his son truly was a traitor’s pawn.

His mind buzzed with only one thought: “It’s over, it’s over…”

Now their Yu household couldn’t clear their name even if they jumped into the Yellow River. Without hesitation, he directed his men to stop these people from rescuing his son!

As long as his son wasn’t rescued, there might still be room for maneuver. Once rescued, they would have no way to defend themselves.

The people Xiao Changyan sent remained cold observers. Whether this was a trap or not, as long as they didn’t get involved, it couldn’t be traced back to them.

The people Xiao Huayong sent were indeed Xiao Juesong’s former men. These people had been entrusted to him by Xiao Juesong before his death, and Xiao Huayong had accepted them without hesitation, finding them very useful.

Especially since these people bore Xiao Juesong’s secret markings, which had already been shown to Emperor Youning at the traveling palace.

Chapter 673: Luring Xiao Changyan to Take the Bait
No one knew how these marks were made – unlike facial tattoos, which could be removed by cutting away flesh.

Xiao Juesong’s men had marks on their chests, connected to their hearts. When Emperor Youning sent coroners to examine the bodies left at the traveling palace, they discovered these marks remained traceable no matter how deep they dug. To completely erase them would require removing the heart itself.

Not only had Emperor Youning failed to understand how it was done, but even Xiao Huayong hadn’t figured it out. As long as the people were brought before Emperor Youning, he could personally confirm to Xiao Changyan the existence of their “Imperial Uncle.”

The Pingyao Marquis household’s connection with Xiao Juesong was enough to plant an unresolvable doubt in Emperor Youning’s mind. Even if they couldn’t directly prove the Marquis’s betrayal, it would be nearly impossible for him to gain Emperor Youning’s trust in the future.

Creating discord between ruler and subject, making Emperor Youning lose another confidant – Xiao Huayong felt it was worth it.

However, since these were people Xiao Huayong had taken charge of, he wouldn’t deliberately kill one to leave as evidence for Emperor Youning when he sent them out. As long as they could retreat safely, everything would depend on their abilities.

Shen Xihe had sent Mo Yuan to hide in the shadows. When someone attempted the prison break, Mo Yuan would lead his people to charge out. They all knew each other were on the same side, so while their fighting appeared fierce, neither side struck fatal blows.

Xiao Changqin, the county office, and Yu Gong’s people were unaware of this and showed no mercy to their enemies, who likewise showed them none. The men Xiao Changqin brought were from the palace, not his own, and their martial skills were far inferior to Xiao Juesong’s men.

As the situation became one-sided and Yu Wulang was about to be rescued, the stationed military guards arrived. Arrows flew with the rain, and two men were lost before they managed to take Yu Wulang away.

As these people fled with Yu Wulang, Xiao Changyan’s men followed like mantises hunting cicadas, unaware of the oriole behind them. However, they hadn’t expected their targets to be so alert, quickly discovering they were being followed and managing to shake them off.

“Governor Yu, do you recognize this mark?” Shen Xihe asked Yu Gong, who knelt beside her.

Yu Gong did recognize it. Last year, as a local official, he hadn’t qualified to participate in the traveling palace incident, but when the Crown Prince was kidnapped and the Emperor personally went to rescue him, they nearly both lost their lives in the river because of Xiao Juesong. For such a major event, how could the Pingyao Marquis not have informed him?

This mark was now known throughout the court. The Emperor still wanted to know how it was made, as it seemed like a birthmark. Whoever could figure it out would earn great merit, so not only did all court officials know about it, but even common people knew.

Because he recognized it, Yu Gong felt all was lost.

“From today, Governor Yu will remain in the county office, restricted from moving freely or receiving visitors. I will report everything that happened here to His Majesty for his judgment.” Shen Xihe ordered Yu Gong’s house arrest.

She didn’t throw him in prison because she lacked the authority to convict a regional governor.

After officially placing Yu Gong under house arrest, Shen Xihe had Xiao Changqin write a complete report to send to the capital.

Meanwhile, the rescued Yu Wulang was being held in a dark place where Xiao Huayong waited for Xiao Changyan. Yu Wulang was under a spell – if Xiao Changyan wanted to find him, he definitely could, and Xiao Huayong had already revealed the general area to him.

Xiao Huayong was certain Xiao Changyan would come because killing Xiao Juesong would be a great achievement!

Before darkness fell, Xiao Changyan received news of what had happened. Because Xiao Juesong’s former men served as evidence, Xiao Changyan had no doubts. He had also studied how these marks were made, not wanting his men to be infiltrated by imposters.

To this day, after a full year, he still hadn’t figured it out.

“I shall meet this Imperial Uncle,” Xiao Changyan immediately decided.

“Your Highness, I advise against taking such a risk,” his advisor anxiously objected.

He hadn’t expected that their search for a scapegoat, creating a reasonable scenario for kidnapping a prince, would accidentally… though it wasn’t accidental. Perhaps the Prince of Yan had already sensed something, which was why he didn’t conceal anything from His Highness, revealing all he knew. Viewed this way, the Prince of Yan’s loyalty seemed less suspicious.

No matter how much they wracked their brains, they couldn’t have imagined that Xiao Juesong was already dead, having entrusted his men to Xiao Huayong before dying. Xiao Changgeng was Xiao Huayong’s man, and now the role of Xiao Juesong was also played by Xiao Huayong.

With Xiao Juesong’s men appearing, even Emperor Youning would believe without doubt.

“If I don’t seek him out, he will come looking for me,” Xiao Changyan knew this meeting was inevitable. “I kidnapped Twelfth Brother and tried to frame him, and accidentally cost him a pawn – he must know about this.” Xiao Changyan had this inexplicable intuition.

“Your Highness…”

“Your Highness, someone has delivered a letter,” before the advisor could continue, an announcement came from outside.

The advisor turned to receive the unsigned letter and handed it to Xiao Changyan. Upon opening it, he saw just one line: “Nephew, I trust you’ve been well.”

These words left Xiao Changyan bewildered. When had he ever met Xiao Juesong? When His Majesty ascended the throne and Xiao Juesong fled, he hadn’t even been born. Xiao Juesong didn’t reappear until twenty-one years later. But Xiao Juesong wouldn’t write such a letter without reason – he must have met Xiao Changyan without revealing his identity.

This realization made Xiao Changyan deeply uneasy.

Another reason Xiao Huayong took charge of Xiao Juesong’s men was to better understand Xiao Juesong’s past. Now Xiao Juesong’s confidants were by his side, those who had never left Xiao Juesong’s side, knowing where he went and whom he met.

Xiao Juesong had indeed met Xiao Changyan once several years ago, during the year of the Pei family’s downfall. Xiao Juesong had appeared in Annan City and had played no small part in the Pei family’s devastating defeat.

All this became clear to Xiao Changyan the moment he saw Xiao Huayong disguised as Xiao Juesong.

When traitors appeared in Annan City that year, his maternal grandfather, uncle, and several cousins all died there. He had rushed to Annan City to stabilize the situation, searching for spies and strictly examining everyone at the city gates.

It was at Annan City’s gate where he had personally helped steady Xiao Juesong when he was nearly pushed over by the crowd, personally checked his travel papers, and personally ordered him to be let out of the city.

“Imperial Uncle!” As memories flooded back, Xiao Changyan spat these words through gritted teeth, his eyes rimmed with blood. “Do you still remember the battle of Annan City?”

“Of course, I remember.” Xiao Huayong looked at those slightly yellowed but still sharp eyes, appearing calm as he quietly watched Xiao Changyan.

This calmness seemed more like a provocation.

Chapter 674: Direct Confrontation
Xiao Changyan’s fists clenched tightly, making a crisp sound from his bones. His restraint made him like a sword ready to leave its sheath: “In the An Nam campaign, what role did Imperial Uncle play?”

“My royal nephew is a military genius with his calculations. Why not take a guess?” Xiao Huayong countered with a question, his lips curling in a faint smile.

With certain suspicions confirmed, Xiao Changyan’s anger surged even more. Another matter came to mind: “My uncle Pei Zhan met his death in the Northwest. I heard Imperial Uncle was also in the Northwest.”

“And what if I was?” Xiao Huayong asked carelessly.

“Was Imperial Uncle involved in my uncle’s death?” Xiao Changyan asked bluntly.

Xiao Huayong curved his lips: “Your father and I were mortal enemies. Just as in the An Nam war, the Pei family served your father – each serving their own master.”

This was a subtle admission that he was indeed connected to Pei Zhan’s death.

Xiao Changyan stared intently at Xiao Huayong, the ferocity in his eyes becoming tangible. Xiao Huayong’s followers all grew alert – Xiao Changyan looked as if he might draw his sword and strike at any moment.

Xiao Huayong waved his hand, making them step back. He even took two steps forward to face Xiao Changyan directly. Their eyes met – one simmering with barely contained rage, the other casual and unconcerned.

Xiao Changyan ultimately suppressed his anger. This wasn’t his territory; rash action would be foolish and gain him nothing. “Why did Imperial Uncle summon me here?”

“How dare I presume to teach? I merely wanted to see what kind of nephew would dare to scheme against me.” Xiao Huayong spoke unhurriedly, looking Xiao Changyan up and down. Though his eyes held no contempt, they made Xiao Changyan extremely uncomfortable.

Because he felt that every hair on Xiao Juezong’s head radiated disdain for him.

However, Xiao Changyan was no impetuous youth. His years on the bloody battlefields of An Nam had tempered his composure. Moving past his initial hatred, he remained extremely calm: “If that’s all, please excuse your nephew.”

As Xiao Changyan turned to leave, Xiao Huayong’s men blocked his path. Xiao Changyan’s gaze turned sharp as he swept them with a glance, asking while facing away from Xiao Huayong: “Does Imperial Uncle intend to use force against your nephew?”

A cold smile played on his lips – just as Xiao Huayong looked down on him, he also didn’t believe Xiao Juezong would dare take his life at this moment.

“Since I’ve already ‘kidnapped’ one Prince of Yan, kidnapping a Prince of Jing would perfectly complete your lie. Shouldn’t my royal nephew be grateful?” Xiao Huayong walked slowly to Xiao Changyan’s side with one hand behind his back. “We share the same bloodline, uncle, and nephew of the direct line. How could I disregard blood ties and kill you rashly?”

“What use is it to imprison me?” Xiao Changyan asked, puzzled.

“My royal nephew has many capable people under him. Why not let your Imperial Uncle witness their abilities?” Xiao Huayong stopped in front of Xiao Changyan, his pupils shifting as he watched Xiao Changyan’s expression change dramatically. “Please escort Prince Jing down and make him comfortable.”

Xiao Changyan’s brows twitched. Two men stepped forward to restrain him, but just as they grabbed his arms, several projectiles whistled in from outside. These projectiles emitted white smoke upon hitting the ground, and in the blink of an eye, they exploded with a bang. Thick smoke instantly filled the surroundings, making it impossible to see.

Before the projectiles exploded, Xiao Changyan had already shaken off the two men restraining him with a powerful movement of his arms. He extended his arm, fingers curved like claws, reaching for Xiao Huayong’s throat.

Xiao Huayong awkwardly jerked backward, barely avoiding Xiao Changyan’s iron grip. His knees were struck by Xiao Changyan’s sweeping leg, causing him to fall back. As Xiao Changyan lunged forward to pursue, nearly grabbing Xiao Huayong’s arm, a forceful energy intercepted him, blocking his attack.

It was a masked figure dressed in black like the others. In just one exchange, Xiao Changyan knew this person’s skills were extraordinary. By now, Xiao Huayong had been pushed to safety, protected by several black-clothed guards.

A flash of killing intent crossed Xiao Changyan’s eyes – having missed the best opportunity, he would need to kill everyone to capture Xiao Huayong. He had come prepared for this encounter.

While the smoke hadn’t cleared, many people rushed in. These people demonstrated exceptional martial arts skills. Standing at a distance, Xiao Huayong watched their fighting style and smiled imperceptibly – these were Xiao Changyan’s Shadow Guards!

True to their name as Shadow Guards, these people moved with incredible speed, appearing as elusive afterimages.

Both sides possessed exceptional martial artists, the cream of the crop, making the battle initially even. Soon after, a faint acidic scent brushed past Xiao Huayong’s nose. Having spent time with Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong had developed a keener sense for different scents than most.

He looked down at the smoke-emitting projectiles on the ground, took some fragrant powder from his sleeve, scattered it on the ground, and ordered a nearby guard: “Light it.”

The black-clothed figure immediately took out a fire starter and lit the powder, releasing a subtle fragrance.

This fragrance was unique – though extremely potent, it wasn’t overwhelming.

This was a special incense blend made by Shen Xihe. After previously falling victim to Shen Xihe’s sleeping incense, she had given him this powder after their marriage. When encountering suspicious scents, lighting it would clear the mind and eyes, countering most poison smokes and mists. The ingredients were extremely precious, and the manufacturing process was complex, with strict requirements for materials and even the sun’s temperature during the drying process. It was very difficult to produce even one box.

As the fragrance spread, the black-clothed guards who had been feeling lightheaded gradually cleared their minds, fighting against Xiao Changyan’s men with renewed vigor and enthusiasm.

Xiao Changyan’s men were agile and nimble, while Xiao Huayong’s men fought ruthlessly and decisively.

They were natural adversaries. After a quarter hour, both sides had casualties, but Xiao Huayong’s side was gaining the upper hand. Just then, a piercing sound came from outside, extremely loud, like bronze clashing. The sound was like sharp needles trying to penetrate one’s brain.

“Clang—”

When the sound came, it affected the concentration of Xiao Huayong’s black-clothed guards. Not just those fighting, but even those protecting Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but shake their heads at the jarring noise.

Listening to these rhythmic, regular piercing sounds, Xiao Huayong also felt as if something had been stuffed into his brain, making it heavy. Another harsh sound came, and many black-clothed guards became agitated. Their movements faltered for just a moment – but that was enough for Xiao Changyan’s lightning-fast Shadow Guards to finish them with a sword strike!

The situation reversed in an instant.

Chapter 675: A Life Not Meant to End
Xiao Huayong watched as his men fell one after another. The piercing bronze clashing sounds seemed to not affect Xiao Changyan’s men. These people weren’t deaf – it meant they had grown accustomed to such mind-disturbing sounds, even becoming numb to them. This revealed how Xiao Changyan had trained this group of Shadow Guards capable of extraordinary feats.

Xiao Huayong signaled to those near him. These men inserted prepared earplugs into their ears – cotton wrapped in silk, specially made by Shen Xihe to counter Xiao Changyan’s soul-captivating techniques.

Xiao Huayong had once mentioned to Shen Xihe that soul-captivating techniques could only control people with a mere glance when mastered to perfection. Most practitioners still needed external moving or sound-making objects to control people.

Shen Xihe had Bi Yu and others work through the night making these earplugs. The cotton was soaked in fragrances and sun-dried – originally used for nose plugs, the subtle scent could clear the mind. Since all seven orifices were connected, it worked just as well in the ears.

Though not completely blocking the bronze clanging interference, it prevented their minds from being easily swayed. These men wielded barbed iron chains that whistled through the air, flashing silver, equally effective at both long-range attacks and close combat.

Due to the fine barbs, once the chains wrapped around someone, a single pull could tear off flesh. They couldn’t be grabbed or blocked by hand, and even weapons could be easily stripped away once entangled.

These sophisticated weapons were Xiao Juezong’s creation – even Xiao Huayong had to praise their ingenious design.

With these fighters joining in, the intense battle shifted balance again, returning to an even match.

One side was quick, the other brutal. Blades flashed, sparks flew, and blood sprayed.

While Xiao Changyan’s men were affected by the external sounds, they hadn’t noticed the chain-wielding guards releasing fine white powder with each swing and retraction of their chains. These dust-like particles were perfectly concealed by the lingering white smoke. Soon, the Shadow Guards’ clear eyes began turning blood-red like enraged bulls.

Seeing the timing was right, Xiao Huayong feigned weakness and ordered: “Retreat.”

The nearby guards quickly escorted Xiao Huayong away while the fighting guards gradually converged to cover their retreat before following.

Outside the cave, seeing the trails of blood, Xiao Changyan raised his hand: “Don’t pursue.”

Though the Shadow Guards stopped, their bloodshot eyes caught sight of the blood trails. Something seemed to trigger their nerves, making even these well-trained, strictly disciplined men unable to control their feet as they rushed past Xiao Changyan like gusts of wind.

Xiao Changyan realized the grave danger. He swiftly pursued and knocked out those he could catch, but half had already followed the blood trails.

Never before had Xiao Changyan regretted training them to be so agile, leaving him unable to stop more of them.

The blood trails led to thatched huts halfway up the mountain, appearing hesitant in the drizzle. Strong alcohol fumes filled the entire dwelling – potent liquor with an overwhelming scent.

The smell leaked from several huts, and the blood trails scattered, snaking into huts to the left, right, and front in the rain. The Shadow Guards automatically split into three groups and charged in. From a distance, Xiao Huayong held three oil-coated arrows, drawing his bow to shoot them at the three huts.

When Xiao Changyan arrived, he saw the three flaming arrows which, despite the drizzle, precisely struck the thatched roofs and penetrated inside. The strong alcohol fumes carried by the cold wind reached his nostrils, and his pupils contracted sharply: “No—”

“Bang bang bang—”

Xiao Changyan’s heart-wrenching cry was drowned out by explosions like sudden thunder. In the fine rain, the thatched huts were blown to pieces. Severed limbs flew up with the straw, and even Xiao Changyan, standing at the entrance, was thrown back by the powerful blast, landing heavily in the mud and spitting blood.

Supporting his aching chest with one hand, his bloodshot eyes stared at the collapsed scene before him where no one remained standing. The ferocity in his eyes resembled a demon crawling out of hell.

“Capture him,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

“Yes…”

“Wait.” As his subordinate responded to capture Xiao Changyan, Xiao Huayong suddenly called out, listening intently.

A sea eagle had appeared in the sky, circling silently overhead.

Xiao Huayong drew his bow again, aiming at Xiao Changyan.

The grief-stricken Xiao Changyan felt his heart inexplicably tighten the moment the arrow targeted him. This sensation of facing death, he had experienced many times on the battlefield, and each time this heaven-sent intuition had saved his life.

Almost instinctively, he used all his strength to roll aside. The next moment, Xiao Huayong’s arrow struck where he had been. The suffocating feeling of death didn’t disappear after dodging one arrow; instead, it intensified.

This time Xiao Huayong shot three arrows. Xiao Changyan dodged one, but of the other two, one pierced his waist while another was deflected by an incoming arrow.

Through the rain curtain, Xiao Huayong narrowed his eyes at the bow-wielding, horseback-riding Xiao Changfeng, snorted softly, and retreated with his men.

Xiao Changfeng galloped to Xiao Changyan’s side, helped up the severely wounded prince, glanced back at where Xiao Huayong had disappeared, and escorted Xiao Changyan away with his men.

When they returned to Rongcheng County’s government office, they found Shen Xihe sitting inside, having waited for an unknown time.

The county magistrate stood nervously to one side, while Xiao Changgang leaned weakly against a chair, slightly pale.

As Xiao Changfeng supported Xiao Changyan inside, he faced the expressionless Shen Xihe and felt his heart tighten.

Though a tall man rarely afraid of others, mainly feeling reverence even toward the emperor, he inexplicably feared Shen Xihe, especially given their relationship as future sister-in-law and brother-in-law, where he was at a disadvantage.

“Prince Xun came to Dengzhou but didn’t first visit the Crown Prince in Wendeng County, instead coming to Rongcheng County. Was this by imperial command?” Shen Xihe asked Xiao Changfeng unhurriedly, seeming to ignore the wounded Xiao Changyan.

“Eighth Brother…” Xiao Changgang stepped forward first to support Xiao Changyan, telling the magistrate, “Summon a physician.”

Ignoring Shen Xihe, he helped Xiao Changyan inside.

Chapter 676: She Waits to Call to Account
Shen Xihe ignored both Xiao Changgang and Xiao Changyan, keeping her cold gaze fixed on Xiao Changfeng.

“In response to Your Highness, this prince came by imperial command to deliver secret orders to Prince Jing. I happened to pass by East Mountain when I heard explosions unlike thunder, so I went to investigate. Unexpectedly, I found Prince Jing had been ambushed, so I intervened to save him.” Xiao Changfeng lied without changing expression.

While he had indeed come by imperial command, he had no secret orders for Xiao Changyan. He had received Xiao Changyan’s letter midway, saying he’d found Xiao Juezong’s whereabouts and requesting help. He owed Xiao Changyan a life debt from years past that had to be repaid. Shen Xihe wouldn’t verify the secret orders with the Emperor.

Moreover, even if Shen Xihe sought verification, the Emperor would protect him and Xiao Changyan. At worst, he’d face private rebuke from the Emperor – better than giving Shen Xihe leverage.

As for receiving Xiao Changyan’s request for help, he absolutely couldn’t tell Shen Xihe, or he’d face charges of putting private matters before public duty.

Shen Xihe’s eyelids lowered slightly, her clear, deep eyes becoming narrow as she gazed coolly at Xiao Changfeng.

Xiao Changfeng stood straight under her scrutiny, showing no signs of guilt, though uncomfortable. To ease the tension, he had to ask: “Why has Your Highness come here?”

Shen Xihe should have been in Wendeng County, yet she’d come to Rongcheng County unannounced, making Xiao Changfeng suspect she’d deliberately come to catch Xiao Changyan.

“The traitor disrupted the execution ground. I sent people to search, leading here,” Shen Xihe had a reasonable explanation. “I’m surprised Prince Jing was better informed, encountering the traitor before me.”

Her words carried a deeper meaning. She had been pursuing since the execution ground incident, yet Xiao Changyan in distant Rongcheng County had confronted Xiao Juezong before her arrival. What did this suggest?

It suggested Xiao Changyan had known Xiao Juezong’s whereabouts early on. He was supposed to be distributing grain in Rongcheng County, yet instead of focusing on his duties or even just watching Wendeng County’s affairs, he had to involve himself. At best, this showed dereliction of duty; at worst, suspicious motives.

Xiao Changfeng wisely remained silent. He had repaid his debt to Prince Jing; in this war between royal siblings and in-laws, staying neutral was best. Especially since he was to marry Shen Yingruo – even with the sisters’ estrangement, he couldn’t oppose Shen Xihe lest it put Shen Yingruo in a difficult position.

Seeing Xiao Changfeng playing deaf and mute again, Shen Xihe glanced at him before entering the inner chambers. She and Xiao Huayong had arrived one after another. When Xiao Huayong, Xiao Juezong, tried to take Xiao Changyan’s life, she worried about complications and hurried over. Their overt and covert actions perfectly confused the situation, covering all traces.

Xiao Changfeng’s timely arrival had saved Xiao Changyan’s life. Perhaps Xiao Changyan had known of Xiao Changfeng’s approach and therefore risked confronting Xiao Juezong fearlessly. With reinforcements coming, he wouldn’t lose his life even in the worst case, and capturing Xiao Juezong would be a great achievement.

Those who dared enter battlefields indeed loved gambling with their lives.

When Shen Xihe reached the back courtyard, she saw basins of bloody water being carried out. Xiao Changyan had taken an arrow to his waist. She wrapped a handkerchief around the newly extracted arrow from a nearby tray, examining it thoroughly. It was ordinary, with craftsmanship and materials available from any street blacksmith. She placed it back.

Her gaze fell on the bed. After the physician had applied medicine to stop the bleeding, she asked, “How is Prince Jing?”

“Your Highness, the arrow penetrated deeply but fortunately missed vital organs. Though His Highness’s injuries are severe, if he avoids fever tonight, or if any fever subsides by tomorrow, he should recover,” the physician replied carefully.

High fever, was it?

Shen Xihe had plenty of methods, but none that wouldn’t leave traces. She couldn’t find a scapegoat quickly, and with Xiao Changfeng watching, taking action would be difficult.

Initially, she had opposed taking a prince’s life here – it would severely impact the common people and incur the Emperor’s wrath and investigation. However, with the disaster about to be contained and Xiao Juezong’s disruption of the execution ground already public, framing him for killing a prince seemed feasible.

Moreover, Xiao Juezong’s attack on the prince wasn’t her revelation but Xiao Changyan’s arrangement. She could follow circumstances naturally – the Emperor would never trace it to her.

Unfortunately, Xiao Changyan had some luck. Her gaze lingered on the lowered curtain before withdrawing.

Xiao Changfeng watched Shen Xihe. Though her expression showed nothing unusual, he sensed she had momentarily considered killing Xiao Changyan. Xiao Changgang felt the same.

Both men’s hearts were in their throats until Shen Xihe withdrew her gaze and left without a word. Xiao Changgang and Xiao Changfeng finally relaxed. Noticing each other’s eased breathing, they exchanged smiles, though tinged with bitterness.

Perhaps only Shen Xihe dared so openly contemplate killing a prince without hesitation. Yet they dared not strike first, only defend – even the Emperor wouldn’t dare.

Shen Xihe was simply too formidable. Unless one could kill her outright, she would counter-kill.

Since Shen Xihe had openly opposed the Emperor, revealing her thoughts to all, people now viewed her with complex emotions – fear, admiration, expectation, disdain…

Most watched her belly. The civil and military officials had their thoughts, but certainly, neither the Emperor nor the princes wanted her to bear an imperial grandson.

Xiao Changfeng knew more than others. The Emperor wanted to interfere in the Eastern Palace, preventing Shen Xihe’s pregnancy through various means – everything short of giving Xiao Huayong sterilization medicine. All attempts had failed; Shen Xihe controlled the Eastern Palace too tightly.

It wasn’t that they couldn’t plant people inside – she accepted all comers. But these people either never achieved their purpose or silently disappeared. Her maids were truly accomplished in both civil and military arts.

Especially notable was how she dared travel to Dengzhou with the Crown Prince right after receiving palace authority, leaving the vast rear palace to a single female official. Yet this official managed everything perfectly, slipping through the palace ladies’ provocations without giving them any leverage.

Shen Xihe stayed at the Rongcheng County office, waiting for Xiao Changyan to wake so she could call him to account.



Chapter 677: Capture for Study
Shen Xihe didn’t rest, instead taking over Long Yan’s official duties, working through the night to review and quickly arrange the remaining matters.

By midnight, the lights remained bright. As she continued working, Xiao Changfeng and Xiao Changgeng also stayed awake, watching over Xiao Longyan. As expected, Longyan developed a fierce fever at midnight, and the physician tried many methods but couldn’t bring down his temperature.

Shen Xihe had brought Zhenzhu with her. When Xiao Changfeng and Xiao Longyan’s advisor personally came to plead before her, Shen Xihe directly refused: “My maid only has a rough understanding of medicine. Prince Jing’s condition is aggressive – she likely won’t be able to help. I’ll send word to Wendeng County now to request Imperial Physicians.”

The palace physicians had come once before when Xiao Longyan was saving Xiao Changgeng. After Changgeng’s condition stabilized, they returned, as their duty was to protect the Crown Prince.

If something happened to Xiao Longyan and Xiao Changgeng here, they wouldn’t be punished for delayed treatment. But if anything happened to Xiao Huayong, they would pay with their lives, so naturally they dared not linger.

“Crown Princess, regardless of success or failure, please let Miss Zhenzhu try. Going to Wendeng County to request physicians would take several hours round trip…” The advisor dropped to his knees with a thud, kowtowing as he begged.

The advisor also knew some medicine, but he was truly at his wit’s end, which was why he came to plead before Shen Xihe.

“Your Highness Crown Princess, Prince Jing is after all the Crown Prince’s brother, addressing you respectfully as Imperial Sister-in-law. Now Prince Jing’s life hangs by a thread. With someone knowledgeable in medicine by your side, Your Highness watching coldly from the sidelines – if word got out, it wouldn’t sound good,” Xiao Changfeng added. “If Your Highness doesn’t care about such things, would the Crown Prince also not care?”

Knowing to use Xiao Huayong to pressure her, Shen Xihe looked up from the account books and glanced at Xiao Changfeng, asking with a half-smile: “If I send my person to help, and Prince Jing has an unfortunate accident as a result, would you believe I had nothing to do with it?”

Xiao Changfeng and the advisor were stumped. If they said they would believe her at this point, and Shen Xihe truly took lethal action, what could they do? If they said they wouldn’t believe her, why would Shen Xihe send anyone?

Taking a deep breath, Xiao Changfeng said: “Doctors have benevolent hearts. Crown Princess, you work tirelessly, just as the Crown Prince traveled thousands of miles here to relieve the common people’s suffering. The Crown Princess has righteousness in her heart and is certainly not one to act like vermin. How could you take lethal action against your brother-in-law? If anything happens to Prince Jing, it would be heaven’s will and naturally have nothing to do with Your Highness.”

Listen to how well he speaks, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but raise the corners of her lips. At this point, she truly had no room to refuse: “Zhenzhu, go with Prince Xun.”

“Yes,” Zhenzhu responded.

The possibility of Shen Xihe letting Zhenzhu take lethal action at this point was extremely small. Xiao Changfeng somehow guessed this point, perhaps because she treasured her people dearly. Indeed, even if Zhenzhu took action and left no evidence, the Emperor couldn’t do anything to Shen Xihe, but when a prince died by treatment, having the servants who attended to him die alongside him wasn’t a big matter. Even if Shen Xihe wanted to plead for mercy, she would be powerless to save anyone.

As long as Zhenzhu acted, Xiao Longyan could be saved – this was what Xiao Changfeng believed.

“Today I discovered that this cousin of yours isn’t someone of shallow thoughts either,” Shen Xihe said when only she remained in the room. She flipped through a few pages of the account book as a faint fragrance of tagara wafted through the slightly open window, her eyes curving slightly.

The next moment, a warm embrace encircled her from behind: “In the Xiao Imperial clan, there are no fools.”

Not to say everyone was capable, but there were certainly none who were hopelessly stupid.

Previously in the Northwest, Xiao Changfeng had concealed some of his abilities or perhaps hadn’t revealed much.

“Does he have some unknown connection with Prince Jing?” Shen Xihe leaned back naturally, tilting her chin up to look at Xiao Huayong above her.

Shen Xihe didn’t believe a word about secret orders. Xiao Longyan was managing disaster relief – at this crucial time, he couldn’t possibly be easily transferred away. Regarding disaster relief matters, what secret orders would need to be given to Xiao Longyan?

This was Xiao Changfeng’s confident pretext. He knew well that she wouldn’t go ask Emperor Youning about it. Even if she asked, at most the Emperor would privately scold him a few times. He had come specifically to rescue Xiao Longyan.

“When they were young, they studied together. Little Eight once saved his life,” Xiao Huayong knew of this matter.

“Since you knew about this, why didn’t you send someone to delay Prince Xun?” Shen Xihe asked curiously.

“His Majesty sent him secretly, I only just found out,” Xiao Huayong lowered his head and pecked her cheek. “His Majesty has his methods. If I could always see through everything and know all matters, I wouldn’t still be maintaining false friendliness with him at this moment.”

They would have already torn off their masks and confronted each other directly.

Shen Xihe nodded, thinking of the last time Emperor Youning had moved against Xiao Huayong. If Xiao Huayong hadn’t happened to contact Xiao Juesong, it would have been difficult to escape. Emperor Youning had been able to snatch the throne from his elder brother and maintain his position steadily for so many years – he was certainly not someone easy to deal with.

As Emperor, having accumulated power for over twenty years, he could still swallow his temper – this was even more awe-inspiring.

She had slapped the Emperor’s face several times, yet Emperor Youning had let her off each time, never taking retaliatory action against her, not even issuing slight warnings. This wasn’t because he was incapable or afraid, but because he could maintain his composure.

Such a person normally wouldn’t act rashly, but once he did act – like that day at the traveling palace against Xiao Huayong – he would make it nearly impossible for others to turn the tables.

“Though Little Eight escaped with his life this time, I’ve lost at least three-tenths of his shadow guards – truly a heavy blow,” Xiao Huayong shared something happy with Shen Xihe. “I also captured some alive to study carefully.”

Of the people Xiao Longyan had knocked unconscious, he had taken two, naturally not taking them all as that would have aroused Xiao Longyan’s vigilance. The scene of today’s confrontation was chaotic – even Xiao Longyan himself couldn’t count exactly how many people had died, much less try to take a count, especially since some people had been blown to pieces.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe suddenly showed a strange expression: “You seem to enjoy capturing people to study…”

At the traveling palace, Xiao Huayong had also switched things around and captured the Emperor’s Divine Warrior Army to study them.

Seeing her look as if she’d discovered he had a strange hobby, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh: “This is called ‘know your enemy and know yourself, and you’ll never be defeated in battle.’ Now only Old Five’s secret guards remain. If I could catch a couple of them too, once I figure out all their training methods, I can combine the strengths of each group and train a batch of people myself. Wouldn’t it be interesting to play with them a bit, having them counter each other?”

“Prince Xin… likely has no intention of being your enemy,” Shen Xihe thought of Xiao Changqing, who now seemed to have become Buddhist-like. When Xiao Huayong’s men impersonated his people to attack Xiao Longyan’s men, Shen Xihe felt he must have known about it.

Chapter 678: Taking Full Responsibility
He knew but pretended not to know. He neither confronted Xiao Changyan with the truth nor joined Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong in their counterattack. Even though Xiao Changqing surely noticed the overt and covert struggles between them and Xiao Changyan, he focused solely on disaster relief, seemingly intentionally avoiding their affairs to remain uninvolved.

“Just because he isn’t our enemy, does that mean I can’t capture his people to study them?” Xiao Huayong felt there was no contradiction – he was purely curious. Was it not acceptable to try to figure out Xiao Changqing’s trump cards?

“Is that the kind of person you are?” Shen Xihe glanced at him.

Xiao Huayong had never been someone who liked causing trouble, nor was he restless by nature. If someone wasn’t going to be an enemy, why deliberately provoke them? She didn’t believe his given reason at all.

“I dislike having anything in this world outside my control.” His dark, bright eyes seemed to gather a silver light as he spoke seriously.

Though they weren’t enemies now, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be in the future. As long as a threat existed, whether enemy or not, one had to understand them thoroughly to be prepared for any situation.

Shen Xihe nodded. “Your concerns are valid.”

“The matters here are almost concluded. I’ll return to Wendeng County first to wait for you. Come back soon. Once the flood crisis is resolved, we can return to the capital early.” Xiao Huayong lovingly smoothed her long hair.

“Mm, be careful,” Shen Xihe acknowledged.

After gazing deeply at Shen Xihe several times, Xiao Huayong turned and disappeared behind the screen. He quickly left the room, arriving and departing without a sound. Shen Xihe resumed her work.

After daybreak, Shen Xihe finished checking all the accounts and gave the approved documents to the County Magistrate, instructing him to work with local military guards to quickly implement the distribution of grain and supplies.

The County Magistrate was Xiao Changyan’s man. With Xiao Changyan now unconscious, and faced with the formidable Crown Princess whom even Jun Wang and Yan Wang didn’t dare to cross, he could only comply efficiently with her orders. Thus, what Xiao Changyan couldn’t accomplish in several days, Shen Xihe completed in just one. The common people received what they were due, and smiles appeared on their faces.

Rongcheng County was surrounded by sea on three sides. The rainfall wasn’t as heavy as in neighboring counties, and there were fewer hillsides. Apart from crop damage, there weren’t many casualties. With the court’s distributions, they wouldn’t have to worry about surviving the year.

By noon, Xiao Changyan’s recurring high fever finally broke completely. Shen Xihe had just finished her evening meal when Xiao Changyan regained consciousness. By the time Shen Xihe went to check on him, he had already eaten and was reclining pale-faced on the couch, having apparently passed through the danger period and only needing gradual recovery.

Shen Xihe consulted the physician and received the same assessment. Then she spoke frankly: “Prince Jing, can you tell me why you made contact with the traitors?”

Xiao Changzheng had told Xiao Changyan what he needed to know, so he was prepared: “I won’t deceive Imperial Sister-in-law. Previously, Twelfth Brother was also injured by Imperial Uncle, so I sought out physicians to save him. Following some clues led to an investigation, though I wasn’t certain it was Imperial Uncle, so I hadn’t yet reported to the Crown Prince and Emperor.”

Shen Xihe turned to Xiao Changzheng: “Prince Yan, is what Prince Jing says true?”

Xiao Changzheng clasped his hands: “In response to Imperial Sister-in-law, every word of Eighth Brother’s statement is true.”

“When did Prince Yan encounter the assassination attempt?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Xiao Changzheng answered without hesitation: “It was five days ago…”

“Was it five days ago?” Shen Xihe interrupted coldly.

Xiao Changzheng still didn’t pause: “Yes, it was five days ago, when Eighth Brother came.”

“Prince Jing says the same?” Shen Xihe asked again.

Xiao Changyan closed his eyes and softly made a sound of agreement.

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept between the submissive Xiao Changzheng and the seemingly exhausted, pain-enduring Xiao Changyan. Withdrawing her gaze, Shen Xihe commanded coldly: “Bring him in.”

Xiao Changyan, Xiao Changzheng, and even the observing Xiao Changfeng all had an ominous feeling. Sure enough, Mo Yuan quickly brought in someone – none other than Xiao Changzheng’s attendant. This was the attendant who supposedly died falling down the hillside during Xiao Changzheng’s ambush encounter with Xiao Changyan. Xiao Changyan had even sent people to handle the funeral and clear the body, yet unexpectedly he had fallen into Shen Xihe’s hands!

“Does Prince Yan recognize this person?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Changzheng’s throat seemed blocked; he couldn’t speak.

“Your Highness, Your Highness, this servant can finally see you again…” The little eunuch, however, was extremely excited, rushing forward to kneel before Xiao Changzheng, hugging his legs and crying emotionally.

“I’m… fine,” Xiao Changzheng was also somewhat happy that this eunuch who had followed him for so long wasn’t dead.

“Prince Yan, according to Fu Gui’s account, you encountered the ambush last month, and Prince Yan had been missing for over a month, disappearing before the Crown Prince and I entered Dengzhou,” Shen Xihe said coldly. “So is it Prince Yan and Prince Jing who are being untruthful, or is this attendant lying and slandering his master?”

Even Xiao Changfeng, an outsider, knew it couldn’t be the attendant lying. This meant Xiao Changzheng had indeed been missing for over a month, and Xiao Changyan had concealed it. This…

The atmosphere instantly became tense.

“This matter is my…”

“Imperial Sister-in-law, please allow me to explain. I asked Eighth Brother to conceal it,” Xiao Changzheng interrupted just as Xiao Changyan began speaking. “Eighth Brother and I discovered Imperial Uncle’s traces early on. Because we couldn’t be certain but couldn’t be careless either, we devised a plan using myself as bait. I would draw out Imperial Uncle, and to ensure he wouldn’t be cautious, we didn’t alert the Emperor or Crown Prince.”

Xiao Changzheng took full responsibility, smoothing over Xiao Changyan’s massive lie. Everyone’s eyes fell on Xiao Changzheng.

After a pause, Xiao Changzheng continued: “Eighth Brother rescued me, and I didn’t want to implicate him, so I falsely claimed to have encountered Imperial Uncle that day.”

Shen Xihe slowly shifted her gaze from Xiao Changzheng to Xiao Changyan: “Prince Jing, are the facts as Prince Yan states?”

Xiao Changyan opened his mouth, and after a moment of struggle said: “The truth is…”

“Eighth Brother need not protect this younger brother. It was this brother’s glory-seeking that endangered Eighth Brother. Upon returning to the capital, I will certainly request punishment from the Emperor.” Xiao Changzheng’s clear, sincere gaze fixed directly on Xiao Changyan.

Xiao Changyan’s chest felt tight as he struggled to look away: “I failed to look after Twelfth Brother.”

This was a tactful agreement with Xiao Changzheng’s words.

Shen Xihe gave a cold laugh: “So, you knew the traitor’s whereabouts early on, recklessly sought glory, and refused to report it, leading to the prison break and the losses among the Imperial Guards the Crown Prince brought from the palace?”

Xiao Changzheng bowed his head: “It was my fault. I will certainly submit a memorial to the Emperor explaining and accepting punishment.”

Chapter 679: The Emperor Loses Another Trusted Man
“Such deep brotherly affection.” Whether sarcastic or not, Shen Xihe gave this praise before standing to leave.

She didn’t linger at the county office, immediately ordered preparations, and without notifying Xiao Changyan and the others, led her people back to Wendeng County.

After hearing this, Xiao Changyan said to Xiao Changzheng: “Why go to such lengths? This wasn’t your fault.”

Throughout this entire matter, Xiao Changzheng had been merely a victim. Now taking all the blame, the Emperor would surely not be lenient.

Usually, being rash and impetuous wouldn’t matter much, but this was during disaster relief. Still thinking about claiming sole credit for capturing the traitor while neglecting disaster victims – when their primary duty was disaster relief – this was a dereliction of duty that could result in having their titles stripped, just like the second prince.

“Even if my title is stripped, that’s fine – I can always earn it back. After all, we didn’t cause too much trouble. Though the Emperor may be angry, he won’t punish too severely,” Xiao Changzheng remained optimistic. “But if punishment is required, my injuries have healed, and I can withstand a hundred or so strikes. Eighth Brother, you…”

Xiao Changzheng didn’t finish, but Xiao Changyan understood. His situation was different. As the elder brother, not having gone himself to lure Xiao Jueson, even the same explanation would only chill people to the bone. Using his younger brother as bait for glory, and then concealing his month-long disappearance – this went far beyond Xiao Changzheng’s mere glory-seeking offense.

For Xiao Changyan, the consequences would be more severe than just losing his title.

Both Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changzheng understood this, as did Xiao Changfeng and Shen Xihe. That’s why Shen Xihe had sarcastically remarked on their brotherly affection. Xiao Changyan looked at Xiao Changzheng with sincere eyes and extended his palm: “Brother, I accept your kindness.”

Xiao Changzheng also reached out, their palms meeting in a firm grip.

When Shen Xihe returned to the residence in Wendeng County, Biyu handed her a wax ball. Shen Xihe opened it to find news of Xiao Changfeng leaving the capital from her spy in his household. Unfortunately, it came one step too late – otherwise, Xiao Changyan would be dead. Still, Shen Xihe was grateful it arrived so quickly here; perhaps it was simply that Xiao Changyan’s fate wasn’t sealed.

“No rush. With Little Twelve by his side in the future, he won’t be much of a threat,” said Xiao Huayong, standing behind Shen Xihe. A full head taller than her, he could read the message above.

“If it’s heaven’s will, there’s no use rushing,” Shen Xihe was wary of the person skilled in mysterious soul techniques by Xiao Changyan’s side, which had made her completely change her mind about keeping Xiao Changyan alive. Who knew he’d be so lucky?

However, after this incident, Xiao Changyan would likely trust Xiao Changzheng completely. They’d have to see if they could track down this soul technique expert through Xiao Changzheng.

“When will you take me to see your falcon mews?” Shen Xihe suddenly asked.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze moved from the letter Shen Xihe had thrown into the fire basin, seeming to understand: “How many do Youyou want?”

She had finally found her message delivery method too slow and wanted to use his falcons. It was also a sign of gradually lowering her guard with him – using his falcons meant that if he wished, all her correspondence would fall into his hands, equivalent to having no secrets from him.

This was the beginning of letting down defenses and absolute trust. Xiao Huayong’s eyes lit up with joy, his pupils reflecting starlight, enchantingly beautiful.

“Let me pick – I’ll take as many as I like,” Shen Xihe said, somewhat greedily.

Xiao Huayong embraced her: “Everything I have is yours. Take as many as you want.”

Shen Xihe’s lips curved upward: “When shall we go?”

“Whenever Youyou wishes,” Xiao Huayong appeared ready to go whenever she wanted.

Remembering how when they married, Xiao Huayong had promised to take her to the Northwest and had kept his word, he seemed to have never deceived or failed her. After careful consideration, Shen Xihe said: “Winter’s coming, and I hear it’s especially cold there. Let’s go next year.”

Winter was the hardest season for Xiao Huayong. The capital was cold enough, and it would be even colder further north. Shen Xihe wasn’t in a hurry, and since his falcons were already trained, they could be used as soon as taken, so she wasn’t rushed.

Knowing she was considering his welfare, Xiao Huayong felt warmth and sweetness in his heart. He held her, resting his chin on her shoulder: “Youyou treat me so well.”

Though the couple was intimate, it didn’t prevent Shen Xihe from quickly writing a detailed report to Emperor Youning. Notably, to maintain their lie, Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changzheng specifically mentioned they had detected Xiao Jueson’s traces while watching Yu Gong’s family.

When this memorial reached Emperor Youning’s desk, he immediately summoned the Marquis of Pingyao and threw the document in his face. Emperor Youning hated no one more than Xiao Jueson.

In his youth, despite being the legitimate prince, he was constantly tormented by Xiao Jueson, his half-brother born to that bewitching consort. After Xiao Jueson’s escape, it became his greatest concern. Now his trusted subordinate had connections with Xiao Jueson – how could he not be furious?

“Your Majesty, I am wrong! I have no dealings with the traitor!” The Marquis of Pingyao swore to heaven.

“If you didn’t deal with the traitor, your brother did it for you!” Emperor Youning shouted.

The Marquis of Pingyao fell to his knees: “Your Majesty, I failed to discipline properly, and didn’t know that after years away, he would dare such things. Please forgive me.”

At this point, he couldn’t protect Yu Gong anymore. If only the Crown Princess had accused Yu Gong of colluding with Xiao Jueson, he could still plead innocence, using the discord between the Emperor and Crown Princess to maneuver. But now it was Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changzheng who truly accused Yu Gong of colluding with Xiao Jueson.

How could he possibly explain why two imperial princes would frame his brother?

The Marquis of Pingyao was still bewildered by this, even beginning to wonder if this wasn’t someone’s plot but rather his brother truly being foolish enough to join the traitor. How else could this be explained?

It couldn’t be that the opposing Prince Jing and Crown Princess had conspired together. For them to conspire just to deal with his brother or him – that would be giving the Yu family too much importance.

Yu Gong was executed for colluding with the traitor, and the Marquis of Pingyao was also implicated. Emperor Youning didn’t dismiss him from office but stripped his marquis title. The Pingyao Marquis Manor would exist no more.

When news reached Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, she was satisfied: “The Emperor has lost another trusted man.”

“This is just the beginning,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes revealed a meaningful smile.

With one Marquis of Pingyao colluding with Xiao Jueson, the Emperor would suspect there was a second. And Xiao Jueson was a chess piece controlled by Xiao Huayong – he could place it wherever he wished, gradually eroding the Emperor’s power base piece by piece.

Chapter 680: A Heart for the People
While Xiao Changyan recovered from his injuries and Xiao Huayong “nursed his illness,” Xiao Changfeng followed the trails in search but found no trace of Xiao Juesong. He later joined Xiao Changqing in focusing on disaster relief. After about five or six days, the water channel planned by Commissioner Tao and Zhong Pingzhi was finally completed.

The two carefully inspected both ends, repeatedly confirming there were no issues. Only then did they notify Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe that water could be released?

“We can release the water tomorrow,” Shen Xihe said with delight.

This matter had been weighing on their minds. Though the civilians had been taking turns digging the channel, they’d been constantly soaking in water. While the medicine had fought off the cold, their hands and feet were peeling from prolonged exposure to muddy water. Many who got cuts refused to rest, and despite prompt cleaning, their wounds showed signs of infection. Shen Xihe could only ensure their food, shelter, and medical care.

An early completion would be a relief for everyone.

“Yes, we can release the water tomorrow, but Commissioner Tao and I discussed that we should first make offerings to the River God before releasing the water,” Zhong Pingzhi suggested.

“As it should be. Let the County Magistrate make arrangements while Commissioner Tao and Master Zhong rest well for a day,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

“For the River God ceremony, could the Crown Prince attend? Commissioner Tao and I have heard the people wish to see His Highness.” The people were curious about Xiao Huayong, who had traveled thousands of li while ill and received divine guidance. They held deep respect and gratitude for him.

Of course, they were also moved by Prince Xiao Changqing of Xin, who had fought alongside them on the frontlines every day. This deepened their reverence for Emperor Youning, as both Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqing were his sons. Princes who worked personally and treated people kindly were the best royal children in the people’s hearts.

They could see that the Emperor valued them through his sons’ actions. Since the disaster struck, the Emperor had never stopped providing supplies, even issuing edicts to merchants demanding grain. How could they not be moved by his humbling himself for their sake?

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong, who smiled gently and said, “Very well, I will attend.”

He couldn’t let their reverence go unacknowledged. Xiao Huayong felt worthy of their gratitude – though he hadn’t provided physical labor, without him, no supply shipments would have arrived, and the people wouldn’t have had the strength to work.

Though the channel was complete, the rain hadn’t stopped, so the River God ceremony had to be simplified and held at the city gate. The people managed to perform a lion dance within their limited conditions, and firecrackers were lit with great effort.

With the Provincial Governor Yu Gong executed and Deng Prefecture’s new governor not yet arrived, Xiao Huayong ordered the Circuit Inspector of Henan, a scholarly man of about forty, to preside over the ceremony. After the Inspector delivered an impassioned speech from the city tower, Xiao Huayong, wearing a heavy cloak and supported by Shen Xihe, appeared.

The people were moved upon seeing Xiao Huayong and began to kneel despite the wet ground.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe glanced aside, and Mo Yuan struck the bronze gong heavily. The deafening sound startled the people into standing straight, though some were so startled they fell to their knees.

“Fellow villagers,” Shen Xihe raised her voice, “His Highness comes here moved by your sincere hearts. It would be unfortunate if you caught a cold. His Highness asks that you not stand on ceremony. As royalty, being loved by the people and working for their welfare is our duty. It is our fortune to share in the city’s tribulations. We only hope that Deng Prefecture will have favorable weather hereafter, that you all will have abundant harvests, and that our dynasty will enjoy peace and prosperity.”

“Abundant harvests! Peace and prosperity!” Shen Xihe’s brief words inspired the crowd to join in, with strong young men shouting these good wishes until everyone was calling out in unison.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong smiled slightly at them before leaving the tower. They went directly to the reservoir for the water release. Xiao Huayong remained in his carriage while Shen Xihe wore a lapeled robe, delivered by Zhenzhu en route. Red silk was tied here, and the Inspector gave his position to Shen Xihe to release the first gate.

The remaining gates requiring strength were assigned to military guards who pushed them open with mighty shouts. When the gates were fully opened, the nearly full reservoir’s water rushed out forcefully.

Standing at a distance, they watched the water flow along the channel toward the sea. Many were anxious, watching intently as the rushing water flowed into the ocean. People gathered at the seaside kept their eyes fixed on the water level.

Moment by moment passed, and as the fierce flood entering the sea diminished to a trickle, their fears remained unrealized. An impatient young man broke into a grin and shouted, “It worked, it worked!”

The news spread quickly throughout the county. The people, who had long suffered from flooding, first rejoiced suddenly, then broke into tears, and finally couldn’t help embracing and shouting.

Their jubilant voices overcame the sound of rain, covering the rain-soaked county seat. Even the persistent rain seemed gentler and more lovable to them now.

Watching these scenes, Ziyu couldn’t help sighing, “They are so easily made happy.”

“The people’s desires are simple – no disasters, no illness, enough food, and clothing,” Shen Xihe said softly, lowering the carriage curtain and glancing at Xiao Huayong resting inside. “Next is road repair. I have some matters to arrange.”

The road repair meant fixing the departure route. Other roads would naturally be handled by local officials. Commissioner Tao and Zhong Pingzhi couldn’t return to the capital yet. The current waterway was only a temporary solution for the immediate crisis. It needed to be refined and this water management system properly implemented before they could return.

“What other matters do Youyou has?” Xiao Huayong pondered, unable to think of anything overlooked.

“In reviewing historical records of floods, I found that rat plagues often follow. Whether or not it happens this time, it’s better to prepare early,” Shen Xihe explained.

Xiao Huayong’s eyes deepened with meaning: “Youyou, your heart is truly for the people.”

This was something he hadn’t considered, nor had others. Not because they were ignorant, but because their hearts weren’t as pure toward the people as Shen Xihe’s.

“I merely read some historical records. How does that deserve such praise?” Shen Xihe didn’t feel she had done anything particularly noble.

Preventing rat plague was quite simple for Shen Xihe.

Chapter 681: A Glorious Return
Shen Xihe possessed sacred cat fragrance from short-lived origins, collecting plenty each year. The Duhuo Tower also gathered some externally. Using this as the main ingredient, they created an incense mixture. Burning it in places where rats gathered in the city and each disaster-affected village, along with providing preventive instructions to the people, would surely prevent any plague outbreak.

These fragrances were quite expensive. Shen Xihe donated them freely in the Eastern Palace’s name, personally handing them to the Circuit Inspector. Once the new Provincial Governor arrived, the Inspector would pass down instructions for distribution level by level.

Everything had to wait until the rain stopped. Remarkably, after months of heavy rain, it weakened the day after the drainage, continuing as light rain for three to five days before completely ceasing.

When the skies cleared, people who hadn’t seen the sun in ages ran into the streets to bask in its warmth. Households with women laid out damp items to dry. On this day, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong began their departure from Deng Prefecture.

People lined the roads to bid them farewell, from inside the city to beyond its walls. Only after Shen Xihe had the military guards intervene several times did the crowds stop following. Beyond Wendeng County, the enthusiasm continued. Neighboring counties, though less severely affected, had also suffered. Shen Xihe took charge, providing grain supplies as she had in Rongcheng County, lifting the people’s spirits.

The blocked roads had been cleared. Their arrival had been through rain, climbing mountains where even horses struggled. Their departure was under bright sunshine on smooth roads, the carriage rolling gently without hitting a single stone.

Returning to the capital, they went directly to the imperial palace. It was mid-November, with heavy snow falling. In this cold weather, Emperor Youning sent clan elders, Second Prince Xiao Changmin, and Third Prince Xiao Changzhen to welcome them at the city gate, while he waited at the palace gate.

Though the capital’s citizens had seen the Crown Prince and Princess before, they still gathered in the winter cold, peering out to watch, creating more excitement than a spring scholar’s parade.

The Emperor bestowed the highest honors, seemingly genuine. Although Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe had won the people’s hearts, they had also brought glory to the Emperor. Emperor Youning wasn’t intolerant, and this was perhaps his happiest moment since Prince Changzhen’s tomb-raiding incident, even more pleasing than repelling the Turks and securing their tribute agreement.

Had Xiao Huayong’s birthday not passed during their return journey, the Emperor might have held a grand celebration.

The palace’s majestic walls were covered in snow. In December, Shen Xihe celebrated her birthday, and the palace welcomed a joyous event – Third Princess Anling’s marriage to a meritorious family. At nineteen, approaching twenty, she needed to marry before becoming too old.

With Princess Anling’s marriage, seventeen-year-old Princess Pingling’s pre-wedding preparations also began. As manager of the inner palace, Shen Xihe had to oversee these matters, including drafting the princesses’ dowry lists.

Princess Anling, remembering her past discord with Shen Xihe, anxiously came to apologize, fearing Shen Xihe might compromise her dowry with items that appeared proper but were useless. She regretted their previous conflicts, knowing her fate now lay in Shen Xihe’s hands.

Shen Xihe neither troubled her nor exposed her concerns. Their friction had been mere personal incompatibility, and the princess had never truly wronged her. As head of the inner palace, such matters weren’t worth dwelling on.

Shen Xihe handled both Princess Anling’s and Princess Pingling’s matters strictly according to custom.

After marriage, Princess Anling seemed transformed, often visiting the palace to pay respects, keeping Shen Xihe company, and sharing news of noble ladies outside, clearly trying to curry favor. Shen Xihe neither rejected nor embraced these gestures.

Peaceful days passed quietly. During this year’s end celebrations, Shen Xihe was overwhelmingly busy. Palace banquets required her attention, leaving her little time for Xiao Huayong. Finally, the Crown Prince could bear it no longer. He grabbed her for some intense make-up time, then took over the inner palace affairs himself.

After the New Year, Shen Xihe finally caught her breath, but several royal weddings demanded her attention: Xiao Changmin and Yu Sangning’s wedding, Xiao Changfeng and Shen Yingruo’s wedding, Xiao Changying’s marriage to a prince’s consort, Princess Pingling’s wedding… all required her oversight.

“You shouldn’t be distracted by these trivial matters,” Xiao Huayong expressed his disapproval again, pressing his hand on Shen Xihe’s register.

“In Your Highness’s eyes, these may seem unimportant, but not to me,” Shen Xihe brushed his hand away. “Hidden within are family connections – some seemingly unrelated people are closely linked; some appearing to be rivals are conspiring together…”

Understanding this allowed her to extract useful information from seemingly futile details.

“I don’t want you too tired,” Xiao Huayong placed his hands on her shoulders, gently massaging her.

“How could this compare to reviewing memorials? It’s much lighter than handling state affairs,” Shen Xihe didn’t feel tired.

If she couldn’t handle these matters effortlessly, how could she… She stopped her thoughts there, realizing she hadn’t had such thoughts in a long time. Looking up at Xiao Huayong, she suggested, “If you’re concerned about my fatigue, perhaps Your Highness could take over?”

She closed the register and pushed it into Xiao Huayong’s hands, seated him in the chair, then gracefully turned to sit on a nearby noble consort’s couch. Taking a warm cotton towel from Zhenzhu, she wiped her hands and picked up a noble consort cake, eating it with relish while raising her eyebrows playfully at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong smiled helplessly, looking at the register and then at the animated Shen Xihe. He suddenly swooped over, biting away half the cake still visible in her mouth and stealing a kiss from her lips.

Shen Xihe froze, not from his intimate gesture, which she was used to, but from how swiftly he’d moved – her cake diminished and lips left warm.

“Hahaha…” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help laughing at her dazed expression, happily beginning his work for her.

Shen Xihe recovered and glared at him, picking up another cake and chewing forcefully while watching him as if venting her frustration by imagining it was his flesh.

Xiao Huayong occasionally turned to smile at her, making her look away, before continuing his work with a smile.

Chapter 682: Forcing Cui Shaoqing
The couple’s tender moments lasted several days before being disrupted by an incident.

One day while Xiao Huayong attended court, Bu Shulin rushed to seek her help. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, she disregarded Eastern Palace protocol, grabbed her hand, and pulled her inside, distraught: “Youyou, I’m finished.”

Shen Xihe offered her a peach blossom drink: “Have some water, speak slowly.”

Bu Shulin, sweating anxiously, grabbed it and drank it in one gulp, wiping her mouth with her sleeve before Shen Xihe could offer a handkerchief.

Bu Shulin hadn’t noticed these details. After setting down the cup and hesitating several times, she finally took a deep breath and said: “Youyou, I… I… I forced myself on Cui Shitou!”

Shen Xihe: …

After speaking, Bu Shulin closed her eyes, heavily slapping her forehead with regret: “It’s all because that day I went drinking with Ding Zhi and others. They were discussing intimate matters between men and women, which made me curious…”

Her curiosity, combined with both her and Cui Jinbai’s drunkenness, somehow led to them ending up together.

“When did this happen?” Shen Xihe suppressed her shock.

“Half a month ago…” Bu Shulin said very quietly, carefully watching Shen Xihe’s reaction. Seeing her slightly cold expression, she hurriedly explained, “I thought I could hide it. I woke up first and ran away. Later, the Court of Justice received a strange case, and His Majesty sent Cui Shitou away. I thought the matter was over. But yesterday when he returned, he came to my residence trying to remove my clothes. Fortunately, my martial arts are better than his, otherwise…”

Otherwise, her secret would have been exposed.

Shen Xihe composed herself. If things happened this way, it made sense that Bu Shulin only came to her now. As the Eastern Palace consort, it wasn’t easy for Bu Shulin, an “outside man,” to meet her.

“You still don’t want to be honest with him?” Shen Xihe felt at this point, directness might be best.

Bu Shulin’s mind was in chaos. She knew she could escape yesterday, but not today or tomorrow. At this point, she wasn’t sure if she wanted to confess to Cui Jinbai or flee far away – but where could she flee to?

“Alin, Cui Shaoqing isn’t one to hide things. You might as well be honest with him,” Shen Xihe advised.

Bu Shulin struggled silently.

Shen Xihe didn’t press her. She understood why Bu Shulin refused to relent – she wanted to maintain restraint and caution. As long as she remained Young Master Bu in Cui Jinbai’s eyes, she could control herself. She feared that removing this disguise would make her feelings for Cui Jinbai uncontrollable, causing her to inadvertently forget her identity and reveal herself.

It wasn’t distrust of Cui Jinbai but of herself.

In the silence, Shen Xihe thought of something else: “Alin, did you… take medicine afterward?”

“Hm?” Bu Shulin didn’t understand.

“Contraceptive decoction,” Shen Xihe said directly.

Bu Shulin’s eyes widened, her face pale.

She had forgotten!

“It… it couldn’t be… that coincidental…” Bu Shulin stammered. After the incident, she was so panicked about facing Cui Jinbai. When he was sent out of the city the next day, she felt relieved but still worried whether he knew.

She had completely forgotten about pregnancy. Now reminded by Shen Xihe, she realized she truly was in trouble.

“Zhenzhu!” Shen Xihe called, “Check Young Master Bu’s pulse.”

Zhenzhu bowed to Bu Shulin before taking her wrist. Her expression gradually became serious, making Bu Shulin increasingly anxious and pale.

“Crown Princess, it’s too early to be certain,” Zhenzhu believed it was highly likely.

Though early, Bu Shulin’s pulse showed subtle differences from non-pregnant women, though these differences could have other causes. Hence Zhenzhu wasn’t certain.

But Bu Shulin had already collapsed in her chair, her eyes darting frantically before grabbing Zhenzhu: “Regardless, give me abortion medicine first!”

Shen Xihe: …

“Have you considered how you’ll explain to Cui Shaoqing if it’s true?” Shen Xihe reminded.

If Bu Shulin was truly pregnant and terminated it this way, she and Cui Jinbai might have no future together.

“I can’t think that far ahead. How can I hide a ten-month pregnancy?” After blurting out about abortion medicine, Bu Shulin gradually calmed down. “Once my identity is exposed, my father and I, along with all the uncles who follow him in South Shu, would be guilty of deceiving the emperor – grounds for clan execution! Youyou, you should understand me best.”

Shen Xihe understood – their situations were so similar. One wrong step would lose everything and endanger dozens or hundreds of lives.

“We’re not yet certain about the pregnancy. Abortion medicine is harsh – if you’re not pregnant, it will still harm your body,” Shen Xihe softened her voice, holding Bu Shulin’s hand reassuringly.

“Youyou, ask His Highness to find a way to send Cui Shitou away again until I can confirm,” Bu Shulin gripped Shen Xihe’s hand, pleading.

“And after confirmation?” Shen Xihe asked.

“If I’m not pregnant, I’ll tell him my identity.” She would exercise more self-control afterward, leaving Cui Jinbai’s choice to him. If pregnant, she could only hide it from him forever – she couldn’t keep this child.

She couldn’t bear the child. Rather than cause him pain and suffering, better he never knows.

Shen Xihe disagreed with Bu Shulin’s solution but couldn’t decide for her: “Alin, think carefully about the consequences of your choice.”

Bu Shulin closed her eyes, her tone low and beseeching: “Youyou, don’t persuade me, don’t make me hesitate anymore.”

Any choice would exact a cruel price.

She could never be a true lady her whole life. Perhaps this would be her only chance to bear a child, and it was with her beloved, yet she couldn’t keep it – having to kill it herself. How could her heart not ache?

But could she risk it?

“Youyou, if I am pregnant, I must cut this knot quickly. If exposed, he too would face punishment.”

With a child, Cui Jinbai would discover her female identity. His failure to report this to the emperor would make him an accomplice in deceiving the throne. The emperor might even use this against the entire Cui clan.

Chapter 683: An Unexpected Development
She would not only implicate him but also make him a sinner in the eyes of the Cui family!

Shen Xihe moved her lips but ultimately swallowed her words. If Bu Shulin was truly pregnant, keeping the child would be far too risky. The nurturing of a child takes many long months, each day filled with fear. Even Shen Xihe wasn’t completely confident she could help Bu Shulin deliver safely. Since she couldn’t provide proper help, she naturally couldn’t encourage this course.

“Alright, I’ll have Beichen send Cui Shaoping away until we confirm whether you’re pregnant or not. During this time, you must be extra careful,” Shen Xihe cautioned.

“I understand. Thank you, Youyou,” Bu Shulin felt somewhat more at ease.

In such a helpless moment, she was fortunate to have Shen Xihe by her side, preventing her from feeling isolated and falling into despair.

Bu Shulin didn’t stay long in the Eastern Palace. Her visit appeared to be just a routine call on Shen Xihe, and she left after sitting for just a brief moment.

Shen Xihe saw her out of the Eastern Palace. After watching Bu Shulin’s figure disappear, she turned to ask Sui Axi: “Has the matter I instructed earlier been completed?”

“Not yet,” Sui Axi shook his head.

Shen Xihe knew it wasn’t complete even before Sui Axi reported, but she couldn’t help asking. Hearing the expected answer, she could only say, “Hurry. I fear we don’t have much time.”

“Yes,” Sui Axi responded and immediately withdrew.

Since Sui Axi had completed Lu Bing’s case and successfully sent him to Xiao Changfeng’s side, Shen Xihe hadn’t let Sui Axi rest. Her first thought was of Bu Shulin – if they could create a bone replica of Bu Shulin, perhaps it could help her escape at the right moment.

Originally, they had ample time, but with Bu Shulin’s current situation, they had to accelerate their plans.

Since it wasn’t yet complete, Shen Xihe couldn’t tell Bu Shulin, lest it fail and leave her even more desperate after raising her hopes.

She couldn’t help sighing as she turned around.

“Youyou, what’s wrong?” Xiao Huayong happened to emerge from a corner just then, hearing Shen Xihe’s sigh.

Shen Xihe turned, glanced at him, and as he approached, she took his hand and led him toward their chambers. Upon entering their courtyard, she said, “Earlier, World Son Bu came to see me…”

She told Xiao Huayong everything about Bu Shulin. Xiao Huayong suddenly thought of Cui Jinbai’s frequent distractions and preoccupation earlier that day. Now that the court had dismissed, he had probably gone to Bu Shulin to confirm what he was already ninety percent certain of.

“In this matter… if she truly is pregnant, I agree with World Son Bu’s decision to terminate,” Xiao Huayong said after some contemplation. “However, I agree she should keep it from Zhihe.”

Though young, Cui Jinbai hadn’t become the Junior Chief Justice of the Court of Judicature for nothing – he wasn’t someone who couldn’t endure separation and death. This wasn’t about Bu Shulin being heartless; truly, no one could bear the consequences if this matter came to light.

Xiao Huayong could arrange for Bu Shulin to disappear for two or three months, but pregnancy lasted ten months, plus one or two months for postpartum recovery – a full year. Even if the pregnancy wasn’t visible in the early stages, Xiao Huayong couldn’t manage to hide Bu Shulin for half a year.

She was someone the Emperor watched closely.

“I hope Alin isn’t pregnant,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Otherwise, it would be too cruel for both Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai.

“This matter is up to heaven’s will,” Xiao Huayong didn’t know how to comfort Shen Xihe.

“Beichen, actually I’ve already had Axi working on bone replication, precisely because I feared Alin’s identity might be exposed someday and wanted a contingency plan. But it’s not yet complete…” Shen Xihe thought of another possibility. “What if we help Alin hide it for the first few months, and by the time she’s showing more, Axi’s work will be done? Then we can help conceal it – might we have a chance to pull off this deception?”

Looking alike wasn’t enough to avoid suspicion. Bu Shulin had grown up in the capital, and too many people knew her. It would be extremely difficult to have someone mimic her perfectly in a short time, including knowledge of her past.

If they fabricated an accident and pretended she lost her memory, it might work for others but not for Bu Shulin – she was under the Emperor’s close watch. If Bu Shulin truly claimed memory loss, the Emperor would certainly use every means to help her recover her memory.

Without looking far, just consider how Shen Xihe could use incense to confuse people, making them relax and reveal truths without knowing. Moreover, Xiao Changyan had people who knew soul-capturing techniques – who knew if the Emperor didn’t have such talented individuals?

If Bu Shulin claimed memory loss publicly, the Emperor could legitimately use various methods on her under the guise of treatment. Even if they wanted to prevent it, they would have no standing or reason, and it would backfire.

Xiao Huayong considered the feasibility of Shen Xihe’s idea and finally said, “While there’s some chance of success, the risks are significant. If exposed, even if it doesn’t implicate you directly, it might reveal that someone possesses bone replication techniques, and you would be the first suspect.”

If Bu Shulin’s female identity was exposed, people would look back at her closeness to Shen Xihe and easily guess that Shen Xihe knew all along. The only person capable of helping Bu Shulin to this extent could only be Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong didn’t want Shen Xihe to take this risk for Bu Shulin, but since Bu Shulin was Shen Xihe’s close friend, he couldn’t interfere with her decision. He could only express his attitude – he would respect and fully support whatever she chose.

“I’m just thinking it through for now,” Shen Xihe heard Xiao Huayong’s disapproval and expressed her thoughts, saying she hadn’t truly decided to take this step.

“Let’s wait and see what happens in the coming days.” They still weren’t certain if Bu Shulin was pregnant.

Like Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong hoped Bu Shulin wasn’t pregnant, which would mean one less worry.

Following Shen Xihe’s request, Xiao Huayong sent Cui Jinbai on another official mission outside the capital, requiring about ten days. After ten days, they could confirm the diagnosis. Everyone hoped this was just a false alarm.

To avoid trouble, Bu Shulin deliberately got into a fight and dislocated her arm, using this as an excuse to recuperate at home. She frequently claimed illness, which Emperor Youning and the Marquis of Zhenbei had grown accustomed to, and no one thought much of it.

However, on the fifth day after Cui Jinbai left the capital, while Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe were playing chess together, Tianyuan suddenly rushed in. After bowing to both of them, he said, “Your Highness, the people you assigned to watch World Son Bu report that others are watching him too. The Ministry of Justice investigated their identities – they’re Second Prince’s people.”

Shen Xihe looked up from the chessboard and asked Tianyuan, “Do you know when the Second Prince started having people watch World Son Bu?”

Previously, there had been no word of Xiao Changmin being interested in Bu Shulin. Shen Xihe had an ominous guess – this matter might become even more complicated.

Chapter 684: Pregnancy Confirmed
“We couldn’t determine when Second Prince started watching World Son Bu, but the Ministry of Justice found that Second Prince visited the same pleasure house as World Son Bu and Junior Chief Justice Cui on the same day half a month ago,” Tianyuan reported.

Xiao Huayong’s people always thought for themselves, not just completing exactly what was ordered. This meant that Xiao Changmin might know about what happened between Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai that day.

No, he must have grown suspicious but hadn’t confirmed it yet, which was why he had people watching Bu Shulin.

“Investigate this pleasure house,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

“Yes,” Tianyuan withdrew after responding.

After Xiao Huayong’s prompt, Shen Xihe understood his meaning: “You suspect this pleasure house belongs to the Second Prince?”

“Has Youyou ever encountered Second Brother in plain clothes?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Shen Xihe recalled meeting him twice before, both times because of Shen Yingruo, and nodded truthfully: “Yes, I have.”

“Did Youyou notice his attire when in plain clothes?” Xiao Huayong continued.

Shen Xihe thought carefully but couldn’t recall anything unusual.

Seeing Shen Xihe’s questioning look, Xiao Huayong smiled and placed a chess piece: “Like others, Youyou thinks it’s natural for princes to wear expensive things.”

The current dynasty’s princes had limited allowances and no fiefdoms. They held nominal positions, but with many people to support in their households, without some business ventures, their expenses would certainly exceed their income.

Xiao Changmin was different from Xiao Changyan – he had no support from his wife’s family or maternal relatives. Yet he not only avoided deficits but wore priceless items. Because he preferred items that appeared simple but were invaluable, only Xiao Huayong, who had developed a keen eye following Hua Fuhai, could truly see through this.

Including Shen Xihe.

“I’ve long suspected he had a source of wealth, but he’s been very careful about it, and I couldn’t pin it down,” Xiao Huayong chuckled. “Never expected that after searching everywhere, it would come to light so effortlessly – Second Brother revealed it himself.”

Xiao Changmin did not value women excessively. All the brothers had inherited this trait from His Majesty well, not placing much importance on women. Xiao Changmin must have gone to the pleasure house for another reason.

No matter how drunk Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai were, they wouldn’t have acted without closing the door, or everyone would have known by now. Since even those drinking with Bu Shulin noticed nothing unusual, how did Xiao Changmin become suspicious?

It could only mean someone from the pleasure house told Xiao Changmin. Pleasure houses had their rules, and when it came to clients’ privacy, especially distinguished ones, only the owner would dare reveal such secrets.

“You… truly have keen eyes.” Even able to deduce Xiao Changmin’s source of wealth this way, Shen Xihe couldn’t refute it, finding his reasoning logical.

“You’re too kind,” Xiao Huayong acted modestly, though his smile nearly reached his ears.

Shen Xihe couldn’t bear to look at him: “If your guess is right, his suspicions about Alin must run deeper.”

She wasn’t ignorant about intimate matters. Anyone experienced would understand the signs left after such encounters, especially those working in pleasure houses who could tell at a glance. Two men, even if they made a scene, couldn’t leave the same traces as a man and woman.

“Not necessarily,” Xiao Huayong placed another piece following Shen Xihe’s move, looking at the board. “If Second Brother were certain, he’d be trying to expose this now rather than carefully seeking proof. Activities in pleasure houses are never definitive – even if a man and woman were together, it couldn’t confirm it was World Son Bu and Zhihe.”

At least if the pleasure house was Xiao Changmin’s territory, neither he nor the madam had personally seen Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai leave the same room together. According to Bu Shulin, they likely only saw Cui Jinbai alone, unsure which courtesan he’d been with. The madam must have questioned all the girls before making her guess.

After the incident, both Cui Jinbai and the Cui family remained calm, with no one seeking redress, leading to Second Brother’s bold speculation.

“Even so, it’s troublesome,” Shen Xihe frowned slightly.

The situation was already difficult to resolve due to Bu Shulin’s identity, and now with Xiao Changmin watching like a tiger eyeing its prey, settling things quietly had become even more challenging.

Xiao Huayong’s long, well-defined fingers placed a piece on the board, his tone casual: “If someone alive causes you to worry, let them lie down.”

Shen Xihe didn’t even raise an eyebrow, placing her piece without hesitation: “We’ll see if they know what’s good for them.”

She never feared killing. Many had died by her hand, too many to count. Among them were distinguished figures like Prince Kang and Princess Yangling, so another prince wouldn’t matter.

She wasn’t moving against Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changqing in Dengzhou only because the situation there was sensitive, with citizens already suffering greatly. Killing two more princes would incur His Majesty’s furious wrath, and Dengzhou’s people would bear the consequences.

Now in the capital, if Xiao Changmin truly came charging in, Shen Xihe would have no choice but to kill again.

“Next month is the Second Prince’s wedding to Second Lady Yu. Hopefully, Second Prince understands when to advance and retreat.” Otherwise, to have a wedding followed by a funeral would be quite inauspicious.

The couple exchanged smiles, their previous words like casual conversation, before returning their full attention to the chess game.

Cui Jinbai’s completion of his duties was naturally first known to Xiao Huayong. On the day of Cui Jinbai’s return, Xiao Huayong brought a physician to Bu Shulin’s residence, as she couldn’t risk visiting the Eastern Palace anymore.

The diagnosis left everyone heavy-hearted – Bu Shulin was indeed pregnant. Not just Xiao Huayong’s physician, but Bu Shulin’s household physician confirmed it without doubt.

Bu Shulin asked for abortion medicine, but Xiao Huayong refused, saying: “This child cannot be kept, but you have no right to decide alone. Zhihe returns tomorrow – you must tell him.

The second Brother is watching you. Your household members must not leave to obtain abortion medicine, or your identity will be known to His Majesty in an instant.”

Xiao Changmin hadn’t told Emperor Youning yet because the matter was too serious. If he couldn’t obtain evidence while accusing a court official’s descendant, even his title as Prince would be at risk.

Bu Shulin’s face paled. She didn’t want to tell Cui Jinbai. Somehow, she feared that once she told him, she might act rashly and want to keep the child. She was afraid she wouldn’t be able to stay firm when facing him.

Xiao Huayong didn’t order her, but he wouldn’t let her act alone and left with his people.

Chapter 685: Can His Highness Secure the Eastern Palace?
“The Crown Prince went to the Bu residence?” Xiao Changmin received this news right after Xiao Huayong left. He asked his reporting subordinate, “Who did he bring?”

“Your Highness, just one attendant and one guard,” the subordinate respectfully replied.

Xiao Changmin pondered silently before ordering: “Go invite General Yu to come.”

Though the Marquis of Pingyao was gone, Yu Xiang remained General of the Capital’s Defense Forces.

As the subordinate was about to withdraw, Xiao Changmin called out: “Wait, have General Yu bring Second Lady Yu.”

Last time, when they sacrificed the lesser to save the greater and withdrew in time, it was Yu Sangning who informed Yu Xiang, who then persuaded Xiao Changmin. Yu Xiang hadn’t claimed credit, hoping his daughter might earn Xiao Changmin’s favor later, so he told Xiao Changmin everything.

After avoiding that crisis, most things went as Yu Sangning predicted, and Xiao Changmin indeed came to greatly admire her. The Xiao family’s sons weren’t arrogantly dismissive of women – without even mentioning past heroines, wasn’t there one in the Eastern Palace now?

Thus, he was willing to treat Yu Sangning as an advisor. They would soon marry, and since Yu Sangning possessed such talent, why shouldn’t he give her more opportunities?

The Zhao Prince’s mansion among the sixteen royal residences was decorated with red silk, indicating the approaching celebration. Though Yu Sangning and Xiao Changmin were betrothed with less than a month until their wedding, Yu Xiang still had Yu Sangning dressed as a servant boy when accompanying him to the prince’s mansion.

“Your Highness,” father and daughter bowed in greeting.

Xiao Changmin hurriedly gestured for them to rise: “No need for formalities, General. We’ll soon be family.”

He signaled his confidant to dismiss everyone else. With the doors closed, only the three remained.

Yu Xiang’s expression grew serious: “Your Highness, what important matter requires attention?”

Xiao Changmin smiled gently: “The General worries too much. I have no task requiring your effort, but rather a matter I wish to discuss. General and Second Lady will soon be family with me, hence I invited you both. Please, sit.”

He led them to a round wooden table already set with tea, dried fruits, and pastries. When Xiao Changmin moved to pour tea, Yu Sangning stepped forward first: “By rank and age, I should serve.”

Xiao Changmin didn’t contest this, giving her a slight smile before politely turning to Yu Xiang: “General, I’ve received news that World Son Bu is female.”

Not only was Yu Xiang shocked, but even Yu Sangning’s hand trembled slightly. Fortunately, her self-control was excellent, preventing any tea from spilling, and she quickly composed herself, serving the first cup to Xiao Changmin.

He appreciated her quick recovery, showing his approval as he accepted the teacup with both hands.

“Your Highness, this is no small matter. Is the information reliable?” Yu Xiang quickly recovered and asked solemnly.

“The source is trustworthy and would never deceive me, however… they’re only seventy to eighty percent certain about World Son Bu being female, not completely sure.” Xiao Changmin naturally wouldn’t reveal his pleasure house to Yu Xiang. “These days, I’ve had people secretly investigating World Son Bu, but still found nothing.”

“If World Son Bu were truly female, how could she have hidden it so well all these years, growing up under His Majesty’s very nose?” Yu Xiang remained skeptical.

If this were true, wouldn’t His Majesty faint from anger?

Moreover, forget His Majesty – none of them had ever suspected Bu Shulin’s identity. Bu Shulin spent days with young nobles, either cockfighting and bird-catching or staying in pleasure houses drinking. To say she was female seemed… rather unbelievable.

“General, His Majesty originally intended to arrange Third Sister’s marriage to World Son Bu. Unexpectedly, World Son Bu became entangled with Junior Chief Justice Cui, causing widespread gossip. Third Sister refused, so it was dropped,” Xiao Changmin said. “World Son Bu is the sole heir of the Prince of Shunan’s household. That she shows no urgency about marriage, and the Prince of Shunan remains indifferent, is quite unusual.”

Even if Bu Shulin stayed in the capital, not wanting family burdens, and not wishing to be controlled by His Majesty in marriage matters, what truly adaptable good man would fear forming a marriage alliance according to His Majesty’s wishes? Without any prior attachment, such resistance to marriage was inexplicable.

“If so, why doesn’t Your Highness have His Majesty arrange another marriage for World Son Bu?” Yu Sangning suddenly spoke.

Both Xiao Changmin and Yu Xiang looked at her.

Yu Sangning showed no embarrassment, speaking gracefully: “Why is Your Highness so concerned about whether World Son Bu is female?”

Xiao Changmin didn’t mind her question, thinking carefully that exposing Bu Shulin as female might not bring much merit or benefit.

After a pause, Xiao Changmin said: “I suspect Junior Chief Justice Cui already knows World Son Bu is female, and given World Son Bu’s close relationship with the Crown Princess, she likely knows too. If handled well, this matter…”

The rest needn’t be said – both the Cui family and Eastern Palace would suffer.

When Yu Sangning heard Shen Xihe mentioned, her brow twitched, suppressing an inexplicable fear: “Your Highness, regardless of whether World Son Bu is female, or if the Crown Princess and Junior Chief Justice Cui know, Your Highness shouldn’t be the one to handle this.”

To Yu Sangning, this seemed thankless – even if exposed, it would merely help His Majesty eliminate the Bu family. Truly involving the Crown Princess and the now-leading Cui family wouldn’t be easy, yet would instantly offend both the Shen and Cui families.

“Second Lady Yu forgets, among the princes, I am the eldest,” Xiao Changmin reminded her.

Yu Sangning had long known Xiao Changmin wouldn’t submit to others but hadn’t expected him to state it so directly to her.

He wanted to use this to overthrow the Eastern Palace, gain merit, and hopefully take over as Crown Prince.

Yu Xiang hadn’t expected Xiao Changmin to be so bold – he was His Majesty’s man, wasn’t Xiao Changmin afraid he’d inform His Majesty?

Silence filled the room, broken only by the lingering tea fragrance.

After a while, Yu Sangning lowered her eyes: “Your Highness, forgive my directness, but this isn’t the best time for you to act.”

Xiao Changmin’s gaze deepened.

Yu Xiang glared at his daughter – how could she speak so carelessly?

Yu Sangning had thought long and hard but didn’t back down. She clearly understood Xiao Changmin’s heart held both the former princess consort and another hidden person. She’d never intended to discuss fleeting romance with him.

If so, she’d use another approach to become indispensable to him.

“Let’s set aside whether Your Highness’s plan could succeed, or the Crown Princess’s strategic abilities. Even if everything went as Your Highness wishes, could you secure the position in the Eastern Palace?” Yu Sangning took a deep breath and boldly questioned, testing Xiao Changmin’s bottom line.

“Impudent!” Yu Xiang shouted. “You…”

His reprimand was cut off by Xiao Changmin’s raised hand: “Continue speaking.”

Chapter 686: Cui Jinbai’s Grave Injuries
“By marrying a princess of a fallen nation, His Highness Prince Dai has lost his right to compete. While His Highness Prince Xin is at his peak, lately he’s been concealing his edge, making him more mysterious and unpredictable. Even if Prince Xin truly has no desire for the throne, he should still support His Highness Prince Lie in the future.

His Highness Prince Jing has achieved brilliant military accomplishments and controls military power. How can Your Highness be certain Prince Jing will be content to remain subordinate?

His Highness Prince Lie has devoted himself to the military, and though without battle achievements, he associates with the sons of meritorious officials and has Prince Xin as his blood brother.

His Highness Prince Yan appears to have just entered court politics, yet shows signs of a young eagle spreading its wings.”

Yu Sangning expressed all her thoughts: “Whoever becomes master of the Eastern Palace now becomes everyone’s target.”

Xiao Huayong could maintain his position in the Eastern Palace because everyone was waiting to see if the prophecy about the Crown Prince not living past twenty-four springs would prove true. If Xiao Huayong was still alive after two years, hidden currents would likely surge.

His Majesty was still in his prime, and the Crown Prince might not live long – why should they fight to the death so early? Better to accumulate strength while storms haven’t yet risen, then when great winds blow, they can unleash their power and strive for supremacy.

This was the key to the current balance of power. If Xiao Changmin broke this balance now, he would only turn himself into a living target.

Unless Xiao Changmin was confident he could, by his power alone, not only avoid His Majesty’s suspicion but also firmly suppress all his brothers.

But could Xiao Changmin achieve this?

The answer was, naturally, no.

“According to your view, should I keep this matter buried in my heart and pretend to know nothing?” Xiao Changmin asked.

Yu Sangning felt relieved. Though Xiao Changmin’s expression remained neutral, she could sense he wasn’t angry, hadn’t felt embarrassed by her words, nor considered her statements nonsense.

This seemed to indicate he accepted her words. Yu Sangning pondered what kind of answer Xiao Changmin wanted. He wasn’t acting impulsively, but he also didn’t want to pretend ignorance about this matter. He wanted to create some movement to verify whether this speculation was true.

“This humble one mentioned earlier about having His Majesty arrange a marriage for Heir Bu,” Yu Sangning smiled, pursing her lips. “His Majesty must want to know more than anyone whether Heir Bu is truly female.”

Xiao Changmin understood Yu Sangning’s meaning. Revealing this information to His Majesty should be done subtly. If it proved false, His Majesty couldn’t blame him, and if true, His Majesty wouldn’t reward him either. He wouldn’t have to stand at the storm’s edge, yet could still watch an interesting show unfold.

But how did His Majesty suspect Bu Shulin was female?

Spreading baseless rumors wouldn’t be enough to make His Majesty force Bu Shulin to verify their identity. If Bu Shulin claimed humiliation and made a scene, then demanded to return to Shu territory, wouldn’t His Majesty’s losses outweigh the gains?

His Majesty wouldn’t be swayed by mere words.

Xiao Changmin accepted Yu Sangning’s suggestion and began thinking of ways to make His Majesty suspicious of Bu Shulin’s true identity.

Meanwhile, Shen Xihe waited for Xiao Huayong’s return. She stood at the Eastern Palace entrance where maple trees had withered and fine snow danced. Xiao Huayong, wearing a dark cape, walked unhurriedly toward her, snowflakes swirling around his steps.

“This is the first time Youyou has welcomed me here. My heart rejoices,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hands, bringing them to his lips to blow warm breath, gently rubbing them. “But please don’t do this in the future. The weather is cold, and if you catch a chill, my heart would ache.”

Shen Xihe looked at him, unable to resist a smile tugging at her lips. His face remained serene, and Shen Xihe couldn’t read anything from it, so she had to ask: “How did it go?”

“Not good.”

Those two words made the smile vanish from Shen Xihe’s lips. She couldn’t help sighing for Bu Shulin’s child, who came unexpectedly but couldn’t stay.

“What’s done is done. Being sad won’t help. If you truly want to help her keep this child, I can think of a way,” Xiao Huayong couldn’t bear to see Shen Xihe downcast.

Holding his hand that rested on her shoulder, Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “It’s not just about this child, but thinking about Alin’s fate. When will she be free?”

“Youyou can completely decide when she’ll be free,” Xiao Huayong’s lips curved upward. “When we ascend to supreme power, someone will protect her and restore her freedom.”

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow: “You’re persuading me to commit treason.”

“Would you?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“No,” Shen Xihe answered honestly.

Though Bu Shulin was her closest friend, and she would do everything in her power to help when possible, now wasn’t the time to rise. Attempting rebellion now offered little chance of success and would implicate the entire Northwest.

Moreover…

Though Shen Yueshan had many grievances against Emperor Youning, he never considered becoming a traitor. As long as Emperor Youning didn’t make the first move, Shen Yueshan wouldn’t strike first. Although Shen Xihe disliked this passivity, she knew this was the inevitable weakness of being a subject.

The Shen family ancestors took loyalty to the country as their duty, and their descendants must follow these ancestral teachings, not becoming the family’s sinners.

Deep amusement filled Xiao Huayong’s eyes. He had always known Shen Xihe would never lose rationality for friendship. He led her inside: “Their matters don’t need our concern. Zhihe returns tomorrow; they know their limits in how to proceed.”

After speaking, Xiao Huayong deliberately changed the subject, not letting Shen Xihe dwell on Bu Shulin’s situation.

However, neither Xiao Huayong nor Shen Xihe knew that plans rarely keep pace with changes.

After finishing his case, Cui Jinbai rushed back overnight, riding hard, but was ambushed before entering the capital. All his escorts were killed, and he was severely wounded. If he hadn’t sent word to Xiao Huayong in time, and if Xiao Huayong hadn’t dispatched aid quickly, he likely wouldn’t have survived.

Even so, the rescued Cui Jinbai remained unconscious.

“Who would dare ambush an important court official?” Shen Xihe was shocked and furious.

Cui Jinbai had been accompanied by imperial guards, conducting official business. They all carried official insignia – ordinary bandits and fugitives wouldn’t dare act rashly. Shen Xihe didn’t believe this was a targeted killing.

“They fled extremely fast. When local forces arrived with reinforcements, they had all retreated. Unknown whether they thought Zhihe was beyond hope, or for other reasons, they didn’t stay to engage with my men,” Xiao Huayong frowned, his bright black eyes covered with a layer of frost.

“How is Young Official Cui’s condition?” Shen Xihe’s heart jolted upon hearing this.

“Later, Lord Cui will personally come to the Eastern Palace seeking medical help. You can then naturally send Zhenzhu and Axi to check,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t clear about Cui Jinbai’s condition either, as those who rescued him only said the situation was critical.

Yet they couldn’t show excessive worry or eagerness, only waiting for the Cui household to send someone requesting help before they could dispatch people to assist with treatment.

Chapter 687: Better to Settle It Once and For All
“About Alin…” Shen Xihe grew more worried.

“Her situation is fine for now, don’t worry…”

As Xiao Huayong was comforting Shen Xihe, Hongyu’s voice came from outside: “Your Highness, Lord Cui requests an audience.”

“Zhenzhu, you and Axi, come with me,” Shen Xihe decided to visit the Cui residence personally.

“You may go,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

It was natural for the Crown Prince to show concern for court officials. Given his poor health, having the Crown Princess act on his behalf was also reasonable. Moreover, both physicians were her people, so her presence would help handle unexpected situations, and others wouldn’t be suspicious.

When Shen Xihe arrived at the Cui residence, she hadn’t expected Bu Shulin to be there too. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, she immediately came forward, but due to the crowd, had to contain herself, first paying respects, not daring to casually approach Shen Xihe.

Everyone waited in the courtyard outside Cui Jinbai’s chamber for a full hour. After this time, the doors finally opened, and Zhenzhu and Axi emerged with several imperial physicians, hurrying to report to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness, Young Official Cui has multiple sword wounds, deep to the bone, though none fatal. However, his shoulder was hit by a poisoned dart. Fortunately, Young Official Cui carried some antidote pills and took them in time, saving his life.

However, this poison is peculiar. Though the antidote pills can temporarily suppress it, they cannot eliminate it. Axi has used acupuncture to protect Young Official Cui’s heart meridians and temporarily contain the poison’s spread, but we must find the cure quickly, otherwise…”

The rest needn’t be said – without an antidote, nothing could be done.

“How long can we delay?” Shen Xihe asked.

Zhenzhu looked at Axi, who replied: “Your Highness, my acupuncture can be delayed for five to seven days.”

Axi couldn’t determine the exact number of days, so could only give a range.

“What poison is it? What antidote is needed? Do you know?” Shen Xihe asked further.

At this, not only the imperial physicians but also Axi and Zhenzhu fell silent, their silence indicating they didn’t know.

“Can you determine it?” Shen Xihe looked at Zhenzhu.

Zhenzhu dared not give a definite answer. Earlier, she had discussed with Axi and several experienced imperial physicians, but none could identify the poison quickly.

Bu Shulin’s vision darkened, nearly falling, but the dizziness passed instantly. She stumbled one step but quickly steadied herself, turning with a forced smile to tell everyone: “I haven’t eaten all day, I’m a bit hungry.”

“We’ve been negligent,” Cui Zheng, the family head, hurriedly ordered, “Prepare food.”

“No need, no need…” Bu Shulin waved repeatedly, “I was just concerned about Cui Shi… Young Official Cui’s injuries. Now that I know the outcome, I shouldn’t stay long…”

“Have some food, I’ll eat too,” Shen Xihe interrupted Bu Shulin.

With Xiao Changmin watching Bu Shulin, if she left the Cui residence, Shen Xihe couldn’t openly follow her to the Bu residence. She had things to tell Bu Shulin.

Understanding Shen Xihe’s meaning, Bu Shulin could only give Cui Zheng an embarrassed smile.

Shen Xihe left Zhenzhu and Axi behind to discuss further plans – they couldn’t do anything and wait for Cui Jinbai to die from poison; they needed a strategy.

She and Bu Shulin went to the Cui residence’s main hall. When all the household masters came to accompany them, Shen Xihe said to Cui Zheng: “Lord Cui, I have some private words for Heir Bu, please excuse us.”

Cui Zheng naturally agreed, dismissing everyone and leaving himself, clearing the room.

The main hall was spacious, without a single servant inside. The doors were wide open, with Shen Xihe’s people standing outside. Shen Xihe looked worriedly at the distracted Bu Shulin: “Alin, there’s still room for change. Beichen knows the medical sage Master Linghu Zheng, and I will also seek medical help for you.”

She would also send word to Xie Yunhuai, asking him to return and see if Cui Jinbai still had hope.

Bu Shulin knew Shen Xihe cared for her and forced a difficult smile: “I… I know…”

Her hand unconsciously touched her abdomen. Originally, she had waited for Cui Jinbai’s return to explain everything and tell him her inevitable decision. Whether he could understand or not, her mind was made up.

Who knew such a change would occur? Now she didn’t know how to handle the child in her womb. If something truly happened to Cui Jinbai, this would be his only flesh and blood – how could she harden her heart to remove it? But if not removed, how could she safely birth it and keep it hidden? She couldn’t risk her father and the Bu household.

Shen Xihe could imagine Bu Shulin’s pain: “It’s just waiting a few more days. You must control yourself, don’t show any signs during these days.”

This was an extremely irrational suggestion, but Shen Xihe was still human after all. She couldn’t possibly discuss the pros and cons with Bu Shulin at this time, much less persuade her to quickly remove the flesh in her womb that could bring death at any moment, especially with Cui Jinbai in this condition.

Bu Shulin steadied herself, closed her eyes, and took a deep breath, then began stuffing food into her mouth like venting anger, chewing large mouthfuls numbly.

Shen Xihe didn’t try to stop her. She needed to vent. She just watched, offering tea when Bu Shulin choked.

After accompanying Bu Shulin for a meal at the Cui residence and leaving Zhenzhu and Axi behind, Shen Xihe departed with Bu Shulin, though they separated at the residence gates.

Returning to the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe immediately wrote a letter to Xie Yunhuai, while Xiao Huayong urgently sent word to Linghu Zheng.

Unexpectedly, while waiting for the two to arrive, Shen Xihe first received a message from Noble Consort Su.

“Prince Zhao asked Noble Consort Su for help, causing His Majesty to doubt Alin’s identity.” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows after reading Noble Consort Su’s message.

“Noble Consort Su is indeed a good choice,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t surprised.

Xiao Changmin didn’t want to step forward himself, but His Majesty wasn’t one to act lightly. Rumors wouldn’t affect His Majesty; someone He trusted was needed. The court naturally had many whom His Majesty trusted, but court officials had too many connections and might not keep Xiao Changmin’s secret.

Noble Consort Su was isolated both inside and outside the palace. Most importantly, under Shen Xihe’s design, Noble Consort Su was her enemy, making her seemingly the only one who wouldn’t leak information to Shen Xihe.

Naturally, Xiao Changmin didn’t know that Noble Consort Su was the most likely to leak information to Shen Xihe.

“Prince Zhao promised Noble Consort Su benefits, and she’s somewhat tempted, so she asked my opinion,” Shen Xihe handed the letter to Xiao Huayong.

Noble Consort Su was her cooperator, not subordinate. Her meaning was clear – she could refuse to help, but then Shen Xihe would have to compensate for her losses with Xiao Changmin.

“Let her help. Rather than refuse and have Second Brother persist in finding others, it better to settle it once and for all,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes darkened slightly.

Chapter 688: An Unexpected Visitor
Xiao Huayong disliked Shen Xihe’s compromising with anyone, even for cooperation.

Shen Xihe’s thoughts aligned with what Xiao Huayong expressed. Xiao Changmin wouldn’t give up until he got to the bottom of things. Even if he was rebuffed by Noble Consort Su this time, to avoid exposing Noble Consort Su’s alliance with her, she couldn’t take action to let Xiao Changmin know she was aware of this matter.

Then Xiao Changmin would continue seeking others, and who knew whom he’d approach next? Letting Noble Consort Su help meant she could get the benefits Xiao Changmin promised while concealing their connection with her, and keep the situation under their control.

“Yes, I’ll send word to Noble Consort Su now.”

Having taken control of palace management and released many palace maids, she had a firm grip on the inner palace, making communication with Noble Consort Su much easier than before.

“How do you plan to resolve this?” After handing the message to Zhenzhu, Shen Xihe turned to ask Xiao Huayong.

“The best solution is to have Heir Bu take a wife,” Xiao Huayong lowered his gaze, fingers brushing the leaves of a nearby bonsai.

Shen Xihe wasn’t sure she heard correctly: “Hmm?”

Looking up, Xiao Huayong’s gaze was steady: “Take a wife, arrange someone to marry Heir Bu, concealing Heir Bu’s identity, and perhaps even negotiate to let Heir Bu safely give birth.”

Xiao Huayong had always opposed keeping the child in Bu Shulin’s womb – the risk was too great. But Cui Jinbai had served him loyally as his confidant, and now in this state, Xiao Huayong had to prepare for the worst. Perhaps this was Cui Jinbai’s only offspring, so he began thinking of the most stable way to reduce risks.

Additionally, Xiao Huayong could see Shen Xihe’s sympathy for Bu Shulin and her unborn child, maintaining a trace of mercy. Since this was so, he had to expend more effort.

“Alin is the heir of the Prince of South Shu. This person’s status can’t be too low – His Majesty wouldn’t agree, nor too high – His Majesty also wouldn’t agree. How can we find someone willing to cover for Alin with absolutely no possibility of betrayal?” Shen Xihe went through eligible young ladies in the capital in her mind but found no suitable candidates.

Since they would help conceal the truth, when Bu Shulin gave birth, she would also have to act alone, and afterward treat the child as her own. The other party couldn’t be kept in the dark.

Which daughter from a great family could do this?

“Finding someone isn’t difficult,” Xiao Huayong already had someone in mind.

Shen Xihe asked: “Who?”

“She could be considered my cousin,” Xiao Huayong didn’t hide it from Shen Xihe.

The Xiao imperial clan was vast, especially since over the years there had been weak emperors but no tyrants who massacred their siblings, allowing the Xiao family to flourish generation after generation. This cousin Xiao Huayong mentioned was a distant cousin beyond five generations, from the lineage of the Founding Emperor’s elder brother. Three of their ancestors had served as Xiao clan leaders and Directors of the Imperial Clan Court.

But now only a lone daughter and young brother remained. Though they had the Xiao name and clan support, they lived only slightly better than common people.

“Why have I never seen her?” By rights, female relatives of the imperial clan should appear during festivals and celebrations.

“She lost her father three years ago and has been in mourning. She’s a lady outwardly gentle but inwardly strong. As her mourning period ends, the clan has begun arranging her marriage,” Xiao Huayong explained briefly, “As long as Heir Bu is willing to take in her young brother to raise together, she will surely be deeply grateful.”

The candidate was good and easy to control with this leverage, but Shen Xihe frowned slightly: “Beichen, this concerns a lady’s entire life, we should be clear about everything.”

Marrying Bu Shulin meant living as a widow from the wedding day until death – wasn’t that also cruel?

“Besides widowhood, she’ll become the mistress of the South Shu Prince’s mansion, her ‘child’ will be the future Prince of South Shu, she’ll have endless wealth and glory, her word will be law in the mansion, both Heir Bu and the Prince will treat her with great respect, and even her young brother can receive the best education – which great scholar couldn’t they invite? Even the Imperial Academy would be accessible. Heir Bu would pave his way to success, plus earn the Cui clan’s gratitude.” Xiao Huayong felt this was an incredible opportunity – only a fool would refuse.

“When the child is born, will it be sent to the Cui family or stay with the South Shu Prince’s mansion?” Shen Xihe suddenly thought of another matter.

If something happened to Cui Jinbai, this wouldn’t just be his only offspring, but likely Bu Shulin’s only child as well.

“Stay with the Bu family. The South Shu Prince’s mansion needs an heir, and the Cui clan won’t end their line,” Xiao Huayong had thought it through. “Even if Zhihe had to choose, he would decide the same.”

Sending the child to the Cui family would require explaining the birth mother, creating another mess. As long as the child lived, regardless of name or surname, it was still the parents’ flesh and blood, continuing their lineage. Xiao Huayong felt there was no need to be rigid about this.

Shen Xihe also thought this was good: “No matter how good you think this path is, we must ask the lady’s thoughts. I don’t want her to marry Alin under duress or just to escape her current predicament. She might not harbor resentment now, but who knows what she might do after time passes.”

Though Shen Xihe trusted Xiao Huayong’s ability to control someone easily, it would still require extra attention.

“Youyou needn’t worry about this,” Xiao Huayong’s smile held deep meaning.

It was just a matter of a few years. In a few years, the realm would change hands – even if she felt discontent and revealed everything, what could she do? It would only be seeking death.

Shen Xihe didn’t know that at this moment, Xiao Huayong had grown weary of Emperor Youning’s reign and begun truly plotting to seize the throne.

Since Xiao Huayong had his plans, Shen Xihe didn’t interfere further, letting him proceed while she inquired daily about Cui Jinbai’s condition.

The next day, Shen Xihe received a special visitor.

The lady wore her hair in double loops, with flowing ribbons complementing her jade-green jacket and skirt. Her three-layered gauze sleeves showed nobility while maintaining elegance. Her steps were silent, graceful, and enchanting.

“This humble one greets Your Highness,” the beauty curtsied gracefully, her manner humble.

Shen Xihe reached out to help her up: “Lady Xiao is too formal.”

Xiao Wenxi, daughter of Princess Imperial Ruyang, had divorced her husband Wei after he was implicated in the Rouge Case. His Majesty had decreed that their two children take the Xiao surname.

Xiao Huayong had once impersonated her brother Xiao Fuxing.

Counting the days, three years had passed since the Rouge Case, and Xiao Wenxi had just completed her mourning period.

“I’ve come boldly today to seek the Crown Princess’s audience because there is a marriage matter for which I hope to gain your support,” Xiao Wenxi was not at all distant, exchanging pleasantries briefly before getting straight to the point.

Chapter 689: Don’t You Mind That Someone Admires the Crown Prince?
Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly – Xiao Wenxi had come to seek her help regarding marriage matters.

How could she make such decisions for Xiao Wenxi? The Princess Imperial of Ruyang was still alive, and Xiao Wenxi was His Majesty’s niece – she shouldn’t be seeking help from Shen Xihe.

Without changing her expression, Shen Xihe asked, “Does Miss Xiao need me to act as a matchmaker for someone she admires?”

Fortunately, her elder brother was already married; otherwise, Shen Xihe would have suspected that Xiao Wenxi wanted to marry him. Could it be her cousin?

“Yes, only with the Crown Princess’s help and approval can this humble one’s wishes be fulfilled.” Xiao Wenxi’s clear eyes sparkled enchantingly, yet when she looked at Shen Xihe, there seemed to be an unusual glimmer in them.

“Is it someone related to me?” Shen Xihe probed. “Miss Xiao, even if they are related to me, I won’t intervene. I wouldn’t want my close relatives to marry you just because they can’t refuse my face. That wouldn’t be fair to either of you.”

Xiao Wenxi hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to misunderstand. She couldn’t help but laugh, then her gaze grew dark as she studied Shen Xihe intently: “Crown Princess, haven’t you considered that I might still harbor inappropriate thoughts for the Crown Prince?”

She had once openly expressed her admiration for Xiao Huayong in front of Shen Xihe, who had seemed completely unbothered at the time. But now Shen Xihe was the Crown Princess and everyone in the capital knew of the Crown Prince’s deep love for her. Even now, did she truly not care at all?

“What does it matter if Miss Xiao’s heart remains unchanged?” Shen Xihe asked nonchalantly. “Let alone the fact that you share the same surname as Beichen, but given the kind of person Beichen is – and since you admire him, you must have heard something of his nature – if he were willing to take you, you wouldn’t need to beg me; if he’s unwilling…”

“You mean I’m deceiving myself?” Though Shen Xihe hadn’t finished, Xiao Wenxi gave a self-mocking smile.

“No.” Shen Xihe’s bright eyes grew deep as her pink lips parted. “It’s courting death.”

She was certain that any woman who dared to make trouble before her using his name would be made to regret ever being born into this world by Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Wenxi trembled, her pupils contracting. After a moment of apparent shock, she smiled bitterly: “This humble one is no match for Your Highness… no match for how well Your Highness understands the Crown Prince.”

Perhaps she had only glimpsed a fleeting fragment of Xiao Huayong’s true nature, while Shen Xihe saw him in his entirety – the Xiao Huayong who willingly revealed himself to her.

“If Miss Xiao has no other matters…”

“Don’t you mind?” Xiao Wenxi had never been so discourteous as to interrupt someone, but she couldn’t help herself. She had to ask – perhaps getting a clear answer would help her let go.

“Mind?” Shen Xihe didn’t immediately understand what Xiao Wenxi meant.

“Mind that someone admires the Crown Prince,” Xiao Wenxi clarified.

How could anyone remain so unmoved when faced with another woman’s admiration for their husband? Could it be that Shen Xihe truly had no feelings for Xiao Huayong in her heart?

Knowing Xiao Huayong’s true nature, Xiao Wenxi had never believed those outside rumors claiming Shen Xihe was using Xiao Huayong as a stepping stone and pawn. How could they see Xiao Huayong as such an incompetent person? Such short-sighted fools.

Shen Xihe laughed softly and shook her head gently: “I don’t mind.”

Not only was Xiao Wenxi stunned, but even Xiao Huayong, who had just arrived at the doorway and was about to stop Biyu from announcing him, paused in his steps, standing with his hands behind his back.

“Why don’t you mind?” Xiao Wenxi couldn’t help raising her voice. She felt somewhat angry. The man she admired, the most unattainable person in the world, the one who loved with his whole heart – how could someone fail to treasure him?

What she viewed as precious and unattainable, another could easily obtain yet discard like worn-out shoes!

Faced with Xiao Wenxi’s questioning and the condemnation in her eyes, Shen Xihe remained composed: “Why does Miss Xiao admire Beichen?”

Not understanding why Shen Xihe would ask this, Xiao Wenxi didn’t hide anything. Her admiration for Xiao Huayong wasn’t shameful, nor had it harmed others. She answered candidly: “If the Crown Princess asks why I admire him, I can’t quite explain it. Admiration is simply admiration. Perhaps it’s because… he moves like a noble gentleman, like a dragon swimming in the lake; distinguished and fragrant as an orchid, his bearing dignified and imposing.”

Xiao Wenxi used just twelve characters to describe Xiao Huayong, but her praise was evident. Her admiration for him had reached the point of infatuation.

“Yes, he is exactly as you say, as brilliant as the bright moon,” Shen Xihe wasn’t bothered by Xiao Wenxi’s praise or the enchantment in her eyes. “When the bright moon hangs in the sky, thousands gaze up in admiration. Some feel ashamed to harbor such ambitious thoughts, while others foolishly dream of embracing the moon. However, the bright moon belongs solely to one expanse of the night sky, untouchable by others. Having already possessed it, why should I mind if distant admirers steal a few extra glances?

If one must fret about it, there’s only one way to find peace.”

“What way?” Xiao Wenxi asked.

“Cover its clear radiance, break its brilliant light, let the bright pearl gather dust, dim the moon’s glow, and then no one would covet it anymore.”

Xiao Wenxi stood up reflexively, looking at Shen Xihe in disbelief.

Shen Xihe lifted her sleeve to raise her cup, taking a sip of peach blossom wine: “If you admire his magnificent radiance, how can you blame him for shining so brightly that he draws others’ yearning?”

Indeed, she admired Xiao Huayong because he shone like a bright moon, attracting all eyes. But if he could attract her gaze today, he could attract others’ gazes too. If one were to fret about this, how could one ever find peace in this life?

“Miss Xiao, I don’t mind that there are others in this world who admire him as you do, not because he holds no place in my heart,” Shen Xihe had always been someone who spoke her mind straightforwardly, without pretense. “Rather, it’s because I know I am his equal, and no one in this world is more qualified than I to stand beside him. I trust that among all the fleeting glamour and countless admirers, none can compare to me.

And if he were the type to change his affections easily, he wouldn’t be worth my jealousy over other women.”

Xiao Wenxi stood across from Shen Xihe, staring dazedly at the woman seated before her. Today she wore a light white gauze dress with a light purple shawl, her skirts spreading out around her, with golden threads embroidering vivid Pingzhong leaves.

She was just like those Pingzhong leaves – resilient and composed, able to flourish in the harsh autumn and stand proud in the bitter winter, exuding unwavering stability and an ancient, profound mysteriousness.

People often said women were like delicate flowers, and she had seen countless blooms, but Shen Xihe was different from any woman she had met. She wasn’t a delicate flower – the Pingzhong leaf was a tree, towering and reaching toward the clouds, competing in elegance with men.

At this moment, Xiao Wenxi finally understood perhaps this was why Xiao Huayong was so captivated. The woman he loved was unparalleled among all women in both breadth of mind and spirit, incomparable in this world.

Chapter 690: The Best Candidate
Something crashed hard into Xiao Wenxi’s heart, shattering then reforming.

She felt both bewildered and stunned.

Finally, in the dim light, there came a sigh of understanding and release.

She seemed to have realized something, her eyes growing clearer: “I came today to ask the Crown Princess to arrange a marriage for me. I wish to marry the Heir of Bu.”

Shen Xihe suddenly looked up, staring intently at Xiao Wenxi.

Xiao Wenxi gracefully sat down again: “I have long known that the Heir of Bu is female.”

The light in Shen Xihe’s eyes grew even deeper.

“I’ve known for a very long time since I was ten years old. The Heir of Bu once saved me, and in the cave, thinking I was unconscious, she let her guard down, removed her clothes, and loosened her hair,” Xiao Wenxi briefly mentioned the past.

Xiao Wenxi had been semi-conscious. When she was ten, Bu Shulin was already a young maiden, her body beginning to differ from a child’s. Xiao Wenxi had kept this secret in her heart because Bu Shulin had saved her.

“Yesterday, the Crown Prince went to see my mother, asking her to arrange a marriage for her niece to the Heir of Bu.” Xiao Wenxi had overheard it; neither Xiao Huayong nor the Princess Imperial had tried to hide it from her, as there was no need to be particularly secretive about such matters. “Though I don’t know what happened, I know nothing escapes the Crown Prince’s notice. The Crown Prince must know the Heir of Bu is female.

Knowing this, yet seeking my mother to find a wife for the Heir of Bu, and specifically an orphaned, helpless wife – there must be an urgent matter requiring marriage as a cover for the Heir of Bu.

Your Highness, trust me, there is no one more suitable than me in this world.”

“Why not tell your mother? Why not ask Beichen directly?” Shen Xihe asked.

“My mother still has a mother’s loving heart. Though she doesn’t know the Heir of Bu is female, she knows the heir’s difficult position and wouldn’t want me to marry such a person. As for the Crown Prince… he wouldn’t agree. My mother and brother are the Crown Prince’s people, and he has always been kind to his own, never deceiving my mother and brother.”

“Since you know Beichen wouldn’t agree, you should know I would never oppose his wishes, even if you tell me of your admiration for him. I’m not so narrow-minded as to dismiss you for that,” Shen Xihe exposed Xiao Wenxi’s thoughts.

Xiao Wenxi smiled bitterly: “Yes, I was petty-minded, wrongly judging Your Highness’s character. I dare not deny I also took a gamble, hoping Your Highness would hastily approve this marriage upon learning of my admiration for the Crown Prince, causing discord between you and him…”

If Shen Xihe had been someone intolerant, upon hearing of her admiration for Xiao Huayong followed by her request to marry Bu Shulin, she would have eagerly granted it. Then Xiao Huayong would feel guilty toward her mother and brother, and see Shen Xihe’s true nature.

That had been her original scheme, but now she felt ashamed of such thoughts. She still proposed marriage to Bu Shulin because it was her best option.

“Your Highness, I beg forgiveness for my earlier schemes.” Xiao Wenxi placed her hands together, pressing them to her forehead as she bowed deeply, performing a grand courtesy.

Since the Empress’s time, such grand courtesies had been abolished for women, showing Xiao Wenxi’s sincerity.

Rising, Xiao Wenxi met Shen Xihe’s gaze with clear eyes: “I owe the Heir of Bu my life and should repay that debt. I’ve completed my mourning period, and my mother has begun seeking marriage arrangements. I no longer harbor foolish hopes, yet find it difficult to develop feelings for other men. As the Crown Prince once said, marrying me to another good man would be unfair to him.

Today’s marriage proposal comes after careful consideration.

I dare not promise to stay at the Prince of Shunan’s manor forever, nor guarantee I won’t meet someone who moves my heart in the future, but I can promise Your Highness that I will always prioritize the greater good. I won’t betray the Heir of Bu’s life-saving grace nor Your Highness’s kindness in granting this today.

Though my cousin is resilient, she is strong-willed and quite cunning.

I dare not question Your Highness and the Crown Prince’s ability to manage subordinates, but I must boldly remind you that some things are impossible to guard against completely.”

Shen Xihe had to admit Xiao Wenxi’s words convinced her, but she remained unmoved: “Husband and wife are one. What I desire and do, Beichen never opposes, and what he desires and does, I support with all my strength.”

If Xiao Huayong disagreed, she wouldn’t agree either, nor would she try to convince him even if she thought it was an excellent choice.

Xiao Wenxi quietly looked at Shen Xihe for a moment before bowing deeply again: “Your Highness speaks the truth. In this world, only Your Highness can stand as the Crown Prince’s equal.”

Never had a woman impressed her so, but today’s conversation with Shen Xihe had won her over: “I will personally request this of the Crown Prince.”

“You may go. What you ask, I grant,” Xiao Huayong’s deep voice sounded from outside.

Both women turned to see Xiao Huayong striding in, and they stood up.

“Beichen…”

As Shen Xihe began to persuade him, Xiao Huayong squeezed her hand and turned to Xiao Wenxi: “I will speak with your mother and brother.”

“I thank Your Highness.” Xiao Wenxi performed a proper gratitude bow, glancing deeply at Xiao Huayong once before quickly lowering her gaze and backing away, soon leaving the Eastern Palace.

“Why did you agree?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

“She truly wishes to marry, and as she said, she is the best choice.” With the Princess Imperial and Xiao Fuhing present, Xiao Wenxi wouldn’t betray them. She had just said she would prioritize the greater good, trusting they would treat her fairly even in rewarding merit.

“How will you explain to the Princess Imperial?” The Princess Imperial had sworn allegiance by giving Xiao Huayong the palace’s secret tunnel maps – she was someone who could never betray him again, someone of great merit.

“I’ll tell her the truth.” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly. “She’s observed three years of mourning and can’t delay any longer. If Aunt doesn’t arrange a marriage, His Majesty will soon inquire. She can’t escape marriage, and marrying the Heir of Bu will give her a few years of freedom. If she meets someone good in the future, one fake death will let her roam freely.”

Shen Xihe thought for a moment before saying: “I leave it to you.”

She trusted Xiao Huayong’s judgment and knew he wouldn’t force the Princess Imperial. Since he was confident he could convince her, she wouldn’t interfere further.

Xiao Huayong wrapped both hands around Shen Xihe’s, playing with her soft fingers before gazing at her tenderly, his face full of joy: “I just learned how much Youyou trusts me.”

He had heard every word she had said to Xiao Wenxi earlier.

Marrying Shen Xihe had always been his fortune, but today that fortune was like water in a pot, boiling over, making his heart bubble with happiness.

Chapter 691: Unless He’s Not the Crown Prince
Afterward, Xiao Huayong visited the Princess Imperial of Ruyang’s residence. Though Shen Xihe didn’t know how he persuaded them, both the Princess Imperial and Xiao Fuhing agreed. The Princess Imperial even personally visited the Eastern Palace to meet with her, entrusting Shen Xihe to help reconcile with Bu Shulin, acting as if she didn’t know Bu Shulin was female, truly seeking a marriage arrangement.

Just as Shen Xihe was planning when to meet Bu Shulin, Xie Yunhuai returned and requested an audience with her and Xiao Huayong.

The once-refined gentleman now appeared somewhat unkempt. His once jade-like complexion was even darker than the weathered lords from the northwestern deserts. Yet his eyes remained bright and clear, his tall, slightly thin frame wrapped in blue robes, resilient like bamboo, radiating an open-minded generosity from within.

“Crown Prince, Crown Princess, I’ve brought someone back from beyond the frontier to diagnose the Crown Prince,” Xie Yunhuai announced with enthusiasm.

Shen Xihe’s heart leaped with joy. Xie Yunhuai’s reaction suggested progress with Xiao Huayong’s mysterious poison. She couldn’t hide her delight: “Quickly, bring them in.”

The benefits of Shen Xihe’s control over the inner palace became apparent – she could admit anyone into the palace. Otherwise, they would need to request permission from His Majesty and obtain a token from the palace authorities.

Xie Yunhuai brought in a tall, robust man with striking facial features and extremely dark skin. Though Shen Xihe had been to Shunan and seen many dark-skinned people, she had never seen anyone this dark. He spoke in a language Shen Xihe couldn’t understand, yet Xie Yunhuai conversed fluently with him in this strange tongue.

The physician didn’t check Xiao Huayong’s pulse but requested a bowl of water with coarse salt, asking Xiao Huayong to add some blood to it.

“I borrowed Lang Jun Qi’s ship and sailed out to sea, accidentally encountered a storm, and drifted to a mysterious land where I met local tribespeople. Ale is their tribe’s physician. When I discussed Your Highness’s strange poison with him, he showed me an insect – the poison in Your Highness’s body is made from roasting this insect’s eggs,” Xie Yunhuai briefly explained. “Now, Ale wants to confirm if this is the poison in Your Highness’s body and how deep it has penetrated.”

Xiao Huayong stood, wiped his palm with a warm plain cloth, and took a knife that had been sterilized with strong alcohol from Tianyuan. Without changing expression, he cut his palm and held his fist over the bowl, letting the blood drip in.

His blood appeared normal at first glance, but closer inspection revealed it was thicker than usual, spreading very slowly when it fell into the water.

Ale shook his head as he watched, pulled out a leather pouch from his awkwardly worn robe, and added a drop of unknown liquid to the bowl, then gestured to Xiao Huayong that enough blood had been added.

Xiao Huayong opened his hand, and Xie Yunhuai quickly cleaned the wound, applied styptic powder, and bandaged it efficiently.

Meanwhile, Ale stared intently at the bowl. The blood gradually changed color, with golden light floating atop the dark red as if someone had sprinkled gold powder on the surface.

“How can this be?” Shen Xihe’s expression grew serious.

Xie Yunhuai began questioning Ale, who frowned deeply as he responded.

Xie Yunhuai asked something else with some urgency.

Ale raised both hands, shaking them at Xie Yunhuai, speaking words neither Shen Xihe nor Xiao Huayong could understand.

Xie Yunhuai’s gaze faltered before he turned to Xiao Huayong: “Ale says Your Highness has been poisoned for a long time. He will do his best.”

Though steady Xie Yunhuai’s words and actions revealed no flaws, he faced Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, who both sensed there was more to it.

Before Shen Xihe could ask, Xiao Huayong spoke first: “Ruogu, did you receive Youyou’s letter?”

Xie Yunhuai quickly asked: “What did the Crown Princess need?”

He hadn’t received it – his return was coincidental.

“Cui Shaoqing has been poisoned. Neither Zhenzhu nor Axi know what to do. Elder Linghu Zheng is traveling and cannot be found. Since Ruogu has returned just in time, I must ask you to postpone your rest and visit the Cui residence,” Xiao Huayong said. “Zhenzhu and Axi are at the Cui residence. They said they could only keep Cui Shaoqing stable for five to seven days, and four days have already passed.”

Indeed, there was no time to waste. Xie Yunhuai said: “I’ll go to the Cui residence right away.”

“I’ll accompany you,” Xiao Huayong said, and seeing Shen Xihe step forward, he turned to her: “Youyou, stay in the palace in case anything happens.”

Shen Xihe gave Xiao Huayong a deep look before agreeing as he wished: “Alright.”

Xiao Huayong left with Xie Yunhuai and Ale, who followed closely. Once outside the palace gates, they all rode in Xiao Huayong’s carriage. He asked: “Can my poison be cured?”

Xie Yunhuai met Xiao Huayong’s calm, deep gaze. His eyes held hidden brilliance, like concentrated moonlight, as deep and unfathomable as the night. After a pause, he answered truthfully: “Ale says this poison doesn’t kill immediately upon entering the body, but gradually erodes it. The poison transforms as it penetrates deeper, going through five stages of transformation, requiring five different stages of treatment with different methods for each stage.

The poison in Your Highness’s body has reached a critical point. Though their tribe has studied this poison’s cure for generations, no one has yet found a way to break the final stage.”

They had come too late. Earlier, Ale could have managed the cure, but now he had no solution.

Xiao Huayong closed his eyes, his long lashes casting shadows beneath them, trembling slightly. When he opened them again, his eyes showed both clarity and unfathomable depths: “Is there truly no way, no hope at all?”

Xie Yunhuai looked at Ale and conversed with him briefly. Ale couldn’t help glancing at Xiao Huayong, admiring his composure in the face of imminent death. He spoke quietly to Xie Yunhuai.

Xie Yunhuai’s expression remained grave: “Their tribe has proposed some methods to try, though many have failed. There are still two untried methods…”

“How can we try them?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Xie Yunhuai hesitated before saying: “The methods are somewhat horrifying, and one mistake means death with a mutilated body…”

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong understood. The methods likely damaged the body. As Crown Prince, he represented the inviolable dignity of their dynasty. Even for treating illness and neutralizing poison, such violation couldn’t be tolerated. His Majesty could honorably refuse. Moreover, with these untested methods, His Majesty wouldn’t agree, and secret treatment wouldn’t work – he would surely need long-term care and recovery.

Unless he wasn’t the Crown Prince.

Chapter 692: The Poison Came from the Same Place
However, Xiao Huayong couldn’t afford to lose his position as Crown Prince, even for Shen Xihe’s sake. As long as he remained Crown Prince, his children with Shen Xihe would be legitimate heirs, recognized as the rightful successors who could command authority.

If he lost his position as Crown Prince, it would become exceptionally difficult for Shen Xihe to win the succession struggle. From Xie Yunhuai and A’le’s pessimistic attitudes regarding the treatment, Xiao Huayong could tell it would likely be extremely dangerous. He couldn’t risk cutting off Shen Xihe’s path forward for this small chance of survival.

What she cared about most in life was the survival of her father, brothers, and the entire Shen clan. He had already wronged her by selfishly forcing her to marry him before knowing if he could spend his whole life with her. If he were to gamble away everything she had protected her whole life on an unknown and minute possibility, he felt that even if he miraculously survived, he would never be able to face her again.

“Don’t let the Crown Princess know,” Xiao Huayong instructed calmly, his expression revealing nothing.

Xie Yunhuai opened his mouth, but A’le spoke first. Xiao Huayong’s questioning gaze turned to Xie Yunhuai.

Xie Yunhuai spoke with deep concern: “If Your Highness wishes to try the treatment, it cannot wait until next year.”

The Crown Prince’s carriage moved steadily along the capital’s smooth roads, making no sound from its wheels. In the spring season, the capital’s streets were especially lively, bustling with people coming and going, filled with vendors’ calls – a scene of prosperity.

Inside the carriage, however, it was so quiet one could hear soft breathing. Xiao Huayong’s gaze fixed on one spot as his thoughts seemed to drift far away.

When the carriage stopped at the Cui residence, Xiao Huayong alighted first and said to Xie Yunhuai behind him: “I understand.”

After speaking, he entered the Cui mansion’s gates with a slight stoop, coughing lightly.

Xie Yunhuai and A’le checked Cui Jinbai’s pulse. Shortly after placing his hand on Cui Jinbai’s wrist, Xie Yunhuai’s expression changed dramatically. He spoke to A’le in a language no one else could understand.

A’le’s eyes widened upon hearing this, and he responded to Xie Yunhuai. Though others couldn’t understand his words, they could sense his surprise and disbelief. Afterward, A’le took a sample of Cui Jinbai’s blood for examination, just as he had done with Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong watched through the screen, his eyes darkening slightly.

After confirming something, A’le took out a shell from his leather pouch. Opening it revealed some medicinal powder, which he handed to Xie Yunhuai. Xie Yunhuai ordered someone to fetch stored snow water, mixed the powder with it, and gave it to Cui Jinbai.

Afterward, Xie Yunhuai sat quietly by the bed, checking Cui Jinbai’s pulse every quarter hour. After an hour, his expression finally relaxed, and he came out to tell Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness, the poison in Official Cui has been neutralized.”

The Cui family was naturally overjoyed. Cui Zheng even attempted to bow deeply to Xie Yunhuai, but Xie Yunhuai quickly avoided it and reached out to support him: “Minister Cui, please don’t overwhelm this junior. I treated Official Cui on His Highness’s orders.”

“This old official thanks Your Highness for your great kindness,” Cui Zheng and the Cui family members attempted to perform a grand bow to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong gave Tianyuan a look, and Tianyuan moved to support Cui Zheng. Tianyuan smiled and said: “The Cui family are pillars of the court, vital ministers. Young Official Cui is promising, and His Highness couldn’t bear to see such a capable official die young, so seeking medical treatment was natural. Minister Cui, please don’t stand at on ceremony. Rather, listen to Doctor Qi’s additional instructions and take care of Official Cui carefully, hoping he can serve the court again soon, to not waste His Highness’s efforts in saving him today.”

Everyone turned to look at Xie Yunhuai, who indeed had more to say: “Though the poison in Official Cui’s body has been neutralized and his life is no longer in danger, this poison was fierce and caused severe damage to his body. Since Official Cui was poisoned through his arm, though the poison has been cleared, the damaged tissues need slow recovery. Normally, he won’t have strength in his arm for half a month, and during this time, someone needs to massage his arm daily…”

At this point, Xie Yunhuai paused, looking toward Sui Axi: “If Doctor Sui could perform acupuncture daily to stimulate Official Cui’s meridians, perhaps he could recover before half a month passes. I will prescribe some medicine for Official Cui to take for internal healing, and I’ll return every three days to check his pulse.”

The Cui family expressed their gratitude profusely, and after they finished exchanging thanks, Xiao Huayong stood up.

“Since Official Cui is no longer in mortal danger, I shall return to the palace. Axi will stay at the Cui residence until Official Cui recovers completely.”

Xie Yunhuai wrote the prescription and left with A’le. When they arrived at his residence in the suburbs, they found Xiao Huayong waiting for them.

“Your Highness wants to ask about the poison that affected Official Cui,” Xie Yunhuai knew Xiao Huayong’s purpose.

Xiao Huayong turned around, his silver-bright eyes quietly fixed on Xie Yunhuai, waiting for his answer.

Xie Yunhuai first said something to A’le, who took his things and went inside. Then he addressed Xiao Huayong: “The poison affecting Official Cui is different from Your Highness’s – this poison was meant to take life directly.”

If Cui Jinbai hadn’t been fortunate enough to have the antidote pill given by Xiao Huayong, which came from Linghu Zheng, to temporarily suppress the poison’s effects, and if Sui Axi hadn’t taken over promptly with the Sui family’s unique and extraordinary acupuncture technique to seal the poison, Cui Jinbai wouldn’t have survived long enough for the antidote.

The poison in Xiao Huayong’s body was difficult to cure but wouldn’t take his life immediately.

“Though different, they came from the same place,” Xiao Huayong said quietly.

Xie Yunhuai nodded: “Yes, where A’le lives, poison-producing creatures grow everywhere, with countless varieties. Both the poison in Your Highness’s body and the one affecting Official Cui originated from that place.”

“Location,” Xiao Huayong said these two words briefly.

Xie Yunhuai understood and was even prepared for this. He took out a sheepskin scroll from his travel bag and handed it to Xiao Huayong: “Your Highness, this is the location I’ve deduced. There might be some deviation, but it won’t be far off.”

This was a map showing lands beyond the current dynasty’s borders. Without Xie Yunhuai’s specific markings, one wouldn’t even notice such a mysterious tribe on the map. Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on several countries neighboring the tribe.

This dynasty had set precedents, receiving tribute from all nations, and collecting rare treasures from across the world, with foreigners frequently coming and going.

Xie Yunhuai had marked the map in great detail. A’le’s tribe didn’t belong to any country – it faced the sea on one side and was bordered by other countries on three sides, though at some distance. All three neighboring countries had sent envoys to the capital to pay tribute.

They had brought some of their countries’ rare treasures, but such unique poisons would certainly not have been presented to the palace officially – they would have been traded privately in the capital. As for who bought them, that would be nearly impossible to trace.

Trying to use this clue to find those who had poisoned Xiao Huayong and Cui Jinbai would be nearly impossible.

Xiao Huayong had been poisoned for over fourteen years. Even though this type of poison rarely left A’le’s tribe’s territory, tracking its path would be extremely difficult.

Chapter 693: In This World, There Are No “What Ifs”
The information still didn’t cause any ripples in Xiao Huayong’s eyes. He closed the parchment scroll and turned to ask, “Will the poison in my body affect my offspring?”

If so, he couldn’t give Shen Xihe a child of their own. Such a child might not survive to adulthood, which would harm Shen Xihe and force her to experience the pain of separation through death.

“No,” Xie Yunhuai gave Xiao Huayong an answer that slightly eased his heart, but then added, “Your Highness, while this poison won’t be passed down to offspring, those afflicted by it find it extremely difficult to sire children.”

Those previously unwavering eyes suddenly constricted, his fingertips tightly gripping the parchment scroll until his knuckles turned white.

Noticing Xiao Huayong’s resemblance to an enraged tiger barely restraining its destructive power, Xie Yunhuai had to add, “It’s merely difficult, not impossible. I will discuss with Ale how to help Your Highness improve your condition.”

Xie Yunhuai understood that Shen Xihe needed an imperial grandson no matter what – only then would her future path be less difficult.

“If conception is difficult, would there be any harm to the child’s health?” Xiao Huayong asked, his demeanor returning to calmness.

Even without the poison, Xiao Huayong didn’t want Shen Xihe to suffer for a weak child.

Xie Yunhuai lowered his head: “No one knows.”

In Ale’s tribe, many people had been poisoned like this. Most couldn’t bear children, though some eventually did, but those children never cried out – their mothers died in childbirth.

Later, when everyone became familiar with this poison, they executed those who created it, and no one in the tribe was poisoned again. Only the boldest and most knowledge-hungry physicians would dare to take this poison and then try to cure themselves, but these physicians never married.

Therefore, no one knew if children born to poisoned people would be healthy. All they knew was that when the wives of poisoned men became pregnant, according to their diagnoses, the fetuses showed no obvious problems while in the womb.

But they couldn’t rule out that this was simply because the mother’s body prevented them from detecting any issues.

Xiao Huayong’s heart grew heavier, his eyes becoming pale and unfocused. The early spring peach blossoms on the branches were gorgeous, appearing even more beautiful in the warm sunlight, creating a stark contrast with Xiao Huayong’s gloomy figure beneath the peach tree.

It was as if the brilliant sunlight couldn’t penetrate his body.

After an unknown time, Xiao Huayong finally moved his throat, his voice dark and hoarse: “How do we cure the poison?”

He was asking about the two untested antidote methods.

“One of them is considered the most promising method by Ale’s tribal physicians, though it’s somewhat cruel and hasn’t been tested on humans yet,” Xie Yunhuai revealed without hiding anything.

He had originally set sail to find a cure for Xiao Huayong’s poison. Even though it wasn’t confirmed that Xiao Huayong had this exact poison, the pulse patterns were similar and the symptoms matched. Xie Yunhuai took the approach of being overly cautious rather than negligent, studying everything thoroughly.

For this poison, Xie Yunhuai stayed in the tribe for so long that he went from being unable to communicate to speaking with the local accent, gaining their acceptance and admiration. After solving many problems for the tribe, he earned their respect, and they shared everything with him without reservation.

“All things in nature have their mutual generation and restraint. Your Highness’s poison comes from a living creature. In Ale’s tribe, there exists a poisonous creature that can counteract it – a long worm similar to a leech that sucks blood.” As Xie Yunhuai spoke, he pulled out a scroll from his robes and unrolled it before Xiao Huayong.

It was a small scroll containing paintings of brightly colored snakes, each only as thick as a thumb and as long as an arm.

“These snakes would suck out the poisoned blood from Your Highness’s body.”

“Suck out the poisoned blood?” Xiao Huayong’s dark eyebrows furrowed.

“Not all at once, of course.” Xie Yunhuai explained in detail, “First, we remove the poisoned blood, then use blood-nourishing medicines to restore it. Since the poison resides in the blood, the newly generated blood should be either poison-free or contain only weak traces. This way, the poison in Your Highness’s body will gradually weaken. Through repeated cycles, we continue until no poisoned blood remains in Your Highness’s body – it’s an extremely long treatment process.”

Drain the blood, generate new blood, drain again, regenerate again…

Xiao Huayong could imagine that if this method succeeded, his body would be covered in snake bite marks.

“Would bloodletting not work?” Xiao Huayong would prefer his body to be covered in knife scars rather than snake bites.

“Bloodletting has been tried,” Xie Yunhuai shook his head. “Using these snakes is necessary because the venom in their fangs counteracts Your Highness’s poison. Ale’s ancestors tried capturing snakes and extracting their venom, but this venom is unique – it’s colorless while in the fangs but becomes cloudy and useless within moments of extraction.”

Therefore, the only option was to have the snakes bite Xiao Huayong, allowing their venom to mix directly with his blood before drawing out the poisoned blood – this was the best treatment method.

“Are you certain they truly counteract each other?” Xiao Huayong didn’t want to end up with two poisons instead of one or trade one poison for another.

Xie Yunhuai rolled up his sleeve, revealing rows of dense snake bite marks: “Your Highness can trust me, I’ve verified this personally.”

“You…” Xiao Huayong was stunned, rarely did anything or anyone strike his heart so deeply, moving him to such shock.

But Xie Yunhuai’s arm had at least a dozen rows of snake fang marks, leaving Xiao Huayong at a loss for words.

“Is it all… because of her request?” Xiao Huayong asked with difficulty.

Xie Yunhuai smiled like the moon emerging from clouds, bright and clear: “Fulfilling another’s request is only part of it. Secondly, in this life, my thirst for medical knowledge is as deep as an unfillable sea. As a physician seeking knowledge, even if it weren’t for Your Highness, I would risk my life to find answers when faced with such poisons.”

He continued with a short laugh: “I am but a common man, still attached to this world and with unfinished business. Therefore, before taking any action, I ensure it won’t cost me my life. Your Highness need not worry excessively.”

Xiao Huayong looked at Xie Yunhuai with a complex expression for a long while, during which Xie Yunhuai remained composed.

Finally, he withdrew his gaze and turned away without a word. Stopping at the fence, he asked without turning around, “If Youyou weren’t a Shen family daughter, if she didn’t carry the burden of the Shen clan, would you… still consider her a kindred spirit?”

The smile gradually faded from Xie Yunhuai’s face. Flower fragrance drifted on the wind, warmth scattered in bits across the ground.

Both men stood still as if the scene had frozen. After a long while, Xie Yunhuai smiled with acceptance: “Your Highness, in this world there are no ‘what ifs,’ and I am not one to trouble myself with pointless thoughts. I’ve never considered such hypotheticals as Your Highness suggests. My eyes look only forward.”

He neither looked back nor gazed into emptiness.

Chapter 694: A Once-in-a-Lifetime Deception
The early spring breeze swept over the green willows along the river embankment, their slender branches swaying gently. The Eastern Palace had a small river, with particularly verdant willows along its banks. Today, Shen Xihe wore a goose-yellow silk dress, with layers of transparent light gauze overlapping like white mist on her shoulders. A green silk scarf wrapped around her arms and floated down from her shoulders. Under the swaying willows in the clear breeze, her features appeared especially gentle.

Shen Xihe usually favored cool colors – snow white, moonlight white, sky blue, and lilac purple. In the three years since knowing her, this was the first time Xiao Huayong had seen her wear such gentle, sunrise-like attire.

She stood by the river, holding a Ding kiln porcelain plate decorated with twin fish and filled with fish food. Her fingertips unconsciously picked up a few pieces to scatter on the water’s surface, attracting koi fish that competed for the food. But her gaze wasn’t on these amusing fish – instead, she stared ahead, as if looking through the dense forest beyond the shore, through the towering palace walls, through the sun-filled sky, to some unknown distant place.

Standing at the bridge, Xiao Huayong raised a finger to signal Biyu not to disturb Shen Xihe.

Zhenzhu, who had returned with Xiao Huayong, silently led Biyu away. Tianyuan also tactfully departed. Xiao Huayong quietly stood beside Shen Xihe, his expression gentle, his eyes soft, silently watching her.

Yet as time ticked by, Shen Xihe maintained her pose. If not for her fingers occasionally sprinkling fish food, she truly would have seemed like a statue by the river.

Finally, Xiao Huayong couldn’t remain patient. He coughed lightly and stepped forward to stand beside her: “What are Youyou thinking about, to be so lost in thought?”

He had been standing there for at least the time it takes to burn an incense stick, yet she hadn’t noticed. Xiao Huayong felt somewhat unsettled.

With Shen Xihe, he never developed petty emotions over important matters, but in daily life’s small details, he couldn’t help being rather possessive – he couldn’t control it himself.

Shen Xihe withdrew her gaze but didn’t look at him, instead lowering her eyes and throwing another handful of fish food: “I was waiting for you, waiting for you to speak.”

Before he had reached her side, she had already caught his distinct complex medicinal scent in the wind – whenever he appeared as himself, even ordinary people could smell it when close enough.

Only when he sneaked out in disguise, concealing his identity for clandestine affairs, would he use fragrant water to wash away his medicinal scent and apply his favorite agarwood instead? But the agarwood was so faint that unless embracing him, only those with a keen smell like Shen Xihe could detect it.

Her words were casual, but he knew she must have asked Xie Yunhuai about the detoxification. She hadn’t insisted on going with him because she was waiting for him to tell her.

She trusted him so completely and openly. He deeply believed that whatever he said now, she would believe it and wouldn’t seek verification from Xie Yunhuai. She was that kind of woman – once she trusted, she never doubted.

Looking at her figure, gentle to the bone even in the way her hair swayed in the breeze, he knew she had likely dressed this way deliberately. She was telling him that at this moment, she was simply his wife – between them, there was nothing else to discuss except the implicit trust between husband and wife.

“Youyou…” Xiao Huayong gazed at the lake’s surface for a moment before slowly turning to face Shen Xihe. “My poison is beyond cure. We must prepare early. Also…”

Before he could finish, Shen Xihe suddenly turned to face him. Her obsidian-like cold eyes, usually inscrutable and distant when meeting others, now held a glimmer of moisture.

Though her eyes hadn’t reddened, Xiao Huayong precisely caught that fleeting gleam – like a shooting star, vanishing in an instant but burying itself in his heart, causing him pain and making him momentarily forget what he was going to say next.

For a moment, they stood in wordless regard.

One maintained composure while appearing unruffled, yet her heart surged like stormy waves. Her hand, hidden in her water sleeve, gripped the layered gauze so tightly that her nails turned white from the pressure.

The other felt his throat constrict. Though his expression seemed normal, his heart was taut, as if countless nerves from all directions bound his heart, constantly stretching, causing dense, spreading pain from his chest throughout his body.

He had half-deceived her. Even Xie Yunhuai didn’t know if his method would work. If she knew, he didn’t know whether she would, for this uncertain possibility, let him first lose his Crown Prince position and go into seclusion for treatment, taking another extremely difficult path that, if not traversed well, would lead the entire Shen clan to irreversible doom.

Or would she steelheartedly pretend not to know, remaining unmoved?

Neither outcome pleased him, so he concealed it from her – the only time in his life.

If he was fortunate enough to return, he would accept any punishment. But if he truly couldn’t return, at least she wouldn’t exhaust everything only to have hope turn to disappointment.

This was Xiao Huayong’s carefully considered decision.

Sourness welled up from deep within Shen Xihe’s eyes. She suddenly lifted her swan-like slender neck to look at the sky where white clouds drifted. After a moment, she lowered her gaze as if nothing had happened: “How much… time remains?”

Xiao Huayong had never heard her voice so dry, deep, and even slightly weak. Even when she first arrived in the capital before taking the bone-transforming pills, when her body was so frail, she had never sounded like this. Her backbone had always been straight as a ruler, her pride evident in every word and action.

The pain in his chest intensified. Xiao Huayong dared not look at Shen Xihe as he spoke hoarsely: “Less than… a year.”

He wouldn’t wait for death. By year’s end, he would leave to undergo Xie Yunhuai’s possibly doomed detoxification method, giving everything to fight for one chance. Whether he could return was unknown.

“Isn’t there… till next year?” They had said he wouldn’t live past twenty-four, but he would only turn twenty-four next year.

“The Crown Prince will not live past two cycles.” Xiao Huayong also thought of this prophecy. Perhaps he should investigate its source – besides the poisoner, who could so accurately predict when the poison would take effect?

These two cycles could be interpreted differently. Those hoping for his early death naturally wished he wouldn’t see his twenty-fourth birthday, while those who cherished him thought perhaps he wouldn’t see his twenty-fifth.

Shen Xihe was clearly among the latter.

Silence, another oppressive silence.

The spring scenery was beautiful, with verdant willows and lovely flower buds under gentle wind and warm sun.

Yet to Shen Xihe’s eyes, this beautiful scene felt more oppressive than storm clouds gathering before a tempest.

It was Xiao Huayong who took a deep breath and smiled, saying to Shen Xihe: “Youyou, in a few days, let’s announce that you’re with child.”

Chapter 695: The Angriest the Crown Princess Has Ever Been
Shen Xihe stared at him sharply – he wanted her to fake a pregnancy!

As if unaware of the shocking nature of his words, Xiao Huayong smiled gently, his eyes showing a trace of tender reverence: “By my calculations, I should live to see the child.”

“Xiao Beichen!” Shen Xihe ground out his name through her teeth.

Having gathered his courage and composed himself, Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe and said: “Youyou, Master Gu said those afflicted by this poison rarely conceive. I fear I cannot give you a child of your flesh and blood.

This works well – we’ll announce your pregnancy now, and after eight months we’ll bring in a male infant. Though not of your blood, if he’s well-behaved and sensible, and you don’t wish to trouble yourself, you can nurture him well. If he’s rebellious and unfilial, you need not show mercy.

I’ve thought it through. Many commoners birth children they cannot raise. I’ll arrange everything carefully – the child will have no birthmarks, and during his growth, we’ll have Axi examine his bone structure to ensure he bears no familial resemblance, just one or two features similar to mine.”

Contemplating a future where he might not accompany her for life, Xiao Huayong had considered many things. Shen Xihe must have a child, specifically a son. This way, before his departure, he could establish the child’s position as Imperial Grandson. With an Imperial Grandson, no new Crown Prince would be appointed, and Shen Xihe could remain in the palace with the child.

She would remain the legitimate mother, and her situation wouldn’t become difficult, though she would have to fight alone and work harder. Xiao Huayong firmly believed these challenges wouldn’t hinder her determination to protect the Northwest and her loved ones. The final victory would surely be hers.

He would clear away all obstacles for her in his remaining days, whether from the Emperor or other troublemakers.

“Do you know what you’re saying?!” Shen Xihe had never been so angry – so angry that each breath felt like knives slicing through her body.

“Confusing the imperial bloodline?” What others wouldn’t dare think of, Xiao Huayong spoke of so casually, completely unconcerned. “Hasn’t the imperial bloodline always belonged to those capable of ruling?”

The Xiao family wasn’t the first royal clan, nor would it be the last.

Before the founding emperor seized power, the Xiao family were merely officials. Only during the chaotic times did they rise above others in the struggle for power to become the royal family.

Xiao Huayong firmly believed that even if future rulers remained of Xiao’s blood, who could predict how many generations the Xiao royal line would continue?

As long as the realm was given to someone capable, who could benefit the common people, speak for the masses, and make the dynasty prosper – what did it matter if they weren’t his flesh and blood?

He trusted whoever Shen Xihe chose wouldn’t disappoint, and even if they did, Shen Xihe would still be there.

Countless times before, Xiao Huayong had felt frustrated that his wife was too clever and resilient, making it difficult for him to feel accomplished through her. Now he was incredibly grateful that his wife was Shen Xihe – whether he was present or not, she could stand proudly between heaven and earth, living out her destined glory.

Perhaps this was what truly attracted him to her, what made him so hopelessly devoted.

Shen Xihe’s gaze gradually became sharp and cold: “Xiao Beichen, by what right do you strip me of my qualification to be a mother?”

Xiao Huayong’s body trembled, his eyes confused and pained. He closed his eyes and turned away from Shen Xihe. His hands clasped behind his back tightened and loosened repeatedly. After a long while, he spoke in an almost soulless voice: “I… am not stripping you of your qualification to be a mother…”

The breeze carried these words to Shen Xihe’s ears, and her blood surged. The usually composed and elegant Shen Xihe was so enraged she forgot everything else. She pushed Xiao Huayong into the river with all her might: “Just die now!”

After speaking, she turned and left without looking back.

He suggested she remarry and have children with another man!

It infuriated her, absolutely infuriated her!

In all her life, Shen Xihe had never been this angry – so angry her chest heaved continuously, so angry everything looked wrong to her eyes, so angry she wanted to rebuke everyone she saw and destroy everything she touched.

But she was still the Crown Princess – she couldn’t behave this way, yet couldn’t suppress it either. She rushed straight to the palace stables, took her horse, and despite her unsuitable attire for riding, mounted and galloped away.

Xiao Huayong fell into the water but quickly surfaced, still somewhat dazed. Watching Shen Xihe storm away in anger, he hurriedly climbed ashore to chase after her. Realizing his current state was inappropriate for pursuit, he ordered Tianyuan to follow her while he quickly changed clothes, putting on his outer robe and tying his belt, pale-faced and flustered as he gave chase.

Many palace servants witnessed this, and soon rumors spread that the Crown Princess had caught a palace maid in bed with the Crown Prince.

When Xiao Huayong brought a horse to chase after her, Zhenzhu stopped him. While the Crown Prince could ride horses, galloping was a serious matter: “Your Highness, if you chase after her like this, I fear it will only make the Crown Princess more difficult to appease.”

Though unaware of what had transpired between Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe, Zhenzhu believed that if Xiao Huayong acted recklessly and invited suspicion, the situation would only worsen.

Xiao Huayong was too anxious to care about such things. Since he planned to “pass away” in eight months anyway, he didn’t care if anyone harbored suspicions. If anyone dared to test them, he wouldn’t mind turning them into criminals who had attempted to harm the Crown Prince.

However, just as he mounted his horse, he heard hoofbeats. The palace grounds weren’t large, and Shen Xihe had completed a circuit and returned. Seeing Xiao Huayong made her even angrier. She charged straight at him, and as her horse passed by, she pushed him off his mount again. Those below, including Zhenzhu, quickly caught him.

Shen Xihe didn’t ride far anymore, just circling.

Such commotion naturally drew many onlookers, even Emperor Youning came with Noble Consort Shu, and several princes arrived in succession.

They saw Shen Xihe riding at full gallop, her expression dark.

Xiao Huayong, supported by Eastern Palace guards, watched Shen Xihe anxiously, his face showing guilt and distress.

“We heard the Crown Princess rush angrily from the Eastern Palace to the stables, and you pursued in panic. What drama are you two performing?” Emperor Youning asked as he approached.

“Who would dare spread such rumors before Your Majesty?” The moment Shen Xihe saw Emperor Youning, she reined in her horse, dismounted quickly to pay her respects, and immediately refuted his words. “It was merely that I suddenly wished to ride, and since the Crown Prince had just returned to the palace, I told him to rest. I suspect he heard I had gone to the stables to ride and, worried I might hurt myself, hurried after me.”

“That’s exactly right, Your Majesty,” Xiao Huayong naturally supported Shen Xihe’s explanation.

It wasn’t a secret that Xiao Huayong had gone to the Cui mansion, and he had indeed just returned. The rumor about taking a palace maid didn’t make sense.

“It is my fault for not managing the palace strictly enough, allowing such baseless matters to disturb Your Majesty. I will thoroughly investigate and severely punish those responsible,” Shen Xihe added, her cold gaze sweeping past Liu Sanzhi at Emperor Youning’s side.

She had a surplus of anger with nowhere to direct it.

The last amnesty had released palace maids but overlooked the Department of Internal Service – perfect timing to make an example of them.

Chapter 696: I Want to Be Willful Once
When Shen Xihe said she would investigate, she meant it with the force of thunder, directing her focus straight at the Department of Internal Affairs and uncovering evidence leading to a Junior Supervisor. This Junior Supervisor was personally promoted by Liu Sanzhi, and Shen Xihe handed the man over to Liu Sanzhi to deal with personally.

The Department of Internal Affairs had two Internal Affairs Supervisors of the third rank who served as the Emperor’s confidants. One was Liu Sanzhi, and the other was stationed at Changqiu Court. Changqiu Court was established by the Late Emperor as a place for interrogating palace personnel, and its torture methods were even more feared than those of the judicial courts.

Six Junior Supervisors were managing the imperial harem under the Empress’s command. Since Emperor Youning’s ascension, he hadn’t established a formal harem. For over twenty years, Noble Consort Rong held authority over the palace, but the entire Department of Internal Affairs remained under the Emperor’s control.

This explained why Emperor Youning wasn’t concerned when Shen Xihe received palace authority. The internal affairs system was intricately connected to both the previous dynasty and the current harem, and incredibly complex inside. Shen Xihe had never acted rashly before, but today she didn’t want to weigh the pros and cons – she just wanted to vent her anger.

Though she hadn’t previously moved against the Department of Internal Affairs, she had been watching them. The evidence was substantial, and her actions were swift, leaving no room for reversal.

Liu Sanzhi had no choice but to accept defeat, ordering one hundred strokes of the heavy bamboo rod for his subordinate. When Shen Xihe wanted to promote Zhu Sheng as the new Junior Supervisor, Liu Sanzhi dared not object.

“This servant thanks Your Highness for the promotion. I will serve with absolute loyalty and dedication, without any divided allegiance!” Zhu Sheng kowtowed to Shen Xihe.

Three years ago, he and another young eunuch had accompanied the now-deceased Huang Zhongsi to escort her to the capital. Even in that situation, he had shown his wit. Over these three years, that once timid but clever young eunuch had grown considerably. Shen Xihe had secretly supported him, and now wearing the fourth-rank eunuch’s robes, he carried himself with an official’s bearing, his eyes no longer showing his former caution.

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe had no one else to promote – the Shen family had their people in the palace. But she still chose Zhu Sheng: “I’m glad you dare to accept.”

By moving against Liu Sanzhi’s man, she was openly declaring a life-or-death struggle with the Department of Internal Affairs. It was also her second confrontation with the Emperor. By accepting Shen Xihe’s opportunity at this moment, Zhu Sheng would face hostility from the entire department.

Even those who were oppressed and wanted change wouldn’t dare openly side with him.

“A lonely official with a loyal heart – this servant is fortunate,” Zhu Sheng had never been without ambition. Fortune favors the bold – he knew that if he stood with Shen Xihe through this battle, if she emerged victorious, he would become the next Liu Sanzhi.

Whether in success or failure, in this life, one must give everything for what they believe in at least once.

Shen Xihe had intended to say more to him, but catching sight of Xiao Huayong in her peripheral vision, she dismissed him: “You may go.”

After Zhu Sheng respectfully acknowledged and withdrew, Xiao Huayong lifted the pearl curtain and walked to Shen Xihe’s side.

Shen Xihe ignored him, acting as if he wasn’t there, and directly opened the documents submitted by the Six Offices of the Inner Court.

Xiao Huayong paced uncertainly for two circles before finally standing beside her: “Youyou… can we not be at odds?”

His tone was dejected and pleading – the Crown Prince had never stood on ceremony before the Crown Princess, always maintaining a humble attitude.

The fingers holding the document suddenly tightened. Shen Xihe couldn’t read a single word, yet still refused to acknowledge him.

“Youyou, some things are inevitable. Even if we don’t want to accept them, we must eventually face them.” Xiao Huayong suddenly spoke seriously, “If my words today have angered you, I hope you’ll forgive me, but they were… all from my heart.”

His permission for her to remarry was sincere. He would try Xie Yunhuai’s method but held no hope. He dared not hope, and Xie Yunhuai couldn’t guarantee success – it was merely a dying man’s refusal to submit.

He had to think of her – how could he let someone so brilliant spend the rest of her life keeping faith in him? He couldn’t bear it.

Just thinking about him lying cold on the ground while she remained alone made his heartache.

Shen Xihe wasn’t one to avoid things. Given the situation, she didn’t want to stay angry with Xiao Huayong. Skipping over the talk of remarriage, she turned to him, gazing at him calmly but persistently: “I only want our flesh and blood.”

It wasn’t that she couldn’t conceive, just that it was difficult. Until the very end, she refused to give up.

Since she couldn’t keep him, she would continue his bloodline. This was the most meaningful thing she could do for him.

“Youyou…” Xiao Huayong disagreed, trying to persuade her, “I don’t have much time left. I hope that before I go, you will have already ‘given birth.’ Otherwise, how can I leave in peace?”

The palace was surrounded by tigers and wolves. Just thinking about her giving birth alone filled him with inexplicable terror.

Childbirth itself was like walking through death’s door, and she would be bearing the legitimate imperial grandson. Including the Emperor, countless people wouldn’t allow this child to be born. Moreover, even if Shen Xihe did become pregnant, there was no guarantee the child would be male.

Furthermore, he knew her character too well. If they had no children, perhaps someday someone else might touch her heart, and she might open herself to love again. But once they had a child, she would never allow such a person to appear, never give herself another chance.

“Beichen, whether boy or girl, I want to have our child. A child with our blood flowing through their veins.” Shen Xihe’s gaze was determined. “In this life, I’ve been indifferent to love and affection. Even my relationship with you had ulterior motives. Marrying you involved many compromises and calculations. This past year, you’ve treated me well, and I’m not made of wood – I couldn’t help but be moved.

I have you in my heart, but I’m not someone who lives and dies for love. I will grieve and hurt, but I will still live well.

However, I can tell you with certainty, whether we have a child or not, for the rest of my life, no one else will enter my heart.”

She understood his intentions, but she told him – she didn’t want any of that.

Xiao Huayong had never felt such chaos in his heart – sweet, bitter, joyful, painful, hopeful, desperate…

Contradictory emotions filled his chest, seeming to tear his heart into countless pieces, making his body tremble uncontrollably.

Shen Xihe stepped forward, slipping her arms under his, actively embracing him: “In this life, I’ve always been calm and composed, strictly disciplining myself. I’ve never acted rashly or impulsively. I know that if you’re gone and I become pregnant, the child in my womb will be a living target. Those hoping for the child’s death will be countless, each with vast influence. Though I have some ability, I might not be able to protect them completely.

I also know that if I’m not careful, it could end with both of us dead – truly unwise.

But I want to be willful just once.

Beichen, you’ve indulged me to act so arbitrarily, so please indulge me until the end.”

A tear formed on Xiao Huayong’s long lashes. Her words, one by one, drove the crystalline droplet to fall uncontrollably.

Chapter 697: Let Fate Decide
He never imagined there would come a day when he would regret his past actions.

He regretted involving her, stirring her emotions. Even if she would still have chosen him, he should have restrained himself, letting her remain that calm, composed woman who viewed the world with unwavering focus.

“Youyou, I’m sorry…” Though regretful, he knew that even if time turned back, even knowing today’s outcome, he still wouldn’t be able to resist drawing closer to her step by step, gradually occupying her heart.

Shen Xihe gently shook her head, gazing absently at the reviving Pingzhong leaf bonsai in the distance: “Beichen, in your heart, I shouldn’t be seen as a fragile, timid woman who can’t bear separation and death. Life offers many ways to live, each with its splendor.

You needn’t regret or feel guilty. From the day I married you, I understood what might come. I never wished ill for you, but I also never naively imagined everything would go as I wished.

I knew there might come a day of separation or death, yet I still followed my heart toward you, never deliberately suppressing it, never intentionally avoiding it. Because while living, I refuse to force myself. If I hadn’t wanted this, all your efforts couldn’t have moved my heart even slightly.

Speaking of which, we probably had a destined connection. Since it was fate, whether deep or shallow, it was unavoidable. Why trouble ourselves? Why regret what can’t be reversed, or worry about an unpredictable future?

Whether you have decades left to live, just eight months, or if your time ends tomorrow or the next moment – what does it matter? Isn’t it good to cherish each moment we can be together?

For you entering my unplanned life, I only feel joy.

All emotions – joy, anger, sorrow, happiness – are because of you, enough to savor for a lifetime.”

Shen Xihe was someone who saw through life. She never believed possession should only bring abundance and joy. Whether people, things, or paths – once you choose to accept and begin, you should welcome both joy and sorrow with equal grace.

Smile when flowers bloom brilliantly; remain composed when facing thorns.

This was Shen Xihe’s way of living.

The previously dejected and worried Xiao Huayong, hearing Shen Xihe’s words, suddenly felt his perspective was narrow compared to hers. That lingering sadness dispersed before her openness and acceptance, instantly clearing his mind.

Though she would be the one bearing the pain of losing a spouse, she was comforting him instead. Xiao Huayong embraced her, casting aside those futile, chaotic emotions, becoming calm and gentle as he held her: “Shall we follow heaven’s will?”

“Heaven’s will?” Shen Xihe asked, puzzled.

“One month – it’s already difficult for me to help you conceive. This month we won’t avoid it, and we’ll see if fate grants us a child. If not, in two months we’ll announce that you’re three months pregnant.” Xiao Huayong compromised.

Delaying his departure by a month or two wouldn’t greatly affect him. He still hoped to accompany her through her most difficult time when she needed him most.

Shen Xihe remained silent for so long that Xiao Huayong’s heart grew anxious. Finally, she softly replied: “Alright.”

She wanted to be willful once, but not reckless – after all, she carried more than just Xiao Huayong’s affection.

Let fate decide.

Some, like Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai, could conceive from a single night of passion. Others remained childless despite a lifetime of marriage.

Shen Xihe sent Zhenzhu to find Xie Yunhuai. With Baitou Weng’s letters shared between them and their half-master-disciple relationship, Xie Yunhuai understood the strange poison in Xiao Huayong’s body best. She wanted to conceive, so perhaps there were ways to regulate or control the poison, increasing their chances.

Xie Yunhuai held nothing back, sharing all viable methods through Zhenzhu, who relayed them to Shen Xihe.

Following Xie Yunhuai’s instructions meticulously in every aspect of daily life, Shen Xihe strictly required Xiao Huayong’s cooperation.

After several days, Sui Axi came to report: “Your Highness, the person you requested has been altered, but…”

Shen Xihe, lounging lazily on her beauty rest after last night’s passionate encounter with Xiao Huayong, gazed at the pond dreamily. It took her a moment to process Sui Axi’s words before she quickly straightened up: “But what?”

“Young Master Bu’s voice is unique. Though we’ve discussed and trained with the ventriloquist master sent by His Highness the Crown Prince, this person simply has no talent for it…” Sui Axi was deeply troubled.

Unlike Lu Bing, the first bone-altered person sent to Xiao Changfeng’s side – who was originally a wandering knight and rarely encountered past acquaintances – Bu Shulin grew up in the capital. Though Sui Axi had successfully altered the person’s appearance, their voice would instantly give them away.

“Bring the person to me first…” Shen Xihe commanded, then turned to Biyu, “And invite Young Master Bu as well.”

Since learning of Cui Jinbai’s recovery from poisoning, Bu Shulin hadn’t visited the Cui residence, unable to face her. Cui Jinbai still hadn’t been told about her pregnancy, and with one arm still paralyzed during recovery, hadn’t left the residence.

Though Cui Jinbai had sent servants to find Bu Shulin several times, they were all turned away.

These days, Bu Shulin had been hesitant and confused. When Biyu came with the summons, she immediately entered the palace.

Sui Axi’s person arrived before Shen Xihe first, so when Bu Shulin entered the room, she froze at the doorway.

The person before her, identical in appearance and build, shocked her for a long while before she rushed over like a whirlwind, pinching and touching them to confirm it wasn’t a disguise. Amazed, she exclaimed: “Youyou, where did you find this person? Could my father have an illegitimate child? Or perhaps my mother bore twins… No, that’s not right, if so, they would have kept the male…”

Speaking thus, Bu Shulin, momentarily forgetting her female identity, reached toward the person’s private area to verify their gender, frightening them into quickly retreating with a bow: “Young Master…”

“Alin!” Shen Xihe couldn’t bear to watch and sharply rebuked her.

Bu Shulin finally came to her senses, giving Shen Xihe a sheepish smile. She had grown too accustomed to fooling around with Ding Zhi’s group, momentarily losing her propriety.

However, looking at this person identical to herself, after hearing their voice, her initial shock subsided – their voices were completely different.

Chapter 698: A Desperate Coincidence
“Various matters have delayed things these past few days, and there have been some oversights regarding your situation…” Shen Xihe hadn’t told Bu Shulin about Xiao Changmin’s suspicions about her identity. Xiao Changmin and Noble Consort Su had reached an agreement to test Bu Shulin on the day of his wedding to Yu Sangning.

Noble Consort Su hadn’t specified the method of testing – that would be Xiao Changmin’s decision to reveal on the day. Shen Xihe felt his caution was understandable.

“Will this matter alarm His Majesty?” Bu Shulin’s expression immediately grew serious.

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded. “The Prince of Zhao is stubborn. He will certainly seek someone to test you, and even if you avoid it, His Majesty will inevitably become involved. You’re of marriageable age now, and His Majesty will likely use this to force an arranged marriage. Lady Xiao is willing to marry you. The Princess Imperial is aligned with the Crown Prince, and Lady Xiao says she owes you a life debt, plus she wants to escape her current predicament…”

Xiao Wenxi didn’t want to marry just anyone but given her prime marriageable age, if she continued refusing marriage, whether or not His Majesty would intervene was beside the point – even rumors could affect her mother and brother, so she planned to marry Bu Shulin.

After hearing this, Bu Shulin fell silent with a slightly solemn expression.

Shen Xihe was feeling lazy today and didn’t want to move much, so she rarely bothered to guess Bu Shulin’s thoughts. She looked at the person beside her: “This is the body double I found for you. Though your voices are quite different, take them back, keep them by your side, and use them carefully.”

The person had to be given to Bu Shulin – only Bu Shulin could train them to match her temperament.

Bu Shulin looked at the body double, then at the weary Shen Xihe, and bowed deeply: “Youyou, I am in your debt.”

She was deeply moved – even her father’s care couldn’t compare to Shen Xihe’s kindness to her.

She didn’t stay long in the Eastern Palace. The Crown Prince had already gone to the Policy Discussion Hall, and it wasn’t appropriate for her, as an outside male, to see the Crown Prince Consort for too long. Mo Yuan escorted her out, and with the token of Shen Xihe’s palace authority, their passage was unimpeded.

Bu Shulin took the body double back, shocking Jin Shan and Yin Shan for quite a while. The three master and servants observed the newcomer at length before discussing how to train them, finally agreeing on a two-pronged approach – not only verbal instruction but also keeping the person close to learning through observation.

But apart from Jin Shan and Yin Shan, no one else could know about this body double. Finally, they decided to keep the person directly in Bu Shulin’s quarters – guarding the bedchamber during the day and outside it at night, never leaving Bu Shulin’s rooms.

One day, Bu Shulin received a secret message from her father asking her to meet someone secretly. She decided to let the body double stay in her room as her substitute while she quietly left for the meeting place.

The body double had been practicing copying Bu Shulin’s handwriting these past few days, striving to produce similar characters as soon as possible.

While practicing, they pulled a sheet of paper from below, accidentally knocking over the inkstone. Ink spilled everywhere – on their face, neck, and hands. It was difficult to clean up, so they simply asked Yin Shan to prepare bath water.

It happened to be the same day that Cui Jinbai, who had tried several times to see Bu Shulin without success, had reached his limit of patience. With the help of Sui Axi’s acupuncture, he recovered faster than Xie Yunhuai had expected. As soon as he had strength in his arms, he rushed to the Bu residence.

Cui Jinbai could come and go freely at the Bu residence, to the point where even the steward wouldn’t stop him. Bu Shulin’s secret departure was known only to her confidants Jin Shan and Yin Shan. Jin Shan had gone with her, while Yin Shan remained at the residence as cover.

Yin Shan hadn’t expected Cui Jinbai to come to the Bu residence at this time. After requesting water from the kitchen for the body double, he saw the kitchen preparing a special dish – tender stewed beef. Since draft oxen couldn’t be slaughtered at will, beef was extremely rare. His appetite aroused, and he stayed in the kitchen to feast.

The body double was bathing in Bu Shulin’s room. Being trained in martial arts, they naturally sensed someone approaching but assumed it was Yin Shan returning from his meal. So when Yin Shan pushed open the door, they paid no attention.

Until the person walked around the screen, and they turned to see Cui Jinbai standing before them, pale and rigid!

They quickly pulled on their clothes, but because their voice differed from Bu Shulin’s, they couldn’t speak. They could only stand stiffly across the bath from Cui Jinbai.

Cui Jinbai was completely stunned. He stared fixedly at the person before him, his fantasies shattering in an instant.

He… he was male!

But that night he had been intimate with a woman, the bloodstain on the bedding proved it. If not him, then who had he been with that night?

So did that mean he knew about his encounter with someone else… and that’s why he had been avoiding him?

Cui Jinbai’s mind was in chaos, and all his assumptions were completely overturned. What he had believed to be joy became a massive irony.

Having only recently recovered some strength, Cui Jinbai couldn’t suppress his surging blood and qi. He spat out a mouthful of fresh blood, spattering the fine silk screen with red plum blossoms, and fainted from the shock.

The body double-handedly helped the unconscious Cui Jinbai to the couch. Anxious and at a loss, they could only maintain a stern expression as they went to the kitchen to grab Yin Shan, who was still fighting over beef. They gave Yin Shan a deep stare before turning to leave, and Yin Shan immediately stood up to follow.

Returning to the room, they found the unconscious Cui Jinbai. Yin Shan’s legs went weak: “I’ll call for a physician and inform the Young Master. You stay calm, just sit there acting like the Young Master usually does…”

The physician diagnosed Cui Jinbai with qi damage from extreme anger, his six organs burning, aggravating his unhealed injuries. The attack was fierce – without timely acupuncture to regulate his qi, he could be permanently paralyzed.

“We can’t enter the palace, and Physician Sui must be in the palace now,” Yin Shan anxiously pulled at his hair.

“I’ll go,” Bu Shulin’s body double said tersely, taking Bu Shulin’s waist token and heading straight for the palace.

Fortunately, with Shen Xihe now controlling palace authority and Bu Shulin holding the rank of Imperial Guard, they managed to reach the Eastern Palace by acting urgently and avoiding small talk with acquaintances. When Shen Xihe heard the situation, she was too shocked to speak and quickly sent Sui Axi to accompany them out of the palace. With Sui Axi handling the return journey, there were no mishaps.

After Sui Axi finished administering acupuncture to Cui Jinbai, Bu Shulin rushed back in great alarm, but Cui Jinbai remained unconscious.

Her heart tightened: “How is he?”

“There are no other major issues, except…” Sui Axi chose his words carefully. “Young Lord Cui has been too severely shocked and may show signs of avoidance. He likely won’t wake easily for some time.”

Cui Jinbai had been too severely shocked. Already seriously injured with his six organs burning, all the vitality he had recovered these days was completely lost. When Sui Axi tried to stimulate his awakening with needles, he showed signs of defensive resistance.

Chapter 699: In the End, I Failed You
“What must be done to wake him?” Bu Shulin asked worriedly.

She hadn’t expected such a coincidence. She’d thought Cui Jinbai would need half a month to move freely as Xie Yunhuai had said. Before she could figure out how to face him, he’d avoided everyone to seek her out, only to happen to see…

He had loved her wholeheartedly, declaring his feelings even before knowing she was female.

In truth, he was still a noble young master raised with traditional ethics and propriety. His admission of admiring another man showed his honesty with himself, though surely not without inner struggle and self-reproach.

But what of it? He simply loved this person, loved them enough that even if they were male, he was willing to face society’s judgment together. Even so, he had hoped their love could be open and acknowledged by all, not hidden in shadows.

Thus, when he suddenly suspected she might be female, his joy and excitement were understandable. But that joy was not only shattered by what he’d just witnessed, but he also had to face the fact that he had been unfaithful to her!

He had been intimate with another woman and had surely savored those memories in recent days. This was enough to destroy his convictions, making it unbearable – that must be why he refused to wake.

“Young Master, though Lord Cui is unconscious, he’s not entirely senseless. Perhaps speaking words he wishes to hear might stimulate his consciousness to wake sooner,” Sui Axi had never handled such a patient before.

Bu Shulin pressed her lips together and nodded, indicating she understood. Soon only the two of them remained in the room.

Bu Shulin sat on the bed’s edge, looking at Cui Jinbai – bloodless face, pale lips, barely breathing, hardly seeming alive. She closed her eyes in anguish.

If this had happened before today, she would have considered confessing everything to him. But now she dared not.

She had just met someone who’d secretly come to the capital – her father’s confidant. Her father was very ill, near death. Hearing of her pregnancy had made him happy, and he’d sent someone to inform her to prepare – once news of his passing arrived, she must return to Southern Shu immediately.

She had to return to Southern Shu. His Majesty would surely not let her return peacefully; the journey would be fraught with danger. She might not even survive. This time was extremely perilous – confessing everything would only implicate him, what other meaning could it have?

Moreover, her identity would soon raise His Majesty’s suspicions. Further entanglement with Cui Jinbai would only deepen His Majesty’s mistrust, leading to relentless testing, possibly drawing both Cui Jinbai and the entire Cui family into it.

They should end it. Her identity, Southern Shu’s fate – too many lives hung in the balance. There was no room for carelessness.

“Cui Shitou… in the end… I failed you.” Bu Shulin’s voice was extremely low, barely audible even to herself, remembering Sui Axi’s words that he wasn’t completely unconscious.

Taking a deep breath and suppressing all emotion, Bu Shulin continued: “Wake up. I have much to tell you, we need to talk properly. Don’t you want to know what I have to say? Don’t you want to know my true feelings for you?

I… never thought I’d get involved with such a stubborn stone like you. Are all scholars so rigid? Once decided, not even nine oxen could pull you back? But no… they say butchers show more loyalty while scholars are fickle.

Why couldn’t you be a little more fickle? Perhaps we both could have been more at ease.

Perhaps I shouldn’t have approached you back then…”

Initially, to avoid an arranged marriage and make the princess unwilling to marry her, she followed Shen Xihe’s advice and chose Cui Jinbai as a shield. Shen Xihe had chosen Cui Jinbai because she knew he was the Crown Prince’s man – initially to test him.

Bu Shulin had followed Shen Xihe’s advice firstly because she trusted her, and secondly because she thought someone like Cui Jinbai wouldn’t cause future troubles – the safest choice.

“But life is unpredictable. The safest person became the most deeply involved, and I too became entangled in my web. I know these years you’ve often been mocked and criticized for this. I thought… eventually you’d grow tired and become a stranger to me. Never did I imagine you’d be so steadfast.”

Being in court and holding an important position, Cui Jinbai naturally had many watching him. As the Cui family’s next-generation hope, those wanting to break him were countless.

Cui Jinbai was always careful, never giving others weaknesses to exploit. Only after becoming entangled with her, though no concrete evidence of their relationship was ever found, did hurtful words start stabbing at his heart. Yet he ignored them, fixating only on her.

Completely forgetting those unspeakable words were aimed at him – while she, thick-skinned, remained unaffected, he worried more that hearing such rumors would make her distance herself further.

“You are a fool…”

Bu Shulin spoke at length by Cui Jinbai’s side, but he showed no signs of waking. She didn’t send him back to the Cui residence, instead sending a message explaining truthfully why he had fainted.

Soon, news spread that Young Lord Cui had gone to the Bu residence seeking Young Master Bu, accidentally saw Young Master Bu bathing, and fainted from shock and anger.

The news even reached Shen Xihe’s ears, naturally through the gossip-messenger Zi Yu.

“What is Alin trying to do?” Events at the Bu residence couldn’t spread without Bu Shulin’s intent. Without Bu Shulin, that brothel-frequenting playboy, spreading it, Shen Xihe didn’t believe it could become common knowledge so quickly.

Many wondered why Young Lord Cui would be so shocked to vomit blood upon seeing Young Master Bu bathing. The explanation came: Young Lord Cui had spent a night with a woman at a brothel, believing she was Young Master Bu. Learning Young Master Bu was male meant Cui had spent the night with an unknown woman. Young Lord Cui, who admired Young Master Bu, couldn’t bear the shock and fainted.

These stories must have been orchestrated by Bu Shulin.

“The King of Southern Shu is unwell.” This news came directly from Bu Tuohai to Xiao Huayong, kept strictly secret until now. If Bu Tuohai hadn’t sent the news himself, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have noticed – presumably His Majesty was also in the dark.

“This… hasn’t the King of Southern Shu always been robust?” Shen Xihe was shocked.

Xiao Huayong wrapped his arm around Shen Xihe’s shoulders: “The reason the King of Southern Shu has only Young Master Bu as his child is that someone gave him a sterilizing drug. Though it appeared to be harem jealousy on the surface… I believe His Majesty was behind it.”

Bu Shulin was merely a survivor – before the King was drugged, he had a one-night encounter with a respectable woman. Otherwise, the Southern Shu King’s mansion would no longer be in His Majesty’s concern. After the King’s passing, with no heir to inherit the title, it could be reclaimed.

Refusing to accept this, Bu Tuohai had struggled greatly to counter the drug’s effects. Combined with battle wounds from his youth, Bu Tuohai, now past fifty, was at his limit.

Chapter 700: Planning an End
“Alin intends to completely break things off with Young Lord Cui,” Shen Xihe instantly understood Bu Shulin’s intentions after hearing Xiao Huayong’s words.

She had to return to Southern Shu, where many people needed her. She must become the King of Southern Shu to protect those who had followed the Bu family. She couldn’t abandon the Bu family, and naturally wouldn’t want Cui Jinbai to abandon the Cui family for her.

Once-powerful noble families had completely crumbled under His Majesty’s hand. The Cui family now led among the noble houses, and in Cui Jinbai’s generation, none could match him. He needed to stay with the Cui family for their prosperity and the noble houses’ future.

This was his inescapable responsibility, just as Bu Shulin couldn’t escape hers.

Better a short pain than long-suffering – better to end it early and find happiness separately.

“Youyou, everyone has their unavoidable circumstances and constraints, but also their right to choose,” Xiao Huayong gently smoothed Shen Xihe’s disheveled hair on her shoulders. “This is between them, let them make their own choices. Whether they’re destined to part or can reconnect depends on their fate.”

As Shen Xihe said, one must accept the bitter-and-sweet consequences of every choice.

Shen Xihe nodded slightly and said: “Since Alin will soon return to Southern Shu, her marriage to Lady Xiao…”

“The plan remains unchanged,” Xiao Huayong had considered it carefully. “Though news of the King of Southern Shu hasn’t leaked yet, the Second Prince is watching like a tiger. Once Noble Consort Su acts, His Majesty will surely grow suspicious. Marriage is the best solution.”

“We should still inform the Princess Imperial,” Shen Xihe reminded.

Xiao Huayong smiled: “Agreed.”

Shen Xihe deeply cared for her subordinates and followers, both her own and Xiao Huayong’s. If she became a ruler, it would be a blessing for the common people.

The rumors Bu Shulin spread also affected Xiao Changmin. He suspected it was Bu Shulin’s attempt at a cover-up, growing more convinced something was amiss and increasingly eager to expose Bu Shulin’s female identity before everyone on his wedding day.

Bu Shulin paid no mind to the various speculations outside. She wasn’t trying to clear her name, only laying the groundwork to end things with Cui Jinbai. Cui Jinbai remained unconscious for three consecutive days, and Bu Shulin spent an hour each day talking to him.

Today was the fourth day.

“What are you afraid of? Do you fear I’ll resent your unfaithfulness? Fear I’ll abandon you, so you refuse to wake?” Bu Shulin felt somewhat helpless and dejected. “You can rest assured, I won’t hold these things against you, nor blame you for them…”

Another hour passed. Bu Shulin rose to leave – she needed to arrange her departure and spend considerable time training the body double Shen Xihe had sent. Being able to spare an hour with Cui Jinbai was already difficult.

She returned to her newly arranged bedroom to urgently teach the body double, ensuring they mastered her every habit and mannerism. After the time it takes to burn an incense stick, Yin Shan came running: “Young Master, Young Lord Cui has awakened!”

Bu Shulin felt relief. She quickly rushed to the doorway but stopped with one foot over the threshold. After a moment’s hesitation, she withdrew her foot and turned to her body double: “You go.”

“Me?” The body double was stunned, incredulous.

“Yes, you go,” Bu Shulin nodded. “He’ll surely want to verify. Then return and switch with me.”

The body double, coming from the Northwestern Army, had discipline ingrained in their bones. Receiving Bu Shulin’s confirmation, they immediately followed Yin Shan.

When Cui Jinbai awoke, his expression was wooden. He lay on the bed, eyes vacant. When his servant fed him porridge, he opened his mouth; when spoken to, he didn’t hear. Until voices outside announced: “Young Master.”

Cui Jinbai suddenly turned his head, staring fixedly outside. He watched unblinking as the person crossed the threshold behind Yin Shan with that unique walk. Through the screen, the approaching figure wasn’t visible, yet matched perfectly with the person etched in his heart.

As they passed the screen inch by inch, revealing that face he longed for day and night, still without any difference, he didn’t know if he was deceiving himself. He felt they shouldn’t be the person in his heart, yet could find no grounds for denial.

The body double stood before Cui Jinbai, looking at him calmly, without the usual frivolity or that captivating spark that made his heart race. They remained silent.

Cui Jinbai also stared at them intently, unblinking.

One remained unmoved, the other seemed trying to see through them.

After a long silence, Cui Jinbai finally couldn’t bear it. With strength from unknown sources, he lunged forward. As Bu Shulin had predicted, his hands grabbed Bu Shulin’s collar and pulled it apart, once again revealing a male chest.

The body double seemed to react then, pushing Cui Jinbai back. The weakened Cui Jinbai fell back onto the couch. The body double-stepped forward half a step, as if concerned, then seemed to think of something. After another look at the dazed Cui Jinbai, they turned and strode away.

Cui Jinbai was stunned again. As if his soul had been extracted, leaving only an empty shell, he collapsed dejectedly onto the footstool. His servant moved forward sympathetically to help him up: “Master…”

“Leave,” Cui Jinbai avoided him, ordering weakly as if mumbling.

Having served Cui Jinbai for long, the servant knew he couldn’t be opposed at this moment. Since it was warm spring weather with bright sunshine, not worried about him catching a cold, the servant silently withdrew as ordered.

At the door, he saw Young Master Bu returning in different clothes. Bu Shulin gestured for Yin Shan to stay outside as she entered alone.

“I told you to leave…” Cui Jinbai began rebuking with suppressed anger, turning to see Bu Shulin in changed clothes.

She remained silent, her eyes lusterless, looking at him calmly and steadily.

After standing a while, this time Bu Shulin approached first, still without speaking, but reached out to help him up, concernedly instructing: “Don’t catch a cold.”

As Cui Jinbai settled, he noticed her about to let go and grabbed her hand, looking at her stubbornly but not knowing what to say.

Bu Shulin patted his hand reassuringly and sat beside him: “I won’t leave. I want to talk with you.”

His chest inexplicably tightened, and Cui Jinbai instinctively wanted to avoid hearing what she would say next: “I’m not feeling well. Let’s talk another day.”

Bu Shulin looked at him once, not forcing the issue: “Alright, we’ll talk when you’re better.”

Another silence followed. Bu Shulin didn’t leave immediately, instead helping him lie down and tucking in his blanket: “I’ll watch over you until you fall asleep.”

Chapter 701: When We Meet Again, We’ll Never Part
The implication was that after he fell asleep, she would leave.

Cui Jinbai thought he wouldn’t be able to sleep, but under her gentle gaze, he couldn’t resist his heavy eyelids. Despite struggling to stay awake, he ultimately couldn’t fight against the drowsiness brought on by his weakened body.

In truth, Bu Shulin had lit an incense in the room given by Shen Xihe that had calming properties. It could induce peaceful sleep, and upon waking, one would feel energized.

When Cui Jinbai woke up, he indeed felt much better. During his sleep, Bu Shulin had invited Xie Yunhuai to check his pulse and prescribe medicine. When he awoke, someone brought him medicinal soup. Though he initially didn’t want to drink it, when the servant said, “The Prince brought this personally,” he lifted the bowl and drank it all without even furrowing his brow.

After drinking the medicine and washing up, changing into clean clothes, just as he was about to tie his hair, Yinshan came over: “Young Master Cui, the Prince requests your presence for a conversation.”

Cui Jinbai didn’t bother with his loose hair, immediately rising to follow Yinshan, gesturing for him to lead the way.

Yinshan merely glanced at Cui Jinbai’s disheveled appearance without comment and led him to Bu Shulin.

Dusk had fallen, stars dotted the night sky, a gentle breeze stirred, and lantern flames flickered.

As Cui Jinbai walked along the winding corridor, he saw lanterns hanging on both sides, reminding him of that Lantern Festival years ago when, amidst the flash of swords, he had realized his true feelings for her.

Candlelight filtered through various colored lanterns, casting scattered light that made the deep courtyard appear dreamlike.

In the lakeside pavilion, a table was set, with Bu Shulin kneeling on one side, facing the approach. Hearing soft footsteps, and watching him approach step by step, this was Bu Shulin’s first time seeing Cui Jinbai with his hair down.

For noble families’ young masters, proper deportment and neat appearance were ingrained teachings. Especially when meeting guests, loose hair was considered extremely disrespectful, and only permissible among the closest family. Bu Shulin’s eyes flickered in the multicolored candlelight.

Cui Jinbai had reached her presence. She raised her usual carefree smile and pointed to the opposite side: “Sit.”

His gaze followed her fingertips to the prepared cushion, and Cui Jinbai sat down with an elegant posture.

Yinshan led away Cui Jinbai’s servant, leaving only the two of them in the quiet night.

Bu Shulin poured him tea: “Your injuries haven’t healed, you shouldn’t drink alcohol. Let’s enjoy tea and conversation, which can be equally pleasant.”

Staring at her without blinking, Cui Jinbai asked: “What do you want to tell me?”

After his sleep, Cui Jinbai had figured it out – there were things she wanted to say, if not today then another day.

Bu Shulin’s smile remained as she naturally rotated the teacup in her hands, took a smiling sip, then said: “I have feelings for you.”

Cui Jinbai’s pupils dilated instantly. He had prepared for the worst – her mockery, her indifference, her disgust and anger. The only thing he hadn’t expected was her confessing her feelings!

His heart soared from rock bottom to the clouds in an instant, his whole body going weak, a tingling sensation spreading throughout.

“But I must take a wife.”

What does it mean to go from heaven to hell in an instant?

While his heart was still burning hot, an icy chill descended like a blanket, leaving his still-burning heart struggling helplessly in a frozen wasteland.

After such great joy followed by such deep sorrow, Cui Jinbai’s expression was indescribable.

Bu Shulin lowered her eyes: “Zhihe, my father is failing. Soon, I must return to South Shu. I cannot let the Bu family line end. Father’s last wish is for me to have an heir.”

She wouldn’t terminate this child. She had decided to give birth to it, boy or girl, they would be the young master or mistress of the South Shu Prince’s mansion.

A force gripped Cui Jinbai’s throat, leaving him only able to tremble his pale lips without making a sound.

She didn’t know what choice would be best for Cui Jinbai. From beginning to end, she had selfishly calculated only for herself and the Bu family. She admitted she had feelings for Cui Jinbai, but these feelings weren’t enough for her to lose rationality and gamble with the Bu family and South Shu.

What was the point of being honest with Cui Jinbai? She still had to fake a marriage, and even if she told him the marriage was just for show, could they stay together?

Too naive. Once His Majesty began suspecting her identity, watching her every move closely, she would only have a chance to breathe if she safely retreated to South Shu. But what about him? What about the Cui family?

If they didn’t end things, and he learned they had a child bound by blood, how could he control himself? Once His Majesty noticed, wouldn’t he use Cui Jinbai to threaten her? What would she do then? Reveal her identity to save him, or coldly abandon him?

Either outcome would only lead to deeper wounds, pushing them into an even more impossible situation.

Cui Jinbai’s chest ached with a dull pain. He had considered how difficult it would be for two men to be together, and even when Bu Shulin had previously said she wouldn’t let the Bu family line end, he had been able to say he didn’t mind. But now he found himself unable to speak.

So it was true that in this world, even mutual love couldn’t guarantee staying together.

The bright candlelight illuminated his reddened eyes. After a long while, Cui Jinbai finally said hoarsely: “I’ll wait for you…”

Bu Shulin’s fingers trembled, tears flashed in her eyes but quickly disappeared. She spoke in a carefree tone: “A real man shouldn’t be constrained by matters of the heart. Who knows when we’ll meet again, Zhihe? I could have kept quiet about my feelings or used this incident to make a clean break, never to meet again.

But I didn’t want that. I didn’t want to deceive myself or others, nor leave any regrets. I chose to speak out because I intended to let go.

You should let go too. Let’s both free ourselves, and each other.

Since I’m taking a wife, I won’t selfishly wrong or hurt her.”

His Majesty was in his prime; changing the heavens would be too difficult. She didn’t want Cui Jinbai to waste his life for her, and only if he let go could she have fewer worries and attachments.

“If my earlier words burden your heart, I take them back,” Cui Jinbai quietly watched her.

Taking back words didn’t mean not following through with them.

The usually dense Bu Shulin rarely understood such subtle implications. She paused for a moment, her gaze lingering on the rippling lake surface for a long while before suddenly smiling: “Very well, then you must take good care of yourself, so you can wait for me for a few more years…”

“How dare I die if you haven’t returned?” His grey eyes borrowed a beam of light from the lanterns, becoming bright and alive.

Bu Shulin’s heart lightened. She raised her teacup with both hands: “This cup is to us. When we meet again, we’ll never part.”

Cui Jinbai didn’t hesitate, smiling as their eyes met: “When we meet again, we’ll never part.”

Chapter 702: Wedding, Scheme, Test
The next day, Cui Jinbai left the Bu mansion. Many watched him, some curious, some trying to curry favor, some with ulterior motives, all waiting for his reaction.

Surprisingly, after returning to the Cui mansion, Cui Jinbai peacefully focused on recovery, even bringing home old case files from the Court of Judicial Review to study, immersing himself in work.

Meanwhile, Bu Shulin remained the carefree Prince she always was, spending days slacking off at work, hanging around with friends, and listening to music at brothels. However, she never again visited the brothel where Young Master Cui had allegedly shared a spring night with a woman.

Previously, whenever Bu Shulin went to a brothel, Young Master Cui would act like a jealous spouse and follow. This no longer happened. When people deliberately tried to provoke Cui Jinbai about Bu Shulin, he remained unmoved, as if unhearing.

He had returned to being the cold, taciturn Deputy Chief of the Court of Judicial Review.

“Alin was surprisingly considerate this time,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but sigh upon hearing this.

Though unaware of how Bu Shulin had ended things with Cui Jinbai, seeing that he hadn’t changed completely, hadn’t fallen into depression, and remained steady as if unaffected, Shen Xihe felt relieved.

She had truly worried that Bu Shulin’s personality would lead to a complete falling out, making future interactions impossible. Such an outcome would have deeply wounded Cui Jinbai and been self-destructive for Bu Shulin as well.

“They’re not children; they’ll think things through carefully,” Xiao Huayong didn’t understand why Shen Xihe always worried about Bu Shulin, treating her like a child. “Youyou, Prince Bu grew up in the capital. You think she’s not very clever only because you’re too intelligent.”

How many in this world could keep up with Shen Xihe’s quick wit? How many could penetrate her thoughts and anticipate her schemes? If Shen Xihe measured Bu Shulin against herself, naturally Bu Shulin seemed less clever, but setting aside Shen Xihe, Bu Shulin was quite capable of fooling others.

Shen Xihe paused briefly upon hearing this, then suddenly understood and laughed self-deprecatingly: “I was being too narrow-minded.”

Xiao Huayong gently tapped her nose, taking her hand: “Let’s go, there’s another show waiting for us today.”

Today was Xiao Changmin and Yu Sangning’s wedding. Though Xiao Changmin had been demoted to Prince of Second Rank, he was still Xiao Huayong’s elder brother. For his brother’s wedding, they had to attend, at least make an appearance.

From the palace, His Majesty sent Noble Consort Su and State Consort Song. Noble Consort Su represented His Majesty and the Empress Dowager, while State Consort Song came because the Fourteenth Prince Xiao Changhong insisted on attending, and as his mother, she naturally accompanied him. All other nobles and officials were present.

At the Sixteenth Prince’s residence, red silk banners fluttered, drums beat continuously, celebratory music rose and fell, and carriages formed a long line.

When Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe arrived, Noble Consort Su and others were already there. Due to their high status, Xiao Changmin personally led them to the seats of honor to observe the ceremony.

Though a prince’s wedding couldn’t compare to the Crown Prince’s wedding, and this was Xiao Changmin’s second marriage with its ceremonial restrictions, it was still grand and magnificent.

The couple sat high above, none daring to disturb them. Only relatives and noble ladies appointed to accompany them occasionally made conversation, ensuring the Crown Prince and his wife weren’t sitting idly. However, they soon discovered their presence was unnecessary – the Crown Princess was quite busy.

The Crown Prince would be thirsty one moment, want pastries the next, then roasted meat, then fruits…

Moreover, the Crown Prince merely tasted each item and wouldn’t allow servants near. The Crown Princess was constantly busy, especially when someone approached – before they could finish speaking, the Crown Prince would find something uncomfortable or unsuitable.

After several such instances, the clever ones understood: the Crown Prince simply didn’t want them disturbing his time with the Crown Princess.

Sure enough, once people stopped approaching, the Crown Prince no longer wanted to eat this and had no complaints, and watched the dancing with the Crown Princess, occasionally whispering and laughing together, appearing extremely intimate, as if no one could come between them.

Soon it was time for Xiao Changmin to lead Yu Sangning, whose face was hidden behind a ceremonial fan and dressed in magnificent wedding attire, to perform the ceremonies.

After the newlyweds were sent to their chamber and the guests could drink freely, everything remained peaceful. By now Xiao Huayong could leave, having fulfilled his familial obligations by attending the ceremony.

“Let’s go. If you don’t leave, I think they won’t proceed with their plans,” After sitting briefly, Xiao Huayong saw through Xiao Changmin and others’ intentions – they were wary of Shen Xihe.

If anything happened while Shen Xihe was present, no one but Xiao Huayong outranked her in status. If she decided to investigate, no one could stop her. As for the Crown Prince, when it came to doting on his wife, no one could question Xiao Huayong – they could only hope he wouldn’t help Shen Xihe, not expect him to stop her.

Shen Xihe smiled gently, extending her hand to Xiao Huayong. As the couple stood to leave, someone hurriedly rushed to Xiao Changmin, who was drinking with guests and whispered something, and Xiao Changmin’s expression changed before he ran out.

“Your prediction was wrong,” Shen Xihe smiled knowingly.

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow, instructing Tianyuan: “Tianyuan, follow and see what’s happening.”

With the groom hurriedly leaving, all eyes naturally followed. Everyone was curious, and with so many people present, it was difficult to keep secrets. Soon everyone knew what had happened.

The Fourteenth Prince Xiao Changhong had accidentally fallen into the water, fortunately saved by the South Shu Prince’s heir who happened to pass by. Without this timely rescue, the consequences would have been unthinkable.

Xiao Changhong was a prince – where were his birth mother and attending palace maids and eunuchs?

Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe exchanged glances before heading to the back courtyard together. Xiao Changhong had swallowed some water, but fortunately, to prevent any wedding mishaps, the prince’s mansion had imperial physicians on standby who treated him immediately, preventing serious injury.

Upon waking, Xiao Changhong wailed loudly, with State Consort Song crying while holding him.

Shen Xihe developed a headache from their crying: “State Consort Song, why did Fourteenth Brother fall in alone?”

State Consort Song quickly wiped her tears, gently patting the still-sobbing Xiao Changhong: “The Fourteenth Prince drank too much and needed the privy. I was accompanying Sister Noble Consort Su, so I instructed a eunuch to accompany him. I thought nothing could happen within the prince’s mansion, but…”

Speaking thus, State Consort Song began weeping again.

Shen Xihe understood – Noble Consort Su was working with Xiao Changmin, using Xiao Changhong to test Bu Shulin.

Xiao Changhong’s fall was no accident, and Bu Shulin had been deliberately led there. Xiao Changhong was a prince – if Bu Shulin saw him and didn’t save him, once people learned of this, or if Xiao Changhong told others after being saved by someone else, she would face death.

She had to enter the water, and after entering the water, she would have to change clothes!

Chapter 703: Adding Fuel to Make it Bigger
Shen Xihe suddenly looked at Noble Consort Su. Though her eyes were light, showing no sharp glint, they made others unable to meet her gaze. Noble Consort Su slightly lowered her eyes.

The first step was forcing Bu Shulin to enter the water to save Xiao Changhong, after which she would need to change clothes. Had Xiao Changmin already stationed people to watch Bu Shulin change?

Shen Xihe quickly dismissed this possibility. Bu Shulin was a martial artist with superior skills and keener senses than ordinary people. If anyone was hiding where she changed clothes, she could easily expose them and leave, ultimately embarrassing Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin must have realized this too. Exposing her while changing clothes wasn’t feasible either – with Bu Shulin’s martial prowess, she would likely sense anyone approaching and quickly conceal herself. Who could strip her clothes without proof?

They must have another plan, but after Xiao Huayong’s reminder today, Shen Xihe knew Bu Shulin wasn’t helpless prey. She had also warned Bu Shulin to be careful today, so Bu Shulin should be able to counter their moves.

Shen Xihe’s gaze left Noble Consort Su. She felt this matter wasn’t simple, not just about Xiao Changmin wanting to expose Bu Shulin’s identity. Noble Consort Su’s reluctance to reveal her testing method surely indicated other motives.

Her gaze swept over State Consort Song and Xiao Changhong thoughtfully.

“Strange, where’s Prince Bu?” someone in the crowd suddenly questioned.

By now Xiao Changhong had changed clothes, been examined by imperial physicians, and waited for Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe’s arrival – at least half an hour had passed. Bu Shulin should have changed clothes long ago, yet was nowhere to be seen.

“My oversight – I was so worried about Fourteenth Brother that I called all the physicians here. I hope Prince Bu hasn’t fallen ill,” Xiao Changmin said theatrically.

His words made Shen Xihe realize something – Xiao Changmin had used Xiao Changhong’s fall to lure them here, leaving an opening around Bu Shulin.

When he felt the time was right and Xiao Changhong was settled, someone would mention Bu Shulin, allowing him to naturally lead people to search for her.

Sure enough, Xiao Changmin said to the two imperial physicians: “Prince Bu was arranged to change clothes in Wancui Garden’s side room. Please come with me to check on him.”

Wancui Garden was where Xiao Changhong fell in. Arranging for Bu Shulin to change clothes at the nearest location made sense, yet they had brought Xiao Changhong here, separated by a courtyard – a half cup of tea’s walk away.

Shen Xihe processed this information, smiled faintly, and took Xiao Huayong’s hand: “Your Highness, let’s go see too.”

Since Xiao Changmin wanted to make it big, she would add fuel to his fire. Hopefully, he could extinguish it.

“Alright,” Xiao Huayong smiled at Shen Xihe.

Bu Shulin’s friendship with the Crown Princess wasn’t secret. Since Xiao Changmin suggested Prince Bu might be injured or had an accident while saving someone, it was natural for Shen Xihe to check on her.

Most people didn’t sense anything amiss, but some sharper minds like Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan sensed Xiao Changmin was setting a trap for Bu Shulin.

Their gazes fell simultaneously on the composed Shen Xihe. Xiao Changyan raised an eyebrow, thinking Xiao Changmin would regret this; Xiao Changqing’s lowered eyes flashed with mockery – Xiao Changmin was truly bold.

Led by servants, Shen Xihe supported Xiao Huayong as they walked unhurriedly toward Wancui Garden’s side room. Many followed, not to watch the show but because the Crown Prince and Princess were going – they had to accompany them.

Strangely, no one was outside the side room. Everyone felt something was wrong, but Xiao Changmin remained composed, turning to bow to everyone: “Today is my wedding day, and the household is quite busy. Please forgive any oversights.”

Everyone immediately responded politely, their doubts dispelled.

Those from noble houses had experienced weddings – being overwhelmed was indeed common.

Xiao Changmin stepped forward, gently knocking on the closed door: “Prince Bu, I’ve brought physicians. Are you injured or cold?”

No response from inside.

Xiao Changmin pushed the door – it was bolted from inside, proving someone was there. He raised his voice: “Prince Bu, are you alright?”

After several unanswered calls, Xiao Changmin grew urgent: “Prince Bu, pardon my rudeness.”

He kicked open the door, releasing a strong fragrance. The sensitive Shen Xihe involuntarily stepped back – the scent was too strong, making her uncomfortable when it entered her nostrils.

This instinctive reaction caught Xiao Changying and Xiao Changyan’s attention. Xiao Changyan was puzzled, but Xiao Changying seemed to understand something.

They were about the same distance away. What they smelled was a strange fragrance, far from overwhelming. Neither Xiao Huayong standing with Shen Xihe nor Xiao Changmin and the physicians in front of her even furrowed their brows, meaning the room’s scent was acceptable to ordinary people, yet Shen Xihe couldn’t tolerate it.

When Shen Xihe entered the capital, he followed her. Her skilled martial artist maids hadn’t detected him, but Shen Xihe, who knew no martial arts, had noticed.

After she entered the capital, when he snuck into the Shen residence, she discovered him and pretended ignorance while drugging him…

Past events surfaced in his mind. Previously mysteries and puzzling questions seemed to find answers for Xiao Changying at this moment.

He unconsciously raised his arm to sniff but detected no special scent.

By now, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong had followed Xiao Changmin inside. Xiao Changmin’s angry shout came from within: “You… you…”

Shen Xihe entered last. The screen had been pushed aside, revealing scattered male and female clothing around the bed, the bare-chested Prince Bu, and a disheveled woman holding blankets whom the Prince protected behind him.

One glance told Shen Xihe the person on the bed wasn’t Bu Shulin but the body double she had sent. She immediately commanded: “Everyone out.”

Then coldly told the two on the bed: “Get dressed.”

Everyone followed Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong outside.

The door reopened less than half a quarter hour later, but instead of the body double, out walked a fully dressed Bu Shulin, with loose-haired Xiao Wenxi beside her.

Seeing Xiao Wenxi, Xiao Changmin’s eyes flashed with surprise and confusion, but he quickly concealed it.

“Greetings to Your Highness the Crown Prince, Crown Princess…” Bu Shulin bowed.

Xiao Wenxi followed head lowered in greeting.

Chapter 704: His Highness Prince Lie’s Professional Argument
“Although you’re both unmarried, your behavior is extremely inappropriate, to be in Prince Zhao’s residence…” Xiao Huayong was clearly angry, but as the Crown Prince known for his refined character, he couldn’t use vulgar words and could only say in anger, “Preposterous, absolutely preposterous!”

Bu Shulin suddenly knelt before Xiao Huayong, clasping his hands respectfully: “This subject requests Your Highness’s judgment. I was ambushed, and if not for Miss Xiao… this subject might have feared for his life!”

These words fell like thunder, shocking all those who had been discussing the matter. Everyone’s glances toward Xiao Changmin became somewhat furtive.

“What does Young Master Bu mean by this? Could it be that Young Master was drugged?” Xiao Changmin immediately spoke up.

He hadn’t drugged Bu Shulin, he had only burned some aphrodisiac incense.

“After this subject rescued the Fourteenth Prince, I was invited here to change clothes. My servant went and didn’t return, my clothes were soaked, and my appearance was disheveled. Not wanting to offend unmarried ladies, I stayed inside waiting. Unexpectedly, I gradually became feverish and confused. By the time I realized what was happening, it was already too late…” Bu Shulin said through gritted teeth.

“When the door was opened wide earlier, there was a fragrance that dispersed, containing the scent of Three-Branch Nine-Leaf Grass,” Shen Xihe added.

Three-branch Nine-Leaf Grass was an aphrodisiac. Its scent aroused desire, but only those with medical knowledge would recognize it. Most people present didn’t know this, but the few who did understand its implications.

“Tianyuan, go fetch the incense burner,” Xiao Huayong ordered.

“Why was Miss Xiao here?” Consort Su asked.

Xiao Wenxi was a lady and should have been with them, yet she came looking for Bu Shulin alone.

“Young Master Bu once saved me. When I heard he had entered the water to rescue someone, I came to express my concern…” Xiao Wenxi’s voice was soft, seeming to carry a maiden’s shyness.

But then Xiao Wenxi suddenly raised her head, hatred in her eyes: “Yet unexpectedly, I encountered someone acting suspiciously, and remarkably there wasn’t a single servant around. I followed the person into the room and found Young Master Bu weak and flushed, collapsed on the table. So I took a vase and knocked that person unconscious…”

The noble ladies who had entered the room with Shen Xihe suddenly recalled that there had indeed been a broken vase in the room, but they hadn’t seen anyone, so someone asked: “Where is this person?”

“The person… is hidden in the wardrobe,” Xiao Wenxi said softly.

“Miss Xiao, since you discovered someone plotting against Young Master Bu and struck them, why didn’t you call for help?” Xiao Changmin asked.

“When I found Young Master Bu, he was already bleeding from seven orifices. There were no servants around. If I had left Young Master Bu to seek help, and something had happened to him, I would have regretted it and felt guilty for the rest of my life,” Xiao Wenxi answered with a lowered head.

The reason, of course, was that there was no one in the courtyard. Those who had previously found Xiao Changmin’s explanation acceptable now couldn’t help but have doubts, especially when Tianyuan not only brought out the incense burner but also brought out an unconscious woman. When this woman was placed on the ground and her scattered hair was brushed aside, it turned out to be Yu Sangning’s cousin!

This cousin had the surname Yu, but her father and Yu Xiang weren’t full brothers, but rather cousins sharing the same grandfather. This person and Yu Sangning were cousins outside the five degrees of mourning.

At this point, even Xiao Changmin’s expression changed.

Just as Shen Xihe had thought, even if Bu Shulin needed to change clothes, it wouldn’t have been easy to either arrange an ambush or expose him in time, so Xiao Changmin had devised a plan to trip up Bu Shulin.

He arranged a scene to catch them in the act, burning in the room a type of incense that wouldn’t be easily noticed, and once noticed would be too late to do anything about. The incense had aphrodisiac effects, and he arranged for a maid, saying that having her serve Bu Shulin while changing wouldn’t cause any problems.

If Bu Shulin were a woman, their identity would be exposed. If Bu Shulin were a man and lustfully slept with a maid in his prince’s residence, Bu Shulin would still be in the wrong.

Who would have thought that this carefully hidden incense, which he had many perfumers examine without detecting anything, would be identified by Shen Xihe with just one sniff? Moreover, Bu Shulin had Xiao Wenxi’s help to escape the trap, and they turned the tables, replacing the maid with a distant relative from the Yu family!

“Second Brother, how do you explain this?” Xiao Huayong demanded.

Someone had been victimized in his residence, and it turned out to be his new wife’s cousin who had tried to seduce someone. At worst, he could be charged with trying to win over a border prince.

Why would an ordinary prince try to win over a border prince?

Almost everyone who thought of this point couldn’t help but glance at Xiao Huayong.

Everyone said the Crown Prince wouldn’t live past two cycles. The Crown Prince was already twenty-three, so it was only a matter of a year or two. Was Prince Zhao getting impatient?

“Oh my, what is Second Brother doing? Young Master Bu is the only heir of the Shunan Prince’s family, who will inherit the title in the future. If something were to happen to him at Second Brother’s place, how would you explain it to the Prince of Shunan?” While others dared not speak, Xiao Changying had no such reservations.

His mention of “only heir” and “future inheritance” was particularly ambiguous, leading people to various speculations.

Wasn’t it true that controlling Bu Shulin would be equivalent to gaining the support of the Shunan Prince’s family?

Xiao Changmin’s expression was quite poor, but since Xiao Changying hadn’t spoken directly, he couldn’t self-incriminate by responding. He could only say to Xiao Huayong: “I request the Crown Prince to allow me some time. I will investigate the truth and give Young Master Bu an explanation.”

Before Xiao Huayong could answer, Shen Xihe spoke first: “This matter involves Prince Zhao, General Yu’s family, the Prince of Shunan’s family, and the Princess Imperial’s family. How could the Crown Prince make decisions over His Majesty? If Prince Zhao has anything to say, he should speak to His Majesty.”

After speaking, Shen Xihe somewhat forcefully pulled Xiao Huayong away. Xiao Huayong seemed caught off guard and almost couldn’t keep up, hurriedly adjusting his steps to follow Shen Xihe.

When the Crown Prince Consort had dragged away the Crown Prince, others naturally dared not stay to watch the drama unfold. However, they didn’t need to watch anymore – it was obvious that Prince Zhao had attempted to use his wife’s sister to win over Young Master Bu. The Crown Prince was still alive, yet such ambition couldn’t be concealed!

What should have been a lively wedding feast had been disrupted like this, and even the groom had to go to the palace to ask for punishment.

Having just finished today’s court affairs and not even having had a chance to rest, Emperor Youning heard about this matter and was so angry that he threw the teacup he was holding to the ground, frightening all the palace servants and maids in Zhengqing Hall to their knees.

When people arrived, Emperor Youning’s oppressive gaze fell on Xiao Changmin: “How do you explain this?”

“Your Majesty, I had no improper thoughts. I’m not foolish enough to do such a thing during my wedding, in my residence,” Xiao Changmin naturally proclaimed his innocence.

He could only temporarily protest his innocence. He still hadn’t understood where things had gone wrong and couldn’t find any way to turn the situation around.

“What better place to act than one’s residence?” Xiao Changying said coolly. “If it succeeds, they become the victim; if it fails, they can still claim innocence.”

Chapter 705: It’s All Thanks to the Crown Prince
For some reason, Xiao Changying had locked horns with Xiao Changmin, arousing the curiosity of Xiao Changzhen, Xiao Changyan, and Xiao Changgen. Xiao Changqing, however, stood straight, appearing uninvolved and making no attempt to intervene.

Only Xiao Huayong glanced at him, understanding perfectly well.

Xiao Changqing, Xiao Changyan, Xiao Changying, and even Xiao Changgen all knew that Xiao Changmin was trying to get to the Crown Prince Consort. Xiao Changying had always harbored feelings for Shen Xihe, so naturally, he couldn’t stand the sight of Xiao Changmin now.

“Ninth Brother, I don’t believe I’ve offended you, so why must you make things difficult for your elder brother?” Xiao Changmin said, unable to contain himself any longer.

“Your brother is straightforward by nature and fond of speaking truth. If Second Brother finds it unpleasant to hear, you’re welcome to refute me,” Xiao Changying revealed a roguish smile.

“You…”

“Enough!” Emperor Youning interrupted the brothers’ verbal sparring, sweeping his gaze over both of them. “Though Ninth Prince’s words may be unpleasant, they carry some truth. Second Prince, if you wish to prove your innocence, I’ll allow you to investigate alongside the Minister of the Imperial Clan Court and the Chief Minister of the Court of Judicial Review. I want to see how you’ll prove your innocence!”

Having temporarily resolved one matter, Emperor Youning’s gaze fell on Bu Shulin and Xiao Wenxi: “Since you two have already become husband and wife in Deed, I shall bestow marriage upon you. Regarding today’s events, I will explain to both the Prince of Shunan’s family and the Princess Imperial’s family.”

With His Majesty having spoken thus, no one dared to pursue the matter further, and when His Majesty dismissed them, they could only withdraw.

“Beichen, you were right. I underestimated Alin,” Shen Xihe said casually after entering the Eastern Palace.

The reason Bu Shulin had avoided Xiao Changmin’s incense was because she wore a sachet given to her by Shen Xihe – a special sachet designed to prevent the effects of stupefying or aphrodisiac incense, which Shen Xihe had just noticed.

She had deliberately turned the situation to their advantage. If she had suddenly gone to request His Majesty to bestow marriage or waited until His Majesty began to suspect her identity before finding a way to marry Xiao Wenxi, His Majesty’s doubts wouldn’t have been resolved by Xiao Wenxi marrying Bu Shulin. Instead, he would have suspected Xiao Wenxi and Bu Shulin of colluding, which would have made him wary of the Princess Imperial’s family as well.

Therefore, the marriage between Bu Shulin and Xiao Wenxi was best neither initiated proactively nor reactively after Emperor Youning began to harbor suspicions. Either approach would have seemed like an attempt to cover something up.

This time, going with the flow was the perfect solution. The marriage between Xiao Wenxi and Bu Shulin was forced by a scheme against them. Not only had Xiao Changmin seen Young Master Bu’s upper body and confirmed he was male today, but even if he hadn’t, he wouldn’t dare spread rumors easily in the future.

Xiao Wenxi and Bu Shulin’s incident at Prince Zhao’s residence – given Xiao Wenxi’s reputation as an intelligent lady – suggested that unless the Princess Imperial’s family had some massive secret in the Prince of Shunan’s family’s hands, Xiao Wenxi wouldn’t have endured such humiliation by playing along with Bu Shulin if he weren’t truly male.

No one could understand all the intricacies involved, and now anyone who suggested Bu Shulin wasn’t a man would be met with skeptical looks.

“Although Young Master Bu isn’t a fool, I won’t let others take credit for my work,” Xiao Huayong stood firm, staring intently at Shen Xihe. “Removing the firewood from under the pot, solving the problem once and for all, eliminating future troubles – this was my strategy.”

Under his surveillance, when Xiao Changmin took the incense to have it examined, he had to consider it carefully. So when Xiao Changmin wanted to do something, Xiao Huayong knew the purpose of the incense after examining it and had already anticipated it, then turned the situation to their advantage.

How to bring in the substitute and how to afterward get the person out – those were Bu Shulin’s abilities.

“You’ve certainly been busy, trying to keep me from worrying,” Shen Xihe glared at him.

“It’s all Youyou’s fault. When you worry, I get anxious. When I’m anxious, I can’t help but interfere…”

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t tell Shen Xihe that although he had advised her to worry less and trusted Bu Shulin’s capabilities, he was concerned about the slight chance something might go wrong – wouldn’t Shen Xihe blame him then?

“Fine, it’s all my fault for making you worry so much, is that better?” Shen Xihe snorted lightly and turned to leave.

Xiao Huayong hurried after her: “I-I didn’t mean that… I-I was just joking…”

“Pfft!” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh. The Crown Prince only stammered around her when he was nervous.

It was hard to imagine that a man who could turn the tides, achieve victory from thousands of miles away, and hold the world in his hands could have such awkward moments.

“Oh my, Youyou is teasing me again!” Realizing he’d been played, Xiao Huayong pretended to be angry, but Shen Xihe had already started running ahead, with Xiao Huayong hurrying to catch up.

The couple chased each other around the courtyard for over an hour, while Zhenzhu, Tianyuan, and others watching from afar wore expressions that were hard to describe.

These two people, usually so deep and steady, had suddenly become like this – they still needed time to adjust to it.

If Biyu hadn’t come to report the results of Shen Xihe’s investigation, the two might have continued their playful chase for quite some time.

Shen Xihe looked at the letter Biyu handed over and let out a short laugh through her nose.

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows and tilted his head to look: “Consort Su has grand ambitions.”

Xiao Honghong’s fall into the water wasn’t as Noble Consort Song had said – he had needed to use the toilet after drinking too much. Rather, Noble Consort Song had allowed Xiao Honghong to play with children his age from her family, and to encourage their closeness, she had only assigned one eunuch to watch over them.

The eunuch later lost track of Xiao Honghong, which led to him falling into the water.

If this news reached His Majesty’s ears, given his love for Xiao Honghong, and with Consort Su whispering in his ear, Noble Consort Song might lose her right to raise the prince.

Xiao Honghong was only five years old and couldn’t be separated from a mother figure. The right to raise a prince involved many considerations, and in the inner palace, Consort Su was indeed the most suitable.

Consort Su had no natal family, so her raising a prince wouldn’t encourage any ambitious relatives.

“Lately, Consort Su and Noble Consort Song have been in close contact.” The inner palace was under Shen Xihe’s control.

If Noble Consort Song couldn’t see Consort Su’s role in this, losing the right to raise the prince would become certain. Then if Consort Su stirred things up a bit more with Noble Consort Song, or promised her more opportunities to spend time with Xiao Honghong, Noble Consort Song might even choose Consort Su herself to raise him.

Consort Su was a Tubo Princess. His Majesty wouldn’t let her bear children – a princess would be fine, but a prince would be problematic, as Tubo might want to interfere in imperial politics. Consort Su understood this.

From the moment she decided to follow His Majesty, she had given up her right to bear children.

But now she wasn’t content and wanted a prince to plan for the future, so Xiao Honghong was the best choice.

“Do you think she’s just planning for her old age, or…” Shen Xihe gazed at Xiao Huayong with deep meaning.

The Crown Prince wouldn’t live long, but His Majesty was in his prime. A five-year-old prince might outlive his elder brothers – this wasn’t just wishful thinking.

“Why think so much about it? Just make her schemes fail,” Xiao Huayong smiled faintly.

Some things didn’t need deep investigation into their underlying motives. Whatever the intention, simply ensuring it had nowhere to take root would suffice.

Chapter 706: Going Our Separate Ways
“Grandmother is still in good health. You used to visit her often, but now you’ll be too busy. The inner palace can be lonely – let Little Fourteen keep her company,” Xiao Huayong said, thinking about how he wouldn’t be around much longer, hoping to give the Empress Dowager something else to care about.

Shen Xihe had thought of this too. Since marrying Xiao Huayong, she often kept the Empress Dowager company, but after taking charge of palace affairs, she hadn’t had as much time for visits.

Regarding Noble Consort Song’s situation, Consort Su had already schemed it all out. She hadn’t framed Noble Consort Song – everything stemmed from Noble Consort Song’s selfish actions. The loss of custody rights was irreversible. Since the Fourteenth Prince was destined to be raised by someone other than his birth mother, if the Empress Dowager took the initiative to speak up, His Majesty wouldn’t go against her wishes. No matter how favored Consort Su was, she would end up working for someone else’s benefit.

Shen Xihe strongly agreed with this approach. She didn’t want to scheme against a child. While it would have been easy to prevent Consort Su from gaining custody when Noble Consort Song couldn’t raise him herself, she couldn’t justify harming a child just to warn Consort Su.

Placing the Fourteenth Prince with the Empress Dowager made sense – she had raised someone as brilliant as Xiao Huayong, so she certainly wouldn’t neglect the Fourteenth Prince. Moreover, with him under the Empress Dowager’s care, other consorts wouldn’t dare use the situation to cause trouble or scheme against such a young child.

The couple naturally went together to visit the Empress Dowager, who spent her days tending to flowers. Her palace, like the Eastern Palace, was filled with various rare flowers and plants – Xiao Huayong never forgot to share any new specimens with her.

“How rare to have you both visit me together,” the Empress Dowager’s eyes sparkled with joy upon seeing Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe. She quickly instructed her lady-in-waiting to have the kitchen prepare some of their favorite dishes. “Stay and have dinner with me today.”

“How could we refuse Grandmother’s invitation? I’ve been thinking about your kitchen’s cooking,” Xiao Huayong said, pleasing the Empress Dowager.

The Empress Dowager laughed happily, wagging her finger in the air at Xiao Huayong: “Always sweet-talking me! I know very well that not only is Youyou skilled in the kitchen, but you also have that little glutton by your side. Your tastes have become quite refined.”

Whenever Shen Xihe cooked something, she would send a portion to the Empress Dowager, and when the Empress Dowager suddenly craved something, she would send someone to ask Ziyu to make it.

“It’s all thanks to Grandmother’s good eye in choosing such an excellent daughter-in-law,” Xiao Huayong said sweetly.

The Empress Dowager laughed heartily: “You mean to say you have good taste yourself!”

The Empress Dowager took one of their hands in each of hers: “Come, let’s sit inside.”

Whenever Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong visited, the Empress Dowager was sure to be happy all day. After chatting for quite a while, Xiao Huayong seemed to finally remember their purpose: “We came today with a matter that requires Grandmother’s help.”

“Look, look at this! Now the truth comes out!” The Empress Dowager pointed at Xiao Huayong, speaking to Shen Xihe, “He claimed to come to visit me, but I see now he only thought of this old woman because he needs something.”

“How could that be? Beichen mentions you to me every day,” Shen Xihe naturally took Xiao Huayong’s side.

“I see now, you two are truly of one mind,” the Empress Dowager teased, then turned to Xiao Huayong, “Quick, tell me what brings you here seeking my help.”

“We’re asking Grandmother to raise Little Fourteen…” Xiao Huayong briefly explained the situation.

The Empress Dowager fell silent for a while: “Seventh Son, I’m just an old woman…”

“Grandmother, Seventh Son has some things he wishes to tell you,” Xiao Huayong interrupted.

Shen Xihe immediately stood up: “I’ll take a walk in the courtyard.”

The Empress Dowager looked between Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, confused.

Stepping outside, Shen Xihe gazed at the azure sky where wispy clouds formed a thin veil. Though it was still clear and sunny, she felt a heaviness in her heart.

About a quarter hour later, Shen Xihe returned from her circuit of the courtyard. The Empress Dowager’s eyes were rimmed red, obviously from crying, but upon seeing Shen Xihe, she put on a brave face. She didn’t mention Xiao Honghong again, called for an early dinner, and acted as if nothing had happened, sharing a harmonious meal.

The next day, Noble Consort Song’s situation exploded. His Majesty was furious and had Xiao Honghong taken from her palace.

The Empress Dowager seemed to have anticipated this and ultimately took Xiao Honghong from Zhengqing Hall back to her palace. From then on, the Fourteenth Prince was raised by the Empress Dowager.

When Consort Su heard about this, she stormed furiously to the Eastern Palace.

“Why does the Crown Prince Consort insist on opposing me?” Consort Su brushed aside the palace maids trying to stop her, standing before Shen Xihe with a dark expression.

Though the Empress Dowager was still healthy, she was elderly. Xiao Honghong was only five – an energetic child. While occasional visits to play with a grandchild were fine, personally raising him and attending to all his daily needs was no small task.

In all these years, when had the Empress Dowager ever raised any prince? Why would she suddenly have such an inclination? Among those who could influence the Empress Dowager in the palace, there were only a few. Who would believe it wasn’t Shen Xihe’s interference?

“Opposing you?” Shen Xihe laughed lightly, adjusting the silk shawl on her arm. “Consort Su, His Majesty’s favor and your comfort in the palace have made you forget that everything in this world depends on one’s abilities. Just as you managed to make Noble Consort Song lose her custody rights through your capability, I prevented you from gaining custody rights through mine.

What’s this? Does not get your way mean I’m opposing you? Has His Majesty’s indulgence made you think everyone in the world should bend to your will?”

“You…” Consort Su choked, “I thought we were allies…”

“So did I,” Shen Xihe tilted her head slightly, raising an eyebrow. “We were before, and whether we will be in the future is entirely up to you, Consort Su.”

“I only wanted to raise a prince – how have I offended you?” Consort Su demanded.

“Actually… whether you raise a prince or not doesn’t offend me at all,” Shen Xihe said coolly. “Whether you simply want to raise a prince or have other thoughts, I don’t care. I just want to remind you not to forget your position.

You shouldn’t meddle in imperial family matters, and His Majesty’s favor shouldn’t become a weapon for you to use as you please.”

If she dared to scheme regarding a prince today, such ambition might grow until she dared to scheme against the Eastern Palace or the Empress Dowager.

“After all this talk, you’re just using me, wanting to control me, not allowing me any freedom beyond your grasp!” Hatred flashed in Consort Su’s eyes.

“If that’s how you choose to see it, I can’t help that,” Shen Xihe said carelessly.

“Fine. Since you won’t treat me as an ally, we’ll go our separate ways from now on. As you wish, let everything depend on our abilities!” Consort Su stared intently at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe didn’t back down at all: “Biyu, escort Consort Su.”

Consort Su’s face turned cold with anger. She snorted and turned to leave.

“Your Highness, Consort Su…” Zhenzhu started to speak, but Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop her.

“She won’t talk too much.”

Chapter 707: Taking All the Blame
Noble Consort Shu didn’t dare tell the Youning Emperor about their schemes – that would have placed her in an irredeemable position.

As for her situation, Noble Consort Shu at most knew that she treated Shen Yingruo well. She had never mistreated Shen Yingruo, and His Majesty clearly understood how she regarded Shen Yingruo. She wasn’t foolish enough to try using this to curry favor with His Majesty.

Back then when Noble Consort Shu chose His Majesty, she thought the consort at least dared to burn her bridges, as well as deep feelings for Tibet. Looking back now, it seemed her judgment wasn’t wrong then – it’s just that people shouldn’t have things go too smoothly for too long, especially when that smoothness comes with power. Being high above others, and having everyone respond to your every call – such feelings too easily blind people.

If Noble Consort Shu had any sense left, she wouldn’t have come to oppose her.

While things were going smoothly on Shen Xihe’s end, Xiao Changmin was in complete disarray. The Director of the Imperial Clan Court and the Chief Minister of the Court of Judicial Review were investigating this matter together, and he could only follow along. What caught him most off guard was Cui Jinbai using his position at the Court of Judicial Review to get involved.

The aphrodisiac incense – while he hadn’t personally gone to find perfumers for authentication, he had sent his people. Fortunately, he had sent his privately trained servants. Although Cui Jinbai had found the perfumers who had authenticated it and drawn portraits based on their descriptions, even posting notices, they couldn’t find the people immediately.

However, Cui Jinbai was determined to get to the bottom of this. He took the incense to Duhuo Tower, where Shen Xihe personally analyzed it. The formula quickly became clear, and Cui Jinbai began investigating pharmacies.

The formula contained many medicinal ingredients. He hadn’t anticipated this step that day – they were purchased all at once from a pharmacy. Pharmacies keep records of sales, so they only needed to check who had purchased all these medicines at once to trace who had the incense made.

Fortunately, these items were purchased last month, so they couldn’t be traced immediately. But given how Cui Jinbai was collecting ledgers from all major pharmacies at the Court of Judicial Review, it wouldn’t take long to find out.

“I sent the Prince’s servants to buy the medicines…” Xiao Changmin paced anxiously, clearly in dire straits.

Once discovered, if he couldn’t account for these medicines, the aphrodisiac incense would be proven his. He would have no defense. The evidence that he drugged Bu Shulin to win him over would be concrete, and he could directly be charged with the capital crime of harboring treasonous intentions.

A Prince trying to win over a Border Prince – this was His Majesty’s greatest taboo!

He had originally just wanted to test if Bu Shulin was female, casually sending a maid. Even if Bu Shulin was truly male and slept with his maid, he would have to take her away, and he would have planted a spy.

He never imagined Bu Shulin would turn the tables on him, using Yu Sangning’s distant cousin instead.

“For now… there’s only one solution.”

Yu Sangning sat before the mirror. Last night should have been their wedding night, but because of this incident, she and Xiao Changmin still hadn’t consummated their marriage. Looking at her beautiful reflection in the mirror, her meticulously drawn eyebrows particularly sharp, she said: “Your Highness should visit my Sixth Uncle and Sixth Aunt.”

The Sixth Uncle and Sixth Aunt Yu Sangning spoke of were the parents of that cousin whom Bu Shulin had brought in.

This couple had only one son and one daughter. Their son was just a good-for-nothing idler. As long as Xiao Changmin could look after them, the Sixth Uncle and Sixth Aunt would certainly be willing to sacrifice this cousin. After all, her attempt to seduce the Crown Prince of Shunan couldn’t be hidden – her reputation was already ruined.

As long as the cousin admitted guilt, confessing to bribing Prince Xiao’s servants, everything would be blamed on her. What others thought didn’t matter – what mattered was getting through the current crisis without letting anyone find evidence implicating Prince Xiao’s household.

Xiao Changmin had thought of this solution too, but he couldn’t say it himself. After all, she was his newly wedded primary consort, which was why he deliberately appeared so panicked in front of Yu Sangning.

Wasn’t a wise helper like a flower that understands speech supposed to help her husband solve his troubles?

Only if Yu Sangning proposed this idea would Yu Xiang not hold it against him.

“Princess, you’d better go personally. The Court of Judicial Review and Imperial Clan Court are watching me,” Xiao Changmin spoke truthfully. Any slight move from him now would let people follow the trail or disrupt his plans prematurely.

Yu Sangning agreed submissively: “My Prince, rest assured, I will handle this matter properly.”

Word spread that right after Prince Xiao’s wedding, a lawsuit had erupted. It was said he hadn’t even consummated the marriage with his Princess, who had gotten angry about this. The two had a huge argument in the Prince’s mansion, ending badly with the Princess storming back to her maiden home in anger.

This news reached Shen Xihe’s ears just an hour later. She heard it and sneered, saying nothing.

She understood Yu Sangning’s intentions perfectly. Now that Cui Jinbai had taken over, things wouldn’t go as Yu Sangning wished.

Sure enough, after Yu Sangning returned to the Yu residence, she disguised herself and went to visit the Sixth Uncle and Sixth Aunt. Through threats and promises, she convinced the couple, who went to the Court of Judicial Review that day to visit their daughter in prison. Although Fifth Miss Yu was detained at the Court, she claimed ignorance of everything when questioned. She hadn’t committed any serious crimes – at most, she was guilty of vanity and failing to drug Bu Shulin, which wasn’t a major offense.

Therefore, the Court couldn’t torture her or prohibit visitors.

The family of three spoke in the prison, and Fifth Miss Yu indeed tearfully confessed. Cui Jinbai personally interrogated her, repeatedly asking if she admitted guilt, and Fifth Miss Yu never changed her statement, even signing a confession.

However, when Fifth Miss Yu returned to her cell, she saw the food box her parents had brought had been knocked over by rats. Some of the food had been eaten by rats that now lay stiff with blood coming from their eyes. Terrified, Fifth Miss Yu screamed: “Junior Minister Cui, I need to see Junior Minister Cui!”

Fifth Miss Yu hadn’t expected her parents to be so heartless, trying to poison her. They had said she should take all the blame and they would bring her home later, letting her marry someone she loved, but then they…

The poison wasn’t from her parents – Cui Jinbai had deliberately arranged this to frighten her. Fifth Miss Yu was in love with a painter. Although officials and nobles all knew about her incident at Prince Xiao’s mansion, common people didn’t. When her parents relented, allowing her to be with the one she loved, Fifth Miss Yu had agreed to take all the blame.

Since Bu Shulin wasn’t harmed, unlike Xiao Changmin she wasn’t involved in treason, so naturally the punishment wouldn’t be severe.

That’s why she had agreed. However, being a pampered young lady who hadn’t experienced much hardship, and knowing her parents indeed favored her brother, she couldn’t help but believe it. She immediately spilled everything about her parents asking her to confess, like pouring out beans.

Next, naturally, her parents were arrested. Cui Jinbai had ways to force them to talk, and they identified Princess Xiao as the one who had promised benefits and instigated everything. Thus, both Xiao Changmin and Yu Sangning were summoned to the palace, where His Majesty would personally interrogate them.

Facing the Youning Emperor’s questioning, Yu Sangning promptly confessed: “In response to Your Majesty, drugging Bu Shulin was my doing.”



Chapter 708: The Dignity of an Emperor
Yu Sangning’s prompt confession surprised not only the Youning Emperor but also Xiao Changmin, who knelt at his side.

She should have at least argued a bit, should have shown some panic, or at least begged for mercy.

But Yu Sangning was unnaturally calm. She bowed deeply, her forehead touching the ground, making the entire hall so quiet you could hear a pin drop.

“There must be a reason. I want to know why you drugged Prince Bu!” the Youning Emperor asked sternly.

Yu Sangning remained prostrate, not answering immediately.

The Youning Emperor grew impatient and asked again: “When I ask you a question, you dare not answer? Who gave you such courage?”

Yu Sangning trembled slightly, then finally raised her head slightly, her gaze fixed on the floor before her: “Your Majesty… my Fifth Sister has long harbored feelings for Prince Bu, to no avail. She begged me to help her, and in a moment of weakness, I foolishly committed this act.”

Cui Jinbai’s expression changed upon hearing this.

The Youning Emperor’s gaze rested on Yu Sangning for a moment before turning to Cui Jinbai: “Did Fifth Miss Yu mention this?”

Cui Jinbai clasped his hands and bowed: “In response to Your Majesty when I questioned Fifth Miss Yu, she never mentioned this. I have submitted all of Fifth Miss Yu’s testimonies to Your Majesty.”

In Cui Jinbai’s report, Fifth Miss Yu said she knew nothing. Her parents had come to persuade her to say she loved Prince Bu and had drugged him. She had just agreed to follow her parents’ instructions when she saw the poisoned food and then revealed her parents’ attempt to make her give false testimony.

“Go, bring Fifth Miss Yu here,” the Youning Emperor ordered someone to fetch Fifth Miss Yu.

By this time, news of the questioning in Qinzheng Hall had reached the Eastern Palace. Xiao Huayong was painting while Shen Xihe was handling palace affairs.

After hearing Tianyuan’s report of what was said, Xiao Huayong put down his brush and turned to Shen Xihe, who appeared not to have heard: “This new second sister-in-law of mine does have some skill.”

“A feint to save herself by sacrificing the tail,” Shen Xihe continued writing without pause.

Yu Sangning had always been clever. This time she thought quickly under pressure, making a feint before Cui Jinbai to buy more time for damage control and escape disaster.

“You… won’t intervene?” Xiao Huayong hesitated slightly.

“Why should I intervene?” Shen Xihe looked up at Xiao Huayong. “Because she’s somewhat clever? Should I move against her in case she becomes my enemy in the future?”

Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows in silence.

“Yes, she’s clever, and I’m not so arrogant as to dismiss her intelligence. But there are countless clever people in this world. Should I move against everyone I meet just because they’re not my friends?”

Yu Sangning was clever, and her intentions weren’t pure – Shen Xihe knew this well. But so what? Yu Sangning had never truly extended her schemes to her domain.

She was neither a righteous person carrying out heaven’s will nor someone so narrow-minded that she couldn’t stand seeing others being shrewd. Should she strike at Yu Sangning just because she disliked her and disapproved of her ambitious maneuvering?

Shen Xihe was neither a tyrant nor a dictator; she didn’t act so arbitrarily.

“Second Brother has great ambitions, and his wife follows his lead. They may become your enemies in the future,” Xiao Huayong said.

“That’s a matter for the future,” Shen Xihe closed the documents before her. “Beichen, no one can predict the future. The Prince of Dai’s wife also has impure intentions – should I move against her now? Prince Xin is quite capable – should I prevent him from finding a wife? The same goes for Prince Jing, and Prince Lie’s unbetrothed wife has the Northeastern Army’s protection – should I guard against her too?

I can’t be suspicious just because Prince Xiao’s household has some intelligence. That’s not prevention – it’s the narrow-mindedness and jealousy of the strong.

If I were to guard against everyone, wouldn’t I become a pitiful creature, seeing enemies everywhere and living in constant fear?”

“If you don’t eliminate her today, and tomorrow when her wings are fully grown she harms you, will you regret today’s choice?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Today I have no reason to eliminate her. The aphrodisiac incense wasn’t her doing or her strategy. When Prince Xiao secretly harmed Alin, Alin counterattacked. As Alin’s friend, though I support him, I have no right to seek justice on his behalf. How to deal with Prince Xiao is Alin’s own business.

If Alin’s life were at stake, as a friend, I would naturally help. Just as Princess Xiao, being Prince Xiao’s wife naturally plans for him.”

Shen Xihe had her principles, and she saw nothing wrong with them: “If tomorrow she wants to compete with me, let her come. If I’m defeated and suffer losses, I’ll only blame my inadequacy.”

Xiao Huayong walked before Shen Xihe with his hands behind his back, gazing at her intently, as if he could never look enough.

Glancing at him, Shen Xihe picked up another document and opened it, reading while saying: “Beichen, this world has all kinds of people, many whose views, thoughts, concerns, desires, and actions differ from ours. Though we may be restrained in our actions and can’t claim to be virtuous, we’re not evil people. Yet we can’t attack those who are different – that’s a ruler’s greatest taboo.”

They were born for the highest position, and for emperors who rule all under heaven, the greatest taboo is acting according to personal preferences and choosing people based on personal likes.

“A ruler’s dignity lies in freedom from suspicion; suspicion with measure is a ruler’s virtue,” Xiao Huayong turned, spread a paper, took up his brush, and wrote these twelve characters in flowing strokes.

Satisfied after admiring it, he turned to instruct Tianyuan: “Later, have this mounted and hung in my and the Crown Princess’s study.”

To leave for his and Youyou’s descendants.

A ruler’s dignity lies in not developing paranoia; suspicion is acceptable but must be measured – this is a ruler’s virtue.

Just as Shen Xihe dealt with Yu Sangning.

Many of Yu Sangning’s actions seemed lacking in virtue to Shen Xihe, but they weren’t related by blood or marriage, so it wasn’t her place to point this out. Regardless of how unsavory Yu Sangning’s actions were, she hadn’t infringed on Shen Xihe’s interests, so naturally, Shen Xihe wouldn’t extend her reach so far, acting under the banner of justice while causing more chaos.

She had never been one to meddle in others’ affairs.

The couple exchanged smiles, said no more about this person, and resumed their own business.

In Qinzheng Hall, when Fifth Miss Yu was brought from the Court of Judicial Review, facing His Majesty’s questioning, she naturally shook her head weakly like a rattle drum: “Your Majesty, I never had feelings for Prince Bu, nor did I ask Princess Xiao for help. Princess Xiao is slandering me!”

With both sides maintaining their stories, Yu Sangning looked at her cousin with painful regret: “Fifth Sister, things have come to this, why won’t you admit it? You still have Prince Bu’s portrait hidden in your chambers, hanging by your bed. You told me only this way could you sleep peacefully.

If you hadn’t threatened suicide, saying if I didn’t help, you would crash your head to death in my new chamber on my wedding day, how would I have…”

Chapter 709: Blood Splatter in Qinzheng Hall
Yu Sangning was too choked up to continue.

“You’re lying, you’re slandering me!” Fifth Miss Yu’s face contorted as she lunged at Yu Sangning, but was quickly intercepted by the guards.

Yu Sangning turned away with apparent reluctance and kowtowed to the Emperor: “Every word I spoke is true. I beg Your Majesty to investigate clearly. Under coercion and consideration for sisterly bonds, I committed a grave error. I am willing to accept punishment.”

Kneeling beside Yu Sangning, having moved to protect her when Fifth Miss Yu tried to lunge at her, Xiao Changmin couldn’t help but mentally praise her. He genuinely admired her now – they had escaped this disaster.

As long as the aphrodisiac incense wasn’t from him, it couldn’t be linked to treasonous intentions. With Bu Shulin unharmed, at most, they would face a rebuke from His Majesty.

Yu Sangning’s resolution of this crisis left Xiao Changmin in awe.

From deliberately spreading the word that they had parted on bad terms and she had angrily fled to her maiden home, it was all calculated. She knew Cui Jinbai and others were watching their every move, and that anything they did would be self-incriminating, so she let her self-incrimination be successfully exposed by Cui Jinbai.

She did visit her uncle and aunt and did indeed ask them to sacrifice Fifth Miss Yu. Under her promised benefits, they couldn’t resist. They would then go to the prison to persuade Fifth Miss Yu, and Yu Sangning had anticipated how Cui Jinbai would frighten her cousin into telling the truth because she knew her cousin was unreliable and would reveal everything at the slightest scare.

The real plan began when Cui Jinbai thought he had obtained Fifth Miss Yu’s confession.

At this point, Cui Jinbai would immediately report to His Majesty. Involving a Prince, the Crown Prince of Shunan, and the Princess Imperial’s household, His Majesty would certainly investigate personally. At this time, the Court of Judicial Review and Imperial Clan Court, thinking they had solved the case, would completely let down their guard.

During the time she was brought to the palace, her uncle and aunt had already arranged everything in her cousin’s room – evidence of her cousin’s infatuation with Bu Shulin.

Both testimonial and physical evidence would be clean and decisive.

After Yu Sangning and Fifth Miss Yu’s confrontation, this evidence would be perfectly arranged, just waiting for His Majesty to send someone to retrieve it.

The evidence was simple, but achieving perfection still required Xiao Changmin’s connections.

Xiao Changmin owned a pleasure house with an artist – not someone fabricated, but a long-term employee whose identity could withstand scrutiny.

When Xiao Changmin first told her his suspicions about Bu Shulin being female, Yu Sangning had guessed the pleasure house was his. Last night she had secretly sent someone to find this artist, who painted several portraits of Bu Shulin overnight, some artificially aged, and delivered them to her uncle and aunt. Once she was brought to the palace, they placed them in her cousin’s room.

Her cousin’s maid wouldn’t withstand questioning, so they arranged for her to commit suicide out of guilt, leaving a written confession of her mistress’s deeds. Though seemingly crude and questionable, there would be no one to contradict a dead maid’s handwritten testimony.

The final piece was the servant who purchased the perfume ingredients from the prince’s household. Naturally, this was on Yu Sangning’s orders – she had long been betrothed to Xiao Changmin, so it wasn’t unreasonable for the household servants to take some orders from her.

As for why Yu Sangning had thought to command the prince’s servants rather than her people, she had an explanation ready for Cui Jinbai’s questioning: “Though I’m not clever, I could guess these perfumes were unusual from Fifth Sister’s obsession with Prince Bu. Otherwise, why wouldn’t she seek them herself instead of coercing me?”

Soon, the people sent by the Court of Judicial Review and Imperial Clan Court found the evidence Yu Sangning had arranged in Fifth Miss Yu’s chambers.

Besides the portraits of Bu Shulin in various poses, there was also a formula for the aphrodisiac incense and some ingredients.

At this point, Fifth Miss Yu’s spirit seemed completely drained. She finally understood her parents had completely abandoned her.

For her brother’s future, she had become a pawn.

Everything was attributed to her improper thoughts, becoming obsessed with Prince Bu, and committing wrongs out of frustrated love.

Why was no one at the prince’s mansion that day? Because Princess Xiao, under her coercion, had sent everyone away. It was all her doing alone.

And they… the real masterminds, all became victims of coercion. Her closest relatives were merely guilty of poor parenting. They were all innocent. How wonderful!

Sacrificing her alone to save everyone.

“Fifth Miss Yu, do you have anything to say?” the Youning Emperor asked.

The Emperor had his judgment of the situation – not that he wanted to shield anyone, but evidence spoke for itself.

His second son and daughter-in-law had arranged everything so perfectly – how could he accuse them of harming others without proof? If he expressed even a hint of disbelief in the current situation, the couple would likely threaten suicide to prove their innocence, making him appear to be an emperor father who couldn’t tolerate them.

“Anything to say…” Fifth Miss Yu repeated numbly several times, then suddenly burst into hysterical laughter. “Hahahahaha…”

She laughed with tears streaming down her face, laughing like a madwoman.

She didn’t know where she found the strength, or perhaps the guards holding her were distracted by her sudden mad laughter, but she broke free and pulled the golden hairpin from her hair, lunging at Yu Sangning.

Yu Sangning had Xiao Changmin beside her, and being trained in martial arts, he quickly pulled Yu Sangning away. However, everyone thought Fifth Miss Yu was trying to kill Yu Sangning – but that wasn’t it. Before Yu Sangning, she plunged the hairpin into her neck.

This scene shocked everyone. Fifth Miss Yu stabbed herself and then violently pulled the hairpin out, blood spraying forth, splattering Yu Sangning’s face.

Fifth Miss Yu stared at her intently, still staring as she collapsed, blood flowing like a river, yet she smiled with terrifying malice: “Those who do evil… shall not… meet… a good end!”

No one had expected Fifth Miss Yu to choose such a drastic method of suicide.

Yu Sangning closed her eyes, the flowing blood’s sticky sensation more pronounced as it slid down her face. The blood’s warmth seemed to burn her skin, its stench assaulting her nostrils, making her tremble uncontrollably.

She wasn’t a good person, and this wasn’t her first death on her hands, but she had never felt such fear as today. Her whole body shook uncontrollably.

Those present looked at Yu Sangning with complex expressions, her ruthlessness deeply impressed upon their hearts.

Whether truly frightened or sensing these looks, Yu Sangning fainted.

Finally, the Youning Emperor ordered the Court of Judicial Review to send Fifth Miss Yu’s body back to her family, telling her parents how she had “committed suicide out of guilt!”

Although Yu Sangning had been coerced, she was still an accomplice. Fortunately, Prince Bu was unharmed. The Emperor, citing moral unfitness, forbade her from paying respects at the ancestral temple.

Xiao Changmin emerged completely clean – they couldn’t even charge him with failing to properly govern his wife, as the incident occurred right after their marriage.

Perhaps angered by Fifth Miss Yu’s bloody death in Qinzheng Hall, the Youning Emperor stripped Yu Xiang of his position as Grand General.

Chapter 710: Joyous News
“What a pity, such a strong-willed woman.” When the news reached Shen Xihe, she couldn’t help but sigh softly.

For Fifth Lady Yu, even the calculating Yu Sangning hadn’t anticipated that the fragile Fifth Lady Yu would, at her wit’s end, use her death to revenge against everyone.

She didn’t have to die. Even though there was solid evidence of her drugging Bu Shulin, he hadn’t been harmed. Moreover, Bu Shulin knew she was an innocent victim. Given his temperament, he wouldn’t have pursued the matter – at most, she would have received a beating with the rod.

Perhaps it was her parents’ abandonment that left her too desperate, or maybe Yu Sangning’s scheming filled her with too much hatred. So she chose to spill her blood in the Hall of Diligent Government.

Whether Fifth Lady Yu was the mastermind behind this incident, both His Majesty and the various princes knew in their hearts. Fifth Lady Yu’s method of taking her own life would win His Majesty’s sympathy and compassion for the deceased, which led to Yu Sangning being deemed unworthy to worship at the ancestral temple and General Yu’s position being stripped.

“The weak must stake their lives to seek justice,” Xiao Huayong stood beside Shen Xihe, also feeling somewhat emotional.

This was an eternal rule of survival, regardless of whether laws were strict or whether the monarch was enlightened.

“Thus, I’ve always been grateful to be born into a noble family,” Shen Xihe lowered her head to stroke Shortlife who was nuzzling against her coquettishly.

Shen Xihe never understood those born into powerful families who yearned for ordinary life and freedom. Ordinary life and freedom required tremendous good fortune to maintain a peaceful and smooth life. With slightly worse luck, one setback could drive a person to despair, just like Fifth Lady Yu.

If the Yu family’s seventh branch hadn’t been weak and too impoverished to maintain appearances, would Yu Sangning have dared to push someone to such extremes?

“My Youyou is the most content person,” Xiao Huayong adored Shen Xihe, falling more deeply in love with her the more time they spent together. Her way of dealing with the world, her manner of handling affairs, her public demeanor – all of these genuinely impressed him with their magnanimity.

Such magnanimity was rare even among men. At least in terms of breadth of mind and state of mind, he felt he couldn’t match up to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe smiled softly. This man always liked to praise her, as if in his eyes she was perfect in every way, like flawless white jade.

“Your Highness, Hereditary Prince Bu, and Lady Xiao request an audience with the Crown Princess,” Tianyuan’s voice came from outside just as Shen Xihe was about to speak.

Xiao Huayong looked at Shen Xihe and commanded: “Receive them at Xiaoya Pavilion.”

Xiaoya Pavilion was a waterside pavilion by the lake, surrounded by green bamboo and peach blossoms. In spring, it was an exceptionally elegant place to receive guests.

When Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong arrived, Bu Shulin and Xiao Wenxi were already there. Xiao Wenxi’s face showed traces of worry, while Bu Shulin sat sideways on the beauty couch, lost in thought as she gazed at the gentle ripples on the lake surface stirred by the wind.

Xiao Wenxi’s respectful greeting brought Bu Shulin back to her senses. Though her greeting was respectful, her demeanor remained dejected.

“What’s wrong?” Shen Xihe asked with concern.

Bu Shulin lowered her head in silence. Xiao Wenxi looked at her before telling Shen Xihe: “At the Hall of Diligent Government, we witnessed Fifth Lady Yu’s suicide. The Hereditary Prince is deeply troubled, believing it was her fault that Fifth Lady Yu lost her life.”

That day, to counter Xiao Changmin, they had chosen a lady from the Yu family. There were many Yu family ladies present that day, and Bu Shulin had randomly chosen one who was alone, never expecting such an outcome.

Shen Xihe’s fine eyebrows moved slightly upon hearing this. She gracefully took her seat beside Xiao Huayong, dismissed Zhenzhu, and personally lifted the water kettle to pour tea into the cups. Even the sound of water falling into the cups seemed melodious due to her elegant movements.

“Alin, have you considered what your fate would have been that day if you hadn’t approached Fifth Lady Yu?” Shen Xihe asked.

Bu Shulin raised her head and stared blankly at Shen Xihe.

What would have happened? With anyone else, Xiao Changmin would have denied everything. Involving another household would only have made things more complicated, possibly leaving Xiao Changmin completely unscathed.

Only a lady from the Yu family could indirectly expose Xiao Changmin’s ambitions. It was the most effective – and only effective – way to strike back at Xiao Changmin.

If she hadn’t sought out a lady and had fled earlier, Xiao Changmin would have relentlessly pursued to prove whether she was female.

Each step she took had been forced by necessity, with no other choice.

“Alin, we are all ordinary people. Though we may have kind hearts and compassion, we must also protect ourselves before we can speak of virtue. Remember… our lives don’t belong to us alone.”

Shen Xihe’s tone was calm and her voice gentle, but her words struck Bu Shulin’s heart: “You never meant to harm her. If not for the Princess Consort of Zhao’s cruelty, she wouldn’t have been driven to such extremes. Involving her was truly an act of necessity. Her death was forced by the Princess Consort of Zhao – why torture yourself over others’ evil?”

Yes, she had no choice, but Yu Sangning did have a choice. If Yu Sangning and Xiao Changmin hadn’t harbored such malicious intentions, hadn’t used such methods to clear themselves, or if Fifth Lady Yu’s parents had shown even a hint of love for their daughter, they wouldn’t have agreed to Yu Sangning’s schemes out of greed and driven Fifth Lady Yu to the point where she wanted nothing but to use her death to revenge against them.

“Thank you, You-“

“Hmm?”

Just as the enlightened Bu Shulin began to express her gratitude, the Crown Prince cast a faint glance, and she hurriedly corrected herself: “Thank you, Crown Princess, for untangling the knot in my heart.”

“With Hereditary Prince Bu and Lady Xiao’s wedding approaching, I’m sure you have much to prepare. We won’t keep you any longer,” Xiao Huayong directly issued a dismissal.

In others’ eyes, Bu Shulin and Xiao Wenxi were already intimate as husband and wife. His Majesty was also concerned about whether Xiao Wenxi might be secretly with a child, which could lead to unsavory rumors. Their wedding was set for two months later, scheduled alongside the marriages of Xiao Changying and Xiao Changfeng.

The two naturally knew better than to overstay their welcome and obediently took their leave, having barely warmed their seats or tasted their tea before being dismissed by the Crown Prince.

The palace was busy with more weddings, and Shen Xihe became busy again. Half a month later, Shen Xihe received a family letter from Shen Yun’an, announcing that Xue Jinqiao was with child – she was going to be an aunt!

Chapter 711: Tonight, I’ll Make It Up to You
With Alin’s pregnancy, and now her brother and Qiaoqiao also expecting a child, after her initial joy, Shen Xihe couldn’t help touching her abdomen.

“Zhenzhu, check my pulse,” Shen Xihe suddenly commanded.

The palace had regular imperial physicians checking wellness pulses, which had to be recorded in the Imperial Medical Bureau’s records. Since Shen Xihe’s marriage, the Eastern Palace had become more relaxed about this, as she had brought two medically knowledgeable subordinates. Occasionally, when the Imperial Medical Bureau encountered difficult cases, they would even consult with Zhenzhu and Sui Axi.

The Eastern Palace thus maintained good relations with the Imperial Medical Bureau. The physicians would simply ask Zhenzhu for case records. Zhenzhu checked her wellness pulse every ten days, and ten days ago there had been no pregnancy. A month had passed since her agreement with Xiao Huayong.

She was getting somewhat anxious.

Zhenzhu came forward in response. As her confidante, Zhenzhu understood her mistress’s anxiety and was especially careful and thorough, but in the end, could only silently shake her head at Shen Xihe.

Feeling disappointed, Shen Xihe couldn’t help asking, “Where is His Highness?”

“The Crown Prince left the palace early this morning, saying he had matters to attend to and would return at night. He instructed me to tell Your Highness not to wait for him for the evening meal,” Zhenzhu quickly replied.

She nodded absentmindedly to show she understood.

Looking up at the jade-green branches against the azure sky, with the bright sun warm but not scorching, what should have been a pleasant spring day left Shen Xihe inexplicably listless.

She wasn’t usually one to be melancholy or easily affected by circumstances. Noticing her low spirits, she turned to instruct Zhenzhu: “Find me a riding outfit. I’m going horseback riding.”

Since the last time when she had gone riding after being angered by Xiao Huayong, she had discovered that galloping freely could truly disperse her troubled thoughts.

After several laps around the riding grounds, the dejected feeling in her heart dispersed. While bathing, Shen Xihe suddenly remembered something, and after her bath, she went to her fragrance room.

She had seen a fertility-enhancing fragrance formula in a perfume manual. She had smiled it off at the time and never tried making it, but suddenly felt inspired to try it out. She immersed herself in the fragrance room, only emerging for the evening meal, and after dining and digesting briefly, Shen Xihe returned to the fragrance room.

Xiao Huayong returned under cover of night through a secret passage, so others didn’t know he had left the palace. Not finding his beloved wife upon return, he asked Zhenzhu and learned that Shen Xihe had taken Hongyu to the fragrance room all day and hadn’t yet emerged.

He guessed she must be working on some new fragrance formula, otherwise his wife wouldn’t be so absorbed.

Already accustomed to this, Xiao Huayong didn’t investigate immediately but unhurriedly took a bath before seeking Shen Xihe. They met at the fragrance room door, where Shen Xihe told him she was going to bathe and turned away.

At this point, Xiao Huayong hadn’t noticed anything unusual about Shen Xihe. When he returned to their chambers and routinely asked Tianyuan about Shen Xihe’s activities that day, hearing that she had gone riding, he sensed something was off.

Shen Xihe neither particularly liked nor disliked horsemanship and archery. Though she had put in effort when first learning and now showed proper form, she preferred tranquility and rarely went riding alone, except for that one time.

“Did anyone send messages today? Did anyone enter the palace seeking an audience with the Crown Princess?” Xiao Huayong grew concerned.

Tianyuan also became alert, thought carefully, and shook his head with certainty: “I stayed with the Crown Princess throughout.”

Xiao Huayong frowned in contemplation until Shen Xihe returned to the room still slightly damp from bathing. He studied her expression, which showed no signs of displeasure.

“You… have something to tell me?” His eyes had followed her movements all evening as if glued to her.

Xiao Huayong shook his head: “Do you have something to tell me?”

Shen Xihe also shook her head: “Nothing.”

Xiao Huayong looked at her carefully again, unable to guess anything, and had to ask: “I heard you went riding today?”

“Yes.” Shen Xihe lifted the bedding and lay down.

Xiao Huayong quickly followed, lying on his side to gaze at her: “Is something troubling you?”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help smiling – he knew her every move: “Yes, brother sent a letter saying Qiaoqiao is with child. Thinking about how Qiaoqiao and Alin will both be mothers, I felt somewhat envious.”

It was more that she hadn’t detected a pregnancy pulse, and at that moment Xiao Huayong happened to be away, which had briefly dampened her spirits.

She couldn’t tell Xiao Huayong this truth – he had finally let go of his “short-lived” worries, and telling him would bring back his concerns.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He reached out to pull Shen Xihe into his embrace, leaning close to whisper in her ear: “Let’s try harder!”

But just as his hands started to wander, Shen Xihe stopped him: “I don’t want to these few days.”

After speaking, she pushed Xiao Huayong away, turning to escape his embrace while pulling up another quilt to cover herself. Lying flat, she smiled slightly: “Let’s rest early.”

With that, she closed her eyes.

The formula said to abstain for several days before using the fragrance, and she hadn’t finished preparing it yet.

Xiao Huayong stared blankly at his wife, who had closed her eyes and was sleeping peacefully with a relaxed expression. Several times he moved his lips but swallowed his words.

He also turned over, lying with his hands behind his head, staring at the canopy, wondering if he had unknowingly angered his wife, or if he was overthinking.

To say she was angry seemed unlikely – she wasn’t one to give someone the cold shoulder when angry.

To say she wasn’t angry – since their marriage, she had never slept under separate covers!

Clever as he was, the Crown Prince couldn’t figure it out. The next day, seeing his dark eye circles, Shen Xihe was startled. She showed him the same care and concern as always, he could feel that.

“How did you end up like this?”

“It’s the first time since our marriage that we’ve slept under separate covers – I couldn’t sleep!” Xiao Huayong complained pitifully, not caring that Zhenzhu and Tianyuan were present!

Shen Xihe: …

Xiao Huayong looked at her expectantly.

Shen Xihe sighed helplessly: “It was my fault. We won’t do that tonight, but you must behave yourself.”

Shen Xihe kept her word. Though they shared covers, she firmly refused to let Xiao Huayong touch her. If not for her maintaining her usual pleasant demeanor toward him during the day, Xiao Huayong might have overthought things.

Several days later, Xiao Huayong had to go out again, returning once more under cover of night. Just as he reached their chambers, Zhenzhu stopped him at the door: “The Crown Princess has retired. A fragrant bath has been prepared for Your Highness, please follow me.”

Xiao Huayong followed and found today’s bath different from usual. The subtle fragrance was particularly soothing. When he entered the bedchamber, he was enveloped by a fragrance that didn’t make him feel hot or uncomfortable but mysteriously stirred romantic thoughts.

At that moment, a soft body pressed against his back, arms encircling his waist. In the misty, candlelit room, her cool voice was especially alluring: “Tonight, I’ll make it up to you.”

Chapter 712: The Crown Princess is With Child
What vigorous young man could resist such temptation? Especially when that temptation came from his beloved wife.

The unique fragrance in the room seemed to merge with the person pressed against him, as alluring as a deadly Venus flytrap.

In Xiao Huayong’s memory, Shen Xihe was as elegant and refined as a jade flower with a hint of autumn night’s solitude. He never dreamed she would act like this…

Naturally, their passion lasted until dawn.

While dressing in the morning, Shen Xihe was unusually full of yawns. Since they had to pay respects to His Majesty on the first and fifteenth of every month, she had to force herself to stay alert. Xiao Huayong felt both satisfied and guilty, quite conflicted.

Glimpsing Biyu carrying away the incense burner past him, he asked: “Last night’s fragrance wasn’t your usual one.”

“Mm, it’s a newly created blend,” Shen Xihe replied, propping her head up and half-closing her eyes, her voice as soft as touchable cotton.

She naturally wouldn’t tell Xiao Huayong the fragrance’s purpose, nor did she know if it would be effective.

Thinking of this, she couldn’t help but smile. In the Northwest, she had seen many women who struggled to conceive after marriage, exhausting themselves to death trying to have a child. Back then, she was puzzled and even felt they were being foolish. As a woman herself, she didn’t want women to focus solely on being wives and mothers as if being unable to bear children made them less of a woman.

A woman’s worth shouldn’t be determined by her ability to bear children.

She never imagined that one day, she too would go to such lengths to have a child, even risking untested methods. Only now did she understand that not all women wanted children merely for status or validation.

Perhaps it was because… of love.

Love?

This word flashed unexpectedly through her mind, and she suddenly sat up straight, her drowsiness instantly vanishing, becoming completely alert.

She stared blankly at Xiao Huayong as he walked toward her smiling, and suddenly his features seemed more pleasing to her eyes than ever before. Though she had seen this face countless times, had seen this smile so many times…

She realized she hadn’t just developed feelings for him but had fallen in love with him.

This love might be deeper than she had imagined, deep enough to make someone as calm and rational as her abandon the safest option of adopting a child as a substitute, and instead resolutely choose to experience the pain of childbirth herself.

That day when Xiao Huayong suggested pretending to be pregnant, she had flatly refused without thinking deeply about why.

So this was what it felt like to have someone occupy your heart – just looking at him made her heart overflow; just feeling him approach made her smile uncontrollably; just meeting his gaze filled her eyes with tenderness.

Shen Xihe didn’t reject these strange new feelings, even knowing Xiao Huayong’s days were numbered. She wasn’t a greedy person – being able to feel this, to have this, whether for a fleeting moment or an eternity, she cherished it deeply.

“Why do I smell a familiar scent?” Xiao Huayong brought the incense burner to her face, opening the lid to smell it.

Shen Xihe also leaned forward, sniffing and realizing that the scent of the Immortal Vine was particularly noticeable at that moment: “I added some Immortal Vine to the fragrance.”

She and Xiao Huayong had first met because of the Immortal Vine, which she had kept preserved. Shen Xihe carefully stored it in a cold jade box in an ice cabinet, rarely using it. It remained emerald green, its pink stamens still bright.

Though she rarely removed it from the ice cabinet, each time she did, she took a substantial amount. After requesting spices from Xianguo Temple, Shen Xihe discovered that adding Immortal Vine made fragrances more refined and effective, so she added some this time as well.

“Yes, it’s the Immortal Vine’s scent.” Xiao Huayong had only encountered Immortal Vine when disguised as Hua Fuhai searching for the White-headed Old Man and smelled its fragrance then. Later when Shen Xihe sent people with the Immortal Vine, Xiao Huayong immediately sent it back.

Thus, the memory wasn’t strong, but with Shen Xihe’s mention, Xiao Huayong recalled it.

Shen Xihe: “I’ve always felt the Immortal Vine was a lucky charm for us.”

“Youyou speak truly, I feel the same.” Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe’s hand, agreeing with her words.

The couple looked at each other, both breaking into sweet smiles. From the Eastern Palace to the Hall of Diligent Government, they didn’t take a palanquin. Anyone who saw Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, even from afar, could inexplicably sense the honey-like sweetness between them. Passing through the palace’s grand garden, two butterflies even followed them until they left the garden.

In the days that followed, the Eastern Palace couple’s sweetness was everywhere. Those who saw them felt that the already deeply in love Crown Prince and Crown Princess seemed even more affectionate.

Until a month later, as spring ended and summer arrived, Shen Xihe was awakened in the early morning light by an irrepressible wave of nausea. She turned and retched over the bedside, startling Xiao Huayong awake. His expression changed dramatically as he pulled back the bed curtains and called out: “Zhenzhu!”

Zhenzhu wasn’t on night duty today. Biyu, who was on duty, heard and immediately sent a palace maid to summon Zhenzhu while rushing in herself.

She saw the Crown Prince, wearing only an outer robe, pouring a cup of water and bringing it to Shen Xihe’s lips: “Take a sip to ease the discomfort.”

Shen Xihe took two sips with his support, finally suppressing the nausea. Looking up at Xiao Huayong’s furrowed brow, she gently stroked between his eyebrows: “I’m fine, I just had a strange dream that made me feel unwell.”

“A dream? What dream?” Xiao Huayong couldn’t help asking.

“I dreamed we were enjoying the view by the lake when suddenly a group of colorful koi appeared. Among them was a particularly bright golden koi that seemed to recognize me and swam straight toward me. I couldn’t help crouching down to look closer, and it suddenly leaped up, startling me into crying out, and then it jumped into my mouth…”

Remembering the dream scene, her barely suppressed nausea threatened to return, and Shen Xihe had to take another couple of sips of warm water.

Just as she caught her breath, Zhenzhu entered.

Seeing Zhenzhu, Shen Xihe smiled helplessly: “I’m fine.”

“Since Zhenzhu is here, let her check your pulse. It will put all our minds at ease.”

Shen Xihe had no choice but to obediently extend her wrist. Zhenzhu knelt on the footstool, placing her fingers on Shen Xihe’s fair wrist.

Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe in his arms, pulling the covers to wrap her securely to prevent her from catching a cold.

After a few breaths’ time, Zhenzhu first showed surprise, then carefully checked Shen Xihe’s pulse again before excitedly announcing: “Your Highness, Your Highness is with child! The little prince is one month along.”

Ten days ago when she had checked Shen Xihe’s pulse, she hadn’t detected anything, but now it was so clear.

One month ago – Shen Xihe couldn’t help looking at Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong’s heart was also pounding as if it would leap out. At this moment, he couldn’t think of anything else, his joy overwhelming as he pressed his forehead against Shen Xihe’s: “Youyou, we’re having a child.”

Chapter 713: A Series of Joyous News
“Yes, we’re having a child.” Shen Xihe smiled, her obsidian-like eyes glistening with moisture.

Her heart surged like waves in a storm. She had stubbornly wanted a child of her own with Xiao Huayong, hoping that someone as remarkable as him could leave more memorable traces in this world.

Now that her wish was fulfilled, she hoped the child in her womb would be a boy. She would raise him to become an extraordinary ruler, praised through the ages. Whenever people mentioned him, they would think of his father. What his father didn’t have time to accomplish, the son would complete.

Although… it might be somewhat unfair to this child, having to shoulder such burdens from birth. However, since he chose her and Xiao Huayong as parents, he was destined for greatness. This was the path he must walk, with glory and splendor.

“Is the Crown Princess’s child doing well? How should the Crown Princess care for herself going forward? What should I pay attention to…” Xiao Huayong bombarded Zhenzhu with questions.

Having cared for pregnant women during her time with Baitouweng, and having paid special attention to these medical principles since Shen Xihe planned to conceive, Zhenzhu detailed all the precautions, combining them with Shen Xihe’s current condition, and explained everything to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong listened with intense focus and even prepared a small notebook to record everything meticulously.

From that day forward, he kept detailed records of everything Shen Xihe ate and did, saying he would show it to their child when they grew up, so they would know how much their mother sacrificed to deliver them safely and raise them strong.

Shen Xihe’s heart melted with warmth and sweetness upon hearing this.

Though she was pregnant, they didn’t announce it. After discussing with Xiao Huayong, they decided to wait until three months when the pregnancy was stable before alerting those evil spirits, using these two months to prepare all possible precautions.

The usually commanding Xiao Huayong became unexpectedly cautious, making Shen Xihe both amused and exasperated: “Bei Chen, I hope we, mother and child, won’t become your burden.”

This man who was usually as deep as water, suddenly became so hesitant, carefully considering each step multiple times. His composure and decisiveness that had once impressed Shen Xihe had completely vanished.

“You’re not a burden, nor have I lost my composure and confidence,” Xiao Bei Chen supported Shen Xihe. “I simply cherish you too much to allow any mishaps.”

If thinking things through multiple times and spending extra effort could help identify and fix oversights, making everything proceed more smoothly and comprehensively, Xiao Bei Chen was willing to put in this worthwhile effort for Shen Xihe and their child.

“The Bei Chen in my heart determines fate with a smile, changes the winds and clouds with a glance, and is a magnificent man who can block the sky with a raised palm,” Shen Xihe turned to look at him, her gaze particularly gentle, perhaps due to her pregnancy. “I know your current state comes from love-born worry, but when you’re like this, I can’t help but become vigilant too.”

It was an emotion difficult to control, influenced by Xiao Huayong’s actions.

After hearing this, Xiao Huayong composed himself. He had never thought Shen Xihe would be affected by him – she was too calm and rational. The sage’s teaching of “not being moved by external things nor personal sorrows” was something Xiao Huayong had only seen in Shen Xihe.

Yet his heart softened as if tickled by a feather, causing an irrepressible smile of joy.

“So… I’ve become this important to Youyou…” he murmured to himself.

Shen Xihe heard and understood, nodding seriously: “Yes, as my closest family, you are most important.”

Closest family – Xiao Huayong wasn’t entirely satisfied with this. She had many close family members. He wanted to be her beloved, but knowing Shen Xihe was shy and had already admitted to loving him, he decided not to nitpick over words. He would simply consider himself her beloved.

Thinking this way, Xiao Huayong became even more pleased.

Seeing him smile in a self-indulgent and somewhat foolish way, Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow, not knowing what he was thinking about. It must have been about her to make him smile so unusually, though she had grown accustomed to it.

Xiao Huayong never revealed to Shen Xihe his habit of self-interpretation. He wouldn’t tell her, fearing she might give him that indescribable look again.

However, after learning that his actions could affect Shen Xihe’s emotions, Xiao Huayong, while delighted, also became more mindful. He concealed his anxious side and returned to being that casual Crown Prince who seized every opportunity to flirt with Shen Xihe.

Previously, Shen Xihe had truly thought Xiao Huayong’s opportunistic flirting was mere sweet talk, but now, perhaps having grown used to it, she found herself smiling involuntarily each time, her feelings having evolved from rejection to acceptance to current joy.

The couple spent a month in the Eastern Palace, with no one knowing of Shen Xihe’s pregnancy. In April, Bu Shulin’s wedding approached. Shen Xihe had to attend – firstly because the bride was the Princess Imperial’s daughter, making it a royal wedding requiring Shen Xihe’s presence as a royal representative.

Secondly, everyone knew of her friendship with Bu Shulin. Missing a friend’s wedding would be inexcusable.

Combining these reasons, she couldn’t make excuses to decline. Moreover, doing so might raise suspicions among those watching her every move.

Xiao Huayong understood this and wanted to accompany Shen Xihe, but she stopped him: “This isn’t a prince or princess’s wedding. As Crown Prince, your attendance would be too grand. Besides, with you beside me constantly worrying, we might give ourselves away. I’ll return quickly, and with Mo Yuan and Zhenzhu accompanying me, nothing will go wrong.”

Xiao Huayong could only reluctantly see off the determined Shen Xihe at the Eastern Palace gates.

Bu Shulin’s wedding was organized by the Ministry of Rites according to royal prince standards, with the Minister of Rites officiating. It was more grand than ordinary noble families could achieve. The Princess Imperial had only this one daughter, and the ten-mile wedding procession was spectacular, even more impressive than Xiao Chang Min’s wedding two months prior.

Yu Sangning attended the wedding banquet with Xiao Chang Min. As the eldest royal daughter-in-law, she shared a table with Shen Xihe, who sat in the middle with Li Yanyan and Yu Sangning on either side. Both women had previous unpleasantness with Shen Xihe and avoided conversation with her.

Unable to chat across Shen Xihe, the three most noble royal daughters-in-law maintained silence, making nearby princesses and senior clan members somewhat tense.

Until a bowl of soup was served, when Yu Sangning lifted the ceramic lid and turned away retching, drawing everyone’s attention.

An experienced noble lady couldn’t help but exclaim in surprise: “Could the Zhao Wang Princess be with child?”

After retching several times, Yu Sangning’s face flushed slightly, and she nodded modestly: “Yes, it was just confirmed yesterday. It’s still early, only one month, not suitable to announce widely.”

Congratulatory voices immediately filled the air, with some praising Yu Sangning’s good fortune, becoming pregnant just one month into her two-month marriage.

Shen Xihe silently raised her eyebrows, somewhat surprised by Yu Sangning’s pregnancy, but thought it was good – another person to divert attention.

Chapter 714: The Prince Heir Comes to Bid Farewell
Royal grandchildren were scarce, with only two belonging to Zhao Wang. Now that Yu Sangning was pregnant again, she became the center of attention – after all, royal descendants were also weighed in the competition for the throne.

Although His Majesty was still in his prime and the princes were successively marrying, ensuring no shortage of royal descendants, who knew if His Majesty might suddenly meet with misfortune? Throughout history, many emperors have died unexpectedly in their prime.

The Crown Prince was known to have a short life expectancy, and at that time, having children would become a point of favor among clan members, especially with Zhao Wang being the eldest.

While Shen Xihe was present, many people remained somewhat restrained. After she left the ceremony early, Yu Sangning, as the eldest prince’s wife, became surrounded by admirers.

“Crown Princess, Yu Sangning is clever, but why would she announce her pregnancy so hastily?” Biyu couldn’t understand and asked Shen Xihe.

As Shen Xihe’s confidante, knowing her future path, these right-hand assistants could better help Shen Xihe by understanding more.

“To legitimize her position,” Shen Xihe answered without hesitation, gazing through the carriage’s gauzy window at the brilliant candlelight flickering in the night breeze along the streets.

When her maids showed willingness to learn and keep pace with her, she naturally taught them carefully.

“Legitimize?”

“The Zhao Wang Princess hasn’t worshipped at the family temple yet, nor been recorded in the royal genealogy. In common households, this would mean she’s not yet a recognized wife,” Zhenzhu explained to Shen Xihe. “She couldn’t even be buried with her husband after death.”

If not for His Majesty’s marriage decree explicitly stating she was to be the primary wife, she wouldn’t even qualify to be called Zhao Wang Princess.

The Bu Shulin incident, due to Yu Fifth Lady’s death, had implicated her natal family – something Yu Sangning hadn’t anticipated. Now her relationship with her family was extremely tense. The entire Yu clan understood what she had done and naturally opposed Yu Xiang showing her any leniency.

Her only support was Xiao Chang Min, who felt guilty knowing she had lost everything and become isolated for his sake.

But Yu Sangning was clever. Smart people knew Xiao Chang Min’s guilt wouldn’t last forever, so she couldn’t rely on his guilty conscience for life. She needed to find a way out quickly.

Her quick pregnancy would draw the clan’s attention – they couldn’t let her child be inferior to others. An early announcement meant earlier legitimization.

It was also good to let Xiao Chang Min compensate her while his guilt was still fresh.

Tomorrow, Xiao Chang Min would advocate on her behalf, and soon Yu Sangning would gain the right to worship at the ancestral temple and be recorded in the genealogy.

This was Yu Sangning’s goal. With offspring and people seeing the Zhao Wang Manor’s prosperity, they would pledge allegiance. With some maneuvering and bringing benefits to the Yu clan patriarch, she could regain recognition. With her natal family’s support, she could gain more respect from Xiao Chang Min.

Just as Shen Xihe was about to look away, she glimpsed Cui Jinbai drinking heavily by a restaurant’s upstairs window. She immediately ordered: “Stop the carriage.”

The carriage stopped aside to avoid blocking the path. Through the gauze window, Shen Xihe watched the dejected, drinking Cui Jinbai for a while before sighing softly and turning to instruct Zhenzhu: “Have Mo Yuan send someone to watch him, ensure nothing goes wrong.”

She observed the surroundings – Cui Jinbai seemed to be alone, likely not wanting many to witness his pain and dishevelment.

Events with Yu Sangning unfolded as Shen Xihe predicted. Soon Xiao Chang Min lobbied clan elders to petition His Majesty. The Youning Emperor ignored this, and the Director of the Clan Court dared not speak much, but Xiao Chang Min didn’t give up – he sought out Consort Su.

Whatever benefit he offered Consort Su, she eventually persuaded His Majesty to relent. His Majesty responded: “Wait until the pregnancy is stable before making a fuss.”

Though no specific date was given and his tone showed much displeasure, it conveyed a message: however much His Majesty disliked Yu Sangning, he would give a face to his grandchild.

“Has Consort Su allied with Zhao Wang?” Three days after Bu Shulin’s wedding, she brought Xiao Wenxi back home and to the palace to give thanks, naturally stopping by Shen Xihe’s place.

Bu Shulin didn’t know about the facade between Consort Su and Shen Xihe, only knowing Consort Su resented Shen Xihe. Now that Consort Su was helping Zhao Wang everywhere, Bu Shulin, knowing Shen Xihe’s wisdom, wanted to warn her: “You should be careful.”

“She dares not provoke me,” Shen Xihe said calmly.

Yu Sangning already feared her and would certainly not oppose her while pregnant. Yu Sangning knew how precious her unborn child was.

Yu Sangning, who yearned for wealth and status, clearly understood that her pre-marriage honor came from her father, and post-marriage from her husband. Now that she had gained what she wanted, she needed to extend this hard-won nobility, which depended on her son.

Since Shen Xihe understood the situation, Bu Shulin didn’t say more about it. After a pause, she said: “Youyou, I’ve come to bid farewell.”

Shen Xihe suddenly looked at her.

Bu Shulin returned her gaze, showing both reluctance and helplessness: “Father can’t hold on much longer. In a few days, his death will likely be announced. As his only son, even His Majesty can’t prevent me from returning for his funeral and mourning. Also…”

She paused, touching her abdomen: “I’m almost four months pregnant. It can barely be concealed now but in a few more days…”

It would become impossible to hide. In early summer, Bu Shulin couldn’t wear heavy clothing, and her belly was already showing signs of pregnancy. It would only grow larger – leaving early was the best solution.

“His Majesty won’t easily let you return to Shunan,” Shen Xihe expressed some worry. “Have you planned for this?”

“Crown Prince has already devised a strategy for me,” Bu Shulin said.

Bu Tuohai had early on sent news of his failing health to Xiao Huayong, hoping he would arrange Bu Shulin’s return to Shunan. Bu Tuohai voluntarily informed Xiao Huayong of Bu Shulin’s true gender, showing their sincere allegiance – once Bu Shulin returned to Shunan, the region would follow only the Crown Prince’s commands.

Shunan’s fifty thousand troops were an irresistible force.

Of course, Xiao Huayong’s help wasn’t because of this pledge or the military force – he had other ways to obtain those. His help was due to Bu Shulin’s friendship with Shen Xihe.

With Xiao Huayong personally devising the strategy, Shen Xihe felt reassured. That night when he returned, she asked: “How will you safely send Alin back to Shunan?”

Bu Shulin’s pregnancy added to the difficulty.

“When Shunan King’s death is announced, the Prince Heir must enter the palace to bid farewell. We’ll keep her in the Eastern Palace and send a body double back. I’ve found several people these past two months who can disguise themselves as her and leave the capital. We’ll first create a chase to distract His Majesty’s attention and make everyone lose track of the Prince Heir.” They would see many people resembling Bu Shulin heading toward Shunan in different directions.

This would mislead His Majesty’s people’s judgment while also dispersing his manpower.

Chapter 715: Don’t Teach Bad Habits to Our Son
This was indeed an excellent strategy.

“Will you arrange for Alin to go first or follow later?” Shen Xihe asked.

When Bu Shulin entered the palace to give thanks and bid farewell at the Eastern Palace, she would be kept there, and the body double returning to the mansion couldn’t depart that same day.

This time gap meant Bu Shulin could either depart that night, ahead of the main group or follow behind later.

Each option had its advantages and disadvantages. Going first made it easier to avoid pre-set ambushes but carried risks – not knowing where the ambushes were, they might accidentally walk into a trap.

Following later could completely avoid ambushes, but once people discovered it wasn’t the real Bu Shulin, pursuers might become more cautious and leave people waiting in ambush.

“Let her go first,” Xiao Huayong had already considered this. He turned to Shen Xihe with a gentle smile. “No one knows she’ll be switched in the Eastern Palace, so no one will guess she’s a step ahead. When everyone discovers they’re following a fake Prince Heir, they’ll assume the real one is behind or took another route with similar timing.”

Besides, even if they guessed Bu Shulin had gone ahead, they might not be able to catch up.

As for Shen Xihe’s concerns, they couldn’t be completely avoided. If they encountered trouble, they’d have to chalk it up to bad luck and act according to circumstances.

Shen Xihe nodded. Xiao Huayong’s arrangements were already extremely detailed and comprehensive. Once outside the capital, the rest would depend on Bu Shulin’s abilities.

Despite worrying about her close friend, Shen Xihe didn’t plan to get involved. First, more people would increase the risk of exposure, potentially backfiring.

Second, this matter was crucial. If Bu Shulin couldn’t overcome this hurdle she and her female identity were exposed, and any trace of their involvement would implicate them.

Currently, with His Majesty strong and the princes watching like tigers, even though Xiao Huayong didn’t fear fighting the Youning Emperor, such a battle might end in a pyrrhic victory or mutual destruction, ultimately benefiting Xiao Chang Qing or Xiao Chang Yan.

Therefore, they couldn’t give the Youning Emperor a legitimate reason to move against them.

Third, Bu Shulin needed to prove her capability to become a regional commander.

Otherwise, she wouldn’t deserve Xiao Huayong sacrificing his carefully trained guards.

Xiao Huayong could force his people to help, but if the sacrifice was too great and Bu Shulin made his followers feel she wasn’t worth it, it would damage his authority and shake their loyalty.

“Youyou, don’t worry. Though I can’t send my own trained people, don’t forget I still have Imperial Uncle as a chess piece.”

Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, comforting Shen Xihe: “What should be left alone must be left alone. Imperial Uncle is still a rebel – if he protected the Prince Heir from the start, it would be disastrous for Shunan.”

Only when Bu Shulin’s life was truly in danger could Xiao Juesong’s people intervene. Even if His Majesty noticed traces, he couldn’t label it as collaborating with rebels.

Instead, His Majesty would need to pacify quickly, seeing Xiao Juesong as opportunistic, and develop a mindset of competing with him.

The court officials also needed an explanation – if His Majesty handled it poorly, they would all feel threatened. Whoever Xiao Juesong wanted to target, he would deliberately protect. With Bu Shulin as a precedent, could His Majesty treat cases differently?

“Bei Chen, you made a brilliant move back then,” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but admire Xiao Huayong’s masterful handling of Xiao Juesong, which benefited many of his actions while perfectly concealing him.

“It was just luck, happening that Imperial Uncle’s time was short,” Xiao Huayong felt luck played a larger role.

Everything aligned perfectly – he wasn’t His Majesty’s birth son, Xiao Juesong deeply hated His Majesty, and lacking the strength to challenge His Majesty again, gave him an advantage.

“Opportunities belong to the capable,” Shen Xihe felt Xiao Huayong was being too modest.

Would Xiao Juesong give up his life-and-death struggle with His Majesty so easily? Even knowing it was futile, with death approaching, he likely wouldn’t care about the consequences.

Death ends everything – even if Xiao Huayong truly made His Majesty die unfulfilled, Xiao Juesong wouldn’t see it. With such resentment, ordinary people couldn’t persuade him.

But Xiao Huayong could – that was his capability!

Thinking carefully now, Xiao Juesong leaving people with Xiao Huayong might have been to watch him – if Xiao Huayong broke his oath, they might turn against him!

“Did you make promises to Xiao Juesong back then?” Shen Xihe asked urgently.

“I just gave him some evidence proving my identity,” Xiao Huayong reassured Shen Xihe. “He won’t easily release this evidence, counting on me to fulfill his dying wish. If I break faith, he would have to fight His Majesty to the death anyway.”

If his identity was exposed, either he would have no place in the royal family, or he would overthrow His Majesty and take power. Either way, Xiao Juesong’s wishes would be fulfilled.

His eyes gleamed with hidden brilliance as Xiao Huayong smiled cunningly: “Unfortunately, he knew little about me. He gave me people to serve me, true, but also to watch me. Whom he passed my evidence to, I’ve long since discovered…”

Originally, he hadn’t planned to act against this person, keeping them under control while avoiding affecting the loyalty of Xiao Juesong’s people.

But now…

He gazed down at Shen Xihe, gently smoothing a strand of her hair before pulling her into his embrace.

He had to act now. These people might not trust Shen Xihe after he was gone. If they chose someone else to fulfill Xiao Juesong’s wishes, they would inevitably turn on Shen Xihe.

This Bu Shulin matter provided the perfect opportunity! Against His Majesty’s elite forces, even an accident would seem reasonable, raising no suspicions.

“You…”

As Shen Xihe seemed to realize something and was about to ask, a warm slender finger pressed against her lips. Xiao Huayong said: “Let’s not discuss these things. Don’t mislead our son into becoming a little old man heavy with thoughts.”

Xiao Huayong hoped the child would be a boy. If he were to stay, he would have wished for a clever and beautiful daughter like Shen Xihe, raising her to be free-spirited.

But lacking that fortune, he hoped for a son who could replace him, providing his mother with protection, companionship, support, and… everything she wanted.

“How big is he? How could he understand what we’re discussing?” Shen Xihe gave Xiao Huayong an exasperated look.

As for having a son, she didn’t object – she also hoped for a boy. In this world, men lived with fewer constraints than women.

“He understands. Our child will surely be the most brilliant in the world!” Xiao Huayong remained confident about this, spending half an hour each night before sleep chattering to the unformed child in Shen Xihe’s womb.

Chapter 716: A Parent’s Selfless Love
The camphor trees cast their shade while the warm sun of Liyang wove through like silk. The sky stretched vast above, and Mirror Lake lay still without ripples.

Recently, peace had settled over everything. Shen Xihe stayed mostly secluded in the Eastern Palace, only leaving for regular visits to pay respects to Emperor Yuning and the Empress Dowager.

Not long after Bu Shulin’s wedding came Princess Pingling’s marriage day. With her birth mother Noble Consort Rong managing everything – the same Noble Consort Rong from whom Shen Xihe had wrested control of the inner palace, causing quite a stir and effectively breaking their relationship – Shen Xihe deliberately kept her distance. Princess Pingling was Noble Consort Rong’s only daughter, so she wouldn’t risk any mishaps with the wedding. Shen Xihe merely sent people to supervise from afar.

The days of pregnancy were especially leisurely. Zhenzhu and Biyu had taken over most of the palace duties. After half a year of training since last year, they had become quite adept at managing palace affairs. Shen Xihe spent most of her time with Xiao Huayong.

They tended to flowers together, brewed tea and painted, played music in duets, enjoyed games of chess while chatting, and discussed their unborn child…

The days were deeply satisfying, but news of the King of Shunan’s death had yet to reach the capital, causing Shen Xihe some worry: “Has something gone wrong?”

“His Majesty has spies in Shunan,” Xiao Huayong explained. “The King of Shunan likely doesn’t want His Majesty to learn of his impending death first, so he’s delaying the news.”

The King of Shunan wasn’t truly bedridden or beyond medical help yet – if he were, it couldn’t have been kept secret. Though his days were indeed numbered, he should have had at least three to five months left. But he couldn’t and wouldn’t take those months.

If he waited until he was bedridden to notify Bu Shulin, it would certainly not escape His Majesty’s attention. His Majesty would intercept the message and detain Bu Shulin. As long as news of the King of Shunan’s death hadn’t reached the capital, Bu Shulin would have no reason to request returning to Shunan.

He was making arrangements. After everything was properly settled, before anyone noticed anything amiss, he would use an opportunity to present the death notice to the Qinzheng Hall when His Majesty was caught off guard, forcing him to let Bu Shulin go.

“The King of Shunan truly has a father’s heart,” Shen Xihe sighed softly. Her eyes suddenly dimmed. “It reminds me of Mother…”

Lady Tao could have been saved back then, but she knew that if she hadn’t died because of Lady Xiao, Lady Xiao would have been stuck as a regular wife, and Shen Yun’an might have shared Bu Shulin’s fate.

Her glory today, her father’s escape from trouble then, and her brother’s freedom now – all were bought with her mother’s life. And now almost the same thing was happening between the King of Shunan and Bu Shulin.

Unconsciously, she placed her hand on her still-flat belly. “Is a parent’s love truly so selfless?”

Shen Xihe had never considered sacrificing her life for anyone. Perhaps because she had never seen Shen Yun’an or Shen Yueshan face death, and she wasn’t one to indulge in wild thoughts, she had never considered risking her life for her father and brother.

Therefore, she found such selfless dedication difficult to understand and relate to. Perhaps one day when she became a mother, she would understand this kind of resolute, moth-to-flame devotion.

“It depends on the person,” Xiao Huayong said, hands clasped behind his back as he turned his head to look down at Shen Xihe. “Many parents would disregard life and death for their children, but there are also plenty who would sell their children for wealth and glory.”

While filial piety and parental kindness weren’t rare, neither were family feuds uncommon.

“But I always feel that anyone with kindness in their heart and benevolence in their character will love their flesh and blood selflessly,” Xiao Huayong added finally.

Shen Xihe smiled slightly. Who could make definitive judgments about things that hadn’t happened yet? But she agreed with Xiao Huayong’s words.

“Your Highness, Princess Anling and the Prince of Zhao’s wife are quarreling in Cloud Moving Garden…” Just then, Biyu’s voice came from outside.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly. Yu Sangning and Princess Anling?

Sisters-in-law and their husbands’ sisters, even when not related by blood, had always been difficult relationships throughout history, but this usually happened in ordinary households.

Princess Anning had become more dignified and steady since her marriage and often visited the palace. Yu Sangning was a person of delicate thoughts who was good at enduring, and she was pregnant. For the two of them to quarrel openly in the palace, Shen Xihe felt the matter wasn’t so simple.

Regardless, since it happened in the palace and involved two royal family members, Shen Xihe, as the one in charge of the inner palace, had to resolve it.

Shen Xihe stood up and said to Xiao Huayong: “I’ll be back shortly.”

On the way, Biyu told Shen Xihe the whole story.

It turned out that Princess Anling had married into the Lingwu Baron’s family. This Lingwu Baron and the former Pingyao Marquis had been at odds for generations, especially between Yu Xiang and the current Lingwu Baron, who were like fire and water.

The cause was that Lingwu Baron had once offended the Minister of Protocol due to Yu Xiang’s involvement. When it came time for the Lingwu Baron to inherit his title, the Ministry of Protocol’s review resulted in the Lingwu Marquis becoming today’s Lingwu Baron.

Since then, the two families viewed each other as enemies.

Today’s quarrel between Yu Sangning and Princess Anling happened because the other day, His Majesty had suddenly decided to test the Imperial Guards. Yu Sangning’s brother and the Lingwu Baron’s heir had gotten into such a heated fight that, reportedly, if His Majesty hadn’t stopped them, they would have fought to the death.

“The Crown Princess has arrived just in time!” Princess Anling, who had been blocking Yu Sangning from leaving, immediately came forward when she saw Shen Xihe. After they both paid their respects to Shen Xihe, Princess Anling hurriedly said, “Royal Sister-in-law, Second Sister-in-law is going too far. We had no previous grievances, but today when we met, she deliberately blocked my path and made me fall. Look, Royal Sister-in-law, the skin on my hand is scraped off!”

After listening, Shen Xihe looked at Yu Sangning. Meeting Shen Xihe’s gaze, Yu Sangning explained calmly: “The Princess has misunderstood. We simply happened to bump into each other. Perhaps because we both wanted to give way, we kept moving to the same side. The Princess became annoyed and assumed I was deliberately blocking her path, so she pushed me…”

Shen Xihe’s cold gaze circled between the two, and she asked without showing emotion: “If the Princess pushed you, why is the Princess the one who’s injured?”

“Because I’m with child, Your Highness worried about my care and assigned a maid who knows martial arts. When the Princess pushed me, this maid stepped in to block, and the Princess fell when she collided with the maid,” Yu Sangning explained unhurriedly.

Shen Xihe glanced at the sturdy maid kneeling to one side, then looked at Princess Anling: “Is this what happened?”

Princess Anling bit her lip and remained silent. This was indeed the truth, but in all her years, she had never been treated so rudely: “Royal Sister-in-law, I can tell whether Second Sister-in-law was truly giving way or blocking my path. She was deliberately blocking me!”

When ordinary people meet on a narrow path, they might try to avoid each other two or three times at most, but Yu Sangning had deliberately blocked her five or six times – why else would she have pushed her?

Chapter 717: The Crown Princess’s Frightening Wisdom
Shen Xihe believed Princess Anling’s words, but Anling had no proof. She had Biyu question the servants on both sides, but they each defended their masters, making their testimonies unreliable. She then had Biyu investigate whether anyone else had witnessed the incident, but no one could testify.

Finally, Shen Xihe had to say: “In this matter, the Princess acted first by pushing, so the Princess should apologize to the Prince of Zhao’s wife.”

Princess Anling bit her lip after hearing this, her face full of indignation. However, not daring to disrespect the Crown Princess, she could only perform a deep curtsy: “Anling was rash and startled Second Sister-in-law. Please forgive me.”

Yu Sangning quickly waved her hand in a gesture of support: “The Princess simply misunderstood. I’m unharmed. I should be the one asking the Princess not to take it to heart that she was injured.”

“While the Princess’s actions were indeed improper, the behavior of the Prince of Zhao’s maid showed even less regard for rank,” Shen Xihe changed her tone. “Those who serve nobles can be zealous in protecting their masters, but they cannot see only their own master. This palace has no shortage of masters – today she dares to knock down a princess, tomorrow she might dare to knock down me, the Crown Prince, or even His Majesty.

Protecting one’s master has never conflicted with following proper rules. Biyu, tell her – if this had happened to me today, what would you have done?”

Biyu performed a bow and addressed the maid with grace: “If it had been the Crown Princess today, regardless of whether the Princess’s actions were intentional or not, I should have protected the Crown Princess behind me while blocking the Princess, but never causing the Princess to fall!”

Princess Anling couldn’t help but think of her fifth sister – hadn’t Yangling been thrown into an icy lake by this sister-in-law in the dead of winter? She was convinced that if it had been the Crown Princess today, she wouldn’t have gotten away with just a scraped palm…

Of course, she was also convinced that the Crown Princess would never be as dark and cunning as Yu Sangning, picking fights with her for no reason!

“Please spare me, Crown Princess! My skills are inadequate – how dare I compare myself to the Crown Princess’s attendants? I only managed to protect the Prince of Zhao’s wife and the little prince,” seeing the situation turning dire, the maid showed some courage, kowtowing repeatedly with loud thuds.

“If your skills are inadequate, why did you dare take on the responsibility when the Prince of Zhao assigned you to protect his wife and the little prince? You don’t prioritize the safety of the princess and the little prince – you only want to show off your abilities. Servants like you who are overeager for merit and don’t put their masters first deserve death!” Biyu scolded harshly.

The maid was terrified, her face turning pale as she turned to beg Yu Sangning: “Please forgive me, Your Highness. I was too ambitious, wanting to serve close to the master without thinking things through. Please spare my life.”

She was a clever maid, immediately transferring the power over her life to Yu Sangning.

Shen Xihe lazily withdrew her gaze. When she wanted someone dead, that person had no chance of survival: “Your ambition has endangered not just the Prince of Zhao’s wife’s safety, but the safety of the royal heir in her womb. Do you dare to be so presumptuous with royal blood at stake? Even if the Prince of Zhao’s wife is kind enough to spare you, I cannot!”

Glancing at Yu Sangning who seemed about to speak, Shen Xihe’s lips curved in a barely perceptible smile: “Biyu, beat her to death!”

“Crown Princess!” Yu Sangning cried out, then composed herself. “This maid is indeed unforgivable, but my child is still small. Please, Crown Princess, for the sake of the child, don’t let it bear the burden of a life before it’s even born. Spare this maid just this once.”

“The Prince of Zhao’s wife worries too much. I ordered her beaten to death, so the sin falls on me, not on your unborn child.” Shen Xihe never believed in such things. In this brief moment, she had already guessed Yu Sangning’s thoughts and calculations and was just waiting to verify them.

Turning to Princess Anling, who now looked triumphant and free of her earlier gloom, she said: “It’s getting late. You should return to your princess manor early.”

Princess Anling wanted to stay and witness this maid being beaten to death to satisfy her anger. What she hadn’t mentioned earlier was her belief that the maid had deliberately used force to knock her down, but without proof, saying so would only make her seem unreasonable.

Though Shen Xihe stood before her with elegant grace and a calm expression, showing no obvious pressure, Princess Anling didn’t dare object and obediently bowed: “Yes, Anling takes her leave.”

Princess Anling snorted coldly at Yu Sangning before turning to leave.

Cloud Moving Palace was a garden, but built magnificent and imposing, with clouds and pheasant-tail eaves.

Two lakeside pavilions were connected by a bridge lying low over the water. Across the still lake drifted the muffled sounds of beating and the gagged whimpers and groans.

These sounds wove together, floating across the bridge one by one, falling into the other lakeside pavilion where Yu Sangning sat restlessly, trying to maintain her composure as she faced Shen Xihe, who stood by the lake. The wind blew, making her robes and silk sashes flutter as if she might fly away with the breeze.

Shen Xihe gently stroked the back of Short Life, who had appeared from nowhere, scratching its neck before shooing away the cat that was rubbing its head against her in satisfaction.

Feeling she had left Yu Sangning hanging long enough, she finally spoke softly: “If I hadn’t had your maid beaten to death today, the Lingwu Baron’s wife certainly wouldn’t have swallowed this insult. She would think you went too far and seek revenge when the opportunity arose.”

The person before her was always so cool and detached. Though she never acted superior, she always made people feel humble in her presence without even trying.

Shen Xihe’s words made Yu Sangning’s heart pound uncontrollably. She took a deep breath: “Thank you, Crown Princess.”

“Thanking me?” Shen Xihe’s lips curved in amusement.

“The Crown Princess has arranged everything perfectly for me, not wanting the two houses to start feuding again. The Crown Princess’s foresight is beyond what I could aspire to.” That inexplicable panic grew deeper as Yu Sangning struggled to control it.

“Heh!” Shen Xihe gave a light laugh. She turned around, her gaze calm yet fixed directly on Yu Sangning. “The Yu family and the Lingwu Baron’s family have old grievances. You deliberately provoked Anling today. When Anling returns home and tells the Lingwu Baron’s wife, given her impulsive nature, she will surely rush to take revenge on you. Someone as clever as you must have known this?”

“I don’t understand what the Crown Princess means?” Yu Sangning avoided Shen Xihe’s gaze.

“No, you do understand!” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “This was all within your calculations. You’re pregnant, and the Crown Prince’s eldest son is your biggest obstacle. You’re not impatient – rather, the longer you wait, the harder it becomes to act.

Now that you’re newly pregnant, if anything happens to this child, everyone will think you did it. The Lingwu Baron’s wife will think the same, so her best method of revenge would be to target this child.

Given the Lingwu Baron’s wife’s mindset, she naturally wouldn’t try to kill the child. But what she doesn’t know is that regardless of whether she intends to kill or not, from the moment she makes her move, you won’t let the child live. When everyone mistakenly believes you were responsible, you’ll then reveal the evidence of the Lingwu Baron’s wife’s actions.

By then, you’ll have won everyone’s sympathy, eliminated your greatest worry while preserving your reputation, avoided alienating the Prince of Zhao, and pinned the crime of endangering a royal heir on the Lingwu Baron’s family. You’ll have removed a thorn in the Yu family’s side, and the knot in your father’s heart from losing his General position because you can finally unravel.

You’ll get everything you want – a clear path forward, a loving husband, and support from your maternal family!”

A chill crept up from Yu Sangning’s feet, filling her entire spine!

She had always known Shen Xihe was forceful and domineering, always understood she was bold and daring, always knew she acted without restraint, but this was the first time she experienced Shen Xihe’s piercing insight!

Such carefully hidden thoughts, yet Shen Xihe could expose them so easily!

Chapter 718: My Youyou, Most Kind-Hearted
The summer sun blazed fiercely overhead. Dazzling light scattered across the lake’s surface, its golden ripples painfully bright to the eye. A fine layer of sweat formed on Yu Sangning’s back – not from heat, but from a bone-chilling cold.

“I don’t know how I’ve offended the Crown Princess, that you would judge me so harshly,” Yu Sangning refused to admit anything, instead accusing Shen Xihe.

“Meow!”

Short Life, who had been shooed away by Shen Xihe, returned with a peony flower in its mouth, elegantly walking across the balustrade on its four short legs, swaying its bottom. It lifted its small head, offering the flower to Shen Xihe, who gently tapped its forehead before accepting the peony.

Her slender fingers twirled the flower stem slowly: “It doesn’t matter if you deny it. I wasn’t planning to do anything about it anyway…”

Saying this, Shen Xihe turned to face the lake: “I just want you to know that these clever schemes you’re so proud of are nothing but petty tricks in my eyes. If you’re smart, don’t cause trouble for me. Playing your little games in my territory, like today – that’s asking for death.”

There were countless evil people in the world, and Shen Xihe had no desire to uphold justice. She naturally wouldn’t concern herself with whether others were good or evil – she only managed her affairs. But she wouldn’t allow anyone to act brazenly under her nose.

Yu Sangning thought her plot was ingenious, that even if she came personally, she could only send Anling home full of grievances, using this to provoke the Lingwu Baron’s wife. This meant she had included Shen Xihe in her calculations. Shen Xihe had always been the player, never the piece – those who dared use her would pay a painful price.

Yu Sangning finally understood why Shen Xihe wanted to teach her a lesson. She had caused trouble in the palace – the inner court was in Shen Xihe’s palm, and she wouldn’t allow anyone to disrespect her in her domain.

As domineering as ever, just like when she had made those noble ladies kneel on broken porcelain at Prince Dai’s wife’s birthday celebration.

As a young lady, she had been Princess Zhaoning, first among noble women.

After marriage, she remained first among titled ladies as the Eastern Palace’s primary consort.

Women like Shen Xihe seemed destined to be the center of attention, a cut above the rest.

Some people were just born so fortunate that others didn’t dare even feel jealous.

“I’m a foolish person, not as clever as the Crown Princess. I can’t think so far ahead. If I’ve inadvertently troubled the Crown Princess, please forgive me this once.” Yu Sangning could only bow her head and submit.

With someone like Shen Xihe, she had neither the strength nor the ability to clash directly. She had always been someone who knew when to bend.

“You still don’t understand my meaning.” Shen Xihe’s fingers released the flower, letting it fall to the ground. She stepped over it without a glance.

She didn’t deliberately crush it, nor was it meant as a threat to Yu Sangning. The flower had simply fallen in her path, and her normal stride happened to step on it.

This casual indifference, showing no intentional cruelty, made Yu Sangning’s heart leap to her throat. Watching Shen Xihe approach step by step, her pupils contracted involuntarily. She had to fight hard not to instinctively step back.

Shen Xihe stopped in front of Yu Sangning: “You think I only know about today?

Back at Xiangguo Temple, you used the Water-Dripping Guanyin to kill your admirer, stepping over his corpse to save your grandmother and return to the Yu manor, transforming yourself into the housekeeper’s daughter.

To secure your position, you deliberately poisoned your legitimate sister, causing her rash, creating a tale of two beautiful sisters.

I won’t speak much of how you manipulated the Empress Dowager at the temporary palace – I’ve already given you an unforgettable warning about that.

You’re quite capable – luring your admirer to take poison with you, making it appear as though he committed suicide out of guilt.

You’re quite bold too – daring to arrange for someone to harm the Prince of Zhao, letting your dear sister pave your way by faking her death while saving him.

Step by step, scheming carefully, you climbed to the position of a prince’s primary consort.”

This clear, cold voice was like steel daggers piercing Yu Sangning’s heart. She had thought each step had been executed without leaving a trace, fooling even those involved, yet someone had seen through everything long ago!

Now, Yu Sangning finally understood why she inexplicably feared Shen Xihe.

Previously, she had been shortsighted, only seeing Shen Xihe’s dominance, nobility, power, and authority.

In truth, her fear of Shen Xihe was an instinctive submission to strength, like a forest fox encountering a tiger – a natural submission and avoidance.

As Shen Xihe listed each incident, Yu Sangning no longer attempted to argue. She knew denials were now meaningless, and she stared at Shen Xihe with wariness and fear.

“Your Highness, the person has been beaten to death!” At this moment, Biyu came to report.

“Send her back to the Prince of Zhao. Tell His Highness that if his household cannot find suitable servants, I will personally select some to serve the Princess Consort.” Shen Xihe ordered casually.

“Yes.” Biyu acknowledged and withdrew.

Seeing Yu Sangning’s deathly pale face and hesitant expression, Shen Xihe glanced at Zhenzhu who had been following at her side: “Go check on her.”

Zhenzhu immediately stepped forward to check Yu Sangning’s pulse, then took out her silver needles to treat Yu Sangning’s excessive emotional disturbance.

Shen Xihe merely glanced before walking past them: “Remember to personally escort the Prince of Zhao’s wife back to the prince’s residence.”

“Your Highness, the Prince of Zhao’s wife is so ruthless. Now that you’ve exposed her today, might she not go all the way and use the child in her womb to frame you?” Ziyu looked back at Zhenzhu and Yu Sangning, who were left far behind them.

A slight smile appeared on Shen Xihe’s lips: “She wouldn’t dare, nor would she be willing to.”

After this incident, Yu Sangning would fear her even more. The child in her womb was crucial to her – she wouldn’t sacrifice it to frame others.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe said: “For someone like her, this child is second only to herself. Unless it’s for her own sake, any move would be a losing proposition to her.”

When Shen Xihe returned to the Eastern Palace, Xiao Huayong was again waiting at the entrance. Under the lush maple trees, he stood tall and graceful, scattered sunlight filtering through the branches onto him like a celestial being.

“Why did you teach her a lesson today?” Xiao Huayong asked.

Usually, Shen Xihe never interfered in matters that didn’t concern her.

“She included me in her calculations,” Shen Xihe answered.

“Is that all? Just that?” Xiao Huayong asked meaningfully.

Shen Xihe smiled and sighed softly: “I can never hide anything from you. The child is innocent.”

She had met the Prince of Zhao’s legitimate eldest son several times – a well-mannered, quiet child who had called her “aunt” multiple times. Shen Xihe didn’t want him to lose his life like this. Helping casually would also make Yu Sangning more cautious and avoid crossing her path in the future.

“My Youyou is most kind-hearted.”

Chapter 719: The Crown Princess Saves Their Entire Household
After Shen Xihe’s warning today, even if Yu Sangning had more schemes in mind, she wouldn’t dare harm the child again. She knew that her every move was under Shen Xihe’s control. The charge of harming an imperial heir was not something she could bear – her wealth and status hadn’t come easily, and she wouldn’t recklessly throw it away.

What Shen Xihe hadn’t expected was that when Princess Anling returned to her princess mansion, she encountered her Prince Consort who had just finished his duties. Upon seeing him at the mansion gates and thinking of what had happened in the palace, she coldly snorted and turned away.

The Third Prince Consort hurried after her. He had chosen to pursue her hand in marriage himself. Though she had her little schemes and a fierce temper, she was extremely timid – she could be frightened to tears by a spider falling from a tree branch, her beautiful face contorted in fear. Every time he thought of that scene, he couldn’t help but smile.

“Who has upset the Princess?” the Third Prince Consort asked as he caught up with her.

Princess Anling hurriedly walked to a small pavilion in the courtyard and sat down with a sweep of her sleeve. “It’s all because of my dear second sister-in-law…”

The Prince Consort before her wasn’t the man she had yearned for. After various circumstances, it was an imperial marriage arranged by her father. Already twenty years old and unable to delay further, she had reluctantly agreed. Before marriage, she couldn’t even remember what he looked like.

However, after marriage, he treated her exceptionally well. To prevent Prince Consorts from being eunuchs, the palace would first bestow knowledgeable palace maids before a princess’s wedding. These maids would follow the princess after marriage to serve the Prince Consort during the princess’s inconvenient days, but this man hadn’t taken advantage of them.

After marrying him, she discovered he had no other women and was completely devoted to her. Her in-laws didn’t give her cold looks either. Her life was much more comfortable than it had been in the palace.

Princess Anling told her husband everything that had happened, including how Shen Xihe had handled the situation, spilling it all out like beans.

“Princess, you’re saying the Crown Princess kept Noble Consort Zhao behind alone?” The Third Prince Consort keenly sensed something amiss.

“She’s her person, naturally the Crown Princess wanted her to see clearly,” Princess Anling also felt Yu Sangning’s servant had been too disrespectful.

The Third Prince Consort fell silent for a moment, then turned to order someone to inquire about when Noble Consort Zhao left the palace and her demeanor when leaving.

“Why are you inquiring about these things?” Princess Anling didn’t understand.

“Since marrying His Highness the Crown Prince, Her Highness the Crown Princess has never easily interfered in others’ affairs. Father says the Crown Princess is someone with great ambitions who disdains petty squabbles. The usual jealousies between women, their confrontations, comparisons of ornaments and dresses – to Her Highness the Crown Princess, these are all beneath her…”

“Hmm?” Princess Anling became displeased immediately – wasn’t this saying she was beneath notice?

Weren’t these exactly what noble ladies and refined women did in their leisure time – gathering today, attending banquets tomorrow?

Prompted by her husband’s reminder, thinking carefully, she realized that since arriving in the capital, Shen Xihe indeed didn’t like participating in these ladies’ banquets. Others assumed she thought too highly of herself and disdained their company.

But when interacting with Shen Xihe, she never put on airs of superiority. It was truly her natural disposition – she simply didn’t enjoy these feminine gatherings.

“How could the Princess, a noble of imperial blood, be compared to ordinary ladies?” The Third Prince Consort quickly soothed her, then returned to the main topic. “Though you and Noble Consort Zhao had a small dispute today, given the Crown Princess’s temperament, she could have simply sent a female palace official to give instructions. This would have avoided offending either of you while resolving the matter without much fuss, and neither you nor Noble Consort Zhao could have refused to let it pass. Yet the Crown Princess came personally…”

Perhaps because Shen Xihe rarely intervened personally, whenever she did appear in person, it was never for small matters. For instance, the downfall of Prince Kang’s mansion, Noble Consort Rong losing her palace authority, the Emperor and Lady An…

Which of these wasn’t earth-shattering?

Therefore, Shen Xihe had left them with a deep impression that she only appeared for major events. At this moment, not just him, but anyone with a bit of sense who knew Shen Xihe had personally ordered the beating to death of Noble Consort Zhao’s maid would deeply ponder its significance.

The Third Prince Consort felt this was extraordinarily significant, but couldn’t grasp the full meaning. He quickly took Princess Anling’s hand: “Let’s go see Father.”

Since failing to inherit the position of Marquis and remaining a Baron, the Baron of Lingwu had been resentful. He resigned from his official position, living on his noble’s salary and managing the ancestral properties passed down through generations. At home, he enjoyed birds and listened to music, yet he was a crafty old fox.

Hearing his son’s words, he sprang up from his chair and gestured for the singers to withdraw.

“Quickly, find your mother and prepare generous gifts for the Eastern Palace. The Crown Princess has saved our entire household!” The Baron of Lingwu hurriedly instructed the steward.

“Grandfather? How did Imperial Sister-in-law save our entire household?” Princess Anling was confused.

“You all…” The Baron of Lingwu was exasperated. “Each one as stupid as Ahai!”

Ahai was a pig the Baron kept, supposedly one that would never grow up. The Baron’s favorite entertainment was pig wrestling, where each side would choose a pig to push against the other, usually with stakes involved. Ahai was an undefeated champion.

Princess Anling wasn’t offended. Having been married into the family for so long, she understood her father-in-law’s temperament – he only spoke so freely with family members. “Grandfather is wise, we all need your guidance.”

The Baron of Lingwu was fond of this daughter-in-law. Though she had a princess’s pride, she knew her limits and could distinguish right from wrong. He said, “If the Crown Princess hadn’t had that person beaten to death today, what would the Princess have done?”

What would she have done? She would have been furious!

She couldn’t have swallowed that anger and would certainly have sought revenge. But Yu Sangning was now a Prince’s Noble Consort, no longer just a minor concubine’s daughter from a marquis’s household. She admitted she wasn’t clever, and naturally wouldn’t have discussed such women’s matters with her husband, worried he would think her petty.

The only person around her who could make decisions was her mother-in-law, and coincidentally, she knew the Yu family and the Baron of Lingwu’s household were at odds. Her mother-in-law would stand up for her.

“Your mother would certainly stand up for you.” This outcome was obvious, and the Baron of Lingwu sighed lightly. “Given your mother’s temperament, the most effective way to make Noble Consort Zhao suffer would be to harm the Imperial Grandson.”

The Third Prince Consort’s gaze suddenly froze: “Once Mother acts against the Imperial Grandson, Noble Consort Zhao would take the Imperial Grandson’s life. With Mother having made the first move, she would have no defense. Even if she insisted she had no intention of harming the Imperial Grandson’s life, if the Imperial Grandson died and no trace of others could be found, Mother would become the scapegoat. Plotting against an imperial heir, His Majesty’s only grandson, our entire household…”

Only Princess Anling might have survived.

“Truly worthy of being old Yu Xiang’s spawn, equally ruthless! When Fifth Lady Yu’s blood splattered in Qinzheng Hall, I knew Noble Consort Zhao was no simple character. Unexpected that at such a young age, her methods would be so vicious and sophisticated!” The Baron of Lingwu laughed coldly.

“Father, must we swallow this anger?” The Third Prince Consort was furious.

“Noble Consort Zhao carries imperial blood. We’ll temporarily avoid confrontation. As for Prince Zhao and the Yu family, let them proceed as they wish!”

Chapter 720: The Death of the Prince of Shunnan
The next day, when the Baroness of Lingwu requested an audience, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that the Lingwu Baron’s household, which barely retained its empty title, still had clever people who could grasp this point.

Many were now wondering why Shen Xihe had personally appeared yesterday to have Yu Sangning’s maid beaten to death. Many felt there must be a deeper meaning, as Shen Xihe wasn’t one to show off or establish authority, but most were seeing through a fog.

However, with the Baroness of Lingwu coming so formally with generous gifts to express gratitude, anyone with sense could understand the connection.

Yu Sangning’s malicious intentions were also glaringly obvious.

Shen Xihe graciously received the Baroness of Lingwu and Princess Anling who accompanied her. It wasn’t that she deliberately wanted to smear Yu Sangning – Shen Xihe wasn’t that petty – but when the Baroness came seeking an audience, she couldn’t refuse.

“Though the Baron of Lingwu isn’t accomplished in either civil or military affairs, he’s most cunning. His Majesty dislikes such people, but I think His Majesty lets personal preferences cloud his judgment, losing a potentially useful person,” Xiao Huayong emerged from the side after the Princess and her mother-in-law left.

“Does Your Highness want me to use this opportunity to win over the Lingwu Baron’s household?” Shen Xihe probed.

Though neither mentioned Xiao Huayong’s lifespan anymore, he spent his days paving the way for her without hesitation.

“Why should you lower yourself?” Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe’s hand. “When you ascend to the throne and reach the highest position, clever people will naturally look to you for leadership and submit.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t need Shen Xihe to win anyone over. She didn’t need to humble herself for anything. She only needed to stand there, and everything she wanted, he would present before her.

“Beichen, I have no desire to be Empress,” Shen Xihe raised her eyes, her bright obsidian pupils reflecting Xiao Huayong’s figure. “As a daughter of the Shen family, I only wish to protect the Shen clan. Now, I’m not just a Shen daughter, but also a Xiao daughter-in-law. I won’t end the Xiao family’s imperial power, won’t let my husband leave even a slight stain in the history books.”

No matter how heroic Xiao Huayong might be, if she overthrew the Xiao family, centuries later, he would be condemned – because she, Shen Xihe, was his wife.

She never had ambition; everything she did was to protect those she wanted to protect.

The same was true for her father and brother – the cold dragon throne in Qinzheng Hall was far less appealing than the jolting horseback rides in the northwest that brought them joy and passion.

Xiao Huayong took her hand and gently kissed its back. He lowered his head slightly, gazing deeply at her. They were so close their noses almost touched: “I know. I just hope you can live more freely. Youyou, situations change in an instant. Sometimes though we harbor no divided loyalties, fate and circumstances force us onto such paths.

I naturally hope you’ll never be forced into such a passive, helpless situation, but I want you to remember, if that day truly comes, don’t worry too much.”

How could someone who didn’t even care whether the royal bloodline continued through his own flesh and blood care about such an intangible posthumous reputation?

He didn’t want Shen Xihe to place too much weight on this, lest it become a shackle at crucial moments, affecting her decisiveness.

Shen Xihe opened her eyes, quietly returning his gaze. His eyes held earnest anticipation and infinite tenderness, as soft as silk drawn from floss, incredibly gentle, making her heart soften too. She nodded slightly: “Don’t worry, I’m not a pedantic person.”

Xiao Huayong’s face broke into a smile, like melting ice and snow, warming the world.

Infected by his mood, Shen Xihe couldn’t help smiling too.

She seemed to smile more lately as if after marrying him, her smiles had gradually increased.

In stark contrast to Shen Xihe’s contentment, Yu Sangning was suffering deeply. She had originally planned to eliminate the Lingwu Baron’s household and regain her natal family’s support, but who knew that she, who had always sailed smoothly through life, would encounter setbacks whenever she met Shen Xihe.

Not only had she failed, but many people now knew her thoughts. Everyone avoided her like a snake or scorpion. Fortunately, her pregnancy allowed her to use the excuse of prenatal care to stay in the mansion, waiting for people to forget this matter.

However, her father and brothers grew increasingly wary of her, especially as the Lingwu Baron’s household launched full attacks, finding fault with the Yu family at every turn. Previously, the Yu family’s rank had been higher than the Lingwu Baron’s, but now without their title and with Yu Xiang demoted, they were often at a disadvantage, making Yu Xiang and his sons even more dissatisfied with Yu Sangning.

The only relief for Yu Sangning was Xiao Changmin’s attitude. Perhaps because she had never pretended in front of him, Xiao Changmin had always known her true nature, so he showed little change toward her, only arranging for palace maids to care for their twin children separately.

Five days later, on a clear morning, a galloping horse raced from the city gate straight to the palace gates. The rider on the fierce steed had white cloth bound around his arm. He knelt at the palace gate and presented a death notice: “Your Majesty, the Prince of Shunnan… has passed away!”

Though commoners didn’t approach the palace gates, the galloping horse had attracted many onlookers. These people worried it might be important military intelligence or news of war breaking out somewhere, so many had gathered.

The grief-stricken soldier’s loud voice carried to everyone – the Prince of Shunnan had died.

At this time, the grand morning court was in session at Yuji Palace. When the news arrived, there was an uproar.

The news was too sudden, catching everyone off guard. Except for Xiao Huayong, no one seemed to have the slightest preparation; all were shocked.

Xiao Huayong saw Emperor Youning’s facial muscles twitch twice, obviously furious to the extreme.

The news had been announced dramatically at the palace gates, yet Shunnan’s secret watchmen had been completely unaware. Someone had traveled from Shunnan to the capital without anyone noticing anything unusual – how could the emperor not be angry?

However, by the time the court officials recovered from their shock and looked toward His Majesty, he had already assumed a grief-stricken expression and immediately waved to dismiss the court.

Bu Shulin didn’t waste a moment, changing into mourning clothes, binding white cloth, and immediately entering the palace to request His Majesty’s permission to return to Shunnan for the funeral.

Emperor Youning had no excuse to delay or detain her. The dynasty ruled through filial piety, and mourning one’s father took precedence over everything, so he had to agree.

According to plan, Bu Shulin came to the Eastern Palace to bid farewell, but the one who left was no longer Bu Shulin herself, but someone Xiao Huayong had arranged to disguise as her.

“Leave now,” Shen Xihe personally tied the black cloth to blindfold Bu Shulin.

Xiao Huayong would lead Bu Shulin through the secret passage. It wasn’t that he didn’t trust Bu Shulin, but knowing fewer secrets was also good for her.

Now everyone was watching Bu Shulin. No one knew she had been switched in the Eastern Palace. The Bu heir would depart overnight, while Bu Shulin now leaving through the secret passage could get several hours’ head start, gaining a considerable distance.

Chapter 721: Various Reactions
“Keep these incense carefully. The methods and effects are sewn into the sachets for when you need them!” Shen Xihe gave Bu Shulin a pouch of incense.

Most of the incense was packed in sachets – powdered incense wrapped in oiled paper, wax-sealed incense balls, and thumb-thick bamboo tubes filled with incense blocks…

Various types with multiple effects, yet they didn’t take up much space, forming just a small bundle when tied together.

With her eyes blindfolded, Bu Shulin could only feel carefully with her fingers, feeling Shen Xihe’s kindness travel from her fingertips to her heart. Her throat burned: “Youyou, you are my true sister!”

She emphasized the word “true” heavily.

In this life, few people had truly cared for her. She had always concealed her identity, seemingly making friends in the capital, but except for Ding Zhi, none showed any genuine care.

Shen Xihe was the first person, neither a relative nor an old friend, who protected and looked after her. Regardless of whether this friendship initially involved weighing benefits, in Bu Shulin’s heart, Shen Xihe showed her nothing but sincere devotion!

“Go quickly, the sooner the better.” Shen Xihe wasn’t a sentimental person; she urged Bu Shulin on.

While everyone watched the “Bu heir” who had returned to the Bu mansion, leaving earlier meant reaching Shunnan sooner. Only after returning to Shunnan could she truly escape danger.

Bu Shulin knew every moment counted and couldn’t dawdle. She spread her arms to hug Shen Xihe before resolutely departing but found herself embracing empty air.

Zhenzhu watched helplessly as Bu Shulin, tearfully grateful, tried to hug the Crown Princess, only to see His Highness the Crown Prince pull her away first. Fortunately, she was quick enough to steady Bu Shulin – otherwise, the Bu heir, four months pregnant, might have taken a fall!

Seeing Bu Shulin steadied, Shen Xihe thought of her condition and couldn’t help glaring at Xiao Huayong! He knew perfectly well Bu Shulin was female!

Xiao Huayong snorted softly: “Go!”

Follow Datou’s lead.

If he hadn’t known Bu Shulin was female, just based on her clinginess to Youyou, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have planned to let her return to Shunnan alive!

At most, for Shen Xihe’s sake, he would have stayed uninvolved. Why would he go to such lengths to help plan Bu Shulin’s return?

Shen Xihe watched Xiao Huayong lead Bu Shulin into the secret passage entrance, standing there for a long while lost in thought before finally turning away.

The capital was far from peaceful now. While Xiao Huayong was escorting Bu Shulin from the palace, Liu Sanzhi had already left carrying Emperor Youning’s imperial token.

This was a perfect opportunity to consolidate Shunnan’s military power. Bu Tuohai was dead, and if anything happened to Bu Shulin on her way to the funeral, Shunnan’s military power would naturally fall back into His Majesty’s hands.

Therefore, Emperor Youning was going all out this time.

Meanwhile, various factions had different reactions.

At Prince Zhao’s mansion, after returning, Xiao Changmin immediately gathered his confidants for secret discussions. Such matters naturally couldn’t be hidden from Yu Sangning. She waited until Xiao Changmin had finished discussions and dismissed all confidants before having someone invite him over.

“If it’s about the Bu family matter, don’t bother speaking,” Xiao Changmin said straightforwardly upon entering.

Xiao Changmin approved and appreciated Yu Sangning’s intelligence and methods, but he fundamentally believed women should know their place.

He could consult his woman, but wouldn’t allow his woman to meddle in everything.

“Your Highness, the Bu heir is close to the Crown Princess,” Yu Sangning, having learned Xiao Changmin’s temperament, said diplomatically. “I just feel the Prince of Shunnan’s matter couldn’t have been sudden. Could the Bu heir have received news early and made preparations?

If so, the Bu heir must have sought help. Looking across the capital, the only person the Bu heir could and would dare tell such a secret matter to in advance would be the Crown Princess.

The Crown Princess and others must have been prepared.”

Xiao Changmin, initially impatient, grew serious. He hadn’t considered this possibility, but it was indeed very likely!

“What do you suggest?” Xiao Changmin asked.

Yu Sangning paused before performing a deep curtsey: “Your Highness, no one wants to see the Bu heir return smoothly to the capital. Why should we interfere?”

Shen Xihe was too uncanny. She always felt opposing Shen Xihe would never end well, but she had guessed something of Xiao Changmin’s ambitions.

Though she had married Xiao Changmin, her desire for power made her want to become an empress, but she was always cautious. Given Xiao Changmin’s abilities – not to belittle him – he simply had no chance!

Aside from Shen Xihe holding the Eastern Palace’s legitimacy, even if the Crown Prince truly didn’t have long to live and Shen Xihe hadn’t born an heir, there was still Prince Xin in civil matters and Prince Jing in military affairs. The lurking Prince Yan was no ordinary figure either. Which of these people didn’t have more capability and support than the man before her?

Yet somehow someone had brainwashed Prince Zhao about seniority, actually making him dream impossible dreams!

In her view, Xiao Changmin should be content and pass on his prince’s legacy to his descendants. Of course, Yu Sangning couldn’t say these things to Xiao Changmin now, so she could only guide him gently.

After Yu Sangning suggested staying neutral, Xiao Changmin fell silent before saying: “I will carefully consider your words.”

With that, Xiao Changmin turned and left, gathering those confidants again for discussion. Hearing this news, Yu Sangning closed her eyes briefly.

She knew well that among these confidants were those who shared the dream of reaching the highest position. These were the people who had flattered Xiao Changmin until he couldn’t see his limitations. This time, Xiao Changmin would likely interfere again. She could only hope it wouldn’t bring disaster!

At Prince Xin’s mansion next door to Prince Zhao’s, Xiao Changying rushed back from military training: “Brother, we…”

Xiao Changying hesitated, fine sweat on his forehead showing his urgency.

Having once been obsessed with someone himself, Xiao Changqing could understand that feeling of being unable to forget or let go, focusing only on her, unable to control one’s feelings about anything related to her.

Therefore, he neither reproached nor dissuaded: “Do what you want. I’ll cover for you in the capital.”

Xiao Changying’s eyes brightened, suppressing his excitement as he gratefully said: “Thank you, brother!”

Speaking finished, he ran backward with a smile on his face.

Bu Shulin was Shen Xihe’s person. Whether Bu Shulin could safely return to Shunnan affected whether Shen Xihe would have a powerful ally.

Neither Xiao Changying nor Xiao Changqing desired the throne. Xiao Changying naturally wanted to help Shen Xihe wholeheartedly. As a non-legitimate son, he couldn’t give Shen Xihe the legitimacy she wanted, so even though Shen Yushan had chosen him, he was rejected by Shen Xihe.

He only wanted to do his best to give Shen Xihe everything he could, without needing her to know.

Chapter 722: Where the Heart Leads, Where Emotions Flow
Xiao Changying returned to his princely residence in a few strides. As a Prince of First Rank and a prince serving in the military camp, he couldn’t leave the capital without the Emperor’s decree – doing so would be a serious crime. Therefore, he needed to slip away secretly.

Whether feigning illness or crafting other excuses, none would work for long. Thus, he needed someone to cover for him. Only if that person were his elder brother could he proceed without worry.

“Your Highness, Third Lady has arrived,” Xiao Changying’s Chief Secretary reported.

Xiao Changying, who had been packing his belongings, paused briefly before striding out.

The third Lady was his Emperor-decreed betrothed – You Wenjun. Their grand wedding was to take place in three months.

You Wenjun, daughter of a military family, disliked feminine attire and typically wore a lapeled robe with her long hair tied high, carrying herself with valiant grace.

“I request Your Highness dismiss the attendants,” You Wenjun said after paying her respects, glancing at those beside Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changying waved his hand, and everyone withdrew, leaving just the two of them in the corridor pavilion. “Third Lady, speak freely.”

“Your Highness cannot leave the capital,” You Wenjun stated directly.

Xiao Changying’s long eyes narrowed slightly.

You Wenjun froze momentarily. She had only been guessing, but his reaction confirmed her suspicions that he truly intended to leave.

After their betrothal, Xiao Changying had sought her out to confess that his heart belonged to another, one he would likely never forget in this lifetime.

She had felt bitter then. While she couldn’t claim to have deep romantic feelings for Xiao Changying, as they had only just met, they were betrothed. He was different to her – how could her heart remain unmoved when her fiancé declared his eternal love for another?

She could never forget that day under the bright sun, in a courtyard filled with fragrant flowers and fluttering butterflies, how frankly and honorably he had spoken such cruel and heartless words.

“Third Lady, this prince’s heart yearns for another, but I lack the virtue to win her favor. Though fate denies us union, I cannot let go. I tell you this today to avoid deception. If the Third Lady is unwilling to marry into Prince Li’s household, this prince will cancel the engagement. Be at ease, this prince will ensure the Third Lady bears no shame or consequences.”

Cancel the engagement?

Just after their imperial betrothal, he spoke of canceling it. He was so direct, standing straight as a spear, his bearing leaving no room to doubt his words. She believed that if she shook her head, he would truly nullify the marriage and ensure she emerged unscathed while bearing all consequences himself.

Suddenly, she deeply envied the woman who held his heart. She even found it absurd and curious – what kind of lady would look down upon an imperial prince, accomplished in both civil and military arts, and uncommonly handsome?

“Your Highness, do you know why our betrothal came to be?” You Wenjun couldn’t help but ask.

Their marriage was decreed by the Emperor, a show of imperial favor and a means to secure the You family’s loyalty. Did he understand the consequences of breaking it?

“This prince speaks candidly with the Third Lady today to give you the choice. There’s no need to delve deep into the meaning of our betrothal,” his eyes held a watery gleam, yet remained unwavering.

No need to delve deep?

Though You Wenjun favored martial arts over scholarly pursuits, avoiding elaborate ceremonies, she clearly understood that she had no autonomy in marriage. For the You family to advance further, to avoid the Emperor’s suspicion in the Northeast, and to prove their loyalty, she had to marry into the imperial family.

Having been betrothed to Prince Li, she couldn’t possibly marry Prince Jing or another prince after a broken engagement – she could only marry into the imperial clan. The Emperor traditionally showed respect and courtesy to the imperial clan but never granted them power. Marrying into the clan would mean abandonment by her family.

Only an imperial prince could proudly dismiss such concerns. Even if he bore all responsibility for breaking the engagement, he would remain the Emperor’s son. After a few years of military achievement, he would still be the Emperor’s favored Prince of First Rank. They weren’t equals.

You Wenjun remained silent. Xiao Changying seemed to understand her thoughts and said, “If the Third Lady still wishes to marry this prince for the You family’s sake, we can live together with mutual respect. Third Lady will not lose any of the glory of being Prince Li’s wife.”

All the glory of being Prince Li’s wife, but expect nothing else, right?

Her nervous hopes for marriage were uprooted from the mud before they could sprout, thrown to the ground, and trampled to pieces. She was You Third Lady, the Iron Lady of the Eastern Cavalry. She straightened her back: “Your Highness, rest assured, I understand.”

Mutual respect would have to do. The romance wasn’t what she sought anyway. If possible, she would rather stay in the Northeast, on those vast plains where she could gallop freely, but alas, she was born a woman…

“This prince thought matters were clear that day,” Xiao Changying said coldly.

Xiao Changying was exceptionally handsome and martially skilled. Despite being roughened in military camps, he showed no trace of brutishness or severity. When he frowned, an inexplicable shadow fell over his features, inspiring fear.

“Your Highness, since our marriage approaches, we are one. Your departure would mean opposing His Majesty – if discovered, the crime would far exceed unauthorized departure from the capital!” You Wenjun persuaded.

After so long in the capital, she could guess who occupied Xiao Changying’s heart. The only lady who could make him feel inadequate and ashamed was surely the one in the Eastern Palace…

He never actively sought her out, but wherever she appeared, even his toes unconsciously pointed toward her. His gaze struggled not to follow her. You Wenjun even believed that if an assassination attempt occurred, his first instinct would be to shield not their rightful Emperor, but her.

That lady was indeed rare in this world and had once saved his life. His inability to forget was understandable.

She could pretend blindness to his actions, but not this time.

“Third Lady, please return,” Xiao Changying said, turning away.

After a few steps, You Wenjun said gravely, “Your Highness, is it worth it?”

“Third Lady, where emotions lead, the heart follows. If one could weigh worth, one could also let go.”

Precisely because he couldn’t let go, he couldn’t weigh gains and losses. When he heard the news, his first instinct was to help her, whether she needed it or not. He wanted to assist with all his might. That was enough.

He simply wished to follow his heart.

You Wenjun stared blankly at Xiao Changying’s retreating figure, his crimson robes billowing like flames with each step.

She couldn’t help but frown. She couldn’t understand what depth of love could watch the beloved marry another, could know the beloved’s heart held no place for him, could know she was already another’s wife, yet still brave knife mountains and seas of fire for her without hesitation.

The Crown Princess’s heart belonged to the Crown Prince.

That elegant, reserved, refined lady – only when looking at the Crown Prince did her gaze show a moment of tenderness.

Chapter 723: A Perilously Dangerous Test
You Wenjun couldn’t believe Xiao Changying failed to see the Crown Princess’s feelings, yet he remained deeply devoted to her despite everything.

Everyone said the Crown Prince was destined for an early death. Did he think the Crown Princess would accept him after the Crown Prince’s passing?

You Wenjun left Prince Li’s residence with a heart full of confusion and worry. The adjacent Prince Jing’s residence was also quiet.

Not only was Xiao Changyan there, but Prince Yan, Xiao Changgeng, was present as well.

“Eighth Brother, should we…” Xiao Changgeng began, his unfinished words perfectly understood by Xiao Changyan.

“Thunder from clear skies, surrounded by enemies on all sides…” Xiao Changyan rubbed the ring on his thumb. “This is quite the show – how could we miss it?”

If Emperor Youning was the one who most wanted to prevent Bu Shulin’s safe return to Southern Shu, then Xiao Changyan was second. After all, Southern Shu bordered Annan, and the largest military forces in both regions were under their command. Even if military control of Southern Shu returned to His Majesty’s hands, it would only benefit him. But in Bu Shulin’s hands, it would be a knife at his throat.

Bu Shulin was Shen Xihe’s person. An alliance between Bu Shulin and Shen Xihe was the best choice. They were both non-imperial princes. Just as he needed to keep one or two brothers alive to demonstrate benevolence and appease the current court officials who supported others, showing he wasn’t a cruel or narrow-minded ruler to secure his throne.

When Shen Xihe held power in the future, she would need to accommodate the Southern Shu Prince’s mansion to prevent those following the Shen family in the Northwest from feeling vulnerable. He and the Bu family were natural opponents.

“How will Eighth Brother handle this?” Xiao Changgeng asked again.

“I wouldn’t trust anyone else with this matter. Would Fourteenth Brother go personally?” Xiao Changyan’s gaze fell on Xiao Changgeng.

A prince leaving the capital unauthorized was a serious crime. Xiao Changyan would naturally cover for Xiao Changgeng in the capital, but if anything went wrong, the responsibility would fall entirely on Xiao Changgeng, with no connection to Xiao Changyan.

They weren’t born to the same mother, unlike the brotherhood between Xiao Changying and Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Changgeng didn’t hesitate for a moment, instead smiling calmly: “How could I disappoint Eighth Brother’s trust in me?”

Was it dangerous? Naturally.

But how could one catch a tiger without entering its den? Xiao Changyan sending him was a perfect opportunity to infiltrate his shadow guards. He also firmly believed this wasn’t a test – after all, he had saved Xiao Changyan’s life. If Xiao Changyan secretly killed him now, his path to the throne would be effectively ended. How could followers dare pledge complete loyalty?

Xiao Changgeng pondered that he might have to directly confront Ninth Brother.

If Xiao Changgeng could guess how Xiao Changying would go, how could Xiao Huayong not? Moreover, Xiao Changying had escorted Shen Xihe thousands of miles on her northwestern journey – this had happened right under his nose.

Therefore, before Xiao Changying even left the capital, he received news and after a moment’s silence, instructed Tianyuan: “Watch over him, ensure he returns alive.”

If Xiao Changying died, what he had done would be impossible to cover up.

Shen Xihe was extremely rational and detached. If Xiao Changying returned alive, even if she knew, she wouldn’t be moved at all. As she said herself, others’ kindness or unkindness toward her wasn’t what she sought – she would never be emotionally swayed by it.

However, if Xiao Changying died, Shen Xihe might remember it. How could he allow others to leave any mark in her heart? Even the faintest impression was unacceptable.

While he lived, her eyes and heart could only contain him!

“Yes!” Tianyuan responded, leaving the room only to see Shen Xihe standing at the door. His expression changed slightly, but he could only bow and quietly withdraw.

“Why send people to protect Prince Li?” Shen Xihe stepped inside and questioned directly.

Though her tone seemed even, Xiao Huayong knew she was angry because she had guessed.

He quickly strode forward, taking Shen Xihe’s hand: “I didn’t mean to hide this from you. This is a test Young Master Bu must undergo.”

Why send people to protect Xiao Changying? His martial skills were excellent, and even if he sneaked out of the capital alone, with Xiao Changqin’s influence, he would surely be well-protected. Under such circumstances, how could Xiao Changying be unsafe?

There was only one answer – because this journey was far more dangerous than Shen Xihe had estimated.

As clever as she was, Shen Xihe easily understood that Xiao Huayong had set up a lethal test for Bu Shulin.

Outside the capital, a thrilling assassination attempt would unfold. The assassins might be played by Xiao Juesong or others sent by Xiao Huayong. This was to prevent the revelation that it was an impostor if Bu Shulin was assassinated, which would clearly announce to the world that she was guarding against the emperor.

Some face-saving pretenses couldn’t be torn away, not just by the emperor but also by Bu Shulin. Otherwise, it would result in the emperor’s reckless abandon – since you’ve started being suspicious and distrusting the monarch, isn’t it reasonable for the monarch to suspect you of disloyalty?

Unless Bu Shulin could prove the assassins were sent by His Majesty, it would appear the subject was suspicious at first. In power struggles between those in high positions, having a legitimate cause was crucial.

So Xiao Huayong would strike first with an assassination attempt, disrupting His Majesty’s plans and others’ schemes, allowing “Bu Shulin” to escape first. Escaping while knowing about the pursuit, no matter how many decoys were dispersed, could only show Bu Shulin’s foresight, not suspicion of the monarch.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that from this point, Xiao Huayong wanted Bu Shulin to become bait, just as when Mu Nuha fled the capital years ago, running everywhere, exposing Xiao Huayong’s hidden pieces one by one to Fourth Prince Xiao Changtai’s eyes.

Xiao Huayong wanted Bu Shulin to gradually draw out His Majesty and all factions, letting him stand at the highest point to see all forces in the world – who were enemies, who were friends? Who were fence-sitters, who remained neutral?

“Alin is pregnant,” Shen Xihe said. She could accept Xiao Huayong testing Bu Shulin, after all, Bu Shulin would be entrusted with her life in the future. Both ability and loyalty needed to be demonstrated. She couldn’t blindly trust based on friendship, otherwise, those who had already joined Xiao Huayong and passed numerous tests would be dissatisfied.

She just hoped Xiao Huayong would choose a different time.

“This is the best timing.” Xiao Huayong gazed deeply at Shen Xihe. “Youyou, my time is short.”

He didn’t have much time left, otherwise he would have been willing to proceed slowly out of consideration for Shen Xihe and Bu Shulin’s relationship.

Whether Bu Shulin was qualified to help Shen Xihe control the southern military power after his departure – he had to determine this before he left.

Chapter 724: The Emperor’s Iron Will
“Youyou, we walk the path of imperial power,” Xiao Huayong spoke solemnly to Shen Xihe, showing his seriousness and resolve. “This path has no return and allows no rest or detours. Everyone by our side must be tempered through countless trials.

I know you feel for the child in Young Master Bu’s womb. But Youyou, have you considered – when your time comes, if I’m not here, will they show mercy for your unborn child and delay the battlefield until after your delivery?”

No, they wouldn’t.

Currently, her pregnancy remained hidden, and Bu Shulin’s situation had drawn all attention away, so no one moved against her. Once her pregnancy became public, these people would scheme to end both mother and child before delivery. Even if she avoided obvious attacks, the best time to strike would be during childbirth – how could they show mercy?

“This is different…” Shen Xihe objected. “They are enemies, Alin is our ally.”

“No, Youyou, Young Master Bu isn’t an ally,” Xiao Huayong corrected. “She is a subordinate!”

Everything changed from the moment Shen Xihe married into the Eastern Palace. Bu Shulin and Shen Xihe were no longer simply close friends, but ruler and subject. A ruler must care for their subjects but cannot be constrained by them at the cost of wise governance.

He wanted to wait until Shen Xihe safely delivered her child, but he couldn’t predict if he’d last until then. If he wasn’t there, Bu Shulin would be responsible for guarding a region, potentially leading troops north when needed – this was the command of tens of thousands of troops, crucial to her and her child’s fate, a vital step in her future success!

Xiao Huayong wouldn’t soften now. He’d revealed all about the path ahead, giving Bu Shulin the choice to accept it. Since she chose this path, her survival now rested with fate.

Shen Xihe’s heart tightened as the young Crown Prince before displayed the iron will and resolve of an emperor.

She took a deep breath, suppressing her unwelcome resistance. She knew he was right – it was Bu Shulin’s choice, the only path available. They could use personal feelings to protect Bu Shulin more, but then Xiao Huayong would never fully employ her.

He wouldn’t entrust Shen Xihe’s safety to Bu Shulin because she wouldn’t be worthy of his trust.

Seeing that hint of evasion on Shen Xihe’s face for the first time, Xiao Huayong sighed, carefully embracing her with some self-reproach: “Youyou, your heart… has softened.”

When she first entered the capital, how cold and rational was she? Weighing everything by gains and losses, disregarding sentiment. That was fitting for a ruler. Now, whether due to her friendship with Bu Shulin or becoming a mother, her edge had dulled.

If he could always protect her, and stand behind her, this softness would add warmth and vitality – he’d welcome it. But now he disliked this gentleness, preferring her former cold decisiveness.

“People aren’t plants or trees… even raising a cat can spark affection, let alone a close friend who shares one’s heart?” Shen Xihe’s gaze passed through the window lattice to Short Life leaping after butterflies in the courtyard.

She noticed her growing humanity – whether beneficial or detrimental, she couldn’t judge, but she didn’t reject it.

“Little Nine went after them, Little Eight sent Little Twelve, and I’ve sent people too. We’ve done what we can,” Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe’s hand, slowly but firmly enveloping it. “Now we wait for the outcome.”

At this point, they could only await the results.

Shen Xihe just hoped Bu Shulin and her unborn child could safely return to Southern Shu.

“Your Highness, Young Master Bu has safely left the capital,” came Tianyuan’s report just then.

This somewhat eased Shen Xihe’s worried heart.

The Young Master Bu who returned to the Bu residence mounted up fully equipped. He escorted Xiao Wenxi back to the Princess Imperial’s residence, using Xiao Wenxi’s newly discovered pregnancy as a reason – even His Majesty couldn’t order Xiao Wenxi to depart with Bu Shulin.

If Xiao Wenxi traveled along, the danger would likely prevail. After Bu Shulin truly returned to the Southern Shu Prince’s mansion, bringing back Xiao Wenxi after her pregnancy stabilized would be legitimate – still in mourning period, a daughter-in-law accompanying in mourning, even His Majesty couldn’t prevent it.

As for whether to send Xiao Wenxi’s future child to the capital as a hostage, that would depend on whether it was male or female.

Before leaving the capital was safe – no one would dare act within the capital’s bounds, as it would frame and smear His Majesty.

If Xiao Huayong wasn’t testing Bu Shulin, he could arrange an assassination attempt in the capital using Xiao Juesong’s people. This would leave His Majesty without evidence but suspicious, guiding public opinion so His Majesty wouldn’t dare assassinate Bu Shulin and would even assign extra protection to silence rumors. If Xiao Huayong wished, with a little push, His Majesty would have to send Imperial Guards as escorts.

Then if His Majesty insisted on assassination, he’d have to sacrifice the Imperial Guards – either dying in battle or bearing the crime of failed protection. If Bu Shulin died, these escorts would have to die too to appease the Southern Shu army.

This was the smooth path Xiao Huayong could offer Bu Shulin. He’d asked Bu Shulin, and she chose her path.

Choosing this path, Bu Shulin might safely return to Southern Shu but would never gain Xiao Huayong’s full trust. Today’s friendship was exhausted, whether Xiao Huayong took the throne or Shen Xihe held power, they would deal with Southern Shu officially, gradually reducing its power inevitably.

Bu Shulin’s sense of duty led her to choose the second path despite her pregnancy – becoming someone Xiao Huayong could use and trust heavily.

Outside the capital, Young Master Bu’s forces encountered an ambush. Standing before the sand table, Xiao Huayong faced a wall with an enormous map. His greatest gain from traveling every inch of the land these years was these maps.

He’d drawn each part himself. Even from the Eastern Palace, he could see every inch of the realm, predicting where His Majesty’s people might ambush, and where others might interfere.

Meeting ambush right outside the capital, just before His Majesty’s people, the timing was crucial. When His Majesty’s people received news and rushed to take advantage, this seemingly fierce battle would be over, Young Master Bu already vanished.

“Your Highness, all eight body doubles have dispersed,” Tianyuan delivered news from the field. “His Majesty’s people have also split up to intercept.”

In the flickering lamplight, Xiao Huayong’s lips curved in a thrilling gleam: “First reveal Liangzhou then expose Lizhou, lead their people into the Southern Mountain Western Circuit.”

There, the former Crown Prince’s rebellious ministers His Majesty so yearned for awaited them.

Chapter 725: The Battleground
From the capital, one could reach Shu South Prince’s Manor in Yizhou by traveling through Liangzhou, entering Lizhou, and then following the South Mountain West Circuit along the Yangtze River. This was the fastest route—the one everyone would expect Bu Shulin to take, as it would minimize travel time.

News of Bu Shulin’s ambush and disappearance reached both Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong almost simultaneously. Liu Sanzhi bowed his head and reported, “Your Majesty, Prince Bu was ambushed shortly after leaving the capital. His whereabouts are now unknown.”

“Ambushed right after departure?” Emperor Youning continued reviewing memorials without looking up. “Quite a clever move.”

His intention to intercept Bu Shulin was known to all—Bu Shulin knew it, likely the entire court knew it, and his ambitious sons wouldn’t miss this opportunity. Bu Shulin’s safe return to Shu South was crucial, as it concerned the succession of the Shu South Prince’s title and control over tens of thousands of troops.

The threat wasn’t just to him. Since Bu Shulin had openly aligned with the Shen family, any son harboring thoughts about the throne was unwilling to see this succeed. If Bu Shulin’s return to Shu South hadn’t been so significant, he would have stayed out of it completely, just to test how bold his sons had become.

An attack outside the capital could only have been arranged by two parties: either Bu Shulin himself or the Shen family. No one else would act ahead of him in such a thankless manner, allowing Bu Shulin to temporarily hide in plain sight.

“The Brave Army has split into six divisions to surround the areas of Qizhou, Fengzhou, Liangzhou, Jinzhou, Shangzhou, and Binzhou, guarding all entrances,” Liu Sanzhi continued.

Emperor Youning had anticipated such tactics. He had trained the formidable Brave Army and wasn’t worried about finding troops to deploy. These routes effectively encircled the capital, with Qizhou and Shangzhou flanking it—not even the gate Bu Shulin had used to leave. Binzhou was even further north, in the opposite direction of Shu South.

But what did it matter? Emperor Youning had never been overconfident, knowing his trained men wouldn’t mind taking detours. Moreover, there was the Shen family to consider—he’d already suffered three quiet defeats at the hands of that young lady. Better to cast a wide net than let Bu Shulin escape.

“Have them report during tomorrow morning’s court session,” Emperor Youning decided, not wanting to address this matter publicly just yet.

News of the Shu South Prince Heir’s ambush outside the capital would quickly reach the Capital Prefecture, then the Imperial Attendant. Wei Song, upon receiving the urgent report, immediately rose and knocked on the palace gates in the dead of night seeking an audience.

The palace responded that His Majesty had caught a slight cold and had retired after taking medicine. Wei Song knew this was an excuse—His Majesty wanted to delay, to secretly determine Bu Shulin’s escape route before taking action.

Had this news reached Cui Zheng or Tao Zhuanxian, they would have insisted on an audience despite His Majesty’s alleged cold. But as His Majesty’s appointee, Wei Song had to play this unpleasant role.

Considerate of His Majesty’s wishes, he returned home with his memorial but couldn’t sleep, sitting in his study until dawn, waiting for morning court.

In the morning court, Wei Song finally submitted the report. The Censorate immediately criticized him for failing to recognize the urgency of the matter, arguing that if anything happened to Bu Shulin, he would bear responsibility.

Wei Song had no defense.

Emperor Youning naturally protected his man, coughing several times before saying, “Last night We unfortunately caught a cold. Wei’s consideration of not disturbing Us shows his loyalty. The delay was Our fault. Issue orders throughout the nation, along all official roads, to deploy personnel to search for the Prince’s Heir. From provinces to counties to towns and villages, distribute portraits of Prince Heir Bu. Spare no effort in the search—rewards will be given for finding him.”

Though the Emperor didn’t specify the reward, court artists immediately began busy work on Bu Shulin’s portraits for distribution.

“His Majesty is attacking from both open and hidden fronts,” Shen Xihe remarked upon hearing this, her expression remaining calm.

She had worried about Bu Shulin yesterday, but he had chosen this path and there was no changing it. Further worry would serve no purpose. Everyone knew His Majesty’s determination to prevent Bu Shulin’s return to Shu South, so these measures didn’t surprise them.

Shen Xihe could guess that His Majesty had secretly deployed numerous agents. Now with this seemingly urgent imperial edict to search for Bu Shulin, he had left no escape route. Anyone who spotted him need only report to officials to reveal his whereabouts.

“The Prince Heir left the capital a day early before His Majesty’s men could notice. Even with their net spread across six provinces outside the capital, they won’t intercept him,” Xiao Huayong softly reassured Shen Xihe. “As for His Majesty’s edict, the palace artists’ skilled brushwork will surely produce perfect likenesses.”

The more accurate the better, though unfortunately for them, Bu Shulin had Xiao Huayong’s people by his side. Bu Shulin had not only resumed her female identity but was disguised as a merchant’s wife, wearing hairpins and skirts, showing a slightly swollen belly, and had altered her appearance. Even walking brazenly down the street, no one would recognize her.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong before looking away. Bu Shulin was temporarily safe, but once Xiao Huayong began using decoys fleeing in all directions to set traps for His Majesty and the princes, they would reassess everything. By then, Bu Shulin couldn’t possibly have reached Shu South—this challenge would still need to be faced.

“Where do you plan to make your first move?” Shen Xihe asked.

“Liangzhou,” Xiao Huayong answered candidly.

By his calculations, they would first leave traces in Liangzhou, then Lizhou, disrupting the entire South Mountain West Circuit to see how many demons lurked there.

“Which route did Alin take?” Shen Xihe asked.

“I don’t know,” Xiao Huayong answered honestly. “She left first when any route would be safe before His Majesty and others could react. The Shu South Prince’s Manor also has arrangements—she needs to learn how to escape danger and protect herself.”

The person assigned to Bu Shulin’s side wouldn’t contact Xiao Huayong unless necessary. This person wasn’t tasked with monitoring Bu Shulin—that was the sea eagle’s job.

This provided Bu Shulin with some backup. If Xiao Huayong’s people were watching constantly, all of the Bu family’s cards would be revealed to him.

The sea eagle couldn’t speak, so even if it saw everything, it couldn’t report back to Xiao Huayong.

“Whether this journey will be peaceful remains uncertain,” Xiao Huayong continued. “I arranged an escape route for her at the capital’s gate. No matter how she flees, within two days, forces from all sides will be lying in ambush at Shu South’s gate.”

This was Bu Shulin’s inevitable path—she couldn’t enter Shu South without passing through here. This would be the battlefield.

Naturally, Xiao Huayong had also set up multiple checkpoints here. When the time came, victory would be determined in an all-out battle.

Chapter 726: Beyond Calculation
“A battle is inevitable,” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

She raised her gaze to the boundless blue sky, where drifting clouds reflected in her obsidian-like dark pupils as if seeing through thousands of miles to the lands of Liangzhou.

Since the assassination attempt in the capital, Bu Shulin had vanished. Forces from all sides had cast their nets wide, following traces only to find them disappearing midway as if the person had vanished into thin air.

By now, finding Bu Shulin was like searching for a needle in the vast ocean.

Three days later, someone finally discovered Bu Shulin’s trail, determining she was heading for Liangzhou. Outside Liangzhou city, they encountered His Majesty’s Brave Army’s encirclement. Fortunately, they had chosen to move at night, crossing mountains to enter Liangzhou. The two forces clashed in the silent, dark mountains without alerting officials, avoiding a pincer attack.

The high moon illuminated spraying blood, its scent attracting night predators whose roars terrified villagers at the mountain’s foot until dawn finally broke.

The village headman organized strong men to check the mountain, hoping to ease villagers’ fears about sleeping at night—people couldn’t stay awake indefinitely. If wild beasts were truly approaching, they could report to officials and prepare.

Instead, they found dismembered bodies, many faces unrecognizable, signs of fierce combat, and numerous beast tracks. The headman quickly led the villagers away and reported to officials.

The county magistrate under Liangzhou’s jurisdiction arrived quickly with his men. They found several tokens among the bloody remains belonging to the Shu South Prince’s Manor. Without delay, these were sent to the Prefecture Governor’s mansion, then rushed to the capital by swift horse.

“Outside Liangzhou city, they pieced together over thirty bodies. Based on their attire, at least four different forces were involved,” Xiao Huayong told Shen Xihe after morning court.

This Bu Shulin was naturally fake—he had arranged it, able to obtain as many Shu South Prince’s Manor tokens as needed.

Standing in Xiao Huayong’s study, Shen Xihe faced the map on the wall, her eyes deepening: “You want to lead them into the Jialing River.”

Xiao Huayong stood beside her, hands behind his back, his midnight-black eyes fixed on the Jialing River: “A land battle would give His Majesty too great an advantage. The Jialing River levels the playing field.”

Though he spoke of equal footing, the battlefield he’d prepared favored his traps.

“The Jialing River is good—it won’t disturb the common people,” Shen Xihe said quietly.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t help smiling: “Youyou truly care for the common folk.”

She always thought of the people first.

Shen Xihe glanced at him before asking: “Among the four forces in Liangzhou, besides His Majesty, were Prince Zhao and Prince Jing involved?”

“No,” Xiao Huayong replied, interest sparking in his eyes. “Second Brother didn’t move. It was Eighth Brother’s men and an unidentified group.”

“Unidentified?” Shen Xihe was surprised that even Xiao Huayong couldn’t determine their origin.

“For now, their background remains unclear,” Xiao Huayong nodded.

This was fascinating—the most impatient Xiao Changmin remained still, seemingly undeceived by Xiao Huayong. Though he’d sent men, he chose to observe from the sidelines, unlike his usual style.

More surprising to Xiao Huayong was the sudden appearance of this mysterious group. Unlike His Majesty and Xiao Changyan who wanted Bu Shulin dead, they aimed to capture her alive.

“Capture alive?” Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed. “What benefit would capturing Alin bring?”

With the Shu South Prince dead, capturing Bu Shulin couldn’t threaten Bu Tuohai. Surely they didn’t think they could make Bu Shulin defect? Without such benefits, what was the point?

“If Prince Bu opposed me, I would also capture her,” Xiao Huayong suggested another possibility. “Only with the real one in my custody could I install a fake to take over the Shu South princedom and military power.”

“Besides His Majesty and Prince Jing, who else wants Shu South’s military power?” Shen Xihe pondered deeply.

Only ambitious princes would dare covet military power. Currently, besides Prince Jing, only Xiao Changmin, Xiao Changzhen, and Xiao Changqing remain…

Xiao Changmin had sent men, so he wouldn’t deploy another group, and his men couldn’t likely escape Xiao Huayong’s notice.

Both Xiao Changzhen and Xiao Changqing were possibilities. Xiao Changzhen appeared uninvolved in power struggles, but his true thoughts remained unknown. His princess consort’s ambitions reached the heavens.

Since Li Yanyan had tried to recruit her two years ago and been rejected, she had followed rules strictly, causing no trouble and avoiding close associations. Shen Xihe didn’t believe she had given up or accepted her fate—she was merely waiting for an opportunity.

Xiao Changqing was even harder for Shen Xihe to judge. After Madam Gu’s death, he seemed to lose his drive, his desire for the throne shifting from certainty to indifference, making no further plans…

“We’ll see—foxes always show their tails,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t anxious to know this person’s purpose. His slender fingers tapped the table lightly. “Compared to that, I’m more curious why Second Brother changed his behavior.”

Shen Xihe’s eyebrows lifted slightly. She remained silent, knowing this couldn’t be Yu Sangning’s influence—she didn’t have such sway over Xiao Changmin. Unless he was trapped in dire straits, he would never heed a mere woman’s counsel.

At that moment in Prince Zhao’s mansion, Xiao Changmin had just received the news, his brows furrowing as he read.

“Your Highness, still no trace of Prince Heir Bu?” a confidant couldn’t help asking.

“The gu poison was placed on the guard near Prince Bu. My men followed the trail toward Qizhou, now heading to Minzhou. Could Prince Bu be seeking refuge in Tubo?” Xiao Changmin was puzzled. “They haven’t caught up yet.”

Bu Shulin didn’t know, and even Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe hadn’t anticipated, that Xiao Changmin had infected Bu Shulin’s trusted guard Yinshan with gu poison.

Bu Shulin frequented brothels owned by Xiao Changmin. Before the night of passion with Cui Jinbai, nothing had been revealed. Yinshan often accompanied Bu Shulin to the brothels and was secretly poisoned. If Bu Shulin hadn’t been the Shu South Prince Heir, requiring regular physician examinations, Xiao Changmin would have targeted Bu Shulin directly.

He settled for Yinshan instead. This gu didn’t harm people, merely living in their bodies. When people ate grains, their waste would carry a scent attracting certain insects that could be tracked.

His men sent to Liangzhou were merely a diversion to avoid suspicion.

Chapter 727: I Want You to Marry Me
Xiao Changmin didn’t realize that while he knew the Liangzhou traces were deliberate and those involved might not be Bu Shulin herself, he worried that Bu Shulin had separated from her confidant and was actually in Liangzhou. Thus, he sent men but didn’t truly act, arousing suspicion in Xiao Huayong, who knew his usual methods well.

Yet his men, tracking with the gu insects, couldn’t find Yinshan, which greatly surprised him. Holding the latest message scroll, he fell into deep thought. After a long while, remembering his wife’s words, he suddenly understood: “Prince Bu must have departed early. The assassination attempt outside the capital was merely a diversion. The Crown Princess indeed has skill—I wonder how she managed to give Bu Shulin such a head start!”

Yu Sangning sat under a tree, dappled sunlight warming her through the branches. She enjoyed this gentle embrace of warmth without responding to Xiao Changmin. Clever as she was, she knew he shared these thoughts hoping she would solve his puzzles.

Bu Shulin’s early departure explained why they hadn’t caught up. He wanted to know how the Eastern Palace had managed such a switch under everyone’s watchful eyes, including His Majesty’s, allowing Bu Shulin to leave so early that Xiao Changmin’s men still hadn’t caught up.

Though Xiao Changmin wanted answers, and she was curious too, she wouldn’t speak regardless of her guesses.

After a moment of silence, Xiao Changmin turned to Yu Sangning. With eyes half-closed enjoying the sunlight, she looked like a lazy cat, possessing an inexplicable charm: “Is there a reason you don’t want me involved in this?”

Yu Sangning slowly opened her eyes, gazing forward before turning to Xiao Changmin: “If Your Highness won’t withdraw, stating a thousand reasons would be futile.”

Xiao Changmin’s sharp brows lifted. He had to admit, when it came to reading people, the woman before him was exceptional: “You fear the Crown Princess, thinking I’m digging my own grave.”

His words fell with his shadowed gaze.

Yu Sangning thought his involvement would anger Shen Xihe, and even if successful, would invite her fierce retaliation. This understanding displeased him—it suggested he was inferior to Shen Xihe and should yield to her.

Though knowing Xiao Changmin was angry, Yu Sangning didn’t soothe him but added fuel to the fire: “Your Highness, one should know one’s limitations.”

“How dare you!” Xiao Changmin raged, his hand raised. Facing Yu Sangning’s stubborn, unflinching face, he didn’t strike but snorted coldly, storming away. Upon leaving the courtyard, he ordered her confined.

Yu Sangning’s trusted maid worried: “Princess, you’re so clever, why deliberately anger the Prince?”

Lowering her gaze, her slender white hand resting on her belly, Yu Sangning’s eyes deepened, leaving the maid’s question unanswered.

She did respect the Crown Princess, but not to the point of diminishing herself. She thought Xiao Changmin was courting death, not just by involving himself in Bu Shulin’s matter, but by overestimating himself, misunderstanding his position, being arrogant yet incompetent, and refusing advice.

If Xiao Changmin had valued her words more, and shared some power with her, she would have exhausted herself helping him. But since he dismissed her counsel entirely, why waste effort? Better to plan for her future instead.

His confinement of her was unnecessarily petty. She wouldn’t betray him despite her lack of faith, and wouldn’t use his ability to track Bu Shulin to bargain with others—such actions would only earn contempt.

“Second Brother somehow knew the Jialing River was a decoy,” Xiao Huayong said, watching the various forces gathering there, attracted by his arranged doubles.

Xiao Changmin’s men appeared to fall for the trap, but compared to others, he was just going through the motions.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe stopped writing and looked up: “Others haven’t doubted, yet he alone is different. Only one thing could make him so certain—he knows Alin’s true whereabouts.”

Among so many people—His Majesty’s men, Prince Jing’s men, and the mysterious group—none were easily fooled. Didn’t they have doubts? Of course, they did, but without other leads, they had to err on the side of action.

If by the slimmest chance, the person fleeing to the Jialing River was the real Bu Shulin, their hesitation would let her escape across the river straight to Shu Zhong.

Though they could attempt another assassination before she entered the city, that would be Bu family territory with slim chances of success. Who would pass up an earlier opportunity to deal with Bu Shulin? They’d spare no expense, even at great cost.

Since Xiao Changmin was involved, he should have shared this thinking, but his halfhearted response to the Jialing River news suggested he had more accurate information about Bu Shulin’s whereabouts.

“I’ve sent word. Whether it reaches them depends on Prince Bu’s luck,” Xiao Huayong nodded, his thoughts aligning with Shen Xihe’s.

He hadn’t actively tracked Bu Shulin’s route, so message delivery would be slow. Combined with uncertainty about how far Xiao Changmin had tracked, everything was left to fate.

On the Jialing River, gentle winds blew under the bright sun, the grey-blue waters rippling like a mother’s cradle, infinitely tender.

A large ship capable of holding hundreds docked at the pier, gradually taking on several groups of passengers. The seasoned sailors noticed something odd—these people, though well-disguised, clearly had unusual origins. One couldn’t help but report to the boss.

The Qu family merchant ship’s leader was Qu Hongying, a woman of twenty-five or twenty-six. Hearing the report, she only said, “Be careful and keep watch.”

After dismissing him, from the cabin’s shadows emerged a wheelchair carrying a handsome young man—Qi Pei: “Boss shouldn’t have come personally.”

“I’ve never missed a Qu family ship’s journey. If I hadn’t come today, those you’re trying to lure might have grown suspicious.” Qu Hongying’s gaze fell on the slim, elegant Qi Pei. “Given today’s situation, my ship will likely sink, damaging the Qu family’s shipping reputation. The benefits you promised earlier seem increasingly disadvantageous to me.”

“Is Boss making excessive demands?” Qi Pei asked, unfazed.

“You’re right,” Qu Hongying grinned, her white teeth showing both cheerfulness and roguish spirit. “The arrow is nocked and must be released. If I sound the warning gong, everyone must disembark.”

“What does Boss want?”

Qu Hongying stepped forward, gripping the wheelchair’s armrests, her face suddenly closed: “I want you to marry me.”

Chapter 728: Total Annihilation
The Qu family’s maritime business was renowned in the Minnan region. Since the founding emperor opened the sea routes, they had built their empire on the waters for generations. The Qu family’s shipbuilding craftsmanship had always far surpassed their competitors – even the imperial court had to request craftsmen from the Qu family for their shipbuilding needs.

Qu Rongying’s father had three sons and one daughter. After his death, no one expected that the previously unremarkable eldest daughter of the Qu family would participate in the power struggle and emerge victorious. Since she took charge, neither officials on the legitimate paths nor bandits on the black routes had gained any advantage over the Qu family, with not a single incident occurring to this day.

She commanded the most skilled sailors, the finest shipbuilders, and the most accurate weather forecasters – all of whom were genuinely devoted to her.

Qi Pei’s connection with her began last year during the grain delivery to Dengzhou. The Crown Prince’s chosen route was indeed the most likely path for the successful delivery of supplies, but amid the continuous downpours, it carried considerable risks. Only Qu Rongying dared to accept the mission.

Qu Rongying had initially refused Hua Taoyi, and it was only later that he managed to persuade her.

Qu Rongying was twenty-five that year, several years older than him. Her gaze toward him had always burned like fire, and he had long known her feelings.

“Does the Chief not mind my incomplete body?” Qi Pei asked.

“If I minded, I wouldn’t be expressing my feelings to you today.” Qu Rongying couldn’t help but lean closer.

Her red lips were just inches away. Unlike most ladies’ fragrant scent, she carried the damp essence of sea winds, which wasn’t unpleasant. Qi Pei didn’t retreat, their breaths intermingling as he gazed at her for who knows how long before his lips curved: “As you wish.”

He agreed, he agreed!

Qu Rongying’s heart began to race, but she quickly withdrew, straightening her posture and standing sideways to Qi Pei: “Would you sell yourself for your master?”

Qu Rongying knew whom Qi Pei served – the most noble lady in the realm. During the flooding in Dengzhou, she had secretly glimpsed her from afar and realized there could be such matchless beauty in this world.

Since childhood, she had followed her parents on ships, conducting business with merchant vessels. The Qu family being the preferred choice of officials and nobles, she had seen countless wealthy ladies and noble maidens whose beauty matched or even slightly surpassed the Crown Princess’s.

But in Qu Rongying’s eyes, having seen thousands of beauties, those women were merely empty shells. Beauty lasted only a dozen years before withering away.

The Crown Princess was different. She possessed an aura that made even Qu Rongying want to bow in reverence. This aura wasn’t because of her position as Crown Princess but radiated from her very being. Qu Rongying, having read a few books, didn’t know how to describe it.

Qi Pei lowered his long, dense eyelashes: “My master – if she desires something, nothing in this world is impossible. There’s no need for me to sell myself.”

At that moment, Qu Rongying’s heart filled with both joy and bitterness – joy that he had accepted her feelings without ulterior motives, bitterness that such a woman existed in his heart, not romantically, but leaving an indelible mark nonetheless.

Despite her typically open-minded nature, she inexplicably found herself caring deeply about this. She desperately wanted to ask him: if one day both she and the Crown Princess were in mortal danger, whom would he choose to save? As soon as this thought crossed her mind, she blurted it out.

Hearing his soft laughter after her question, Qu Rongying felt extremely embarrassed.

Qi Pei crooked his finger, and Qu Rongying leaned forward. Suddenly, Qi Pei pressed against the back of her head, pulling her close. His lips nearly touching hers, his pale pupils seemed to contain some lethal desire and danger: “If that day comes, I will save my master.”

Qu Rongying flew into a rage. She tried to break free, but Qi Pei held her firmly, not allowing her to move an inch away: “I will save my master, then join you in death.”

His life and his family’s honor were all bestowed by Shen Xihe. This debt was as heavy as Mount Tai, and he could only repay it with his life. If faced with a life-or-death choice and he chose his beloved out of selfish desires, even if he survived, he would have no right to stand in this world.

He also deeply believed that Qu Rongying wouldn’t respect such a version of himself.

But in a world without her, he wouldn’t want to live alone either.

Startled, shocked, and overwhelmed with emotion, Qu Rongying couldn’t help but suddenly dart forward, giving Qi Pei a fierce kiss. Then, like a flexible willow branch, she twisted her waist and quickly slipped from his embrace. Turning her head, she cast him a smile full of meaning: “Remember your words!”

With that, she gracefully departed, joyfully verifying the boarding personnel, checking everything, confirming all procedures, and with one command, the large ship gradually pulled away from the dock.

Setting sail in the afternoon, by nightfall they had reached the center of the river. Looking around, nothing could be seen except the endless river gleaming with rippling waves under the cold moonlight.

The cabin lights were extinguished one by one, leaving only the swaying exterior lamps. In the dead of night, sudden light footsteps broke the silence, followed by a piercing scream that shattered the tranquility, causing a string of lanterns on the deck to shake violently for a moment.

The fighting began without warning, with splashing sounds of bodies hitting water coming one after another. The massive ship had somehow stopped moving, staying perfectly still in the middle of the river. Some people fell into the river, while others climbed up from the water. Soon, the clean deck was stained red with a mixture of river water and blood.

Qi Pei and Qu Rongying remained in their respective rooms, waiting for another group to arrive as reinforcements.

Sure enough, before long, a brilliant signal flare lit up the night sky. The fighting outside intensified, and the previously motionless ship began to sway slightly. This ship had no ordinary passengers; it had been divided among those with ulterior motives.

Moments later, another clear signal sounded outside. After about a quarter-hour, small boats approached the large ship from all directions. Aboard were rows of men in tight-fitting dark clothes, their faces stern and fierce, their swords gleaming coldly in the night light.

It appeared to be two separate forces. Just as their boats neared the large ship, before they could leap aboard, Qi Pei timed it perfectly and blew his bamboo whistle.

Bubbles rose, and suddenly people emerged around the small boats. Sharp blades thrust up from beneath, some missing, others piercing feet.

The ambushers, like ghosts crawling from the river, gave no one time to react. They grabbed the small boats from front and back, pushing together – everyone aboard fell in. What awaited them was either being gutted by a sword or decapitated by a blade.

A faint pink rose from the river’s depths, growing denser until it turned blood-red, finally becoming as thick as ink that wouldn’t dissolve.

Total annihilation.

One hundred of Emperor Youning’s Divine Brave Army’s elite soldiers, one hundred of Xiao Changyan’s Shadow Guards, and approximately one hundred others – several hundred people perished in the river. They not only dyed the water red but also attracted huge river creatures to feed on their corpses, terrifying the fishermen who went out before dawn. They immediately reported to the authorities.

When the news reached the imperial court, Emperor Youning slammed his palm heavily on the table, his face unprecedentedly livid.

Chapter 729: The Mantis Stalks the Cicada, While the Oriole Waits Behind
In the great hall, everyone bowed their heads respectfully, silent as winter cicadas, each harboring different thoughts.

When had His Majesty, normally so composed and profound, shown such visible anger? The less astute were completely bewildered, unable to comprehend why Emperor Youning was so enraged about the Heir of Bu encountering danger.

Shouldn’t the Emperor be happier the more misfortune befell the Heir of Bu? Or was it because in this prosperous era, someone dared to openly hunt down a Prince’s heir, staining the Jialing River with blood – was this a slap in the face to the imperial court? Or perhaps the Emperor was merely putting on an act?

Though their minds twisted through countless possibilities, none dared to show their thoughts.

Emperor Youning suppressed the anger in his chest, his gaze sweeping heavily across everyone, passing over Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changyan, finally settling on Xiao Huayong, who was pale-faced and furrowing his brows, clearly enduring discomfort.

For a moment, Emperor Youning felt the impulse to send Xiao Huayong personally to search for the person – he wanted to see if Shen Xihe would be willing to give up this crucial chess piece.

“What does the Crown Prince think of the Jialing River incident?” Emperor Youning asked.

As if suddenly called upon, Xiao Huayong started slightly before respectfully responding: “Your Majesty, though the Heir of Bu hasn’t inherited his title yet, he is still an important court official. That he has attracted such vicious pursuit, from outside the capital to Jialing River *cough cough cough*… has caused public anxiety, and many unfavorable words about Your Majesty have emerged from nowhere.

This son believes we should order the Shannan Western Circuit and Jiannan Circuit officials and military to clear the path and provide protection along the route, strictly checking travel permits. Any suspicious persons should be detained and thoroughly investigated, to demonstrate Your Majesty’s kindness toward the orphans of meritorious officials *cough cough cough*…”

Though Bu Shulin’s three assassination attempts hadn’t harmed civilians, rumors spread wildly, with everyone saying only His Majesty would dare act so boldly. Such rumors couldn’t be suppressed merely through force. Xiao Huayong spoke entirely from the perspective of preserving the Emperor’s reputation.

His proper, filial response only caused Emperor Youning’s recently dispersed anger to begin gathering again.

“The Qu family’s great ship sank in the Jialing River. I seem to recall the Crown Princess has connections with the Qu family. Last year’s grain supplies to Wendeng County were delivered because the Crown Princess sent someone to persuade the Qu family to deploy their ship,” Emperor Youning suddenly said, ignoring Xiao Huayong’s words. “The Qu family’s century-old business has never encountered such danger before. They’ve been implicated by court affairs, so let the Crown Princess go on my behalf to console them and calm public sentiment.”

At these words, most people in the great hall felt lost in clouds and mist, completely unable to understand His Majesty’s intention. Although the Qu family’s merchant fleet had suffered collateral damage from the pursuit of the Heir of Bu, losing one great ship, they were mere merchants. What extraordinary contribution to the country or people warranted a personal visit from the Eastern Palace consort?

Only a few who understood that His Majesty’s men were certainly among those pursuing Bu Shulin grasped his implicit meaning. He was pointing out what they had overlooked – that this brutal massacre had been orchestrated by the Crown Princess from beginning to end.

Using Bu Shulin to lure them in, she killed all of His Majesty’s men without a single survivor. This realization made many people’s hearts tremble.

“Your Majesty, they are merely merchants. An imperial decree read by the local magistrate would already be an enormous honor. If Your Majesty orders the Crown Princess to go personally, this precedent would encourage other merchants to seek similar treatment. It’s better to worry about inequality than scarcity. Your Majesty is wise and surely wouldn’t take such a hasty, partial action that would cause public discontent,” Minister Tao was the first to object to Emperor Youning’s decision.

“Your Majesty, our dynasty has imperial clan members and princes above, capable ministers and military commanders below. Unless it’s a time of national crisis with no one else available, even if Your Majesty values the Qu family and wishes to bestow favor, an imperial envoy should be sent – how could it be the Eastern Palace’s Crown Princess?” Xiao Changqing also stepped forward. “If Your Majesty doesn’t reject this foolish son’s request, I am willing to volunteer for this consolation mission.”

Xiao Huayong cast an imperceptible glance at Xiao Changqing.

Emperor Youning’s gaze also fell on Xiao Changqing. Send him to the Shannan Western Circuit? Wasn’t the situation chaotic enough?

Emperor Youning had never actually intended to send Shen Xihe. He knew how his words would be challenged – he merely wanted to remind certain people to see the situation clearly and not choose the wrong side. “Minister Tao and Prince Xin speak wisely. I was careless. As Minister Tao suggested, let the Three Departments draft a decree to be sent to Minnan to comfort the Qu family.”

After a pause, Emperor Youning continued: “Regarding the Heir of Bu’s troubled journey… let General Yu of the Valiant Cavalry Guard lead troops to the Shannan Western Circuit to search for and protect him. If necessary… the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s garrison troops may be mobilized.”

Yu Xiang, who had been demoted from Grand General to Left General of the Valiant Cavalry Guard due to Yu Sangning’s situation, had been sidelined for a long time. Being suddenly remembered by His Majesty for such a hot potato of a mission, he accepted without changing expression.

Emperor Youning announced the end of the court. The officials buzzed with discussion – the Jiannan Military Commissioner and the Prince of Shunan’s mansion were like kings who never met. Both held military power, defending against the Tibetan border, and the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s headquarters was less than a day’s journey from the Prince of Shunan’s mansion.

Tibet had always been well-behaved, unlike the northwest where wolves circled. The Turks, Khitans, and various foreign tribes were always restless. Even though the northwest territories were vast with many protector-generals and military commissioners, they were all strictly controlled by Shen Yueshan. Whenever His Majesty had any objection, Shen Yueshan would withdraw his support, and these people couldn’t possibly contain the outsiders – this led to the situation of the Prince of Northwest commanding the northwest.

The Prince of Shunan’s mansion didn’t have the natural advantages of timing, terrain, and popular support like the Prince of Northwest’s mansion. Due to that marriage alliance, Tibet never caused trouble during His Majesty’s reign, leaving Bu Tuohai without strong backing. He couldn’t directly suppress the Jiannan Military Commissioner – one misstep and he’d be charged with treason. For years, they had maintained a policy of non-interference, though their relationship wasn’t pleasant.

Emperor Youning sending Yu Xiang to search while mentioning the possible mobilization of the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s troops made people’s hearts tighten. Whether this was about protecting Bu Shulin or, depending on circumstances, potentially restraining the Prince of Shunan’s mansion was intriguingly ambiguous.

“Since His Majesty’s covert approach failed, he plans to act openly?” Shen Xihe asked Xiao Huayong after hearing the news.

“Neither overt nor covert methods will work.” Xiao Huayong turned and sat down beside Shen Xihe on the pavilion’s beauty rest, his back against her shoulder. He lifted his long legs onto the rest, head tilting back to rest against his wife, casual and at ease.

Looking down at Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe said: “We’ve caused some trouble for the Qu family.”

After His Majesty’s words, those who understood knew the Qu family had aligned with her. Those wanting to curry favor with His Majesty would naturally pressure the Qu family. Though merchants, the Qu family’s shipping business was renowned throughout the realm. His Majesty didn’t want her to have it and worried more that she might develop a navy from it.

“What use are subordinates if they can’t share your burdens?” Xiao Huayong said carelessly.

“The Qu family isn’t my subordinate.” This was precisely why Shen Xihe felt they had been implicated.

“They weren’t before, but they will be.” Xiao Huayong smiled mysteriously. “Youyou might as well prepare a congratulatory gift early.”

“Congratulatory gift?”

“For your loyal general and the Qu family’s chief.”

Shen Xihe was startled by his words: “Those two…”

She had heard of Qu Rongying, after all, thanks to her help last year they had managed to resolve Dengzhou’s urgent crisis. But Qu Rongying was seven or eight years older than Qi Pei – Shen Xihe had never considered this possibility.

“Fate works in mysterious ways.”

Hearing Xiao Huayong’s tone, Shen Xihe felt something was off and turned to examine him: “What do you mean? You think Qi Pei accepted Qu Rongying just to gather strength for me?”

The Qu family would indeed be an extremely powerful ally. With their loyalty, she could truly build an invincible navy. Even if she lost in a confrontation with His Majesty, she could lead people to set sail and escape this land.

“I said no such thing,” Xiao Huayong denied.

Shen Xihe gave him a look: “I won’t have someone of such low character around me, and Qi Pei is not that kind of flatterer.”

Xiao Huayong looked ahead, smiling without speaking.

Not wanting to argue with Xiao Huayong about this, Shen Xihe murmured: “I wonder how Alin is doing.”

How was Bu Shulin doing? Bu Shulin had sensed something was wrong in Minzhou. She felt someone watching her and made a quick decision: “Yinshan, you take half the men ahead first, Jinshan stay behind to protect me secretly.”

Bu Shulin was disguised as a merchant’s wife who had just lost her father and had to return home for the funeral while pregnant. Jinshan and Yinshan were both with her, though they followed from the shadows, making it difficult for others to notice they were traveling together.

She had only sensed something amiss and wanted to split up their group, but accidentally sending Yinshan away helped clear her of suspicion.

Once Yinshan left with his men, she noticed the followers had gone with him, which greatly confused her. Finding an opportunity to connect with Jinshan, she asked: “Who are these people? Why did they recognize Yinshan but not us?”

Logically, since all three of them were in disguise, anyone who could recognize one should have been able to recognize the other two.

“Young Master, could it be that someone following Yinshan has betrayed us?” Jinshan was also extremely puzzled.

“No.” Bu Shulin shook her head. If someone had betrayed them, they might not know her whereabouts but would certainly not have ignored Jinshan. Also, knowing that Jinshan and Yinshan had been following her all along, they wouldn’t have been completely unsuspicious even if she changed her appearance thoroughly.

Unable to figure out the reason, Bu Shulin decided not to dwell on it: “Follow them back, but be careful. If you can get word to Yinshan, you can attack from front and back, and then…”

She made a throat-slitting gesture, leaving the rest unsaid. Being pregnant now, she didn’t want additional complications – it would be best to subdue these people quietly.

“Young Master should also travel separately from this subordinate,” Jinshan suggested for safety.

Bu Shulin nodded.

She needed to investigate who could track them down and how otherwise it would lead to endless troubles.

That night, Bu Shulin stopped at a county below Minzhou, claiming she needed rest from the journey’s fatigue.

Yinshan continued along their planned route with his men, while Jinshan followed behind.

Bu Shulin soon discovered there were people following Jinshan as well – truly a case of the mantis stalking the cicada, while the oriole waited behind.

If these two groups following Yinshan and Jinshan were the same party, they must know Jinshan had detected their pursuit and would need to act quickly, preferably before they could send out any messages!

Chapter 730: All-Out War
After receiving the news, Yinshan led his men out of the city first, camping in the wilderness at night. Neither Shen Xihe nor Bu Shulin wanted these bloody battles to be visible to the public, fearing it would cause panic among the civilians.

To prevent innocent casualties during the confrontation and to avoid drawing attention that might expose Bu Shulin’s whereabouts, and considering the layers of people following them, Bu Shulin worried about undetected pursuers. As a precaution, regarding Yinshan and Jinshan’s conspiracy, she only sent secret guards to follow while she stayed at an inn within the city, quietly awaiting news.

On this night perfect for killing, they couldn’t make too much commotion to conceal their movements. Even after the killing, they needed to clean up, hoping to avoid drawing official attention before safely returning to Shunan, which would expose their route.

Defeating enemies discreetly wasn’t easy, especially when they were numerous and powerful. Fortunately, Bu Shulin had treasures given by Shen Xihe before departure, which she had been carefully examining along the way.

Yinshan built a campfire with several wax balls buried underneath. As the fire grew stronger, the wax melted, releasing a faint fragrance. Their men had already used nose plugs soaked in medicinal herbs and dried.

The group sat silently around the fire. The pursuers hiding in the dense forest nearby, not seeing Bu Shulin, dared not act rashly, fearing to alert their targets. Gradually, they felt their limbs growing numb and weak. When they finally noticed something wrong and tried to circulate their internal energy, it only accelerated the spread of the inhaled smoke. Several collapsed with a thud.

Such sounds couldn’t escape Yinshan’s group’s notice. Sensing the right moment, they drew their gleaming swords and pursued, encountering trackers who could barely defend themselves.

As Yinshan’s group moved, Jinshan’s group also acted. However, their movement alerted their pursuers, who rushed forward first, blocking the path between Jinshan and Yinshan’s groups.

These pursuers were highly skilled, striking fast and fierce. As their men gradually fell, Jinshan’s expression tightened. Being an elite from Shunan’s army, he was too familiar with how these iron-like powerful bodies were forged.

They were military men! These disguised soldiers pursuing them at this time could only be the Emperor’s men in Jinshan’s mind – they had been discovered by His Majesty.

This realization made him deeply worried about Bu Shulin who remained in the city. Desperately wanting to shake off these pursuers and rush back, however, his men’s skills and combat experience were far inferior to their attackers.

The situation quickly turned dire. He was surrounded by three warriors whose skills matched his own. Just as he had nowhere to dodge, a red shadow leaped in.

With an agile figure, lightning-fast swordplay, and swallow-like speed, this single person swiftly turned the tide for them.

The people following Jinshan weren’t the Emperor’s men, but Prince Jing Xiao Changyan’s men. Like Xiao Huayong, Xiao Changyan found Xiao Changmin’s behavior suspicious and sent men to watch him, which led to this small team tracking them all the way here.

The person helping Jinshan was none other than Xiao Changying, who had lost Bu Shulin’s trail outside the capital. He had known from the start that the Jialing River was a trap, so he hadn’t pursued there. Though he too had initially gone in the wrong direction, he had a brother helping him in the capital.

If Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changyan could suspect Xiao Changmin, naturally Emperor Youning and Xiao Changqin could too. However, the Emperor’s men had been led in another direction by Xiao Changqin, who had informed Xiao Changying in time, leading to this dramatic rescue.

Seeing the situation turn against them, Xiao Changyan’s men immediately tried to retreat, but Xiao Changying had no intention of letting them leave. If these men escaped, they would completely expose Bu Shulin’s route. He hadn’t come alone.

Though Xiao Changying hadn’t raised private troops, Xiao Changqin had quite a few. In a real fight, they were no weaker than Xiao Changyan’s forces.

Moreover, Xiao Changyan’s men had been worn down by Jinshan’s group. With Xiao Changying personally leading and taking them by surprise, not a single enemy survived.

After killing everyone and disposing of Xiao Changmin’s men’s bodies, Yinshan finally came to join them. The two brothers, facing the openly present Xiao Changying, remained wary despite his help.

Xiao Changying ordered his men to clean up Xiao Changyan’s men’s bodies, then turned to the brothers and pulled down his face covering: “Take me to see your master.”

The brothers bowed respectfully. Jinshan said: “This humble one thanks Prince Lie for the rescue. The Young Master and I didn’t travel the same route. Once we find the Young Master, we will surely report your grace, and the Young Master will reward you generously.”

At this moment, for Jinshan and Yinshan, apart from the Crown Prince, no royal family member could be trusted.

Xiao Changying crossed his arms and studied the two: “Do you know those men just now were sent by Prince Jing, and those fighting your brother were sent by Prince Zhao? There were also His Majesty’s men who were led away by my brother. Otherwise, your master would already be surrounded. If I meant your master harm, one signal now would bring all forces here. I’m certain Bu Shizi is within ten li of here. Or do you want to wait until all my brothers confirm Bu Shizi escaped this way before letting me see him?”

Jinshan was Bu Shulin’s right-hand man and not foolish. He had already judged that Xiao Changying truly meant no harm to the Young Master, or perhaps wanted to curry favor to the ally…

Seeming to read Jinshan’s thoughts, Xiao Changying said gravely: “Your Young Master has my help solely because she chose the right person to align with.”

Had Bu Shulin not been with Shen Xihe, even if she had allied with the Eastern Palace or Xiao Huayong, he wouldn’t have protected her like this.

All these years, he had never opposed any of his brothers or openly defied his royal father.

This time, it was an all-out war.

Jinshan hesitated: “This humble one dares not doubt Your Highness’s words, but the Young Master is currently not convenient to…”

Bu Shulin was currently in her female form, and even pregnant.

Not understanding the inconvenience, Xiao Changying just said: “Go ask Bu Shizi. If she’s willing to see me, tomorrow at Lord Nine’s mansion in the town ahead.”

Leaving these words, Xiao Changying leaped onto his horse and galloped away.

Jinshan and Yinshan cautiously returned to find Bu Shulin, staying alert for any followers the whole way.

Even after returning to Bu Shulin’s side, they detected no abnormalities and naturally reported everything that had happened.

After hearing it, Bu Shulin laughed carelessly: “The royal family’s romantic nature – who would have thought our Emperor would produce so many passionate sons? I wonder what His Majesty’s expression would be when he learns of this?”

Chapter 731: The Crown Prince’s Three Deadly Traps
Bu Shulin traveled through the night to meet Xiao Changying, standing before him in her current appearance, leaving him staring at her in shock.

In the light summer clothing, especially women’s gauze skirts being more flowing, Bu Shulin wore a plain white dress. Her black hair was tied up with a white silk flower. Whether as herself or her current borrowed identity, she appeared as a woman mourning her father – an appropriate appearance.

This was an unfamiliar face. If not for Bu Shulin announcing herself and being accompanied by Jinshan, even if they had passed each other on the road, Xiao Changying wouldn’t have recognized her as Bu Shulin.

“You are quite daring,” Xiao Changying’s words seemed both amazed and admiring.

Though Bu Shulin had changed her appearance and identity, a person’s way of moving wasn’t easily faked. Bu Shulin was truly in female form and pregnant. Because of this, even though Jinshan and the others had exposed their trail, traveling with the merchant caravan among many people made it impossible to guess who Bu Shulin was.

His second and eighth brothers’ men likely only watched the young men along the way. Even if they thought Bu Shulin might disguise herself as a woman to slip through, they wouldn’t suspect a genuinely pregnant woman.

“We’re alike in this. I only did what I had to to survive, but Prince Lie left the capital and protected me – that’s opposing His Majesty. In terms of daring, how could I compare to half of Your Highness’s courage?” Bu Shulin cupped her hands respectfully to Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changying’s narrow eyes narrowed further, his tone suddenly cold: “You’re quite trusting. Aren’t you afraid I deliberately lured you out?”

“Whether true or false, if I don’t even dare to meet Your Highness, how could I deserve the Crown Princess’s trust?” Bu Shulin’s expression remained serene, seemingly unafraid of Xiao Changying’s potential trap. “I’m already surrounded – could my situation get any more dangerous?”

Bu Shulin believed Xiao Changying when he said he was risking leaving the capital and opposing His Majesty because of Shen Xihe. However, believing this didn’t make her rush blindly to meet him.

The situation was too unfavorable. If the Crown Prince meant to give her a chance to prove herself, he wouldn’t send news from the capital. Though she had her network in the capital after so many years, she dared not act rashly for fear of exposing her whereabouts.

Now knowing nothing about the capital’s situation, she never imagined the Crown Prince would set up such an advantageous situation, even drawing away various parties’ attention. Yet barely halfway through her journey, she was already intercepted by different groups. Though not fully exposed, she faced grave danger.

Even if Xiao Changying was just luring her out, her situation couldn’t get worse. Since he came personally, unlike His Majesty’s, Prince Zhao’s, and Prince Jing’s men, he wouldn’t be easily fooled. If she didn’t appear today, Xiao Changying would only need to investigate the merchant caravan to find her. Even if temporarily deceived by her current appearance, it would only take him a day or so to screen everyone.

At this point, rather than cautiously probing while inevitably being exposed, and possibly exposing herself to others while avoiding Xiao Changying, it would be worse.

“Indeed, there’s no need for further concealment.” Xiao Changying nodded, examining Bu Shulin.

The Bu Shizi before him, appearing as a woman, not only looked completely different but seemed much cleverer than before.

“Since Your Highness mentioned the Crown Princess, you must have some purpose. Having me appear and fall into your hands, even if just for the Crown Princess’s sake, you’ll preserve my life,” Bu Shulin spoke somewhat smugly.

She wasn’t naive enough to truly believe in Xiao Changying’s deep feelings for Shen Xihe, but after consideration, falling into his hands was better than His Majesty’s or Prince Zhao’s and Prince Jing’s. Xiao Changying at least had to keep her alive – a form of protection.

“In the capital, I underestimated Bu Shizi.” Xiao Changying sneered. “Put aside your calculations. My coming here has nothing to do with you. If you want another chance at survival, better not scheme behind my back.”

Bu Shulin was startled. She had already appeared, so Xiao Changying did not need to act to lower her guard. As she firmly believed, regardless of his plans, he wouldn’t endanger her life.

Therefore, Xiao Changying’s words now were completely genuine – he had gone this far for the Crown Princess.

Inexplicably, Bu Shulin blurted out: “Your Highness, won’t you regret this?”

The price was too high. Though leaving the capital without permission was a serious crime, it could be explained away. But if His Majesty learned he had left privately to help her, His Majesty would be the first to turn against him.

He was gambling with his life.

“Bu Shizi need not concern herself with my affairs.” Xiao Changying didn’t wish to discuss this further, instead saying: “Somehow my second brother could track your movements. We all followed him here. Your urgent task is to figure out how. Also, though my second and eighth brothers’ men died here, and we stopped them from sending messages back to the capital, the loss of so many men makes this suspicious. They will pursue relentlessly. His Majesty’s men will soon receive news. Do you have any plans to escape this crisis?”

“I already know the cause.” Bu Shulin took out a thumb-sized glass bottle from her waist containing two strange-looking flying moths. “Once released from the bottle, these insects will follow Yinshan constantly. They must have used this to track us.”

This explained why when Yinshan moved, Xiao Changyan’s men followed, regardless of whether she was behind.

“Their men have all been silenced, obviously breaking communication. They will certainly grow suspicious. I plan to have Yinshan temporarily lead them away. Even if they’re skeptical, they won’t abandon the pursuit,” Bu Shulin continued. “As for me, I must reach the Min River within seven days.”

“The Min River?” Xiao Changying asked, puzzled.

“Following the Min River back to Shunan City.” Bu Shulin didn’t explain further.

This was her agreement with Xiao Huayong. He had set three deadly traps for His Majesty and the others. The first trap was at the Jialing River – since her whereabouts weren’t completely exposed, even with suspicions, they would take the bait. Blood seeping to the river bottom would be the result.

The second trap was at the Min River. To ensure they would enter the trap despite losses at the Jialing River, she had to appear personally to make it impossible for them to resist. If they dared not come, the Min River led directly to Shunan City – she could return safely, and there would be no need for the third trap.

Chapter 732: The Crown Prince’s Extreme Confidence
Bu Shulin was certain that whether or not she reached the Min River in time, the second trap wouldn’t fail, and the Crown Prince’s third trap would inevitably follow.

That day, the Crown Princess had provided a body double almost identical to her. After staying by her side for so long and receiving careful instruction, they could perfectly impersonate her. Even if she couldn’t make it, this person could still lure His Majesty and others to fight desperately, even knowing the Min River might be a one-way journey.

The Crown Prince was igniting His Majesty’s fury. From the Jialing River to the Min River, if His Majesty suffered heavy losses at the Min River, he might lose his usual composure and shrewdness in anger. Then, at the third trap outside Shunan City, His Majesty would understand the meaning of a truly devastating blow.

“The nearest dock to the Min River is in Maozhou. The route from Minzhou to Maozhou is long, and whether by water or land, you can’t avoid the Jialing River. The river is now stained with blood for hundreds of li. His Majesty is enraged and has ordered strict guards, determined to investigate thoroughly. If you appear near the Jialing River, even in your current disguise, you’ll hardly escape,” Xiao Changying said gravely.

Bu Shulin’s beautiful lips curved slightly: “Your Highness is mistaken. The closest point to the Min River isn’t Maozhou, but…” She pulled out a sheepskin map from her sleeve, unfolding it before Xiao Changying. Her slender finger pointed to a spot: “Here!”

Xiao Changying’s pupils contracted, his expression grave: “You intend to use the Tubo route!”

The Min River placed Tubo’s Jinchuan opposite the dynasty’s Hanzhou, marking the border between the two countries.

“Do you know what’s here?” Xiao Changying’s sword pointed below her finger, closer to Tubo.

“The Jiannan Military Commissioner’s headquarters.” How could Bu Shulin not know?

The Min River was indeed a strategic location, forming a triangle of mutual checks and balances between Tubo, His Majesty’s Military Commissioner’s headquarters, and the Shunan Prince’s mansion.

“His Majesty has ordered General Yu Xiang of the Xiaoji Guard to investigate the Jialing River incident, with support from the Jiannan Military Commissioner,” Xiao Changying informed her of court matters. “This order permits Yu Xiang to command the Jiannan forces. Using the Tubo route to reach the Min River is walking into a trap.

His Majesty may have already guessed your next move. You should send word to the Eastern Palace…”

He mentioned sending word to the Eastern Palace because he wasn’t sure whether Shen Xihe or Xiao Huayong was behind everything.

“Thank you for your concern, Prince Lie.” Bu Shulin remained unconcerned. “As you say, His Majesty likely knows our next move. But I’m certain whatever His Majesty can predict is what my lord wants him to predict.”

The Crown Prince was always strategically brilliant. If he hadn’t intended His Majesty to think of the Min River, he wouldn’t have exposed the Qu family of Minnan at the Jialing River. Finding a ship to operate on the Jialing River wasn’t difficult.

Though last year’s grain transport incident in Dengzhou was conspicuous, making the previously only locally renowned Qu family shipping business suddenly famous nationwide, it was the well-known Qi Pei who had persuaded the Qu family to provide ships.

The Crown Princess had saved Qi Pei’s life and even brought down a third-rank minister for him. With such connections, who could question the Qu family’s loyalty to the Crown Princess?

After such a bitter lesson at the Jialing River, with the Qu family’s help, it seemed natural for the Eastern Palace to set the next trap at the Min River.

Even though everyone knew this, the Crown Prince didn’t disappoint them. He wanted to show His Majesty and those ambitious for the throne that even when he told them everything and gave them ample time to prepare, the result would still be their crushing defeat.

“Your lord… is it her or… Seventh Brother?” Xiao Changying asked.

He didn’t know Shen Xihe particularly well, though she too showed no mercy to His Majesty and the royal family. With her intelligence, such schemes wouldn’t be difficult.

Yet instinct told Xiao Changying this wasn’t Shen Xihe’s style. She was reserved – though she had reason for arrogance, it wasn’t in her nature. She was more like an heir carefully cultivated by a great family.

Steady, profound, wise, and subtle.

This deliberate revelation of the next move wasn’t meant to mislead enemies but showed extreme confidence that reminded Xiao Changying of Xiao Huayong.

His Crown Prince brother, who had deceived the world, was like the undisguised disdain he showed whenever meeting him and their brother.

Bu Shulin raised her eyebrows. Everyone said Prince Lie was fiery-tempered, but they hadn’t expected such astute perception. In the current situation, even His Majesty firmly believed he was competing with the Crown Princess, and that she had allied with the Crown Princess.

Yet in just a few words, Xiao Changying had guessed that Xiao Huayong was the true mastermind…

It truly made Bu Shulin see him in a new light.

Bu Shulin’s gaze made Xiao Changying slightly displeased, but he silently acknowledged his guess.

His heart filled with bitterness. The true player was Xiao Huayong, yet he let Shen Xihe stand in front. With Shen Xihe’s intelligence, if she hadn’t agreed, Xiao Huayong would have shot himself in the foot.

Shen Xihe wouldn’t tolerate being used unless she was willing.

The Eastern Palace’s current tranquility showed this was all planned by the couple together – Shen Xihe was willing to take everything on for Xiao Huayong.

Whether for benefit or love, it showed that in Shen Xihe’s eyes, Xiao Huayong was ultimately different from others.

The sharp Prince Lie was suddenly enveloped in melancholy. Bu Shulin probably guessed his thoughts and couldn’t help saying: “Prince Lie, my lord is the Eastern Palace – the couple is united, their hearts undoubting.”

Perhaps because the Crown Prince appeared weak and sickly to outsiders, and Shen Xihe was proud and unapproachable, few had private interactions with the couple. Bu Shulin was fortunate to be among those who had the most, thus witnessing the Crown Prince’s deep love for the Crown Princess, willing to risk his life to protect her.

Though the Crown Princess might have been unmoved at first, recently Bu Shulin had noticed changes in Shen Xihe. Her eyes held gentle, scattered light when looking at the Crown Prince – for such a composed person, this was enough to prove her feelings.

“United couple, undoubting hearts… heh…” Xiao Changying laughed with undisguised self-mockery and desolation. He closed his eyes briefly, and when he opened them, they were clear again. “Leave immediately. I’ll take your subordinate on another route to draw them away. The Tubo route is extremely dangerous – take care!”

Chapter 733: Moving Towards Each Other
“Your Highness!” Bu Shulin exclaimed in shock, disregarding her pregnancy as she rushed forward to block Xiao Changying. “Your Highness, I will find people to lead them away with Yinshan. You needn’t risk yourself.”

Although all those who had followed Yinshan had been killed, their prolonged silence would certainly raise suspicions from Prince Zhao and Prince Jing. But they had been too thorough this time. Even if these people suspected she might have known about being followed and had dug a trap for them to walk into, they would still have to spring it.

This strategy she had just learned from the Crown Prince relied on the fact that no one would be willing to let go of that slim chance – if it was her, and she escaped because they hesitated, they would regret it for life!

As for truly falling into her trap, it would only cost them some men – a painful but affordable loss for the well-established imperial family.

“Your people?” Xiao Changying let out a derisive laugh, with undisguised mockery in his eyes. “How long could your people hold them off?”

It was already remarkable that Bu Shulin could conceal her female identity in the capital. Trying to cultivate her forces would be nothing but a pipe dream.

The Shunan Prince’s mansion did have many capable people, but would the Prince of Shunan dare send them to Bu Shulin in the capital? Currently, all the Shunan Prince’s people were being intercepted by His Majesty, completely unable to connect with Bu Shulin – otherwise, how could she be in such a predicament?

Bu Shulin was slightly startled, realizing that Xiao Changying was trying to buy her time to make her journey to Tibet more secure.

“Your Highness…”

“This prince has no time to waste with your dithering. This matter is settled.” Xiao Changying raised his hand to cut off Bu Shulin. “This prince will only buy you three days. After three days, regardless of whether you’ve reached Tibet or not, this prince will withdraw. World Heir Bu, take care of yourself.”

With these irrefutable words, Xiao Changying strode away, circumventing Bu Shulin.

Bu Shulin could only watch as Xiao Changying’s departing robes fluttered with a blood-red hue.

Bu Shulin ultimately didn’t refuse Xiao Changying’s kindness. She had no standing in this matter – Xiao Changying wasn’t doing this for her, and she could not influence him. Rather than stubbornly persisting, it was better to accept this kindness directly, reducing the danger for both parties.

To show her trust in Xiao Changying and help make his act more convincing to Xiao Changyan and others, Bu Shulin handed over Jinshan, Yinshan, and all other openly accompanying subordinates to Xiao Changying.

At a quiet crossroads, Xiao Changying gave Bu Shulin an appraising look upon seeing this: “Since you show such courage, I’ll send you some people as well.”

Mounted on his tall steed, Xiao Changying’s crimson robes blazed like fire, as dazzling as the rising sun in the summer morning, impossible to ignore.

He raised his hand in a gesture, and a group of people emerged silently from the woods like ghosts, moving without sound or shadow, so fast that they seemed to materialize before Bu Shulin in the blink of an eye.

Bu Shulin was secretly alarmed. These people had appeared out of nowhere, dozens of steps away from her. Though she should have seen them approaching from afar, trying to recall now, she couldn’t remember how they had moved.

Their speed was incredible, like storm clouds on the horizon, arriving in the mere blink of an eye.

“Your Highness needs people by your side more than I do…”

“This prince isn’t as destitute as you!” Throwing down these disdainful words, Xiao Changying turned his horse, his deep sidelong glance falling on the subordinates he had summoned. “Protect World Heir Bu well.”

Then he raised his whip and shot off like an arrow, concealing that brilliant red among the layered peaks of mountains.

Left standing there, Bu Shulin faced these unfocused, puppet-like sturdy young men and sighed almost inaudibly. She cupped her hands toward these doll-like people: “Thank you all for accompanying me.”

As soon as she finished speaking, these people vanished silently again.

Bu Shulin blinked hard, then tried to sense her surroundings. She couldn’t detect these people’s presence, but she was certain they were very close!

If the timing weren’t so critical, Bu Shulin would have wanted to know how Prince Xin had trained such masters of concealment!

Yes, Bu Shulin also knew these people couldn’t have been trained by the free-spirited, throne-indifferent Xiao Changying. Suppressing her inner shock, Bu Shulin immediately rode to rejoin the traveling merchant group.

However, she hadn’t traveled for even an hour when she met her people at a rest stop.

This person was one of her secret guards whom she had specifically left with Shen Xihe. No matter where she went, as long as she was alive or her remains could be found, this person would be able to find her.

“World Heir, the Crown Prince Consort ordered me to bring Twenty-seven,” the secret guard said to Bu Shulin after speaking with her and brought another person forward.

Twenty-seven was one of the people identical to her whom Shen Xihe had sent out with Axi for bone manipulation. This person was one of Shen Xihe’s private guards, specially permitted by His Majesty, all orphans adopted from the northwestern wars, some abandoned infants, numbered and named in sequence, all surnamed Shen.

Before she left the capital, Twenty-seven had been taken back by the Crown Prince, and the other scattered doubles were all people the Crown Prince had ordered to undergo facial transformation.

After learning of the Crown Prince’s plan, Bu Shulin understood that the Crown Prince intended to use Twenty-seven in the Minjiang situation. As long as Twenty-seven was there, even if she didn’t arrive or something went wrong, the Minjiang situation would not be affected in the slightest.

Now Shen Xihe, worried about her safety, had sacrificed Xiao Huayong’s plan to send this person to her. Bu Shulin’s eyes grew moist.

Xiao Huayong’s days were numbered, she already knew this, which was why she was willing to work with the Crown Prince, using this opportunity to deal a heavy blow to His Majesty and Prince Jing’s faction. Even if the Crown Prince…

After this campaign, it would at least give Shen Xihe the longest possible breathing space. Someone as intelligent as Shen Xihe would surely understand this, she should understand how important the Battle of Minjiang was.

Therefore, Twenty-seven was an equally important link. Yet she had unhesitatingly given up this rare, perhaps unique opportunity to strike and weaken His Majesty and powerful enemies.

Simply because she truly viewed Bu Shulin as a friend and couldn’t bear to see her meet with disaster, she had sent Twenty-seven here, letting her use Twenty-seven to resolve the current crisis.

Thinking of this, Bu Shulin’s gaze grew determined: “Set out immediately for Minjiang.”

Since Youyou trusted and cared for her so much, she would also have to give her all, for Youyou’s sake!

Chapter 734: My Life Is In Your Control
“I sent Twenty-seven to Alin,” Shen Xihe said as she sat at her dressing table. Sensing the change in presence beside her, she opened her eyes to see Xiao Huayong taking the brush from Hongyu’s hands, bending down to draw her forehead decoration.

He always loved drawing her facial flowers. Since their marriage, he had done it most times, and she had gone from initial rejection to resigned acceptance to now willing acceptance and familiarity.

“I know.” Xiao Huayong turned her to face him, straddling his legs as he bent down, his eyes focused intently on her brow.

The cool touch of the brush landed between her brows. Shen Xihe kept her forehead still: “Beichen, I…”

For a moment, Shen Xihe didn’t know what to say to Xiao Huayong. She felt she had perhaps become too soft-hearted.

Thinking of Bu Shulin’s current situation and her pregnancy, Shen Xihe felt the small life growing day by day in her womb, and couldn’t bear to see Bu Shulin’s child lost in this power struggle.

“My Youyou is loyal and righteous, why feel troubled?” Xiao Huayong’s brush never stopped as he skillfully drew out the essence of the delicate Pingzhongye pattern.

“I shouldn’t be like this…” Shen Xihe closed her eyes, truly sensing how she had changed.

She should prioritize benefits and should be ruthless like Xiao Huayong when necessary without hesitation.

She shouldn’t show mercy during such a crucial game.

“It’s my fault.” Xiao Huayong’s gaze lowered to her eyes. “I shouldn’t have dragged you into this mortal world.”

He had forcibly made someone pure take on worldly concerns.

If not for meeting him, perhaps she would have forever remained that detached and cold Shen Xihe. She wouldn’t have been bound by so many emotions, her heart forever lonely and quiet, unmoved by anyone or anything.

He had brought her into this emotional and flashy mortal world, yet was unable to protect her from all worries. To ask her to return to being that otherworldly person who coldly observed the world – he was truly thoroughly despicable.

Shen Xihe suddenly opened her eyes, their obsidian-like brightness meeting Xiao Huayong’s midnight gaze: “No, it has nothing to do with you. Perhaps I never truly understood myself. This is my true nature; you just helped me see it earlier.”

As she spoke, she slowly gripped his wrist, her gaze remaining firm: “Beichen, no matter what situation I face in the future, I believe I can handle it with ease.

About our meeting, understanding, and staying together – every detail remains in my heart, letting me look back at sunset without regrets.”

I have also experienced what man-woman love is, because of your appearance.

A smile playing on his lips, Xiao Huayong put down the brush. After carefully examining his work and confirming it was perfect, he stood and drew her into his embrace, letting her cheek rest against his chest: “I led you into love’s river, yet cannot accompany you long, and you don’t even blame me. Today merely disrupts one of my chess pieces, why dwell on it?

Youyou, I don’t want you to become someone harsh on yourself yet lenient with others. Be someone lenient to both yourself and others.”

Shen Xihe started slightly, finally understanding that he knew she felt guilty about arbitrarily disrupting his plans, and was deliberately comforting and explaining to her.

A wave of warmth flowed through her heart, warming her to her core and filling her entire being.

Seeing her smile and no longer dwelling on it, Xiao Huayong’s heart finally relaxed. His heart too was filled with warmth – that Shen Xihe, usually so decisive, would fret over such an action, all because she cared for him so much.

“I disrupted your plans, yet you have to comfort me instead…” Shen Xihe suddenly realized she was being somewhat affected.

“Did you disrupt my plans?” Xiao Huayong asked in return.

Shen Xihe lowered her head with a smile, then quickly looked up, putting on a haughty expression: “What if I did?”

Xiao Huayong had never seen Shen Xihe so playfully coquettish. He couldn’t help but bend down to plant a deep kiss on her forehead, then held her tight, controlling his excitement: “It’s up to you, everything’s up to you. My life is in your control!”

Held tightly in Xiao Huayong’s embrace, surrounded by his scent, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but press her lips together, silently laughing.

Knowing she was still Xiao Huayong’s, she had indeed changed his plans out of unwillingness to see Bu Shulin in danger. The Battle of Minjiang was inevitable – without Bu Shulin, what method could be used to ignite this war?

It wasn’t difficult. They just needed someone whose appearance would make His Majesty want to eliminate them even more urgently than Bu Shulin, and similarly couldn’t be dealt with openly.

“You sent Brother to Minjiang.” Xiao Huayong hadn’t investigated or received any news from Shen Yun’an, but he knew Shen Xihe’s intentions.

Changing the bait to Shen Yun’an – His Majesty would likely be even less willing to miss this rare opportunity. Compared to the Shunan Prince’s mansion, the Northwestern Prince’s mansion was the real threat weighing on his mind.

And Shen Yun’an naturally wasn’t just going to Minjiang as bait but as commander.

Since His Majesty had already shown his hand, planning to mobilize the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s office, with neither Bu Shulin nor themselves present, no matter how well Xiao Huayong had arranged things, they lacked a commander to deal with unpredictable emergencies.

“Brother has long been eager to try naval warfare. This time he finally gets his wish.” Shen Xihe nodded.

This was truly an opportunity Shen Yun’an had longed for. The Northwest was grasslands and desert. Shen Yun’an was obsessed with military campaigns, and had long yearned for naval warfare but never had the chance.

After Shen Xihe sent the message, Shen Yun’an set out immediately, sending word to her afterward. By the time she received the news, Shen Yun’an had already been traveling for two days.

“In that case, we’ll await Brother’s victory report!” Having Shen Yun’an personally put Xiao Huayong’s mind more at ease.

But while Shen Xihe could let Shen Yun’an participate, he couldn’t. After all, weapons were blind – although the chance of Shen Yun’an meeting with an accident was extremely low, they couldn’t completely rule out the possibility. Xiao Huayong couldn’t bear the responsibility of implicating Shen Yun’an.

Shen Xihe had considered this. Firstly, she trusted her brother’s abilities. Secondly, as long as their Shen family guarded the Northwest, they could never be far from the battlefield. In general, one shouldn’t fear any campaign.

More experience meant greater expertise, which could become a lifesaver on some future unavoidable battlefield.

Shen Xihe raised her eyes to the serene clear sky, her confidence in her brother leaving her without any worry.

Taking the route from the Northwest through Tibet to Minjiang, Shen Yun’an only needed five days. Now Xiao Changying, leading Bu Shulin’s subordinates, was facing wave after wave of pursuit, while Bu Shulin, nearly five months pregnant, was approaching Tibet, and Twenty-seven, who had gone ahead, had simultaneously reached Minjiang.

Therefore, Emperor Youning quickly received the news.

“Shen Yun’an is in Minjiang?”

“Reporting to Your Majesty, the news is certain. However, with the Northwestern Prince controlling the Northwest, everyone believes the Prince’s Heir and his wife are worshipping at the temple…”

Now without their people in the Northwest, there was no way to uncover evidence of Shen Yun’an privately leaving the Northwest and abandoning his post unless they caught him.

“Good, good, excellent!” Emperor Youning’s gaze was ice-cold. The Shen family truly didn’t take him seriously. “Order the three divisions of the Divine Brave Army to proceed to Minjiang immediately. Don’t let either Bu Shulin or Shen Yun’an escape!”



Chapter 735: The Emperor’s Further Suspicions
For Emperor Youning, Shen Yun’an going to Minjiang to help Bu Shulin was an irresistible trap.

The Northwest had always been Emperor Youning’s greatest concern. As long as the Shen family remained in the Northwest, his empire would never be complete. After decades of campaigns north and south, he had pieced together, rebuilt, and unified the scattered territories, allowing them to cultivate and restore the dynasty’s prosperity.

Only the Northwest remained. The Shen father and son were too cunning – all these years he hadn’t found any handle against them. He didn’t believe Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an were law-abiding citizens, as proven by Shen Yun’an’s current unauthorized departure from the Northwest to lurk in Minjiang.

It was just that Shen Yueshan had covered it up well, preventing him from finding evidence.

Once he captured Shen Yun’an in Minjiang, he would confront Shen Yueshan with his son’s corpse!

“Yes, Your Majesty.” Liu Sanzhi responded, knowing the Emperor was truly taking action this time. This was probably the confrontation the Emperor had long yearned for, yet he felt compelled to add a reminder: “Your Majesty, the news comes suspiciously easily.”

Liu Sanzhi wasn’t doubting his intelligence’s accuracy – he was certain Shen Yun’an had indeed gone to Minjiang. But having managed intelligence for so many years, just by asking about the process, he could tell this news had come too smoothly as if someone had deliberately placed it in his hands.

And being placed in his hands meant it was intentionally meant for the Emperor to know.

Liu Sanzhi wasn’t sure who deliberately let the Emperor know – whether it was the princes not wanting to expose their strength and uncertain if it was Shen Yun’an, thus preferring to forgo the credit rather than risk reporting directly to the Emperor and becoming a scapegoat for the Northwestern Prince’s questioning later.

Or whether it was the Shen family’s doing.

The former wasn’t worth worrying about, but if it was the latter, it was a blatant challenge to the Emperor, showing the Shen family’s arrogance. Yet they had to be wary – such obvious exposure must be part of a trap set for the Emperor.

Liu Sanzhi didn’t involve himself in politics, but following Emperor Youning, who didn’t hide state affairs from him and occasionally shared thoughts regardless of his understanding, had developed some instincts. He vaguely felt this was Shen Yun’an deliberately exposing himself.

Otherwise, how could Shen Yun’an travel from the Northwest, silently passing through Tibet to reach Minjiang, remaining elusive throughout, only to expose himself upon safely reaching Minjiang? It was too perfectly timed.

Now Shen Yun’an was like a fish in the river – trying to find his trail would be like searching for a needle in the ocean.

“Heh.” The Emperor gave a cold laugh. “They’ve calculated that I would engage no matter what – let me see what they’re capable of!”

They?

Liu Sanzhi keenly caught these particular words, but Emperor Youning merely glanced at him without explaining, instead asking: “Has the Shunan Prince’s Heir’s whereabouts been discovered?”

Liu Sanzhi lowered his head: “Your servant is incompetent.”

Emperor Youning didn’t anger, instead saying: “They’ve hidden him well – neither Second Prince, Eighth Prince nor my people have managed to dig him out.”

Suddenly, Liu Sanzhi had a thought: “Your Majesty, your servant’s men following the Second Prince’s people have disappeared in Minzhou.”

It was perhaps premature to say “disappeared” – they had merely not sent news for two or three days. Trackers sometimes entered deep mountains and forests where they couldn’t send messages for days, which wasn’t unusual. But Liu Sanzhi had a gut feeling these men had likely met with misfortune.

They were tracking Bu Shulin and wouldn’t normally conflict with other forces, avoiding what could be avoided. Only Bu Shulin or those secretly protecting her would kill them.

The sudden killing meant Bu Shulin herself was indeed in Minzhou.

“Second Prince has truly surprised me somewhat.” Emperor Youning had never expected that casting a wide net and having people follow Xiao Changmin’s men would track down Bu Shulin’s whereabouts. “Send more people to follow.”

Being able to deal with Bu Shulin before Minjiang would certainly crush the Shen family’s spirit.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Spread the news of Shen Yun’an entering Minjiang.” Emperor Youning continued ordering. “Let me see their capabilities well.”

The Emperor mentioned “they” again. Liu Sanzhi couldn’t figure out exactly who he meant, and after a moment of silence with no further orders, he bowed and silently withdrew.

The “they” Emperor Youning referred to were the three Shen fathers and sons and another person. If Xiao Changying could see the confusion, how could Emperor Youning not? This operation’s style differed greatly from both the Shen father and sons and Shen Xihe.

He just wasn’t sure whether this person was Xiao Jueson or Xiao Huayong.

Previous traces suggested Xiao Jueson was more likely, but from Emperor Youning’s understanding of Shen Yueshan, he would never ally with someone like Xiao Jueson.

But Shen Yueshan must be allied with someone else. Thinking it through, the only person in the world who could suddenly gain Shen Yueshan’s trust and even control this entire situation could be Xiao Huayong.

If Xiao Huayong was opposing him as Emperor and father, it certainly wouldn’t be for the throne. Emperor Youning asked himself – in all these years, he had never mistreated Xiao Huayong. Though he had doubts and tests, he never harbored thoughts of suspicion or elimination.

The palace test two years ago wasn’t meant to take his life but was disrupted by Xiao Jueson’s sudden interference, which diverted his attention. Thinking carefully now, he felt he had overlooked something.

If it was Xiao Huayong, then this child must have learned about his background…

The silent Emperor fell into deep thought. The vast palace was solemn and quiet as he stood with hands behind his back, watching the curling incense smoke from the censers, his deep gaze seeming to brew something inscrutable and unfathomable.

Soon the news of Shen Yun’an’s infiltration of Minjiang spread in small circles. Several princes received the news. Xiao Changmin merely praised Shen Yun’an’s courage. He knew the news was spread by the Emperor’s people and was certainly true, but he didn’t plan to get involved – capturing Bu Shulin alone would be a great achievement.

Xiao Changyan shared similar thoughts with Xiao Changmin. Xiao Changyan’s power base was in Annan, with only Shunan able to contain him. The Northwestern Prince wasn’t yet his major concern, and he didn’t want to expose too much strength – wasn’t it better to reap the benefits from the sidelines?

Both men almost simultaneously received news of their people disappearing in Minzhou. Even if they were just out of contact, they vaguely sensed something unusual and immediately increased their manpower heading to Minzhou.

Xiao Changmin was confident in his assets and sent people with a flying moth to follow, while Xiao Changyan and Emperor Youning’s people followed closely behind.

South of Minzhou, Xiao Changying and his group including Yinshan faced fierce ambushes and pursuit, while Bu Shulin had just started westward from Minzhou, stepping into Tibetan territory.



Chapter 736: Lying Down, Going Nowhere
With three forces combining efforts at all costs, although Xiao Changying had brought many men, they were all lost around the Qiang waters. He was forced to flee with someone disguised as Bu Shulin, just to buy Bu Shulin more time to enter Tibet.

The last time he experienced such relentless pursuit without rest was four years ago when he first met Shen Xihe. Back then, he was exhausted, covered in wounds, barely hanging on. If Shen Xihe hadn’t appeared that day, he probably wouldn’t have lasted until the people his elder brother sent arrived.

Lying in the messy hay, concealed by nightfall and the dense mountain forest, Xiao Changying took out a sachet. This was one of several that Bu Shulin had given him before they parted ways.

Though Bu Shulin had given it to him, Xiao Changying knew these were likely life-saving items that Shen Xihe had prepared for Bu Shulin. Holding the sachet, Xiao Changying couldn’t help but smile slightly, the blood stains on his face seeming to fade a bit.

He admired Shen Xihe. He didn’t know how this sachet was made, but it could not only keep away snakes, insects, rats, and large beasts but also mask the scent of blood. More remarkably, its fragrance was so natural and clear, as if merged with the mountain wildflowers.

“Your Highness, they’re coming.” The person disguised as Bu Shulin was someone Yinshan had brought on Bu Shulin’s orders. Now only he and Xiao Changying were alive, even Yinshan had already…

If he hadn’t been the one disguised as Bu Shulin to deceive the pursuers, with Xiao Changying protecting him along the way, he would likely have met an ill fate as well.

As if not hearing the warning, Xiao Changying turned over, lying face up, holding the sachet suspended before his nose. He suddenly took a deep breath, his expression changing abruptly as his hand shifted – an arrow whistled past, striking the tree root directly opposite with a thud.

Immediately after came volleys of dense arrows. Xiao Changying rolled, following the slope of the grass downward. This was the best position he’d found – from here he could slide into a mountain stream with fairly turbulent waters, with a waterfall hanging above. Once he fell into the water, he could float downstream.

As for Bu Shulin’s man, he naturally wouldn’t protect him anymore. Having delayed for Bu Shulin until now was already more than generous.

Everything proceeded according to his plan, except Xiao Changying never imagined that when he floated downstream and fell into the river, someone would already be waiting there with gleaming swords.

“Ninth Lord, you’ve kept us waiting,” said the leader, who had a scar on his face but wore no mask.

“So it’s Young General Qian. Eighth Brother truly has impressive methods.” Xiao Changying recognized the man. He had once been very valiant, with both father and brothers in the military. However, his father died in battle due to misjudging military intelligence, and his elder brother perished alongside him.

The Qian family had only him left. He was ostracized in the military camp, and after getting into a conflict with someone who slandered his father and brother, he accidentally killed them. He was sentenced to exile but escaped during transport and hasn’t been caught since.

There were quite a few similar skilled fighters who had angrily left the military. As the one currently in charge of training the Capital Guard, Xiao Changying had some understanding of these people. Glancing roughly at those behind him, they all appeared to be well-trained professionals, far more presentable than the motley crew under his second brother.

It seemed his eighth brother had recruited these people – skilled fighters who had served in the military but became outcasts for various reasons. He gathered them under his command, trained them further, and quickly built a fierce underground army.

“Does the Fifth Lord know of the Ninth Lord’s involvement in this matter?” Qian asked. “Will Ninth Lord come with us, or do you wish to teach us a few moves?”

They wouldn’t kill Xiao Changying – Xiao Changyan didn’t want to openly break with Xiao Changqin, at least not now. If they fought too early, it would only benefit others.

Capturing Xiao Changying to exchange for benefits from Xiao Changqin was the best method.

“Today, I’ll teach you how to be proper men!” Xiao Changying suddenly revealed the flexible sword wrapped around his waist, flipping up and striking directly at Qian’s face with his sword.

The other side dodged and drew his sword to meet him, quickly forcing Xiao Changying into their encirclement. They had no intention of fighting honorably. Their coordinated encirclement was very well-practiced. Even though Xiao Changying was highly skilled and his martial arts far surpassed theirs, the fight remained fierce and evenly matched.

Two fists cannot beat four hands. Though they intended to spare Xiao Changying’s life, after his stubborn resistance and killing four of their men by exploiting this weakness, they abandoned their reservations and struck at him more viciously. After several exchanges, Xiao Changying had numerous wounds, his flame-red clothes stained dark with blood, looking exactly like he did that year.

Until a blade slashed across his waist, flicking away his sachet as he dodged, Xiao Changying’s gaze turned cold. Disregarding the attacks from behind, his flexible sword traced afterimages in the air, like countless phantom swords exploding before the eyes of those attacking from the front.

These men didn’t understand what happened and had no time to dodge. Their pupils burst one by one, blood flowing down their faces. As Xiao Changying landed back down, his long sword swept across, raising a thin spray of blood that slashed their throats.

As these men fell, a sword pierced through the right side of Xiao Changying’s chest.

There were two swords thrust at him, but at the crucial moment, a black shadow flashed out and deflected the other iron sword aimed at Xiao Changying’s heart. This figure moved like a ghost, taking down the person he had intercepted in just a few quick moves.

Xiao Changying looked down at the sword piercing his chest, grabbed the blade, and with a flourish of his sword, thrust it back into the person behind him. At the same time, he broke off the sword in his chest, spun around, and slashed with the sword in his hand. The person behind him collapsed with a thud.

He could only use his sword tip against the ground to barely support his body, maintaining a kneeling position on one knee without falling.

Xiao Changying raised his head to look at the person standing before him. Though the face was completely unfamiliar, he had noticed this person earlier. After this group appeared, this person had deliberately let him discover their presence. Though he couldn’t determine friend or foe before, now he could guess: “I thought… *cough cough cough*… you were here to collect my corpse.”

“The Crown Prince ordered that Your Highness be brought back to the capital alive. Preferably lying down, unable to go anywhere.” The person mechanically repeated Xiao Huayong’s words.

He was responsible for protecting Xiao Changying and preventing him from losing his life, but for Xiao Changying’s good, it was best to ensure he would no longer have the strength to recklessly run out of the capital and involve himself in matters he shouldn’t.

Xiao Changying closed his eyes. He didn’t want to speak.

The person sent by Xiao Huayong said nothing more. He stepped forward to apply some medicine to stop Xiao Changying’s bleeding, then carried him away, rushing to return him to the capital as quickly as possible that night.

Chapter 737: Make Them Submit
Xiao Changying was returned to the capital in just two days, with constant changes of carriages and travel day and night. After he was handed over to Xiao Changqin, Xiao Huayong confessed to Shen Xihe: “Little Nine is back, my men brought him back.”

Shen Xihe was making clothes for Xiao Huayong. Though the Crown Prince had an entire Imperial Wardrobe Bureau at his disposal, and Shen Xihe wasn’t the type of virtuous wife confined to domestic duties focused solely on supporting her husband and teaching children, Xiao Huayong never presumed to ask for such things. However, Shen Xihe had a habit of making four seasons’ worth of clothes annually for her father and brothers, and after marrying Xiao Huayong, she never showed favoritism.

Hearing this, her fair fingers holding the needle paused: “Is he injured?”

Though she asked, her tone was matter-of-fact. Since Xiao Changying had involved himself in this matter, he wouldn’t withdraw halfway, even if she tried to stop him. With Xiao Changying’s martial skills, unless Xiao Huayong went himself, it wouldn’t be easy to subdue and forcibly bring him back.

If Xiao Huayong’s men could bring him back and require his men’s escort, he must be injured, and quite seriously at that.

Speaking with intelligent people was particularly easy – they understood with just a hint.

Xiao Huayong’s gaze swept almost imperceptibly over Shen Xihe, seeing her continue her needlework, his lips curving slightly: “Seriously wounded by Eighth Brother’s men. His life isn’t in danger, but he’ll need a month or so to recover.”

Shen Xihe nodded slightly in acknowledgment, saying nothing more, clearly unconcerned with this matter.

However, Xiao Huayong didn’t end the topic there, and while teasing Baisui said: “I led Eighth Brother’s men to ambush him.”

“Terrible, terrible!”

Before Shen Xihe could react, Youyou’s voice rang out. Looking up, she saw Xiao Huayong holding a thin, smoothly polished wooden stick, scratching Baisui’s softest feathers under its belly, making it hop around its perch. However, with one foot chained, it couldn’t escape Xiao Huayong’s tormenting hand.

After watching silently for a while, Shen Xihe asked: “Why?”

She couldn’t immediately understand Xiao Huayong’s reasons for leading Xiao Changyan’s men to ambush Xiao Changying. Was it merely because Xiao Changying had risked his life for her sake?

If Xiao Huayong only minded this point, Xiao Changying wouldn’t have been able to leave the capital at all, let alone get involved in finding Bu Shulin. Xiao Huayong didn’t need Xiao Changying’s help at all – he could ensure Xiao Changying’s safety while also protecting Bu Shulin’s life.

There was also no question of betrayal after using him, waiting until after Xiao Changying helped Bu Shulin to turn on him.

After poking Baisui several more times, watching it flap its wings and cry out: “Youyou deer calls, youyou my heart…”

Once satisfied with its cries, Xiao Huayong put down the wooden stick with a mysterious and pleased smile. Instead of answering Shen Xihe’s question, he suddenly said: “After this battle at Minjiang, His Majesty will surely suspect either that your Shen family is in league with Imperial Uncle, or that I am biding my time.

Either way, it will leave him restless, but different outcomes require different countermeasures.

If it’s the former, he’ll naturally find ways to make your Shen clan seek its destruction as treasonous subjects. If it’s the latter…”

“As Crown Prince’s consort, my father, brothers, and I would all be accomplices in your rebellion,” Shen Xihe finished Xiao Huayong’s thought. “His Majesty wants to know whether you’re lying low or if we Shens have already turned traitor. Minjiang is destined for bloodshed.

However, you’ve already made it clear that Minjiang is a dragon’s pool and tiger’s den. My brother has gone to Minjiang, and His Majesty’s Divine Brave Army is precious – you’ve already cost them many lives. He won’t want to waste more lives needlessly; he needs someone to scout ahead.”

This scout, to discover their true intentions, couldn’t be incompetent. The Second Prince lacked this ability – sending him would be pure suicide, unable to make even a splash, not the result His Majesty wanted.

That left only Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changyan. Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changying were brothers; though Xiao Changqin excelled in both civil and military affairs when it came to leading troops in battle, Xiao Changying was naturally more valiant and unmatched. Together, they would be the best choice.

Xiao Huayong didn’t want Xiao Changqin to go, so he had Xiao Changyan’s men seriously wound Xiao Changying. First, with Xiao Changying seriously injured, His Majesty would favor Xiao Changyan for the battlefield. Second, since Xiao Changying was wounded by Xiao Changyan’s men, Xiao Changqin would certainly push Xiao Changyan to Minjiang with all his might, allowing him to strike hard in revenge for his brother.

“Prince Xin isn’t someone easily fooled.” That Xiao Changqin would so easily believe Xiao Changyan’s ambush of Xiao Changying had nothing to do with Xiao Huayong.

“What if he believes it? What if he doesn’t?” Xiao Huayong was completely unconcerned. “If he can see through my interference, he can understand why I interfered. Compared to becoming His Majesty’s pawn, carrying imperial orders to pacify Minjiang, having to use every means at his disposal, and losing who knows how many followers just to protect himself in Minjiang, Little Nine’s fall is the best choice. He should be grateful to me.”

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but stare at Xiao Huayong. She didn’t consider herself particularly upright and honest, but compared to Xiao Huayong’s shamelessness, she truly had to admit defeat.

“Beichen, no one likes being forced and threatened. Even if Prince Xin knows this benefits him more, he’ll still hate you for forcing him down your arranged path, and you’ve hurt his closest kin.”

If it were her, if Xiao Huayong dared to hurt Shen Yun’an like this, she wouldn’t let it rest. Even if circumstances forced her to endure it this time, she would eventually find an opportunity to make Xiao Huayong pay the price.

“Hahahahaha…” Xiao Huayong laughed heartily, spinning gracefully to sit against the beautiful rest, his posture both elegant and casual. “No matter. If he wants to vent this anger, let him come at me with all he’s got, as long as he can get the better of me.”

From their first meeting until marriage, Shen Xihe had only felt that Xiao Huayong was like his eyes – concentrated silver light, with hidden splendor. Behind the brilliant gleam lay endless darkness. After marriage, she discovered Xiao Huayong’s innate arrogance.

Not baseless overconfidence, but true imperial contempt for all under heaven.

He seemed to have divided her and everyone else in the world into two circles. Except for her, he didn’t take anyone else seriously, his methods domineering and forceful, completely unconcerned whether these people would harbor hatred.

It wasn’t that he couldn’t imagine their hatred – he simply didn’t care.

“Beichen, you had other methods…” She didn’t understand why, when he could have shown grace to Xiao Changqin, he insisted on using suppression.

“Youyou, between the strong and the weak, that’s called showing grace. Between the strong and strong, the other side sees it as assistance, and they’ll always find ways to repay the favor elsewhere. If you want to truly end their thoughts of resistance, it’s not about keeping clear of each other, but making them…”

Xiao Huayong’s smile faded as he forcefully pronounced two words: “Submit!”

Chapter 738: Seeing Through the Crown Prince’s Thoughts
As dawn’s light emerged faintly, the wind carried the fragrance of flowers.

Xiao Huayong turned to meet Shen Xihe’s startled gaze. His wife was perfect in every way, except she was too detached from worldly struggles.

He trusted that no matter when or where she had the wisdom to protect herself and escape trouble. But she lacked an inner drive, staying aloof from all conflicts. If not for the people and things she wanted to protect, she might have lived with complete emotional detachment.

This rare temperament also had its drawbacks.

She didn’t fear the Xiao Changqin brothers and knew that once Xiao Changqin harbored thoughts of seizing the throne, they would inevitably fight to the death.

However, as long as these brothers hadn’t caused her trouble or become her true enemies, she never wanted to strike first. It wasn’t that she was merely going with the flow, but rather that she lacked aggression and killing intent in her bones. If peaceful coexistence was possible, she didn’t want to wage war.

Shen Xihe understood Xiao Huayong’s meaning but smiled slightly: “Beichen, perhaps being born into the imperial family, you’re right. However, my nature is such that my way of doing things is deeply ingrained in my bones, not something that can be changed overnight.”

“No hurry, it’s enough that you understand,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently, his eyes rippling.

She adapted quickly to her environment, but sometimes she didn’t recognize the transformation of her identity and her personality’s shortcomings in dealing with imperial affairs.

Xiao Huayong had noticed this early on but never wanted to remind her or force her to adapt or change anything. Because he could shoulder everything, she only needed to let time pass while keeping her original heart unchanged.

But now his time with her was short, and he didn’t know if heaven would show mercy and allow him to return to her side. He had to make her see everything clearly, fearing these things she overlooked might become fatal weaknesses when he couldn’t accompany her.

Her obsidian eyes were soft and moist, and Shen Xihe’s entire being was surrounded by a gentle, water-like radiance. She smiled: “Mm.”

Their shared smile contained clear skies and peaceful times.

In stark contrast, at Prince Xin’s mansion, Xiao Changqin sat expressionlessly on the edge of the couch, fingers rubbing the seal on his wrist. His gaze seemed to fall on Xiao Changying lying still on the couch, yet appeared unfocused, his thoughts drifting elsewhere.

As the sun set and the moon rose, the daylight in the room quietly changed to flickering candlelight before the unconscious Xiao Changying finally awoke in pain, letting out a slight groan that drew Xiao Changqin’s focused gaze as he slowly looked over: “Awake?”

Looking around, familiar arrangements told Xiao Changying where he was. He pressed his lips together and lowered his head: “The men Elder Brother assigned to me, all… perished.”

He felt very guilty. These weren’t ordinary men – clearly, Xiao Changqin had invested much effort in training them.

“They were meant to protect you. Soldiers trained for a thousand days are used in one hour – don’t mind it,” Xiao Changqin said calmly. “The Crown Prince’s men brought you back.”

“Mm.” Xiao Changying nodded and smiled bitterly. “He knew our every move. He must have had someone following me all along. This person’s martial arts were extraordinary – I didn’t notice at all. The Crown Prince’s men brought me back to the capital in just two days.”

This speed left Xiao Changying astonished. Even as a seriously injured man, at every stop people were waiting with carriages, traveling day and night. This alone showed how many capable people the Crown Prince had under him.

“Have you thought about why you were wounded?” Xiao Changqin asked.

“It was Eighth Brother’s men.” Mentioning this energized him. “Elder Brother, I met Qian Zong!”

Qian Zong should have been dead already. Xiao Changyan had who knew how many such ‘dead’ men under him. These men were not only useful but any crimes they committed could be dissociated from him.

Moreover, these people had experienced many hardships and harbored resentment, making them ruthless and decisive in action. They were especially grateful and loyal to Xiao Changyan who pulled them from darkness. Even if captured alive, they wouldn’t betray him.

Xiao Changqin wasn’t interested in whom Xiao Changyan recruited. Seeing his brother didn’t understand his meaning, he had to speak directly: “It was the Crown Prince who led Qian Zong to find your trail.”

Xiao Changying was stunned: “Why… why?”

Xiao Changying didn’t doubt his brother’s words, but couldn’t understand why Xiao Huayong would do this.

Xiao Huayong could have ignored his plight – they couldn’t criticize that. But by leading men to ambush him, Xiao Huayong was making enemies.

“The Crown Prince’s thoughts are unfathomable. I’ve only just understood a bit,” Xiao Changqin had been thinking about this while watching Xiao Changying. “The Western Prince’s heir has gone to Minjiang to help the King of Southern Shu. His Majesty won’t miss this opportunity.

From beginning to end, this was a trap set by the Crown Prince – anyone could see this was a life-or-death battle. His Majesty naturally has some understanding of our various forces and won’t sit by watching yourself and the Shen clan fight while we reap the benefits.

Whether to eliminate future troubles or preserve strength, His Majesty will drag us in.

Weighing both sides, His Majesty likely fears me more than Eighth Brother. Thus, no later than tomorrow, His Majesty will create disturbances around Minjiang, legitimately ordering you to lead troops there.”

Once Xiao Changying reached Minjiang, he would inevitably have to fight Shen Yun’an, and he would certainly protect Xiao Changying.

In this battle, Xiao Changying couldn’t lose – that would be a serious crime – and couldn’t deliberately lose – that would be a conspiracy to rebel.

“The Crown Prince doesn’t want conflict with Elder Brother and me,” Xiao Changying felt relieved.

Xiao Changqin glanced at him: “The Crown Prince wants to establish the relationship between ruler and subject with us.”

Not involving them in this conflict was telling them he was willing to treat them as his people. Deliberately leading Xiao Changyan to strike at Xiao Changying was also telling them who was the ruler and who was the subject.

“Elder Brother, what do you mean?” Xiao Changying asked carefully.

His brother had no desire for the throne. In the future, whoever gained the throne, would naturally be subjects. For Xiao Changying, this wasn’t hard to accept.

What worried Xiao Changying was his brother. Once, his brother had ambition, but that ambition had caused him heart-wrenching pain. More than once he had regretted not taking Fifth Sister-in-law to roam freely through mountains and rivers, staying out of worldly affairs earlier.

If they had, even when the Gu family fell, they could have avoided it. Perhaps the Fifth Sister-in-law wouldn’t have been so resolute.

“The Crown Prince and we have been rulers and subjects since birth,” Xiao Changqin viewed the Crown Prince’s position very calmly. “I just vaguely feel the Crown Prince is too hasty this time.”

Chapter 739: She Will Not Marry Again
“Too hasty?” After careful consideration, Xiao Changying also felt it was a bit rushed as if the Crown Prince couldn’t wait to create an opportunity to eliminate all threatening individuals. “Brother, His Highness the Crown Prince is already twenty-three this year…”

There were rumors outside that the Crown Prince wouldn’t live past twenty-four years. They had always thought it was a rumor spread by the Crown Prince himself to maintain a low profile for protection. But how could their Emperor be so perceptive? If these rumors were groundless, why would His Majesty take no action?

So… the Crown Prince truly wouldn’t live past twenty-four years. This explained his current actions reasonably and logically.

His younger brother’s expression was extremely complex, showing both joy and worry.

Xiao Changqin could understand his current thoughts. He was pleased that something was wrong with the Crown Prince, giving him perhaps a chance to fulfill his wishes, though the opportunity was extremely small. His worry stemmed from the possibility that Shen Xihe might not be indifferent to the Crown Prince – after all, the Crown Prince had paved such a path for her. Even a stone would warm up after being held for so long. If so, the Crown Prince’s death would cause her pain.

“The Crown Princess must have feelings for the Crown Prince,” Xiao Changqin had to pour cold water on his brother, making him face reality soberly.

Noticing Xiao Changying’s slightly stiffened body, Xiao Changqin spoke deliberately: “The Crown Prince has always been far-sighted. If he had known early about his short lifespan, our imperial family wouldn’t be as peaceful as it is now. This battle coming so hurriedly can only mean the Crown Prince has recently accepted his fate of a short life.

At this moment, the Crown Prince has abandoned the Xiao family, focusing solely on paving the way for the Crown Princess. They’ve been married for nearly three years – if the Crown Princess hadn’t been moved at all, the Crown Prince wouldn’t have gone this far.”

No one understood better than him the bone-deep, heart-piercing pain of loving someone deeply, yearning for even the slightest response from them, be it just a glance or a fleeting smile.

Xiao Changying clenched his jaw, remaining silent.

Seemingly blind to his resistance, Xiao Changqin continued: “The Crown Princess must have known early that the Crown Prince wasn’t destined for longevity. She resolutely married into the Eastern Palace for the sake of legitimate succession, to avoid the pain of spousal conflict later. The Crown Princess is someone who values national affairs over personal relationships.

Even if she didn’t have feelings for him, which she does now, she wouldn’t marry again after the Crown Prince’s death.”

Therefore, you’d better kill that hope early.

Xiao Changqin didn’t want his brother to harbor unrealistic fantasies, just as he once did. It was precisely because his fantasies were too beautiful that he exhausted himself trying to grasp them, like a flying kite – the harder he pulled, the less control he had. In the end, his joyful expectations were shattered, leaving him unable to accept it and regretting it for life.

“She wants to seize that position. If the Crown Prince dies, how can she compete?” Xiao Changying refused to give up.

Xiao Changqin gave a light laugh: “The Crown Prince is still alive. They will have offspring sooner or later, or perhaps… the Eastern Palace already has good news.”

Xiao Changying’s face turned pale as he pressed his lips together in emotional resistance: “Even if she’s pregnant, how can you be certain it will be a prince!”

“It will be a prince.” Xiao Changqin spoke with absolute certainty, emphasizing each word.

For others, it might be a fifty-fifty chance, but when it came to Shen Xihe, any child she bore would be a prince. Even if it weren’t real, the Crown Prince would arrange a switch.

“The Crown Prince, he…” Xiao Changying understood Xiao Changqin’s implied meaning and was shocked. He couldn’t process or accept this fact.

Blood inheritance and imperial legitimacy were of utmost importance, yet Xiao Huayong would risk mixing the imperial bloodline just for Shen Xihe!

“This is why he could move the Crown Princess’s heart.” Xiao Changqin delivered another heavy blow to Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changying completely crumpled at this. His eyes moved aimlessly, his mind in chaos.

To be fair, having never faced such a choice himself, he wasn’t sure if he could do what Xiao Huayong did when confronted with the situation. Such actions completely subverted his principles and etiquette, challenging his fundamental beliefs…

Seeing Xiao Changying’s lost state, Xiao Changqin patted his shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze, sighed softly, and turned to leave with his hands behind his back.

In this matter, Xiao Changying had eagerly allowed himself to be used by Xiao Huayong. Given the Crown Prince’s honesty, he didn’t want to awkwardly pursue why the Crown Prince had manipulated Xiao Changying – if the Crown Prince had truly wanted to harm Xiao Changying, he wouldn’t have returned alive.

He had lost his desire for the throne. If Shen Xihe’s young son ascended the throne, he could peacefully withdraw from this circle of politics – a mutually beneficial arrangement.

Most importantly, not competing with Shen Xihe would prevent Xiao Changying from being caught in the middle.

Since this was the case, why not plan early to stabilize the situation? He could gain his freedom sooner.

Back in his study, Xiao Changqin wrote furiously, sending out sealed letters one after another. The next day, before dawn and morning court, news exploded in the capital about pirates massacring fishermen in the Min River.

Lights lit up in official residences one by one as civil and military officials hurriedly dressed in their court attire to attend the audience.

An entire village had been massacred, and the bloody memorial was presented to Emperor Youning, who flew into a rage. He ordered the Jiannan Military Commissioner and the defenders of Hanzhou and Yazhou to thoroughly investigate the matter, bypassing the South Shu Prince’s manor due to their mourning period.

Someone immediately proposed that since the pirates were rampant, they requested His Majesty to send troops to suppress them.

Emperor Youning accepted the suggestion and immediately named Xiao Changying, but Xiao Changqin responded: “Reporting to Your Majesty, the Ninth Prince was attacked last night upon returning home. His injuries are severe, and I haven’t had the chance to report this.”

“An attack on a prince in the capital?” Emperor Youning became more enraged. “The Department of Justice, investigate this thoroughly for me!”

The Minister of Justice accepted the order, and Xiao Changqin lowered his eyes as he returned to his position.

Since Xiao Changying had already been named, choosing another general at this point would seem inappropriate. Someone immediately stood up to propose Xiao Changyan to lead the troops. Xiao Changyan didn’t want to be this test stone, and his people argued strongly to decline him, but they couldn’t win against the political maneuvering of several factions. He was ultimately appointed commander by His Majesty, leading five thousand naval troops to Min Prefecture.

After the court dismissed, Xiao Changyan specifically stopped Xiao Changqin: “Fifth Brother’s wisdom surpasses others, but don’t become a weapon in others’ hands.”

Xiao Changqin slightly raised his eyes, his smile not reaching them, and gave a perfunctory bow: “Eighth Brother is brave and skilled in warfare, with elite troops and capable generals under his command. Your brother wishes you victory from afar, adding to your achievements.”

“Fifth Brother, three legs make a tripod stand firm, when the lips are gone, the teeth grow cold!” Xiao Changyan reminded him solemnly.

“Your brother isn’t as learned as Eighth Brother. I only know that one monk carries water to drink, two monks lift water to drink, three monks… have no water to drink.” Xiao Changqin gave a false smile. “Since there are too many people, causing everyone to go thirsty, someone shouldn’t exist, right, Eighth Brother?”

“It seems Fifth Brother has chosen his water carriers. This brother wishes you success in your endeavors.” Xiao Changyan laughed coldly.

“Eighth Brother should return victorious soon, otherwise your brother worries you’ll miss the opportunity to see…”

Xiao Changqin’s measured words made Xiao Changyan leave in anger.

Chapter 740: Youyou Has a Fair Heart
Despite his many grievances, Xiao Changyan dared not disobey the imperial command, nor could he fake an injury to avoid this task at such a crucial time.

While this would indeed help him avoid an unfortunate disaster where danger outweighed safety, His Majesty wasn’t easily fooled. No matter how cleanly he handled it without leaving evidence, His Majesty would understand this was deliberate and would be angered.

He wasn’t like Xiao Huayong, who was destined to be His Majesty’s adversary and needn’t care about His Majesty’s opinion. Angering His Majesty now would mean creating a powerful enemy for himself.

Nor was he like Xiao Changqin, who had lost his ambition for the throne and thus didn’t care how His Majesty viewed him.

While Xiao Changyan made thorough preparations and departed the capital with great pomp, Shen Xihe’s thoughts were on another matter.

“Is the village massacre real?”

Xiao Huayong was bent over reviewing memorials assigned by His Majesty when Shen Xihe, unusually idle and holding Duanming, had been sitting nearby for a long while before suddenly asking.

His writing fingers paused, and Xiao Huayong countered: “What does Youyou think?”

His Majesty had ruled for over twenty years, bringing prosperity to the dynasty. While one couldn’t say doors remained unlocked at night, it could be said there was peace throughout the land. While bandits existed, they rarely grew powerful enough to massacre an entire village – such brutal criminals were hard to find.

Even if such people existed, they wouldn’t dare cause such a commotion unless the village held some extraordinary wealth worth dying for.

Therefore, Shen Xihe didn’t believe they were real pirates. But without such a shocking event, His Majesty couldn’t mobilize troops so dramatically – a general wasn’t enough, he even needed to send a prince to oversee the situation.

Thus, the massacre couldn’t be baseless.

Reaching this conclusion, Shen Xihe still didn’t blame His Majesty: “His Majesty isn’t such a despicable person.”

Did His Majesty value power?

Naturally, he did, otherwise, there wouldn’t have been Prince Qian’s wrongful death, nor would he have ascended the throne.

Was His Majesty heartless?

On this point, Shen Xihe found it difficult to judge, as some things weren’t simply black and white. The Gu family’s destruction was an inevitable result of political struggle – even if the current Gu family had survived this round, such events would still occur.

This had nothing to do with whether the emperor was self-serving. Regarding the Shen family, as a Shen daughter, Shen Xihe naturally favored and protected her family, but to criticize His Majesty from the stance of a Shen daughter would indeed be excessive.

His Majesty’s wariness wasn’t wrong. While Shen Xihe could only guarantee her father and brothers harbored no thoughts of rebellion, she couldn’t guarantee how future generations would think if the Shen family continued to grow powerful. From this perspective, His Majesty wasn’t at fault.

However, His Majesty ultimately wouldn’t take a step back or trust her father and brothers. If His Majesty could be more magnanimous and allow her father and brothers to leave and live freely as wealthy civilians, both sides could win.

But they all understood that power couldn’t be relinquished – once released, the emperor’s blade awaited them. Only death would truly set His Majesty’s mind at ease.

This was also the quickest way to control the Northwest. The Shen family was deeply rooted there. Even if the emperor could momentarily be magnanimous and let Shen Yueshan’s family go while treating the major clans who followed the Shen family well, as long as Shen Yueshan lived, his influence would remain.

These people wouldn’t believe Shen Yueshan willingly stepped down, no matter how he explained. They would only see the sadness of a bow being stored away after all the birds were gone.

They trusted Shen Yueshan more and would spontaneously resist whoever His Majesty sent to reorganize and take control of the Northwest, plunging it into new chaos. Both His Majesty and Shen Yueshan understood this, so neither could yield.

This was a deadlock, one where blame couldn’t be assigned.

Setting aside the Gu and Shen families, His Majesty had never wronged his court officials. He was diligent, concerned for the country, and loved his people.

Shen Xihe didn’t believe His Majesty would massacre a village just to reasonably station troops along the Min River to kill Shen Yueshan and Bu Shulin.

Xiao Huayong put down his brush and looked at Shen Xihe solemnly: “Youyou, none of us compare to you.”

Upon first hearing about the Min River massacre, those who knew the truth like Xiao Huayong and Xiao Changqin immediately thought His Majesty was truly ruthless.

Only Shen Xihe didn’t investigate thoroughly, trusting in His Majesty’s way of ruling.

Xiao Huayong had sent people to investigate: “His Majesty indeed didn’t massacre the village. As emperor, fabricating a massacre wouldn’t be difficult.”

How vast was the realm? Who could count how many villages and people existed? Even the Ministry of Revenue’s records were incomplete, leaving much room for manipulation.

Finding an isolated, remote location near the Min River would suffice to create the appearance of a massacre. The corpses were covered in white cloth – who could know if they were real? Blood everywhere – who could verify if it was human blood?

As long as officials orchestrated it, how could common people doubt it?

At most, they would realize: “Oh, there was a small village we never knew about just a hundred li away.”

They would secretly feel fortunate it wasn’t their village that suffered such a fate…

Just as she had thought, although Shen Xihe believed His Majesty wasn’t such a brutal person when confirmed, she still felt relieved.

All this arose from her and Xiao Huayong’s scheming. Xiao Huayong had led His Majesty to the Min River, and she had sent Shen Yun’an there, forcing His Majesty to make arrangements. Even though she hadn’t killed anyone, if His Majesty had truly massacred a village because of this, she would have felt guilty.

“Youyou has a fair heart,” Xiao Huayong praised lightly.

Whether enemy or villain, she would never hastily judge someone based on her likes and dislikes, yet she naturally favored her own family. She protected her own but wasn’t blind about it – this made her most suitable to be a ruler.

“It’s just a habit of how I view things and people.” Perhaps because she possessed it herself, Shen Xihe never thought it particularly precious. She was simply accustomed to setting aside personal emotions when viewing everything, which was why she would never be careless against enemies or wrongly accuse someone.

“His Majesty intends to be frank with Prince Jing,” Shen Xihe suddenly understood why Emperor Youning had spread news of Shen Yun’an’s infiltration into the Min River.

The village massacre had been arranged perfectly at this point. The next step would naturally be to issue secret orders to Xiao Changyan, letting him know the massacre was fabricated to secretly capture Shen Yun’an.

This completely pushed Xiao Changyan to the edge of the storm, leaving him no retreat.

Even knowing it would be a fierce battle, Xiao Changyan couldn’t muddle through or try to preserve his forces by being passive in battle due to a lack of substantial evidence about Shen Yun’an’s presence in the Min River.

The emperor’s command was there.

His Majesty wasn’t worried about exposure – he issued the secret orders precisely because he wasn’t certain about Shen Yun’an’s presence. This showed his deep consideration.

Chapter 741: The Prince of Lie’s Affection for the Crown Princess
His Majesty wasn’t acting out of suspicion or ill will toward Shen Yun’an – he was secretly working to prove Shen Yun’an’s innocence.

Of course, once it was revealed and confirmed that Shen Yun’an had abandoned his post to secretly infiltrate the Min River, His Majesty would be seen as a wise ruler who captured a treasonous official.

He could either attack or defend.

However events unfolded, the emperor would always be impeccable and watertight in his actions.

His skillful maneuvering could only be applauded.

“His Majesty won’t have concerns until Eighth Brother reaches Min River,” Xiao Huayong’s gaze fell on the Pingzhong leaf bonsai on his desk, his eyes distant. “But the Bu heir is in trouble.”

Bu Shulin was in trouble? What trouble?

For her sake, Xiao Changying had led Silver Mountain to draw away Xiao Changmin’s men, who in turn drew away Xiao Changyan and His Majesty’s forces. Now with news of Shen Yun’an reaching Min River, His Majesty had no attention to spare for Bu Shulin.

In His Majesty’s eyes, ten Bu Shulins weren’t worth one Shen Yun’an. Though His Majesty regretted not seizing the opportunity to reclaim South Shu’s military power, he didn’t mind letting Bu Shulin continue for a few more years if he returned unscathed.

But if Shen Yun’an came to Min River and brazenly returned to the Northwest, that would be His Majesty’s great humiliation, causing him to gnash his teeth in regret!

His Majesty had stopped pursuing Bu Shulin. The reason he still wanted to send Xiao Changying to Min River, besides the pros and cons analyzed earlier by Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong, was that he knew Xiao Changyan feared Bu Shulin and would continue pursuing him.

However, Xiao Huayong had disrupted this move with Xiao Changying, and with Min River being urgent, His Majesty had no choice but to send Xiao Changyan.

Would Bu Shulin be let off so easily then?

Of course not – wasn’t Xiao Changmin still persistently pursuing him?

While not sufficient to deal with Shen Yun’an, he was certainly capable of handling Bu Shulin. Throughout this journey, Xiao Changmin had been the one truly able to track Bu Shulin.

The day Xiao Changyan led troops from the capital, His Majesty summoned Xiao Changmin. Xiao Huayong didn’t need to inquire to guess the purpose – to hint that Xiao Changmin should continue targeting Bu Shulin, with rewards awaiting success.

His Majesty’s great achievements and position as imperial father made him revered among the princes. Except for Xiao Huayong, even Xiao Changqin had deeply admired His Majesty. Gaining His Majesty’s recognition and trust had Xiao Changmin eager to act.

While the ambitious Xiao Changmin was discussing plans with his subordinates, the typically measured Yu Sangning burst in despite attempts to stop her.

Several gazes in the room turned to Yu Sangning as Xiao Changmin showed his displeasure.

Yu Sangning didn’t even glance at those present, looking directly at the enraged Xiao Changmin. Before he could shout in anger, she spoke first: “I have something to tell Your Highness. Please dismiss everyone else.”

With a loud “bang,” Xiao Changmin slammed his palm on the table, veins bulging on his temple, but Yu Sangning didn’t back down.

Seeing this, a leading subordinate quickly smoothed things over: “The Prince and Princess must have private matters to discuss. We’ll report to Your Highness later.”

Family matters of the royal clan weren’t for them to meddle in, so they withdrew quickly.

“You better truly have an urgent business!” Once the doors closed, leaving just the couple, Xiao Changmin warned through gritted teeth.

“Your Highness, do you know how the Prince of Lie was injured?” Yu Sangning asked.

Xiao Changmin grew more furious: “Don’t beat around the bush with me. If you continue being mysterious, don’t blame me for disregarding that flesh in your belly!”

He had tolerated Yu Sangning’s interruption only because of her pregnancy. If anything happened to Yu Sangning’s child because of him, his reputation for lacking virtue would be cemented, hindering his advancement.

“The Prince of Lie wasn’t in the military camp. He had been secretly following since the Bu heir left the capital, escorting him all the way. The Prince was injured by Your Highness and others working together, then secretly sent back!” Yu Sangning didn’t get angry and spoke directly, clearly stating everything she knew.

Why did Yu Sangning know all this? Because she had maintained good relations with Gu Qingzhu. Though the Prince of Xin had no interest in Gu Qingzhu, she was still a Gu and had never harmed the Prince of Xin’s household. The Prince couldn’t directly order his household to refuse to receive her.

Everyone in the household knew how much Xiao Changqin valued his late wife. With her identity as the late Princess’s sister, it wasn’t difficult for Gu Qingzhu to gather information at the Prince of Xin’s residence. By combining what she knew with careful deduction and verification, the truth wasn’t hard to piece together.

Xiao Changmin froze, then firmly denied: “Impossible!”

“Why not?”

Glancing at Yu Sangning, Xiao Changmin said: “Our three forces ambushed three days ago thousands of li away. If that person was Ninth Brother, how could he return to the capital in two days with severe injuries?”

Xiao Changying had “encountered an attack” in the capital just one day ago.

“This shows the Crown Princess’s capability.” Yu Sangning didn’t find it impossible – others might not be able to do it, but that didn’t mean Shen Xihe couldn’t. “Your Highness, if all this is true, the Prince of Lie’s injury wasn’t beyond the Crown Princess’s ability to save him, but rather deliberately arranged to make him avoid leading troops to Min River!”

Seeing Xiao Changmin’s dismissal and disbelief, Yu Sangning delivered a heavy blow: “Only the Crown Princess could make the Northwest Prince’s heir go to Min River!”

His Majesty couldn’t even spare attention for the Bu heir, even willing to send Prince Jing to Min River. This showed His Majesty had confirmed Shen Yun’an was in Min River, otherwise he wouldn’t stake everything on this.

From this, one could deduce that Shen Yun’an deliberately went to Min River and intentionally leaked the news, deliberately drawing His Majesty into a decisive battle. Thus, the Crown Princess had anticipated His Majesty would certainly respond, and His Majesty might have preferred the Prince of Lie – after all, Prince Jing was still pursuing another of His Majesty’s major concerns!

Xiao Changmin didn’t want to believe it but had to admit that according to Yu Sangning’s explanation, it was all logical.

The logic depended on whether Xiao Changying had truly escorted Bu Shulin all the way, and whether the Crown Princess could bring the severely injured Xiao Changying to the capital in two days!

But was this possible?

When had his ninth brother become involved with Bu Shulin? Knowing His Majesty wanted to eliminate Bu Shulin, why would he oppose His Majesty for Bu Shulin’s sake?

Was it to secretly win over Bu Shulin? To gain control of the South Shu army?

But Bu Shulin was close to the Eastern Palace – Xiao Changying would be stealing from a tiger’s mouth. If he had done this, how could the Crown Princess let him return alive? She wasn’t the one who killed him – if Xiao Changying died at their hands, Xiao Changqin couldn’t blame the Eastern Palace.

“Why would the Crown Princess save him?” This didn’t make sense.

“The Prince of Lie harbors affection for the Crown Princess,” Yu Sangning answered.

Xiao Changying normally maintained his distance from Shen Xihe. Without someone pointing it out, even careful observation might not reveal any clues.

Chapter 742: One Should Not Court Death
Though Gu Qingshu reminded Yu Sangning, even if Yu Sangning didn’t believe Xiao Changying could go to such lengths for Shen Xihe who was already the Crown Prince’s consort, she had to acknowledge that in this world there were those as love-struck as Xiao Changying.

“Ninth Brother is in love with the Crown Prince’s consort?” Xiao Changwen couldn’t help but laugh after speaking, a laugh that suggested he found it utterly absurd.

It wasn’t that he didn’t believe Xiao Changying admired Shen Xihe, but rather, judging by his standards, he couldn’t imagine going to such lengths for mere admiration.

To oppose His Majesty, even secretly, was incredibly audacious!

For a woman, a woman married to another – was it worth it?

In Xiao Changwen’s view, it wasn’t.

With just one glance, Yu Sangning knew what Xiao Changwen was thinking. She felt somewhat uncomfortable. While Yu Sangning looked down on Xiao Changying’s romantic nature, she didn’t envy Shen Xihe but purely admired this unwavering devotion.

Xiao Changwen’s disdain stemmed from his low regard for women. To him, women were merely commodities to be traded!

Maintaining a neutral expression, Yu Sangning said gravely: “Whether Your Highness believes it or not, this is the truth.

The Crown Prince’s consort and the Shen family have laid an inescapable trap at Min River. This is a battle of life and death. Since the Shen family has issued this challenge, they will certainly come with overwhelming force, fully prepared.

The Crown Prince’s consort’s ability to send the Fierce Prince back means she had people following Young Master Bu the whole way. All the men Your Highness sent earlier perished at the hands of the Crown Prince’s consort’s people. Sending more would only result in pointless deaths. Why should Your Highness get involved?”

Seeing Xiao Changwen’s expression turned ugly, Yu Sangning didn’t stop, though she softened her tone somewhat: “If Your Highness is interested, why not remain a spectator this time?

With the Shen family confronting His Majesty, and the Jing Prince involved, the Xin Prince likely won’t stay uninvolved either. This is a heaven-sent opportunity where the snipe and the clam fight each other. Your Highness could benefit as the fisherman.”

Yu Sangning truly had no choice. Telling Xiao Changwen he had no chance of seizing the throne would only antagonize him. If she could peacefully remain a prince’s consort, she naturally wanted to do everything possible to preserve their wealth and status.

These words were somewhat pleasing to Xiao Changwen. If His Majesty hadn’t dangled that sweet promise earlier, Xiao Changwen might have followed Yu Sangning’s suggestion to watch from the sidelines and wait for an opportunity.

However, now he no longer had that choice. His Majesty had given him secret orders. Having just received this command, if he immediately tried to shirk it, he would never gain His Majesty’s favor in this lifetime.

Didn’t Xiao Changyan want to withdraw? To avoid getting involved in the muddy waters of Min River?

Of course, he did, but with Xiao Changying’s “assassination attempt” as precedent, he couldn’t use the same excuse. There was no other way to push aside this heavy burden, so he could only accept it and charge headlong into battle.

This was probably one of the reasons why the Crown Prince’s consort had Xiao Changying severely wounded.

“I will investigate first.” This time, Xiao Changwen didn’t directly reject Yu Sangning’s suggestion, only responding vaguely.

Yu Sangning wanted to say more, but Xiao Changwen had no patience to listen further. How could he tell Yu Sangning about His Majesty’s instructions to him?

Watching Xiao Changwen’s retreating figure, Yu Sangning felt somewhat dejected. Everything had happened too quickly.

If all this had occurred two or three years after her marriage to Xiao Changwen, she would have been confident in her ability to influence him and make him value her every word. However, she and Xiao Changwen hadn’t been married long, and he fundamentally believed men should handle external affairs while women managed internal ones!

Regarding these matters of state, he never thought women should be involved. Thus, even knowing she was clever, he wouldn’t seriously consider her opinions.

With Yu Sangning’s warning, Xiao Changwen didn’t take immediate action. He sent a message to Xiao Changgeng. This time it was Xiao Changgeng who had led his men to intercept Bu Shulin, and they must have clashed with those protecting Bu Shulin. Xiao Changgeng wouldn’t fail to recognize Xiao Changying.

When Xiao Changwen questioned Xiao Changgeng, this matter naturally couldn’t be kept from Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong appeared thoughtful after reading it and sent Xiao Changgeng’s message to Shen Xihe.

Due to both Xiao Changqing and Xiao Huayong’s cover-up, very few people knew about Xiao Changying escorting Bu Shulin.

Even His Majesty didn’t know. Xiao Changyan only knew because Xiao Huayong deliberately let him know. Xiao Changwen couldn’t possibly be more perceptive than His Majesty and Xiao Changyan.

“It was the Zhao Prince’s consort,” Shen Xihe only needed to think briefly to identify the source. “The Zhao Prince’s consort and the Liyang County Lady are close friends.”

Yu Sangning was extremely good at social maneuvering. When she wanted to curry favor with someone, she could turn even enemies into friends – the most typical example being her elder sister Yu Sangzi.

Perhaps in Yu Sangning’s entire life, there was only one person whose favor she failed to win: herself.

Since being granted the title of County Lady, Gu Qingshu had maintained a low profile, rarely socializing except for circling Xiao Changqing. Because all these people had turned their backs on her when the Gu family fell from grace, Yu Sangning was the only peer who hadn’t witnessed the Gu family’s fall from glory to ruin.

Gu Qingshu naturally didn’t dare associate with her, leaving only Yu Sangning. With Yu Sangning deliberately cultivating the friendship, it was hard not to become close confidantes.

“Tianyuan, take this message to Fifth Brother.” Xiao Huayong immediately handed the scroll to Tianyuan.

It was the original document, bearing Xiao Changgeng’s handwriting. He wasn’t afraid of letting Xiao Changqing know that Xiao Changgeng was his man.

He had moved against Xiao Changying, and Xiao Changqing’s reaction had already shown that the brothers were willing to follow the Crown Prince’s lead.

Precisely because of this, Xiao Huayong didn’t want Xiao Changqing to be indecisive, potentially suffering a major setback in the future because of this constantly soft-hearted troublemaker.

Letting him know that Xiao Changgeng was his man served two purposes: first, to make him aware of his strength, and second, to show him the trust he was being given.

Xiao Changqing was analyzing the Min River situation with Xiao Changying when the Eastern Palace’s message arrived, instantly making his face ashen.

Xiao Changying, who had just had his wounds dressed and was half-reclining on the bed, couldn’t help but crane his neck to look, immediately turning pale as well: “I always said she was trouble, still harboring designs on Brother while being a traitor!”

The message only showed Xiao Changgeng asking whether to inform Xiao Changwen that Xiao Changying was the one who had escorted Bu Shulin, without mentioning Gu Qingshu.

But even Xiao Changying, who wasn’t particularly shrewd, could connect the dots. Brother had said he was attacked in the capital, and His Majesty’s furious investigation seemed genuine, proving His Majesty hadn’t realized he was the one escorting Bu Shulin.

Perhaps His Majesty had suspected, but conveniently, two days after the major ambush, he had appeared in the capital, dispelling His Majesty’s doubts. After all, if he hadn’t personally experienced it, he would have found it hard to believe Xiao Huayong’s influence was so vast.

Since even His Majesty hadn’t grown suspicious, how could his second brother, who spent his days in foolish fantasies with little intelligence, harbor doubts?

So how did Xiao Changwen know? There could only be a traitor in their household, a traitor passing information to the Zhao Prince’s manor!

The answer was obvious.

“I won’t keep her anymore.” Xiao Changqing stood up.

With the Eastern Palace’s message delivered, he had to take a stance.

Chapter 743: The Real Test Has Just Begun
If he didn’t act, the Eastern Palace would take action themselves.

Out of respect for his late wife, Xiao Changqing hoped to preserve the last bloodline of the Gu family and had shown much leniency toward Gu Qingshu, but this didn’t mean he could tolerate Gu Qingshu leaking information from the Xin Prince’s manor.

Xiao Changqing didn’t immediately seek out Gu Qingshu, nor did he send someone to summon her. He returned to his study, his deep, cold gaze falling on a painting hanging there – a stark cliff face with a solitary red plum blossom blooming amidst snow falling like goose feathers, piercing cold to the bone.

The signature bore Gu Qingzhi’s childhood name. This was one of the few surviving paintings by Gu Qingzhi. Despite her proud, cold personality and immense talent, she rarely displayed it. This painting was only obtained after his father-in-law specifically requested it for him.

After staring for a long while, Xiao Changqing finally looked away, ground some ink, and picked up his brush.

To punish Gu Qingshu, satisfy the Eastern Palace, and avoid alerting the Zhao Prince’s manor that Xiao Changgeng had been exposed – his thoughts cleared, Xiao Changqing methodically wrote two letters and sent them from the Xin Prince’s manor.

One reached Xiao Huayong’s hands, containing only two characters: “Understood.”

Xiao Huayong’s distinctly knuckled fingers unfolded and read it, then tossed it to Tianyuan: “Watch closely.”

After respectfully receiving it, Tianyuan asked: “Your Highness, should we monitor movements in all directions?”

His Majesty had truly mobilized the Divine Warrior Army this time. They had already noticed something unusual, having long wondered how such a large army could hide without leaving traces. This incident revealed that His Majesty’s Divine Warrior Army had been dispersed and distributed across various locations.

Xiao Changfeng, the Xun Prince who commanded the Divine Warrior Army, had secretly left the capital. With one order, he could mobilize forces in all directions.

Should they investigate where these people were hidden?

“This might well be bait laid by His Majesty.” Xiao Huayong gently shook his head, rejecting this proposal. “Drawing us in would be the minor goal; dividing our forces would be the major one.”

After the incidents of the Kang Prince’s secret weapon manufacturing and the former Minister of Revenue’s embezzlement from the national treasury, His Majesty must suspect someone knew about his private army. After the Divine Warrior Army’s setback at the temporary palace, His Majesty became even more convinced and subsequently extremely cautious.

Yet both the Kang Prince and the former Minister of Revenue cases were inseparable from Shen Xihe. The Kang Prince was sent to the execution ground by Shen Xihe’s hand, and though he had helped push matters from behind regarding the former Minister of Revenue, it hadn’t bypassed Shen Xihe on the surface.

Thus, His Majesty harbored the deepest suspicions toward the Shen family.

He believed Shen Yueshan was the one who knew about and had been trying to uncover the Divine Warrior Army.

This time, regardless of whether His Majesty suspected others behind the scenes, the Shen family was the most obvious threat on the surface. Since Shen Yueshan wanted to know about the Divine Warrior Army, rather than hiding it, why not let him see it properly?

Once His Majesty had such thoughts, he would certainly create a movement to achieve certain goals, whether to trap them or to create deliberate confusion.

Tianyuan’s heart tightened, unable to match his master’s depth of thought: “Your Highness, regarding Young Master Bu…”

Xiao Huayong’s midnight-dark pupils were hidden by his gently lowered lashes, only his cold voice revealing his ruthlessness: “Whether she lives or dies is her own choice.”

Tianyuan respectfully acknowledged and withdrew.

Matters had never left His Highness’s control, including the high possibility that the Fierce Prince would risk helping Young Master Bu for the Crown Prince’s consort’s sake. If this truly happened, the Crown Prince had already set boundaries for what would make the Fierce Prince return obediently.

Now was when Young Master Bu was truly isolated and helpless. The Crown Prince’s test required no one to pass by chance – to become someone the Crown Prince’s consort could rely on, one must demonstrate both ability and value.

Walking out of the great hall, Tianyuan looked up at the crystal-clear blue sky, only able to pray silently: Young Master, be clever.

He didn’t want Bu Shulin to choose wrongly, nor did he want anything to happen to Bu Shulin, otherwise, the Crown Prince would lose a capable minister in Cui Shaoqing.

At this moment, Bu Shulin was indeed in a difficult situation. As soon as she entered Tibet, her whereabouts seemed to have been leaked. The border between Tibet and their dynasty had never been heavily guarded before, as market towns had been established to facilitate trade between the two countries’ people, with both nations maintaining good relations and frequent exchanges.

But her merchant caravan was detained at the border for various reasons, consistently denied passage.

“If they don’t let us through today, we’ll have to break free by force,” Bu Shulin instructed Jin Shan.

She had already had the caravan’s manager offer substantial bribes to smooth the way. These people had always recognized money over people, so if they wouldn’t even accept bribes now, they must be after lives!

“This subordinate will make arrangements immediately.” Jin Shan withdrew.

Only Bu Shulin, dressed as a woman, remained in the room. Her appearance had been subtly modified, quite different from usual.

She wondered who had leaked her whereabouts.

With the Fierce Prince’s help, those people should have all been led away. Even if they realized they’d been tricked, they shouldn’t have had time to set up this nearly foolproof checkpoint to trap her.

More bizarrely, these people were only preventing passage, not treating them discourteously. Were they verifying something?

Soon, the person Bu Shulin had sent to negotiate returned: “Young Master, it’s because of the Northwest Prince’s heir…”

The coincidence was just so – a few days ago, Shen Yunan had brazenly passed through Tibet to reach Min River, blatantly challenging Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning was naturally enraged. He hadn’t anticipated Bu Shulin would also try to pass through Tibet; he simply didn’t want Shen Yunan to have an escape route to secretly return to the Northwest through Tibet.

He wrote a letter to the Tibetan King, asking him to strengthen surveillance and control in this area, especially in stopping large merchant caravans or groups from their dynasty.

As long as Shen Yunan couldn’t take this route, even if he escaped from the Min River battle, he would be blocked from returning to the Northwest.

The reason Shen Yunan could boldly rush to Min River to challenge imperial authority was because of Shen Yueshan’s cover.

If Shen Yunan didn’t return for a long time, he wanted to see how long Shen Yueshan could keep providing cover.

Hearing the reason, Bu Shulin could only sigh at the poor timing. If not for the Zhao Prince and others pursuing and blocking them, she would have passed through Tibet before Shen Yunan, avoiding being detained here.

She bore no grudge against Shen Yunan, nor did she have the right to. Shen Yunan had gone to Min River to help her, otherwise, why would His Majesty be so focused on Min River now?

She felt only gratitude.

“Young Master, should we still break free tonight?” Jin Shan asked.

Bu Shulin shook her head: “Since our whereabouts haven’t been exposed, we shouldn’t give ourselves away. Let’s wait another day. Since we’re not the only ones being blocked, if others retreat, we can follow suit and choose another route to Min River.”

This way wouldn’t arouse suspicion.

Bu Shulin’s plan was very thorough, but she didn’t know that Xiao Changwen, after receiving Xiao Changgeng’s confirmation that Xiao Changying had indeed blocked and misdirected them, had immediately sent people to pursue and kill them.

Chapter 744: We Are Both Politicians
Not only did Xiao Changwen send people to pursue and kill, but he also brought two Imperial Censors assigned by Emperor Youning.

Though Zhao Zhenghao wasn’t among them, this still didn’t escape Xiao Huayong’s intelligence network.

With the Crown Prince dying young, Xiao Changwen naturally became the eldest among the adult princes. Yet despite his abilities in both civil and military affairs, he hadn’t distinguished himself among his exceptional brothers.

His maternal clan wasn’t prestigious and lacked outstanding figures. After coming of age, he was hastily married to a wife of an unremarkable family background.

Whether considering his qualities or support from his maternal and marital families, he had no advantages and naturally couldn’t gain His Majesty’s trust.

Finally given an important task by His Majesty, even with Xiao Changgeng’s confirmation, Xiao Changying’s interference and the Shen family’s control of the situation meant that intervening now would either bring glory and prestige if successful or if defeated…

Xiao Changwen didn’t consider the price of failure, because he knew this time only success was permitted, failure was not!

So he led people, following his search traces toward Bu Shulin.

Yinshan was dead, and he’d lost that advantage, but the location of events and the clear situation all pointed to Bu Shulin’s escape route. He would quickly find his target.

As soon as Xiao Changwen left the capital, Xiao Huayong learned of it. He had gradually handed over his years of cultivated power to Shen Xihe, slowly pushing these people closer to her. None of his orders could be hidden from her.

Xiao Huayong rarely forced his “sick body” to attend small court meetings with the Three Departments and Six Ministries. Hearing Tianyuan’s report, Shen Xihe remained silent for a long time.

Pomegranate blossoms blazed like flames reflected in the clear waves, matching the lotus leaves emerging from the pond. Occasional dragonflies skimmed past, causing ripples in the pool.

Only seeing these gentle ripples did Tianyuan feel that this windless midsummer hadn’t frozen with the Crown Prince’s consort’s silent, expressionless depth, easing the pressure in his heart.

He couldn’t say which side he favored now. Though the Crown Prince’s approach seemed to lack humanity, this had always been his style.

The Crown Prince had learned imperial ways from youth, prioritizing ruler-subject relationships. To be a qualified ruler, one couldn’t show too much favoritism or be bound by personal feelings, especially since Bu Shulin had little personal connection with the Crown Prince.

Bu Shulin was close to the Crown Prince’s consort. It seemed reasonable for the Crown Prince’s consort to be angry at the Crown Prince for putting Bu Shulin in such danger, suggesting the Crown Prince’s consort was a loyal follower.

Naturally, the Crown Prince was also worth following, but Tianyuan felt another phrase was more appropriate: the Crown Prince was someone worthy of submission.

“I understand.” As Tianyuan’s thoughts wandered anxiously, Shen Xihe’s cool voice reached his ears.

He looked up, carefully studying Shen Xihe’s expression, yet couldn’t detect any joy or anger. Though he’d waited here so long, not knowing why she remained silent, he hadn’t sensed any emotional fluctuation from her…

This was probably why the Crown Prince was obsessed with her – they were similarly unfathomable people, despite different temperaments and methods. At their core, they were the same type.

“Does Your Highness have any instructions?” Tianyuan asked respectfully.

Her eyes, like black obsidian – brilliant yet detached – fell on the pomegranate tree as she raised her head. She suddenly said: “I’ve been in the Eastern Palace for years but never hosted a flower-viewing banquet. Spread the word that tomorrow there will be a flower banquet in the Lotus Garden.”

“Ah? Oh! This servant will arrange it immediately.” Tianyuan was startled for a moment before quickly composing himself.

Shen Xihe had a cold temperament. Before marrying into the Eastern Palace, she rarely attended grand feasts unless invited by the palace.

After becoming mistress of the Eastern Palace, she still didn’t do such things, never using them to socialize with noble ladies.

At this somewhat inappropriate time, Shen Xihe suddenly wanted to host a flower banquet. Tianyuan’s mind was full of questions he dared not ask, only waiting to mention them when the Crown Prince returned.

Xiao Huayong heard and was startled, then nodded: “Just handle your duties well.”

When news spread that Shen Xihe wanted to host a flower-viewing banquet at this time, everyone was bewildered.

The next day wasn’t a major court session, but it couldn’t stop censors from submitting memorials harshly criticizing Shen Xihe’s lack of compassion for the people, with hundreds of commoners dying unjustly at Min River while she focused on frivolous entertainment.

However, these disciplinary memorials never reached His Majesty’s hands. Xiao Huayong openly intercepted them without hiding them from Emperor Youning.

But even he didn’t know Shen Xihe’s intention: “Youyou, what sudden interest made you want to host a flower banquet?”

Shen Xihe changed into an elegant apricot-colored palace dress, her hair coiled high, golden hairpins on both sides, fine gold chains hanging with thin Pingzhong leaves cascading to her earlobes.

The Pingzhong leaves’ veins were visible, as exquisite as her makeup: “The Crown Prince and I are both politicians.”

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow, stepping back to make way for Shen Xihe as she stood up after finishing her grooming.

Shen Xihe wore a transparent golden-flecked shawl, taking delicate steps forward: “Husband and wife are one. Since Your Highness has schemed to this point, I should naturally lend my assistance.”

Watching his wife’s retreating figure, Xiao Huayong’s dark eyes misted with amusement, full of anticipation. He even wanted to shamelessly follow Shen Xihe to the flower banquet.

However, since Shen Xihe had summoned noble ladies, he worried his presence might arouse unnecessary suspicion from His Majesty and ruin her plans, so he suppressed the urge.

Shen Xihe’s flower banquet today was aimed at Yu Sangning, but summoning Yu Sangning alone would certainly raise His Majesty’s suspicions.

Using the flower banquet, Shen Xihe created deliberate confusion. She called forward anyone of sufficient rank to talk, explaining that since taking charge of the inner palace, she had never paid attention to these noble ladies, so she took this chance to converse with them.

Her behavior indeed followed this pattern, leaving everyone puzzled, unable to understand her intentions even as they left.

Only Yu Sangning, returning to her manor, turned pale. She received a letter, her hands trembling as she held it.

The letter detailed how Shen Xihe had eliminated the Kang Prince’s manor step by step.

Just as Xiao Changwen left, Shen Xihe showed her this, telling her the Zhao Prince’s manor would be the next Kang Prince’s manor!

She tried hard to stay calm, knowing Shen Xihe suddenly told her this must have a purpose if only she followed the course of action expected after being intimidated.

If the Zhao Prince’s manor was to be destroyed, what should she do knowing in advance? Naturally, escape? Not just herself, but the Yu family too must escape, otherwise she would have no support.

The Yu family…

In an instant, Yu Sangning understood Shen Xihe’s intention – her father was at Min River!

This was Shen Xihe giving her a choice: either share the Zhao Prince’s manor’s fate and ignore this warning letter, or let Shen Xihe settle accounts later and spare her life by helping persuade her father on the battlefield about to ignite at Min River.

The Jiannan Military Governor, her father, and the Jing Prince – these three surrounding forces were all His Majesty’s trusted allies. Even if the Jing Prince had other thoughts, in this battle he had to fight wholeheartedly for His Majesty.

Therefore, they would be focused on fighting. If at this time, one side’s resolve wavered, it would create a breakthrough.

How daring of Shen Xihe – wasn’t she afraid Yu Sangning would outwardly comply while secretly opposing, taking the chance to report to His Majesty and lure Shen Yunan into a trap?

These thoughts flashed through her mind in an instant before Yu Sangning suddenly collapsed into her seat.

The Eastern Palace was so confident because even if they lost this game, it wouldn’t be a devastating blow.

Everyone said Shen Yunan had reached Min River, and His Majesty had made great moves because of this, but what if Shen Yunan was at Min River?

What could His Majesty do even if he won and captured Shen Yunan? If Shen Yueshan said this wasn’t Shen Yunan, as long as he could produce another Shen Yunan, the court’s hope of using this to convict the Northwest Prince and shake the Shen family’s foundation was pure fantasy!

Just like this letter in her hand now – even if presented to His Majesty, it couldn’t harm Shen Xihe at all.

Before absolute power, even the emperor had to show some tolerance.

As long as the Shen family remained, if she truly chose to show loyalty to His Majesty, Shen Xihe would ensure she died without a burial place!

Of this, she had no doubt!

So she had no choice but to persuade her father, while avoiding giving His Majesty any leverage, to open convenient paths for Shen Yunan and the Shunan Prince’s manor!

After this battle, with His Majesty’s defeat, the Eastern Palace would likely grip his throat.

Their Yu family couldn’t claim credit, but if they acted carefully in the future, they might survive in the cracks between the Emperor and Eastern Palace’s struggle.

“Youyou, you want to use the Yu family.” Xiao Huayong was somewhat surprised. “Can she sway Yu Xiang?”

“She can!” Shen Xihe believed Yu Sangning had this ability!

Yu Sangning was an extremely selfish person who valued her life. There were only two paths before her – one leading to life, one to death.

Shen Xihe wasn’t just threatening her. From the moment Xiao Changwen accepted His Majesty’s orders and personally led Imperial Censors to ambush Bu Shulin, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t let him live much longer!

Xiao Changwen went in force; with Bu Shulin’s current manpower, this would be a desperate battle with slim chances of survival.

If Bu Shulin failed the test and died in Tibet, Xiao Huayong would avenge her by killing Xiao Changwen, using this to win the hearts of Shunan’s people.

If Bu Shulin survived and escaped Xiao Changwen’s pursuit, Xiao Huayong would still kill Xiao Changwen to appease the general who had just joined his forces.

Thus, Shen Xihe said: they were both politicians!

Chapter 745: Caught Between Two Sides
“Youyou, Yu Xiang has been His Majesty’s confidant for thirty years.” Xiao Huayong had never considered turning Yu Xiang, not because it was impossible, but because the risk was too great and Yu Xiang wasn’t worth the effort.

Even after several incidents, especially last year’s Yu Gong affair, when the Yu family lost their title of Pingyao Marquis and Yu Xiang lost his position as Grand General, becoming marginalized from Emperor Youning’s inner circle.

But their relationship spanning decades was no longer bound by mere loyalty alone – it was deeply entangled with interests. Perhaps His Majesty had entrusted matters to Yu Xiang that couldn’t be revealed to others.

If Yu Xiang were to betray him, the emperor would never tolerate it. Facing the threat of family extermination, even if the Yu family was clever, they couldn’t shake Yu Xiang’s resolve.

Shen Xihe didn’t argue with Xiao Huayong’s warning. Instead, she turned her bright eyes toward him, gazing at him with hidden mirth: “Beichen, let’s make a bet. In this game, the winning side can only be mine.”

When the beauty turned her gaze, starlight scattered in her eyes. The confidence radiating from her core left no room for doubt.

Today she wore pearl-decorated buyao hairpins and binchun ornaments, surrounded by a brilliant glow, her presence commanding.

“Since we’re betting, there must be stakes.” Xiao Huayong pretended to ponder in distress for a moment. “All I have already belongs to you, Youyou. I have nothing left to wager.”

Shen Xihe gazed at him deeply, profoundly, quietly, with an almost sharp glint in her eyes, maintaining silence.

Xiao Huayong’s heart skipped a beat inexplicably. Since they had known each other, she had never looked at him this way. Even when they first met, her measuring and probing gaze wasn’t like this – as if she wanted to dissect him with her eyes, examining every bone.

“Youyou…”

As Xiao Huayong began to speak, Shen Xihe withdrew her gaze and said simultaneously: “Beichen, if I win, you must grant me one request, without regret.”

After carefully observing Shen Xihe, Xiao Huayong opened his mouth but ultimately didn’t pursue the matter. He didn’t understand the reason behind her previous gaze, but he had nothing to hide from her and needn’t feel uneasy.

“Youyou, if you need anything, just say it directly. There’s no need for a bet. I would still exhaust all efforts to fulfill your wishes.”

Shen Xihe shook her head gently: “That’s separate. I want to make this bet with you, with your promise as the stake.”

Xiao Huayong raised an eyebrow slightly, thought for a moment, and agreed: “I wouldn’t dare disappoint you. I accept. If Youyou lose, you’ll also grant me one request.”

“Good.” Shen Xihe agreed promptly.

Suddenly, they smiled at each other. Though nothing had cleared up, it seemed as if the dense clouds between them had dispersed, and the sun grew a few degrees brighter.

At this point, everything that Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong could arrange had been set in place. The rest depended on the strength of the pieces they had placed on the board.

Three days after Xiao Changyan left the capital, Bu Shulin, to avoid standing out and arousing unnecessary suspicion, deliberately waited until more people were blocked from entering the pass and demanded Written Butterfly’s withdrawal before retreating with the crowd.

However, after withdrawing from the past, she followed the border, bypassing Min Prefecture straight toward Mao Prefecture. The day before entering Mao Prefecture, she was intercepted by Xiao Changgeng’s men.

“Young Master Bu, long time no see.” Xiao Changgeng’s focus wasn’t on the visibly pregnant Bu Shulin, but on Shen Twenty-seven, who was impersonating Bu Shulin.

“Prince Yan, are you trying to prevent me from returning to South Shu to mourn?” Shen Twenty-seven, having spent much time beside Bu Shulin and received her guidance, had perfectly mimicked her mannerisms, tone, and even small habits.

Bu Shulin stood behind the crowd wearing a veil, appearing uninvolved. They had discussed this many times – at the first sign of trouble, with Jin Shan taking the lead, everyone would draw their swords and gather around Shen Twenty-seven.

Only such instinctive protection would convince everyone that Shen Twenty-seven was truly the Young Master Bu!

“Young Master Bu, past Mao Prefecture, lies the Min River, and the journey isn’t safe. Would you allow this prince to personally escort you?” Xiao Changgeng smiled warmly. Being young with a baby face, he looked like a youth bright as the morning sun.

Bu Shulin didn’t know Xiao Changgeng was Xiao Huayong’s man, assuming he was either allied with Prince Jing Xiao Changyan or sent by His Majesty.

He would show no mercy.

“Your Highness, do you have an imperial edict for leaving the capital?” Shen Twenty-seven questioned loudly.

Xiao Changgeng just smiled, watching Shen Twenty-seven with a dark expression.

“Your Highness left the capital privately, it seems you came for me.” Shen Twenty-seven stepped back two paces. “If so, there’s no need for empty words.”

Bu Shulin made a secret hand signal. Hidden guards rushed from afar, and the escort guards drew their swords, charging without hesitation toward Xiao Changgeng’s men.

Xiao Changgeng waved his hand, and his men also drew their weapons, meeting the charge with fierce gazes.

Weapons clashed, cold light flashing.

The sounds of battle echoed through the valley.

Xiao Changgeng and Shen Twenty-seven locked eyes across the countless fighting figures, each fixated on the other.

Shen Twenty-seven discreetly glanced at Bu Shulin, who was pretending to be an innocent civilian hiding behind the bamboo grove. He immediately charged in another direction, with Xiao Changgeng swiftly pursuing!

In this group, besides Bu Shulin, there were several others whose identities could be verified – actually guards disguised as civilians following Bu Shulin. Their presence, in everyone’s eyes, was meant to conceal Shen Twenty-seven.

Xiao Changgeng’s men weren’t bloodthirsty and had no intention of harming these unarmed people.

Shen Twenty-seven deliberately led Xiao Changgeng away, giving Bu Shulin and the others a chance to escape.

How could Bu Shulin not understand? She immediately fled panic-stricken in another direction.

Jin Shan, anxious but not daring to retreat in Bu Shulin’s direction, had to lead his men in pursuit of Shen Twenty-seven’s path. He could only hope in his heart that Bu Shulin would make it safely.

Unfortunately, Bu Shulin’s luck wasn’t good. The reason Xiao Changgeng had come so openly was because he received news that Xiao Changmin had already arrived with the Imperial Embroidered Guards. Although Xiao Changyan had instructed him to share information with Xiao Changmin, Xiao Changmin was equally wary of him.

He hadn’t revealed any hints while pursuing them. If Xiao Changgeng hadn’t detected it early and created a disturbance, Bu Shulin’s group would have been caught completely off guard by Xiao Changmin.

Even so, he could only give a subtle warning, as Xiao Changmin and the Imperial Embroidered Guards arrived too quickly.

Bu Shulin and her few companions ran straight into Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin had already thoroughly investigated Bu Shulin’s group and was secretly casting his net. Who knew Xiao Changgeng would startle the snake in the grass, forcing him to hurriedly come to coordinate with Xiao Changgeng, lest Bu Shulin escape?

Xiao Changmin didn’t recognize Bu Shulin but, thinking these people had been traveling together, didn’t want to let them go. He immediately ordered: “Arrest them!”

Chapter 746: Everyone Has Hidden Depths
“Oh!” Almost instinctively, the visibly pregnant Bu Shulin acted startled by Xiao Changmin’s group, clutching her belly and bending backward two steps.

The person dressed as her attendant hurriedly stepped forward to support her. Bu Shulin, using her skirts as cover, signaled to the people behind her to remain calm.

Confronting Xiao Changmin head-on at this moment would offer no chance of victory and would only arouse his suspicions.

Xiao Changmin wasn’t bloodthirsty. Before discovering her identity, he wouldn’t harm them, especially since she was genuinely pregnant.

The reason for capturing them was simple: first, to prevent them from fleeing and alerting local authorities, making the situation more complicated.

Second, if necessary, they could be used to threaten the person they believed to be Young Master Bu-Shen Twenty-seven.

Better to follow along and fall into Xiao Changmin’s hands, than take advantage when his guard was down to possibly turn the tables.

“What… what are you going to do?” Bu Shulin feigned panic and fear, her voice trembling continuously.

Xiao Changmin merely glanced at Bu Shulin. Seeing his subordinates herding them over, he remained silent and rode ahead.

By now, Jin Shan and Xiao Changgeng’s men had gathered where Shen Twenty-seven and Xiao Changgeng were fighting, the two locked in what appeared to be an evenly matched battle.

However, Xiao Changgeng’s expression had grown serious. This gravity wasn’t because he couldn’t handle Shen Twenty-seven Shen Twenty-seven wasn’t his match, and if he hadn’t been holding back, Shen Twenty-seven would already be severely wounded.

His concern stemmed from realizing through their combat that the person before him wasn’t Bu Shulin!

Every martial art style has its principles. Bu Shulin’s style should have leaned toward South Shu military techniques. Even growing up in the capital pretending to be an incompetent noble, Bu Shulin must have had trusted mentors arranged by the South Shu King to teach martial arts privately.

Even if the South Shu King hadn’t arranged military martial arts masters but rather hidden knights-errant, the style definitely couldn’t have come from the Northwestern Army’s Shen family!

Yes, Xiao Changgeng recognized that many of Shen Twenty-seven’s emergency moves came from the Northwestern Army’s martial lineage!

He knew the Northwestern Army’s martial arts because he had joined Xiao Changyan, who recruited former soldiers from various regions who had left military service for various reasons. One of them had served in the Northwestern Army.

Though this person was now crippled, Xiao Changyan still treated him as an honored guest because he had learned some Northwestern Army martial arts and military law.

Xiao Changgeng’s sword traced a flowery pattern, moving as quickly as an unfolding fan, dazzling Shen Twenty-seven’s eyes. He dodged sideways but couldn’t track where the sword would fall. When Xiao Changgeng’s sword flew from his hand and his other hand swiftly gripped the hilt to strike, it was too late to dodge.

The sword rested against Shen Twenty-seven’s neck. Shen Twenty-seven was secretly alarmed, not expecting the young Prince Yan to possess such extraordinary swordsmanship.

“You’re Seventh Sister-in-law’s person!” Xiao Changgeng’s gaze was intense as he spoke quietly to Shen Twenty-seven.

Shen Twenty-seven’s expression changed, but before he could speak, Xiao Changgeng suddenly loosened his wrist, letting his sword drop: “Take me hostage!”

Shen Twenty-seven kicked up the iron sword, grabbed the hilt, and with a spin held the unresisting Xiao Changgeng hostage.

The change happened in an instant. Xiao Changgeng’s men, all entangled with Jin Shan’s group, hadn’t seen how Xiao Changgeng fell into Shen Twenty-seven’s hands.

“Everyone stop!” Shen Twenty-seven’s cold shout halted the fighting on both sides.

At that moment, the sound of horse hooves approached, and almost instantly, Xiao Changmin appeared before them with a large force, trailing clouds of dust.

“Second Brother, save me!” Xiao Changgeng called for help as soon as he saw Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin’s brows furrowed, his face dark and silent, his gloomy gaze falling on Shen Twenty-seven.

Shen Twenty-seven and Jin Shan’s group also saw Bu Shulin and the others trapped among Xiao Changmin’s troops.

Both sides were internally anxious and worried.

“Young Master Bu, His Majesty learned of your attack and specially commanded this prince to escort you back to South Shu,” Xiao Changmin announced formally.

“Where is the imperial edict?” Shen Twenty-seven asked.

Xiao Changmin replied: “His Majesty’s verbal command.”

Shen Twenty-seven stepped back while holding Xiao Changgeng: “Prince Yan just told me the same thing, and now Prince Zhao also claims imperial orders. Forgive me for not daring to trust easily. If His Majesty wishes to punish me for disobeying orders another day, I’ll accept his punishment then!”

Hearing this, Xiao Changmin shot a quick, sharp glance at Xiao Changgeng: “This prince comes by imperial command and would never falsely claim royal orders. With imperial orders, this prince cannot allow Young Master Bu to travel alone. If Young Master Bu won’t cooperate, don’t blame this prince for being discourteous.”

While Xiao Changmin continued speaking with Shen Twenty-seven, Bu Shulin at the rear saw two people beside Xiao Changmin whose bearings were distinctly different, poised like tigers ready to strike their prey.

One wore a cloak, and even through it, Bu Shulin noticed he had hidden weapons ready to launch at any moment.

Bu Shulin had never encountered Imperial Embroidered Guards. Everyone knew of their existence, but only His Majesty himself had seen the true face of each Guard. Though Bu Shulin didn’t know these two were Imperial Embroidered Guards, she keenly sensed the danger.

“Ah!” She suddenly showed signs of pain, clutching her belly and falling against her guard’s side, moaning, “My belly, it hurts so much!”

Perhaps because Xiao Changmin didn’t consider them threatening, he only had them watched without restraints, though their luggage was confiscated.

“My lady is having pregnancy complications. Give us our luggage, there’s medicine for protecting the fetus!” The guard who caught Bu Shulin called out hoarsely and urgently.

This interruption broke the tense atmosphere between Xiao Changmin and Shen Twenty-seven, drawing everyone’s attention.

Bu Shulin appeared to be in severe pain, fine sweat beading on her forehead, her hand seemingly grasping randomly in the air. Only Jin Shan could recognize it as a secret hand signal, and after understanding, his expression changed dramatically.

He inconspicuously moved closer to Shen Twenty-seven, warning him to beware of those two men.

“Imperial Embroidered Guards.” Taking advantage of this moment and sensing Shen Twenty-seven’s subtle change behind him, Xiao Changgeng warned in a voice only Shen Twenty-seven could hear.

The Crown Prince hadn’t sent word to Bu Shulin but had informed him that Xiao Changmin brought two Imperial Embroidered Guards. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have moved first today to disrupt Xiao Changmin’s arrangements, giving Bu Shulin’s group a chance to breathe.

“Give them their luggage,” Xiao Changmin ordered.

The luggage had been checked and contained no weapons.

But Xiao Changmin didn’t know that while there were no weapons, it contained something far more terrifying.

Chapter 747: A Brief Escape
The fragrances Shen Xihe provided came in many varieties. During their journey, Bu Shulin had already mastered the use of each one.

Many were used early on to shake off trackers sent by Emperor Youning, Xiao Changmin, Xiao Changyan, and others. Some were given to Xiao Changying, leaving a few remaining. But one of the most lethal varieties had been saved unused.

Bu Shulin’s guard took the luggage and removed a paper package containing white, chestnut-sized spheres.

They resembled wax balls and emitted a medicinal fragrance, appearing to be pregnancy medicine.

In reality, they weren’t pregnancy medicine but fragrance balls containing extremely potent aromatics.

Bu Shulin continued moaning while exchanging a glance with the guard supporting her. She seemed to be flailing randomly in pain but passed signals to both Shen Twenty-seven and Jin Shan.

The change happened in an instant. Xiao Changmin only had time to see Bu Shulin and her servant open the package revealing the medicine balls before turning back to confront Shen Twenty-seven.

The two Imperial Embroidered Guards didn’t even look back, focusing intently on Shen Twenty-seven and Xiao Changgeng. They had found their opening and exchanged a knowing look, about to act when a shout came from behind: “Watch out!”

Bu Shulin had grabbed the medicine balls and, taking advantage of Xiao Changmin’s guards’ lack of suspicion, used her guard’s push to nimbly spring up. Moving incredibly fast, she drew the sword from Xiao Changmin’s attendant and struck him down before he could react!

As she leaped up, she threw the fragrance balls toward the two Imperial Embroidered Guards. The warning shout had come from her.

The warning was for Shen Twenty-seven, while the Imperial Embroidered Guards preparing to attack sensed the forcefully thrown medicine balls suddenly approaching. They instinctively drew their swords and sliced the incoming balls.

White powder scattered in the air as the balls split, releasing an incredibly alluring, subtle fragrance that made people want to investigate further.

Fortune favored them as a gust of wind arrived. Those around Xiao Changmin and the two Imperial Embroidered Guards unconsciously inhaled. Upon breathing in, the Imperial Embroidered Guards reacted first, raising their hands to cover their mouths and noses.

Almost simultaneously, the three people beside Bu Shulin also moved. The one who had handed Bu Shulin the fragrance balls threw two more, one toward Xiao Changmin and one toward his skilled followers.

They reacted similarly to the Imperial Embroidered Guards. Four fragrance balls split open close together. The initially refreshing scent made most people take deep breaths, and one or two collapsed immediately.

Others, seeing something was wrong, drew weapons to surround Bu Shulin. Though five months pregnant, her pregnancy was stable enough that she moved nimbly, striking with her blade. These people couldn’t get near her.

Seeing this, Xiao Changmin leaped to attack Bu Shulin from behind. As if she had eyes in the back of her head, Bu Shulin swept her sword, avoiding the approaching attendants, turned to meet his strike, and swept her sword-holding hand, releasing fine white powder from her sleeve directly at the approaching Xiao Changmin.

Xiao Changmin’s expression changed dramatically. Though he spun away, he was half a step too slow, and some powder landed on his face.

The two Imperial Embroidered Guards had leaped to attack Shen Twenty-seven the moment Xiao Changmin attacked Bu Shulin.

Shen Twenty-seven, holding Xiao Changgeng hostage, would push him forward whenever at a disadvantage or vulnerable. The Imperial Embroidered Guards could ignore the threat and Xiao Changgeng’s life but dared not kill him directly, thus limiting their options.

This allowed Shen Twenty-seven to evade several moves. When Shen Twenty-seven couldn’t block or react in time, Xiao Changgeng would pretend to escape to warn him or obstruct the Imperial Embroidered Guards, preserving Shen Twenty-seven’s life.

As time passed, Xiao Changmin’s men fell one by one, not from being struck down but from the effects of the fragrance they had inadvertently inhaled. The onset varied between individuals. Even Xiao Changmin and his most trusted martial artists felt their strength stiffening while engaging Bu Shulin and her servants.

The same happened to the Imperial Embroidered Guards, though their rigorous training minimized the effect. Realizing they had been affected, they stopped holding back. Despite Xiao Changgeng’s continued help, he couldn’t risk exposure.

Given the huge power difference, Shen Twenty-seven was wounded. One sword swept across his waist, and if not for a mysterious flying stone’s assistance, he might have been cut in two.

Even so, Shen Twenty-seven’s waist bore a long bloody gash. He quickly retreated as the Imperial Embroidered Guards stared at the stone.

The stone had blocked their sword, absorbing most of the force. While saving Shen Twenty-seven, it only gained a sword mark without shattering, showing the stone-thrower’s immense skill. This hidden person’s martial arts surpassed theirs!

Their moment of hesitation allowed Shen Twenty-seven to flee in another direction.

The Imperial Embroidered Guards hesitated briefly, glancing at Xiao Changmin locked in combat with Bu Shulin’s group, before deciding to pursue.

They believed Shen Twenty-seven was the Young Master Bu, their primary mission target and the hidden person must be his guard.

In truth, those fighting alongside Bu Shulin were her guards; all her people were already visible.

Seeing Shen Twenty-seven retreat, Bu Shulin immediately fought to clear a path: “Withdraw!”

She was pregnant after all, and most of the fragrance balls’ effects had been absorbed by Xiao Changmin’s group. Though they had held their breath initially, the remaining traces affected them during combat. Shen Xihe’s fragrance balls were overwhelming, but without such potency, they would have had no chance to escape today.

Xiao Changmin pushed aside a corpse Bu Shulin had thrown to block his path, but when he tried to pursue it, his vision darkened and he collapsed, fortunately caught by his confidant.

Watching Bu Shulin’s group escape, Xiao Changmin released a signal from his sleeve, brilliant light bursting in their direction.

Xiao Changgeng stumbled over to support Xiao Changmin, hiding his concern. Xiao Changmin must have set ambushes, with unknown numbers waiting to intercept in waves. He couldn’t help further.

Xiao Changmin gave Xiao Changgeng a meaningful look: “Twelfth Brother seems unaffected by the bewildering fragrance!”

Xiao Changgeng replied sincerely: “This brother was far away.”

Chapter 748: Even an Emperor Has a Heart and Deep Feelings
Jin Shan couldn’t care less about being suspected as he quickly broke away from the fighting to chase after Bu Shulin.

Xiao Changmin had brought many men with him. Bu Shulin was intercepted repeatedly along her escape route. Fortunately, she had someone familiar with the local terrain by her side. Taking advantage of the geographical features and Jin Shan’s group’s desperate blocking efforts, she managed to avoid falling into Xiao Changmin’s hands.

Compared to Bu Shulin, Shen Twenty-seven’s escape was much easier. He fled first, with two Imperial Embroidered Guards giving chase. Since he was Shen Xihe’s man, the people secretly sent by Xiao Huayong to assist immediately stepped forward, engaging the two Guards in combat to hold them back.

Given this breathing space, Shen Twenty-seven quickly treated his wounds before circling toward Bu Shulin. Just then, Xiao Changmin had recovered – the effects of the incense pill had been fierce but dissipated quickly.

Xiao Changmin immediately mounted his horse and pursued Bu Shulin’s escape direction. Xiao Changgeng followed on horseback: “Second Brother, the Hereditary Prince Bu fled in another direction. Why are you chasing after a woman?”

Xiao Changgeng truly didn’t understand. Xiao Changmin gripped his horsewhip tighter, his face dark as water.

Perhaps others wouldn’t dare make such assumptions, but the pregnant woman’s condition had been confirmed by his own attendant’s search. He had been careless then and hadn’t thought much of it!

Now he was eighty percent certain that the pregnant woman was the real Bu Shulin!

Several months ago, he had suspected Bu Shulin was female and had even set up a scheme to prove it. However, he had been outmaneuvered, and when the Princess Imperial’s daughter married Bu Shulin, followed by the scene at Prince Zhao’s mansion where Bu Shulin had bared their chest before many witnesses, showing a true male body, Xiao Changmin dismissed his suspicions.

However, when Bu Shulin fought earlier, their appearance changed dramatically, but their eyes and fighting style matched Xiao Changmin’s memories of Bu Shulin. Then seeing Shen Twenty-seven’s face, identical to Bu Shulin’s, what was there left for Xiao Changmin not to understand?

Bu Shulin had always had a body double with similar features, who covered up the truth of her female identity at crucial moments!

The woman they’d been following wasn’t some ordinary woman traveling as cover – she was Bu Shulin herself!

This realization made Xiao Changmin’s blood boil. If he could capture Bu Shulin, he would not only complete His Majesty’s orders but also strike a decisive blow against the Eastern Palace!

Shen Xihe and even Princess Imperial of Ruyang must have known Bu Shulin was female!

Just thinking about capturing Bu Shulin and exposing her identity, about the enormous scandal it would cause, made Xiao Changmin unable to contain his excitement. He increased pressure on his horse, man, and mount shooting forward like an arrow released from a bow.

Xiao Changgeng’s eyes flickered as he hurried to catch up.

Shen Twenty-seven found Bu Shulin after nightfall. If he hadn’t known many of the Shu South Army’s secret signals, he would have had difficulty locating her.

In a narrow cave hidden by low shrubs, only accessible by crawling, all traces outside the bushes had been cleaned away. Someone had handled this and led the pursuers away.

Shen Twenty-seven crawled into the cave on his knees. The interior opened up into a spacious cavern. Bu Shulin was leaning against the rock wall, covered in blood. Hearing movement, her whole body tensed, gripping poisoned concealed weapons, ready to strike.

Seeing it was Shen Twenty-seven, she collapsed in relief.

“Hereditary Prince!” Shen Twenty-seven rushed over.

Bu Shulin handed him a sachet hanging from her body, her voice extremely weak: “Scatter this incense powder outside the cave, don’t let wild beasts be drawn here!”

Mountain predators were extremely sensitive to the smell of blood, and she truly didn’t have an ounce of strength left.

Shen Twenty-seven quickly did as told. Returning, he saw Bu Shulin’s pale face and her hand, resting weakly on a nearby rock, trembling uncontrollably: “Hereditary Prince, you cannot wait here for death.”

Bu Shulin struggled to quirk her lips: “Prince Zhao must know my identity. He has set up an inescapable net in these mountains. Once I show myself, death is certain!”

Judging by the relentless pursuit she’d endured, Xiao Changmin had concentrated all his forces on her alone, indicating he had confirmed she was the real Hereditary Prince. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have expended so much manpower.

Bu Shulin’s trembling hands produced a black token, neither quite stone nor metal, and gave the blood-stained object to Shen Twenty-seven: “This is the Bu family’s Young Master’s token. Take it and leave this place. Enter Stone Secret Creek in Mao Prefecture, where all the Bu family’s secret guards are stationed. The leader’s name is Zha Pu. Tell him…”

Bu Shulin told Shen Twenty-seven the secret passphrase. This was the Bu family’s final trump card. This token was key to mobilizing people, but it wasn’t everything – both token and passphrase had to match perfectly to gain Zha Pu and others’ absolute loyalty. Missing either meant certain death, even with her face!

Gripping the token and looking at the exhausted Bu Shulin, Shen Twenty-seven gave a military salute: “Hereditary Prince, please wait for me!”

Since Xiao Changmin was fully focused on pursuing Bu Shulin, he had less force to intercept him, making escape not difficult.

Though worried about Bu Shulin, Shen Twenty-seven knew the Crown Prince had people following him. If he could find Bu Shulin, so could his followers – they wouldn’t let Bu Shulin lose her life.

The urgent matter now was helping Bu Shulin escape this predicament.

As Shen Twenty-seven had expected, right after he left, a black shadow slipped into the cave.

They quickly applied acupuncture to stop Bu Shulin’s bleeding, then watched over the unconscious Bu Shulin. After about half an hour, Bu Shulin awoke. Seeing the black-clad figure with their back to her, Bu Shulin shifted her painful body to find a more comfortable position to lean: “I thought I no longer had value alive.”

The person facing away remained motionless: “His Highness never intended to take your life. His Highness simply dislikes when those who surrender still keep secrets.”

The Bu family’s trump card was one of Bu Shulin’s true tests. Bu Shulin had earned Shen Xihe’s trust and would be given important responsibilities by Shen Xihe in the future. Xiao Huayong absolutely would not allow her to have any hidden forces unknown to Shen Xihe, even though Bu Shulin had never harbored any thoughts of betraying Shen Xihe.

With the Bu family’s trump card in Shen Twenty-seven’s hands, most people who knew Bu Shulin was female were already dead. Zha Pu and the others didn’t know Bu Shulin was female. With the token, Bu Shulin’s face, and the secret passphrase, Shen Twenty-seven could become the true King of Shu South under Zha Pu and the others’ protection – someone loyal to Shen Xihe.

Indeed, Bu Shulin’s death would benefit the Eastern Palace most now.

Bu Shulin laughed softly. She knew that if it were just the Crown Prince, there would be no need to keep her alive. She was female after all, and keeping her alive would only bring other troubles. The Crown Prince was keeping her alive for the Crown Princess.

The Crown Prince had spared no effort in pushing her toward the Crown Princess – submission, gratitude, friendship…

Layer upon layer of bonds, impossible to break free from, yet making her willing, unable to harbor any resentment.

Only because she deeply believed Shen Xihe hadn’t participated in this, and would disdain such tactics.

The Crown Prince had played the villain, while the Crown Princess remained good throughout.

So it turned out that even an emperor could have a heart and deep feelings!

Chapter 749: This Is How I Wield Both Carrot and Stick
“Does Your Highness have any other instructions?” Suppressing her churning thoughts, Bu Shulin looked up at the person still facing away from her.

The black-clad figure turned around, looking solemnly at Bu Shulin: “His Highness asks if the Hereditary Prince wishes to find another place to give birth safely, or return to the Shu South Prince’s mansion to deliver?”

Slightly stunned, Bu Shulin immediately understood. She had given everything to Shen Twenty-seven. She could naturally find a quiet place to peacefully await childbirth. After the child was born, whether she could return to being the Shu South Prince would be up to Xiao Huayong to decide.

If she insisted on returning to Shu South now, Xiao Huayong naturally wouldn’t stop her, but wouldn’t help either. Even if she safely returned to the mansion, giving birth would still be a huge risk – success wasn’t guaranteed.

Moreover, her pregnancy was already disturbed, and she couldn’t withstand more strain. If she insisted on returning to the mansion, she might lose the child.

Bu Shulin’s hand pressed against her swollen belly. At five months, she could feel the vibrant life within her womb. How could she bear to…

“Please ask His Highness to shelter me, find me a peaceful place, free from worries about giving birth.” After quickly weighing the pros and cons, Bu Shulin made her decision without hesitation.

The black-clad figure clasped their fists: “Hereditary Prince, rest easy for half a day. Your wish will be granted.”

With that, the black-clad figure left.

Bu Shulin didn’t try to stop them or say more. Before losing consciousness, she had expected to wake to a fierce battle. The current situation was a thousand times better than anticipated.

Moreover, she could feel the cramping pain in her abdomen gradually subsiding, indicating she must have received either emergency treatment or good medicine while unconscious.

Since this place was safe, Bu Shulin relaxed, deciding to rest a while longer. Whatever she faced after half a day, she would face it with full energy.

The sleeping Bu Shulin didn’t know that Xiao Changmin had led his men to search the entire mountain thoroughly but found nothing. Just as he was becoming furious, they were ambushed by a fierce force.

These people were all highly skilled, leaving his men almost helpless against them.

The layers of ambushes Xiao Changmin had originally set for Bu Shulin seemed completely exposed to this group, leaving nowhere to hide. They were broken through one by one, killed until barely anyone remained.

Finally, only a few people were left protecting Xiao Changmin and Xiao Changgeng as they retreated pathetically to a valley. Above the valley, eagles circled their long cries like death knells or funeral horns, making Xiao Changmin both irritated and tense.

He didn’t know that in the shade of trees diagonally opposite, the first arrow glinted in the sunlight, aimed at him.

Just before the arrow was released, a hand stopped it: “His Highness said Prince Zhao’s life shouldn’t be taken here.”

Xiao Changmin was with Xiao Changgeng – if Xiao Changmin died and Xiao Changgeng lived, it would ruin His Highness’s later arrangements.

Cui Jinbai’s bloodshot eyes glared darkly at the person holding his bow, his jaw clenched.

“Without His Highness, neither you nor I would be here today,” Zhao Zhenghao said expressionlessly. “His Highness telling you the truth, covering for you, letting you rescue your beloved – that’s already great kindness. Zhihe, royal orders cannot be defied.”

Cui Jinbai slowly released his strength, lowering his hand: “Where is she?”

Zhao Zhenghao gave a short whistle, and an eagle swooped down before soaring high toward another direction.

Without Zhao Zhenghao saying more, Cui Jinbai ran after it.

Through the cover of branches and leaves, Zhao Zhenghao’s eyes met Xiao Changgeng’s from afar. His lips curved slightly as he made a gesture, leading the remaining people to retreat.

Xiao Changgeng hadn’t seen Zhao Zhenghao and Cui Jinbai, but he knew Xiao Huayong could train eagles. Seeing the circling eagles, he guessed these were Xiao Huayong’s people attacking them.

When the eagles suddenly flew away, it meant the assault on them was over.

After a moment of silence, Xiao Changgeng suddenly spoke: “Second Brother, should we split up to retreat?”

Xiao Changmin, disheveled and blood-stained, scrutinized Xiao Changgeng, wondering if he had other plans or simply thought that splitting up meant at least one of them might survive.

“Twelfth Brother, at this moment, we have no strength left. If we split up, we might both die. Better to stay together – we might survive this disaster,” Xiao Changmin didn’t want to separate from Xiao Changgeng at this point.

“Second Brother, I’ll go back, you go forward,” Xiao Changgeng said sincerely.

Was he offering to hold back pursuers for him?

Xiao Changmin was somewhat surprised but not moved. He and Xiao Changgeng had no brotherly affection. If Xiao Changyan hadn’t been tricked into going to Min River, he wouldn’t have ordered Xiao Changgeng to help pursue Bu Shulin.

“Whether advancing or retreating, brothers should be united,” Xiao Changmin said righteously.

“Good, Second Brother, we’ll live or die together!” Xiao Changgeng was deeply moved.

They then discussed escape routes. Xiao Changgeng said he guessed there might be a small path based on the mountain stream that could circle back. He ordered two men to continue forward, creating the illusion they were still fleeing – they would gamble on whether the path existed!

Xiao Changmin considered and accepted Xiao Changgeng’s suggestion. The two brothers took only two men on the detour.

Whether the path truly existed, Xiao Changgeng didn’t know, but he was lucky – they found one circling back to where they’d been attacked, seemingly having shaken off their pursuers.

“Second Brother, look at the marks on these bodies!” Xiao Changgeng pointed at a corpse.

In this battle, though they had lost, the other side had suffered heavy casualties too.

Xiao Changgeng was pointing at an enemy corpse. Xiao Changmin’s pupils contracted – they both recognized this mark. When Xiao Juesong had attacked the temporary palace that day, all his men had worn this mark!

Xiao Changmin immediately tore open other enemy corpses’ clothes – all bore the same mark.

“I thought… it was actually…” Xiao Changmin muttered brokenly, his tone full of disbelief!

Seeing this, Xiao Changgeng lowered his eyes, hiding the strange light within them.

Meanwhile, Cui Jinbai had found Bu Shulin in the cave.

Bu Shulin had imagined hundreds of scenarios she might wake to but never expected to see Cui Jinbai with bloodshot eyes.

She froze in place until Cui Jinbai approached step by step, kneeling on one knee before her, staring intently at her for a long while before finally locking her in his embrace!

He held her tight as if wanting to turn his arms into iron chains to bind her forever, never loosening for a moment!

News of this reached Xiao Huayong immediately. He suddenly turned to Shen Xihe and said: “A landslide in the Black Water territory revealed a mine and hundreds of skeletons. His Majesty sent people to investigate thoroughly. Zhihe is among them.”

Shen Xihe, using small scissors to trim Short Life’s fur, gave a soft acknowledgment.

“Zhihe went to Min Prefecture first and will accompany the Hereditary Prince to Black Water territory to await childbirth,” Xiao Huayong added.

Shen Xihe’s hand paused as she looked up at Xiao Huayong: “Is Your Highness giving a slap followed by a sweet date?”

Low laughter erupted from Xiao Huayong’s chest: “No, this is how I wield both carrot and stick.”

Chapter 750: He Trusts Her Completely
For Cui Jinbai to join the investigation of illegal mining in the Black Water territory at this time must be an opportunity given by Xiao Huayong.

Without Xiao Huayong’s cover, he couldn’t have left the capital to chase Mao Prefecture for the rescue.

Moreover, Bu Shulin was only five months pregnant, with five months until delivery, plus the month of postpartum recovery – half a year in total.

No matter how long the illegal mining investigation took, afterward someone from the court would need to supervise the mining operations. This wasn’t a matter of days or even months. Shen Xihe believed Xiao Huayong could certainly arrange for Cui Jinbai to become that supervisor.

Staying in the distant Black Water territory, far from imperial oversight, would make it easy to ensure Bu Shulin’s peaceful delivery.

It was a blessing both for Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin.

Using both carrot and stick wasn’t inappropriate.

Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows: “The Black Water territory matter… such a coincidence?”

Understanding Shen Xihe’s thoughts, Xiao Huayong didn’t conceal: “I had suspicions about this matter for several years, only recently concluding. However, I still don’t know the reasons behind it.”

“What kind of mine?” Shen Xihe pressed.

By dynasty law, all mines belonged to the court, with only the court having mining rights. Private mining was equivalent to stealing from the state – punishable by the execution of nine generations of family.

Xiao Huayong’s measured lips parted: “Gold!”

A gold mine meant gold and silver. Hoarding large amounts of precious metals wasn’t something ordinary people dared to do. Whether it was local officials’ greed or involvement of the royal family or worse – the Black Water territory’s complex situation with several governor’s offices balancing each other, plus numerous foreign tribes – the waters ran deep.

“Beichen’s wishes must not end here.” Shen Xihe’s obsidian-like eyes gazed clearly at Xiao Huayong with subtle penetrating power.

“What has Youyou figured out?” Xiao Huayong asked as if already knowing, smiling teasingly as he leaned closer to Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe looked away toward the azure sky: “You obtained the gyrfalcon from pursuing it in the Black Water region. Beichen has long had plans for the Black Water territory… no, for the entire Northeast.”

Sending Cui Jinbai there now, ostensibly investigating illegal mining, was laying the groundwork for taking control of the Northeast.

The Northeast was originally under Xiao Changfeng’s father’s control. Later, the old Prince Xun faked his death to train the Divine Brave Army for His Majesty, and Northeast military power was split among three protectorate offices.

These three people were all His Majesty’s confidants. Over the years, only the An family had tried to marry their daughter into the Eastern Palace but were frustrated by Shen Xihe and demoted, seemingly breaking the balance.

“Only Youyou understands me so well,” Xiao Huayong admitted with a smile. “But my confidence to freely move against the Northeast today comes from Youyou creating that opening, leveraging the An family. I’m benefiting from Youyou’s efforts.”

“You were quite angry with me when I dealt with the An family!” Shen Xihe rarely brought up old accounts.

She referred to when she agreed to let An Zhengyi enter the Eastern Palace and requested His Majesty’s marriage decree, making Xiao Huayong storm off in anger.

Xiao Huayong showed no embarrassment, instead arguing righteously: “How could I know Youyou’s backup plan? After all, Youyou rarely kept me in mind, making me not dare hope Youyou would take such pains for me. I was also too sensitive, couldn’t bear hearing certain things, thus losing my composure.”

Listen to these words – first complaining she didn’t care enough about him to reassure him. Then saying it was because he cared too much for her that his usually calm and wise self momentarily lost composure and rationality.

Shen Xihe couldn’t be bothered to argue these points. With Bu Shulin’s danger turned to safety, her heart was somewhat relieved.

Seeing her relaxed expression and good mood, Xiao Huayong said: “I’ve gone to such lengths for Youyou, won’t Youyou give me some reward?”

Gone to such lengths?

Shen Xihe looked completely puzzled.

She knew Xiao Huayong was paving the way for her, even this test of Bu Shulin was arranged to make her look good. In the past, Shen Xihe would have thought Xiao Huayong was seeking credit, but now she didn’t think so – he wouldn’t seek credit for this.

So he must mean something else. Since she always felt she could never catch up to Xiao Huayong’s thoughts regarding romance, she chose not to speak rashly.

“By my usual standards, the Hereditary Prince wouldn’t pass so easily, much less would I facilitate opportunities for her to be lovey-dovey with a beloved general. This is all out of consideration for Youyou.” Xiao Huayong spoke softly.

Shen Xihe choked, wanting to refute but unable to. Not refuting wasn’t good either – this fellow’s eyes were bright as a thief’s, and readily agreeing might mean promising him who knows what!

The Crown Prince, so distinguished and meticulous in official matters, became utterly shameless when not discussing business, especially when seeking praise – usually directing his schemes toward bedroom matters.

Just thinking of his past misdeeds, Shen Xihe couldn’t give in.

“It’s fine if Youyou won’t acknowledge it, it’s just my one-sided feelings after all…” Instantly reading Shen Xihe’s thoughts, Xiao Huayong retreated to advance, starting to brew tea. “Youyou needn’t feel guilty, I do it all willingly. Even if my heart feels lonely, I won’t harbor resentment…”

Shen Xihe stared intently at this two-faced man before her. His mouth said no resentment, but the grievance in his tone and eyes was almost tangible.

If Shen Xihe wasn’t directly involved and saw Xiao Huayong like this, she’d truly think the woman sitting opposite him, making him show such an expression, was a heartless villainous woman!

Shen Xihe: …

He was acting again!

Taking a deep breath to calm herself, Shen Xihe revealed a gentle, graceful smile: “Beichen has worked hard. Beichen protected Alin for me, so in gratitude, I’ll handle Min River for you. I’ll take action in this battle, sparing Beichen from harming close kin and bearing that burden.”

Xiao Huayong was stunned, not expecting Shen Xihe to counter him this way.

Harming close kin? His relationship with His Majesty and Xiao Changyan was life-or-death enmity, but Shen Xihe put it so righteously he couldn’t refute it.

Just as he was trying to win people’s hearts regarding Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai, yet insisted on connecting it to Shen Xihe.

He instantly withdrew his smile: “Is Youyou truly planning to take action personally?”

“Truly.” Shen Xihe nodded, expression calm, showing no trace of jest.

Xiao Huayong pondered briefly: “Very well, I’ll wait and see Youyou’s performance, being a well-behaved Crown Prince.”

The Min River operation was extremely important – the slightest mistake would bring endless trouble.

Though Xiao Huayong had planned much, achieving such a grand situation making His Majesty and Xiao Changyan commit all their forces was due to Shen Xihe having Shen Yun’an fly in as bait.

Bu Shulin alone couldn’t achieve such an effect. Xiao Huayong deeply trusted Shen Xihe’s ability and methods, not worrying despite the matter’s importance.

He now let go completely, entrusting everything to Shen Xihe’s management.

Chapter 751: The Crown Princess’s Strategy is the Best Strategy
Xiao Huayong decisively handed over all his arrangements and personnel along the Min River to Shen Xihe, and she took complete control without hesitation.

After understanding Xiao Huayong’s schemes, Shen Xihe remained silent for a moment before sending a letter to Shen Yun’an.

Upon receiving the letter, Shen Yun’an couldn’t help but smile bitterly and said to Qi Pei: “The Crown Princess has truly given me a difficult task.”

When facing those who weren’t close relatives, Shen Yun’an never called Shen Xihe by her childhood name. That day in front of Xiao Huayong, it wasn’t that he let his guard down, but rather after knowing his sister’s choice, he deliberately showed off their close sibling relationship.

Instead, this led to Xiao Huayong learning Shen Xihe’s intimate name, and even making up one of his own to match.

“What are the Crown Princess’s orders?” Qi Pei asked.

Whether it was the Jiannan Military Commander, Yu Xiang, or the lately arrived Xiao Changyan, they had all deployed troops along the Min River, surrounding it from left and right, as well as downstream near the Prince of Shunan’s mansion, making it watertight.

However, they had hidden themselves extremely well, and there hadn’t been any confrontation yet. Xiao Changyan and others were expanding their search under the pretext of hunting bandits. Sooner or later, they would be found, as they couldn’t hide for much longer.

Neither the Crown Prince nor the Crown Princess had given them orders, and they were becoming somewhat restless.

“The Crown Princess wants me to turn Yu Xiang to our side,” Shen Yun’an revealed something he hadn’t dared to even think about.

Who was Yu Xiang? The former Marquis of Pingyao. He wasn’t like the King of the Northwest who had protected His Majesty multiple times during his early days, nor was he like Liu Sanzhi who had risked death for His Majesty several times, and unlike the old Prince Xun who had established great merit by pacifying the northeast for His Majesty!

However, when Prince Qian was at his peak and sweeping through with overwhelming force, Yu Xiang had shown keen insight by turning to His Majesty. He later followed His Majesty in campaigns north and south, establishing His Majesty’s military guard. It could be said that without Yu Xiang, His Majesty wouldn’t have had the confidence to assassinate Prince Qian before attacking the imperial city!

However, due to Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong’s repeated interventions, Yu Xiang was repeatedly reprimanded by His Majesty and finally lost his marquis title, causing a rift between ruler and subject.

However, the relationship between this ruler and the subject was no longer just about loyalty. The intricate web of interests meant that Yu Xiang could never rebel against His Majesty!

It was precisely because of this that neither Xiao Huayong nor Shen Yun’an had considered taking this path. It was an impassable road, yet Shen Xihe insisted on creating a path where there was none, causing Shen Yun’an great alarm.

Qi Pei was also startled. These days, he had been with Shen Yun’an, who had often discussed their four upcoming opponents: the openly positioned Jiannan Military Commander, Yu Xiang, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, and His Majesty hidden behind them all!

He shared almost the same thought as Shen Yun’an – trying to turn Yu Xiang was nothing short of a wild fantasy!

However, since these were the Crown Princess’s orders, Qi Pei, who deeply respected and admired the Crown Princess, dared not question it and could only ask: “What does the Crown Prince say?”

“The Crown Prince’s letter arrived earlier than the Crown Princess’s, containing only one sentence: follow the Crown Princess’s orders,” Shen Yun’an had received Xiao Huayong’s message yesterday and was puzzled, but now he understood.

His brother-in-law had relinquished his authority as husband, and the commanding general of this battle had become his sister. Fortunately, only he knew who the real commander was. Since he was here as the backbone, it wouldn’t affect the people below. Otherwise, with such a playful change of command amid battle, Shen Yun’an would truly have had to sharpen his knife and refuse orders!

“Since even the Crown Prince trusts in the Crown Princess, her strategy must surely succeed.” As if having taken a reassuring pill, Qi Pei no longer worried whether it was a fantasy – at this moment, he felt that turning Yu Xiang was not such an impossible task!

Shen Yun’an couldn’t help but roll his eyes. He took the brocade pouch that came with the letter and walked aside to carefully study Shen Xihe’s method for turning Yu Xiang.

His slightly furrowed brow gradually smoothed out, and his eyes grew increasingly bright. After finishing the letter, he excitedly stood up and struck his palm with his fist: “It can be done!”

“The Crown Princess’s strategy must be the best strategy!” Though Qi Pei hadn’t seen Shen Xihe’s plan, he sincerely trusted both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong!

“Indeed, it is the best strategy.” Shen Yun’an’s features showed pride as if sharing in the glory. “Tonight we’ll head downstream, leave traces, and wait for Yu Xiang to seek us out.”

“Young Master, rest assured, I will arrange everything properly!” Without asking why Yu Xiang would seek them out, Qi Pei agreed and pushed his wheelchair out through the secret door.

Yu Sangning had long since sent Shen Xihe’s threat, along with that letter, to Yu Xiang through her brother. The letter naturally used sincere words, explained the dangers, and hoped that their father would make a wise choice for self-preservation.

This letter did indeed cause ripples in Yu Xiang’s heart, but not because he was moved by Yu Sangning. Yu Sangning was clever, and she had grasped the advantages and disadvantages, but she didn’t know that her birth father was already bound together with His Majesty on the same boat. Yu Xiang could never trust Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong.

Instead, if he could eliminate the Shen siblings this time, it would surely be a great achievement, and the title of Marquis of Pingyao might not be impossible to regain!

He had been waiting for Shen Yun’an to seek him out, but Shen Yun’an seemed extremely cautious and delayed making contact. After waiting for several days, when Yu Xiang was almost losing patience, Shen Yun’an finally gave him a hint!

Yu Xiang abandoned all his men and went alone to seek them out. Naturally, the first person he met wasn’t Shen Yun’an, but rather his trusted subordinate Mo Yao.

Mo Yao was dressed in tight-fitting clothes, clearly having waited for Yu Xiang for a long time. He took out a black cloth: “General Yu, please pardon the offense.”

Yu Xiang had no objection and allowed Mo Yao to blindfold him. He was led onto a carriage, and after a bumpy journey, they arrived in a deep mountain forest. Trees surrounded and converged overhead, making it impossible to distinguish east from west or north from south. Shen Yun’an stood ahead.

“General Yu shows great courage, daring to come alone to meet me,” Shen Yun’an praised.

“Not comparable to Young Master, who entered Min River alone,” Yu Xiang said with a stern face.

“General Yu overpraises me.” Shen Yun’an took the sarcastic words entirely as praise. “Since the General has come, it seems we can still reach an agreement.”

“How dare I make agreements with Young Master?” Yu Xiang said coolly. “Young Master is young and inexperienced, too presumptuous. If it were the King of the Northwest, he would never harbor thoughts of making me betray His Majesty.”

In the night, Shen Yun’an’s wheat-colored skin gleamed with a lustrous sheen. He carelessly pulled up the corner of his mouth: “If the General has no sincerity, then leave freely. I won’t stop you.”

Yu Xiang coldly stared at Shen Yun’an for a long while before decisively turning around. However, just as he had taken two steps before his foot could touch the ground, Shen Yun’an’s lazy voice came from behind.

“It’s just that my sister never leaves evidence in others’ hands. General, since you already know how the Prince of Kang’s mansion turned to dust, you should be prepared.

Let me see whether His Majesty, who couldn’t protect the loyal Prince of Kang back then, can now protect the devoted General Yu who has given his heart and liver.”

Chapter 752: Shen Yun’an’s Arrogance
The death of the Prince of Kang had been suspicious from the start, but it involved His Majesty’s secret weapon manufacturing. Coincidentally, it was revealed by Shen Xihe, who had just arrived in the capital. Even with Shen Yueshan, His Majesty was confident that he couldn’t have discovered the secretly maintained army. Therefore, His Majesty never suspected that Shen Xihe had guessed anything.

Everything could only be attributed to the Prince of Kang’s carelessness, which allowed Shen Xihe to notice his movements and set up a trap to bring about his death.

In this matter, His Majesty couldn’t protect the Prince of Kang – the case couldn’t withstand deep investigation. The crime of secretly manufacturing weapons with intent to rebel couldn’t be washed away from the Prince of Kang!

They all knew Shen Xihe, who personally tore open this wound, had set up a scheme, but they couldn’t guess exactly how the scheme was executed.

However, now Yu Xiang knew every detail clearly – every nuance, every calculation. Even when it happened, Shen Xihe had anticipated that His Majesty would send the Imperial Investigators to try to save the Prince of Kang. Thus, she had early on planted fire stones, drawing villagers and local officials from all directions, making it impossible for the Imperial Investigators to silence witnesses and turn the situation around.

All this was in the letter Shen Xihe wrote to Yu Sangning, which Yu Sangning had passed to Yu Xiang, written in meticulous detail. Now Shen Yun’an was using this to warn him.

It was to make him understand that Shen Xihe wouldn’t spare the Yu family. If today the Yu family didn’t cooperate with the Shen family, they would be choosing to become enemies of the Shen clan. The fate of the Shen clan’s enemies could be seen in the example of the Prince of Kang.

The cold night was silent, the moonlight hiding its edge.

Yu Xiang stared fixedly at the confident Shen Yun’an, his tightly clenched fists creaking, his bloodshot eyes seeming to tremble slightly. Finally, unable to endure anymore, he shouted: “This is too much!”

Before the sound faded, his fist cut through the night wind toward Shen Yun’an like a tiger.

Smile vanishing, feet planted firmly, Shen Yun’an stood like a deeply rooted pine tree. He shifted his body to dodge. Yu Xiang followed through with a sweeping arm strike, but Shen Yun’an seemed to have anticipated this. He leaned back and twisted his waist, avoiding Yu Xiang’s sweeping arm with an almost impossible arc, swift as the wind.

Simultaneously, his hand struck like lightning, grabbing Yu Xiang’s wrist. With a powerful pull, the huge force lifted Yu Xiang off the ground. Following the direction of the force, Shen Yun’an threw Yu Xiang away.

Yu Xiang flew through the air, barely managing to twist his body in a flip before hitting the ground. He staggered several steps before stabilizing himself.

Shen Yun’an clasped his hands behind his back, calmly watching Yu Xiang from the side: “General Yu, you are no match for me, and I don’t wish for us to completely fall out with each other.”

Yu Xiang’s wrist still held a slight pain where Shen Yun’an had gripped it. His gaze fell on Shen Yun’an’s feet, which hadn’t moved half a step from beginning to end, demonstrating his exceptional martial arts skills.

Gritting his teeth, seemingly struggling with himself, Yu Xiang remained silent for a while before asking gruffly: “Young Master, how do you want me to help? After this matter, how will the Crown Princess treat my Yu family?”

Shen Yun’an raised his eyebrows slightly, his black eyes flickering with a faint light: “General Yu seems to have misunderstood my meaning. Her Highness the Crown Princess has no intention of recruiting the Yu family. This is merely giving General Yu a choice – either risk being executed along with your entire family by His Majesty, following in the footsteps of the Prince of Kang’s household in loyal death to His Majesty, or show wisdom in knowing when to advance and retreat, being flexible with us for a chance at survival.”

Seeing Yu Xiang’s iron-grey face, Shen Yun’an leisurely added: “Of course, after this matter, as long as the Yu family doesn’t oppose the Crown Princess, she naturally won’t harm the innocent without reason.”

The meaning was obvious – the Shen family and Eastern Palace didn’t need the Yu family’s allegiance! They were merely giving Yu Xiang a choice: either offend Shen Xihe or play both sides. Considering Yu Xiang’s cooperation in playing deaf and dumb this time, helping her trap His Majesty, Shen Xihe wouldn’t trouble the Yu family in the future.

Shen Yun’an’s tone wasn’t arrogant at all, but every word revealed their contempt for the Yu family. Yu Xiang was so angry his chest hurt, but he swallowed this anger: “Young Master speaks with such confidence, are you certain you can return alive from here? If you’re so sure of victory, why bother pulling me in?”

“Heh.” Shen Yun’an gave a light laugh, slowly taking steps as he turned to face Yu Xiang, wearing a faint smile. “Whether I can leave here alive has no connection to the Yu family’s safety.

While I’m here, who among you can capture me? If you can’t capture me, who dares say they saw me here? Who would lightly bear the crime of deliberately inciting discord between the Northwest and His Majesty?”

He spoke with extreme insolence, his expression full of disdain: “Even if General Yu and the Eighth Prince force me to death here, as long as the Northwest can produce another Young Master, even if I fall into your hands, as long as the Northwest army remains strong, the false can become true, and the true can become false. I would become evidence of General Yu and Prince Jing’s deliberate harm to the King of Northwest!”

Shen Yun’an’s words made Yu Xiang’s heart sink. Why had His Majesty been unable to deal with Shen Yueshan all these years despite wracking his brains? For an emperor, pinning a false crime on someone was extremely easy, but Shen Yueshan’s roots in the Northwest ran deep. Even if they successfully lured the Shen father and son to the capital and killed them, it would instantly throw the Northwest into chaos.

Not only would there be public outrage, but also the self-preservation instincts and revenge of the Northwest commanders, as well as the enemy forces along the Northwest border, primarily the Turks and Khitans, who would seize the opportunity!

One wrong move in killing Shen Yueshan would destroy half the Northwest frontier, making His Majesty a sinner for all history!

As long as the Northwest remained strong and viewed the King of the Northwest as divine, His Majesty couldn’t move against Shen Yueshan without evidence. Just like years ago when His Majesty merely wanted the Xiao family to marry Shen Yueshan – the moment he imprisoned Shen Yueshan, the Turks and Khitans joined forces to invade. The Northwest army used the excuse of having no commander to fight passively, forcing His Majesty to lose face by pinning all crimes on the Xiao family and personally releasing Shen Yueshan.

How much face was lost, and how many benefits had to be promised to get Shen Yueshan to return to guard the Northwest?

It didn’t work then, and it was even more impossible now. Just as Shen Yun’an said, even if he fell into their hands, as long as the Northwest could produce another Young Master – one recognized by all of the Northwest – they couldn’t convict the Shen clan of any crime, couldn’t implicate the Eastern Palace, couldn’t shake the Crown Princess in the slightest.

Then the Yu family would have to bear the Crown Princess’s wrath!

Seeming to have weighed the advantages and disadvantages, Yu Xiang finally compromised: “How does Young Master want me to facilitate?”

Shen Yun’an smiled with satisfaction: “Don’t rush, General Yu. I will notify you later on how to proceed. I won’t put General Yu in a difficult position or expose any flaws.”

Yu Xiang maintained a tense expression: “Young Master and the Crown Princess can turn clouds and rain with a flip of your hands. How do I know I won’t become a scapegoat?”

If Shen Yun’an won and an investigation followed, it would be his fault. Shen Xihe might not trouble the Yu family, but would His Majesty spare them?

Death awaited either way, so why should he become a traitor?

Chapter 753: The Big Fish is Xiao Changyan
“Though my sister and I may not be virtuous people, we don’t burn bridges after crossing them. Those who show us kindness will receive our eternal gratitude. However…”

In the darkness, Shen Yun’an’s eyes seemed infused with the cold light of the moon: “Those who make enemies of us will weep blood with swords at their pillows!”

Those words seemed to transform into a three-foot sword, making Yu Xiang, who met Shen Yun’an’s deep, sharp gaze, instinctively tense his spine, feeling a bone-chilling sensation as if being watched by something extremely dangerous.

This was both a promise and a warning!

A promise to Yu Xiang that the Shen siblings wouldn’t set him up as the final scapegoat.

A warning to Yu Xiang that he had no choice – trusting Shen Yun’an might give him a glimmer of hope for survival, while not trusting him meant seeing if the Yu family could escape Shen Xihe’s targeting!

Taking a deep breath, Yu Xiang said in a deep voice: “I hope Young Master remembers today’s promise!”

Shen Yun’an withdrew his imposing manner, becoming casual again: “General Yu can rest assured. To facilitate message delivery to you, I’ll assign someone to you.”

With these words, Shen Yun’an clapped his hands twice, and a black shadow darted out, saluting Shen Yun’an with clasped hands, then standing silently to one side.

“General Yu, rest assured, this subordinate of mine is both deaf and mute, and cannot read or write. Having him by your side won’t risk leaking military intelligence – he’ll only be used for delivering messages.” Shen Yun’an explained truthfully, though whether Yu Xiang believed him or not didn’t matter to him.

Yu Xiang looked at the plain-faced person with half belief and half doubt but didn’t show it. He gave Shen Yun’an a slight ceremonial bow and left without a word.

Shen Yun’an’s man, catching his eye signal, followed Yu Xiang like a ghost, without making a sound.

After watching them disappear, Shen Yun’an turned and headed in the opposite direction.

In the quiet wooden cabin, Qi Pei had prepared food, and seeing Shen Yun’an’s light steps, smiled faintly: “It’s still warm, Young Master, please eat.”

Shen Yun’an didn’t stand at the ceremony. He washed his hands, strode over to sit down, picked up his chopsticks, and while eating said: “You deliberately waited for me, wanting to know if my mission was successful?”

“I did deliberately wait for Young Master, but I believed you would certainly succeed,” Qi Pei said with a smile.

Shen Yun’an glanced at Qi Pei, then began rapidly eating his rice. Having grown up in military camps, Shen Yun’an ate without any trace of proper etiquette. When he was halfway through, Qu Hongying arrived carrying soup.

Shen Yun’an’s whereabouts couldn’t be known to too many people. Besides Qi Pei and Qu Hongying, no one had seen him, and now Yu Xiang was added to that number.

“Did Young Master convince him?” Qi Pei wasn’t curious, but Qu Hongying was. She couldn’t wait to ask after Shen Yun’an had finished eating and drinking.

After drinking a cup of warm water and finding a comfortable sitting position, Shen Yun’an said: “His Majesty’s confidant isn’t so easily turned. Today when I met with him…”

Shen Yun’an didn’t hide anything about his meeting with Yu Xiang, telling them everything in detail.

Qi Pei listened thoughtfully, while Qu Hongying furrowed her brows: “Young Master means this Yu fellow only pretended to be forced into agreeing to conspire with you but harbors ulterior motives, ready to play both sides at any moment?”

With a smile playing on his lips, Shen Yun’an nodded slightly: “The Crown Princess said, if Yu Xiang sought us out and straightforwardly agreed to help, it would mean his daughter truly convinced him and he sincerely wanted to work with us.

If he first showed extreme anger, then agreed only after a struggle, he must have come with deceptive intent, merely putting on an act thinking himself clever.

If he refused to yield at all and brought hidden reinforcements to follow, it would mean his loyalty was unshakeable.”

“What does this mean?” Qu Hongying didn’t quite understand.

Qi Pei looked at her tenderly: “If he agreed directly, it would show he had thought everything through and made his decision. He’s a clever person – if he had ulterior motives, he would overthink, believing that if he agreed too readily, Young Master wouldn’t trust him.

To gain Young Master’s trust, he would resist, struggle, and finally reluctantly compromise.”

“That’s exactly right,” Shen Yun’an nodded.

If one truly wanted to switch sides, one would be extremely frank with Shen Yun’an, not worried that immediate agreement would raise suspicion.

“In that case, does Young Master still want to turn him?” Qu Hongying couldn’t help but ask.

“He will,” Shen Yun’an said with absolute certainty.

As Qu Hongying was about to ask more, Qi Pei took her hand, and they both fell silent.

Shen Yun’an rose to write a reply letter to Shen Xihe.

Several years ago, Xiao Huayong had given Shen Yueshan the method of training hawks, making messenger hawks both swift and secure.

Early the next morning, just as Shen Xihe finished her morning meal, she received Shen Yun’an’s letter. After reading it, she smiled slightly, just as Xiao Huayong returned from morning court: “Youyou seem in excellent spirits today, what happy news is there?”

“The fish took the bait,” Shen Xihe handed Shen Yun’an’s letter to Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong glanced at it briefly: “Is Youyou planning to let Yu Xiang’s cleverness be his undoing?”

Giving Xiao Huayong a sidelong glance, Shen Xihe took back the letter. While standing up to fold it carefully and return it to its envelope, she took out a box, opened its delicate small lock, and placed the envelope inside: “Yu Xiang is just a small fish.”

“And the big fish is?” Xiao Huayong raised his eyebrows.

After locking the box and carefully putting it back in its place, Shen Xihe smiled slightly at him, her smile showing understanding: “Do you need to ask?”

Naturally, it was Prince Jing Xiao Changyan, whom he had forced to go to the Min River!

“Youyou’s thoughts are unfathomable, how could I not need to ask?” Xiao Huayong said, then couldn’t help asking, “There are quite a few envelopes in that box.”

He had noticed with a glance that there were roughly several dozen.

“They’re all letters exchanged between my brother and me,” Shen Xihe said, her expression softening somewhat at the mention.

She had a habit of collecting all letters exchanged with important people, though naturally these letters were written in obscure language, especially those between her and Shen Yun’an, which contained codes that others couldn’t understand. She wasn’t worried about them falling into others’ hands and becoming evidence against them.

Of course, she was confident no one could steal her things – these boxes all contained hidden deadly traps. If opened incorrectly, secret compartments would spring open, and even a tiny amount of the poison powder inside, if inhaled, would be fatal!

“Youyou treasure and carefully store letters from her brother, showing how much you value him,” Xiao Huayong asked quietly. “I wonder if I’m fortunate enough to have Youyou prepare a box for me?”

Even before Xiao Huayong mentioned the box in his sour tone, Shen Xihe had guessed he would bring this up. Though it was as expected, she still couldn’t help but smile, lifting an identical box with different carved patterns from beside her and opening it in front of Xiao Huayong: “It’s right here.”

Not all the letters were there – some had been burned, though most were kept. Xiao Huayong didn’t pay attention to the thickness of the letters, instead being drawn to some strands of hair tied with red thread at the side. He couldn’t help but take them out: “So it turns out I’ve sent Youyou so many locks of hair.”

Chapter 754: I Can Hold Up My Sky
Before their grand wedding, when Shen Xihe went to find Qiong flowers for him, Xiao Huayong began sending letters across thousands of miles, each containing one of his black hairs.

It started that morning after writing a letter when during hair-binding, a strand happened to fall onto the yet-unsealed letter placed aside. This sparked Xiao Huayong’s idea, which became a habit thereafter.

Most were naturally shed hairs from his morning grooming at the Chen hour, though some were purposely plucked. Without realizing it, they accumulated into a lock, and he never expected Shen Xihe would collect them all.

Holding his hair strands, Xiao Huayong couldn’t suppress his smile, expressing indescribable satisfaction and sweetness.

“One’s body, hair, and skin are gifts from one’s parents,” Shen Xihe took them back from Xiao Huayong’s hand, returning them to their original place. “As Crown Prince, how can Beichen dispose of his hair strands carelessly?”

Shen Xihe didn’t believe in Taoism or Buddhism, nor ghosts or witchcraft. She didn’t think careless disposal would bring unnecessary misfortune, making her current words seem somewhat evasive and shy.

Xiao Huayong’s smile reached his eyebrows, but he didn’t expose Shen Xihe’s true thoughts: “Yes, Youyou speaks wisely. Thank you, Youyou, for being so thoughtful of me.”

He didn’t expose anything, nor say much more, simply agreeing with Shen Xihe. Yet his bright eyes and satisfied smile revealed his certainty—Youyou truly cherish me!

Shen Xihe gave a deep look at Xiao Huayong, who was lost in boundless joy and certain pleasure, unwilling to wake from it. She silently went to the study to reply to Shen Yun’an’s letter.

After indulging in his happiness for a while, Xiao Huayong eagerly approached Shen Xihe. Seeing her letter to Shen Yun’an contained nothing but detailed concerns about his wellbeing while away, his sweetened heart suddenly felt a trace of sourness, much like the taste of candied hawthorn.

He had struggled alongside Youyou, yet she had never given him such detailed instructions!

“Not a three-year-old child, needing such detailed instructions…” he mumbled quietly.

Though unclear, Shen Xihe guessed his words and handed him a bronze mirror from beside her.

Xiao Huayong took it naturally, giving her a confused look.

“The person I see in the mirror does look like a three-year-old child,” Shen Xihe teased.

Xiao Huayong lowered his gaze—wasn’t it just his face in the mirror?

Not angered by Shen Xihe’s mockery, he examined himself: “Indeed, Youyou’s mirror better reflects my grace.”

Shen Xihe: …

Constantly stumped by Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe walked past him expressionlessly, handing the letter to Zhenzhu.

Xiao Huayong followed: “Would Youyou like to visit the Heishui tribe?”

He had promised to take Shen Xihe to the Heishui tribe. Promises must be kept, and with his limited time, he needed to arrange it soon.

“With the current tension at Minjiang, His Majesty won’t allow me to leave the capital.” Involving Shen Yun’an, staying in the capital under His Majesty’s watch would give him peace of mind.

“Not now, of course. We’ll go to Heishui to escape the summer heat after summer begins,” Xiao Huayong smiled gently.

By then, Shen Xihe’s pregnancy would be stable, and close to Bu Shulin’s delivery time—perhaps they could even attend Bu Shulin’s childbirth.

“But I’m with child…” Shen Xihe hesitated, not out of excessive worry for the baby, but because this child concerned the Shen family’s survival, and might be her only child with Xiao Huayong, requiring more consideration.

“I’ll take care of everything,” Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand.

“Alright,” Shen Xihe spoke no more, showing her trust.

Though neither mentioned it, they both knew they faced limited time together before confronting their fate.

She deeply understood that Xiao Huayong’s wish to take her to Heishui wasn’t just fulfilling his promise, but also entrusting her with all his foundations there.

Shen Xihe gripped Xiao Huayong’s hand back. His fingertips were ice-cold even in May—though he had always feared cold, they had never been this cold before.

Recently, he slept separately, claiming it was to protect her pregnancy. But Shen Xihe knew he feared she would feel his abnormally cold feet at night.

He tried hiding it, and she obliged by pretending not to know.

Just now, when Shen Xihe gripped back, Xiao Huayong naturally withdrew his hand, embracing her instead—seemingly more intimate, but preventing her from noticing his condition.

Without resistance, Shen Xihe leaned into Xiao Huayong’s embrace.

“Yu Xiang won’t easily trust my brother and me. Compared to seeking survival from us, he has better odds by causing our deaths, which would earn him merit and likely restore the Pingyu Marquis title soon…”

At this moment, Shen Xihe couldn’t help revealing her entire plan to Xiao Huayong.

“He will pretend to defect, and my brother will let Prince Jing notice their frequent contact. Prince Jing will certainly confront Yu Xiang, who will discover he can’t subdue my brother alone at his position, and worry about His Majesty’s future suspicions about whether he truly defected to my brother. Being honest with Prince Jing would be more beneficial.

Prince Jing, like you, won’t naively believe my brother and I would trust Yu Xiang could be turned. Yet we still act this way, surely with purpose—perhaps we’re only pretending to trust Yu Xiang while using him.

Prince Jing will certainly try his best to place people near my brother, seeing as believing.

But he can’t place anyone near my brother. You once said Prince Jing has someone skilled in soul-capturing techniques. I’ve let my brother give him an opening—through the deaf mute placed near Yu Xiang, tracing to my brother’s trusted contact, he will surely use soul-capturing techniques, which Prince Jing certainly trusts greatly.

I have no way to break soul-capturing techniques, but I’ve had my brother arrange in advance—what this person sees and hears will be exactly what my brother wants Prince Jing to know.

When the great battle comes, my brother will tell Yu Xiang the true deployment, while through this soul-captured person, let Prince Jing know this plan is merely to trap Yu Xiang and himself. Prince Jing will trust himself more, making mistaken countermoves.

With my brother’s people near Yu Xiang, Prince Jing will be cautious and won’t tell Yu Xiang the truth.

When defeat begins to show, Yu Xiang realizes Prince Jing doesn’t trust him. At this time, someone needs to take responsibility for the defeat.

Yu Xiang will see my brother’s sincerity, Prince Jing’s overconfidence, and the irreversible defeat, forcing him to cooperate with my brother, pushing all consequences onto Prince Jing.”

Shen Xihe rarely spoke so much at once. After finishing, she looked up at Xiao Huayong: “Beichen, I dared come to the capital alone, stepping into the royal family’s whirlpool, because I have the confidence and means to fight to the end.

You… don’t need to worry about me.”

I just want to tell you, I can hold up my sky. You focus on healing yourself, and reuniting with me is enough.

Chapter 755: Beichen Thanks You
“Youyou…”

A sigh carried a thousand emotions.

Xiao Huayong’s expression turned desolate and melancholic. Even with his silver tongue, he momentarily lost his words, unsure how to begin.

Despite their ability to move mountains and cover the sky, they were powerless against life’s partings and death’s meetings.

Some words were like scars – they both knew where they lay, carefully avoiding them, yet that didn’t mean they didn’t exist or wouldn’t worsen.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong truly wished Shen Xihe wasn’t so perceptive and wise; perhaps then he could have hidden things from her longer. As the thought arose, he couldn’t help but mock himself – wasn’t it precisely her calm self-possession and wise composure that had drawn him in, making him fall deeper and deeper for her?

The melancholy lasted only an instant before Xiao Huayong’s powerful self-control contained it. His expression returned to composure as he raised his wrist, revealing a black chess piece tied with a five-colored longevity thread: “I’ve never underestimated your abilities, nor did I think that as a man, as a husband, I must keep you sheltered in the inner chambers, shielding you from everything.

I simply want to treat you well.

With all I have, I wish for your peace.”

He couldn’t help wanting to solve her worries, thinking of both what she had and hadn’t considered.

He acted instinctively, simply because he knew these were her desires.

He knew that even without him, whatever she sought, she would achieve.

Yet he couldn’t help but offer up everything he had, presenting it before her, wanting to give her more ease and comfort.

Her fan-like dense eyelashes cast shadows as she lowered her eyes. No one knew what Shen Xihe was thinking, not even Xiao Huayong who held her could guess her thoughts.

Her silence and contained emotions made his heart pound like a drum. He began to feel uneasy, though he didn’t think he had done wrong and knew she wasn’t one to anger unreasonably, he still couldn’t control his worry.

This was worry born of love.

After an unknown time, just as Xiao Huayong was about to speak, Shen Xihe raised her head. Her obsidian-like dark eyes were clear and determined: “Beichen, in our nearly five years of knowing each other, I’ve received many benefits from you, yet never properly thanked you…”

“Youyou…”

“Let me finish.” Shen Xihe’s fingertip touched his lips as Xiao Huayong urgently tried to speak. “I want to thank you.

Thank you for descending from heaven into my mortal world.

Thank you for your persistence in breaking through my defenses.

Thank you for your honesty – now I understand how the friendship of Pan and Yang can be so irresistible.

Thank you for giving me your heart. In this life, because of you, I have no regrets nor remorse.”

Her light smile was clean yet faint, but it deeply pained his eyes. Xiao Huayong had thought himself a person without weakness, yet at this moment he couldn’t help his reddening eyes. He tightly embraced Shen Xihe, his heart’s violent beating accompanying his trembling body, revealing his loss of emotional control.

A thousand words, yet he couldn’t utter a single one.

She had acknowledged it, finally acknowledged him, acknowledged his feelings.

This was his dream, yet when it truly came, he felt both joy and sorrow. Sweetness and dull pain flooded his heart together, blocking his throat, and leaving him momentarily speechless.

Shen Xihe slowly curved her lips, reaching out both hands to grip his shoulders, nestling in his embrace.

The sunlight that had quietly crept in cast their tightly embracing silhouettes on the screen, like an eternal misty painting, intimate and beautiful.

All these joys and sorrows needed no more words.

The happenings in the capital did not affect the battlefield at Minjiang.

As the highest-ranking official, with His Majesty ordering him to thoroughly investigate this “bandits massacring villages” incident, Xiao Changyan led the investigation with the Jiannian Military Governor and Yu Xiang assisting.

Controlling the orders, Xiao Changyan implemented a method of continuously shrinking the encirclement to search for Shen Yun’an’s traces. Meanwhile, he had received word from Xiao Changgeng that Bu Shulin had escaped their pursuit.

Then Shen Yun’an must be here to assist Bu Shulin. He would come from Minzhou – all routes approaching Minjiang were manned, determined to prevent Bu Shulin and Shen Yun’an from meeting.

As for Xiao Changmin’s certainty about Bu Shulin being female, for some reason, he hadn’t informed Xiao Changyan.

This led to many misjudgments by Xiao Changyan. Xiao Changmin didn’t know this, and even if he did, he wouldn’t care – their alliance was only temporary due to non-conflicting interests and common enemies!

After searching Minjiang for several days, checking every inch without finding traces of Shen Yun’an, just as Xiao Changyan began questioning whether Shen Yun’an had truly come here, they finally discovered his trail.

However, following the trail wasn’t smooth – Shen Yun’an shook them off several times. But as long as the person was here, Xiao Changyan could patiently catch them!

This day, after learning of Shen Yun’an’s traces, Xiao Changyan personally gave chase. Though he lost Shen Yun’an again, after rushing through a reed field, he saw Yu Xiang!

Yu Xiang, who had just parted from Shen Yun’an, turned to see Xiao Changyan standing at the bow, hands behind his back against the wind, black eyes fixed on him.

As the boat slowly approached, Xiao Changyan asked: “Would General Yu care to explain to this prince why, while chasing a suspicious person here, I instead found General Yu?”

After much internal struggle, Yu Xiang’s instinct was to fabricate lies, but under Xiao Changyan’s gaze, rolling like dark clouds brewing a storm, he decided to be honest: “Your Highness, might we speak privately?”

Xiao Changyan withdrew his oppressive aura and gestured. He boarded Yu Xiang’s boat, and Yu Xiang personally rowed, taking the small boat far away before stopping to speak softly: “Your Highness, this humble servant saw the Western North Prince’s heir two days ago. It began with the Eastern Palace Consort sending a letter to my daughter…”

Yu Xiang held nothing back, producing the letter from Yu Sangning he carried and showing it to Xiao Changyan. He revealed his plans, how Shen Yun’an had been probing deployment information from him these past days, how Shen Yun’an had placed someone at his side, and everything else.

Finally, he didn’t forget to pledge loyalty: “Your Highness, please understand, this servant merely acted as bait to lure the Western North Prince’s heir. Only by capturing the Eastern Palace Consort can we resolve this permanently.”

After reading the letter, Xiao Changyan fell into deep thought. So this was how Shen Xihe had used others to kill King Kang, using His Majesty’s blade to cut down His Majesty’s right-hand man, while deceiving His Majesty’s comfort!

This woman’s scheming made even men shudder! No wonder she dared marry into the Eastern Palace, attempting to compete with them using her position as mother of the legitimate imperial grandson!

He returned the letters to Yu Xiang – keeping them was useless, they couldn’t serve as evidence against Shen Xihe.

Xiao Changyan said: “This prince trusts General Yu’s loyalty. The general bears the burden of deceiving the Western North Prince’s heir. Once we capture these traitors, this prince will certainly testify to protect the general’s innocence.”

Though Xiao Changyan said this, in his heart, he felt Yu Xiang wasn’t the bait he thought himself to be, but rather the fish!

Chapter 756: The Opening Given to Him
Shen Xihe’s threat to Yu Xiang was real, and using King Kang as an example to intimidate him wasn’t wrong. But would Shen Xihe so easily believe Yu Xiang would defect because of this?

Shen Xihe surely wasn’t that naive!

Yu Xiang had followed His Majesty for over twenty years, once serving as General of the Lingyu Guard, one of the Sixteen Guards – a position of personal guard commander that could only be given to His Majesty’s trusted confidants.

In his position, Xiao Changyan wouldn’t believe Yu Xiang could truly side with him either, even under duress!

If Yu Xiang was only pretending to comply, why would Shen Yun’an still deal with him?

“What do you make of this?” Away from Yu Xiang, Xiao Changyan asked his trusted advisor.

The advisor deliberated: “Your Highness, seeing King Kang’s downfall, the Eastern Palace Consort’s thoughts are unfathomable. This servant dares not make rash judgments – any misstep in this matter would bring endless trouble!”

Xiao Changyan’s suspicions weren’t wrong, but even if he predicted everything perfectly and Yu Xiang was just being used, they could only know which of Yu Xiang’s intelligence was false, but what was true?

The battlefield changed in an instant – one wrong move could lose everything. How could he dare make definitive decisions in such a major matter? The cost wasn’t something he could bear.

Standing at the bow, Xiao Changyan gazed at the boundless river, his eyes as deep and silent as the waters, finger rubbing his ring: “Order them to slow the search, and have your people watch closely who exchanges messages with the deaf-mute at Yu Xiang’s side.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” The advisor withdrew.

Soon, Shen Yun’an noticed the three forces searching for them starting to loosen. He couldn’t help but smile slightly, his starlike eyes flickering with anticipation: “The fish has taken the bait.”

But he couldn’t pull yet – this was a big fish. Without it biting firmly, not only could he not pull, but he had to stay patient, absolutely not letting it discover the danger. To keep the fish from letting go, he needed to keep spreading bait.

He called his trusted aide Mo Yao and solemnly told him: “This mission is extremely dangerous. The Crown Princess mentioned soul-capturing techniques – I’ve heard of them in the Western Regions. They not only bewitch minds but can drive people mad. Some highly skilled practitioners can even make their victims take their own lives…”

Mo Yao had grown up with him, following at his side since his earliest memories. They had faced death countless times together, their relationship long surpassing master and servant – they were true life-and-death friends who would give their lives for each other!

Yet to win Xiao Changyan’s trust, Shen Yun’an could only send Mo Yao – anyone else might arouse suspicion from the suspicious and cunning Xiao Changyan.

“My lord needn’t worry for this servant. Since we brothers came of age, we swore loyalty to the Shen family – we’d gladly give our lives!” Mo Yao knelt on one knee before Shen Yun’an, making a strong fist salute.

Shen Yun’an personally helped him up, gripping his hand firmly: “Ayao, when this is over, find yourself a lady and marry soon – my son is about to be born. The friendship between us needs to be passed down through bloodlines.”

Mo Yao’s tan face flushed red, stammering: “This… this servant… accepts the command.”

“Hahahahaha…” Shen Yun’an teased his beloved general, enjoying his embarrassment, laughing freely.

The heavy atmosphere between them instantly dissolved. Shen Yun’an contained his smile, his broad palm heavily patting Mo Yao’s shoulder: “Go.”

The person initially placed at Yu Xiang’s side was deliberately left as an opening for Xiao Changyan, so they had been secretly exchanging messages with Shen Yun’an’s trusted Mo Yao all along.

It wasn’t difficult for Xiao Changyan’s people to trace Mo Yao, and Shen Yun’an didn’t have Mo Yao deliberately expose his tracks – everything followed naturally, whether early or late depending on Xiao Changyan’s ability.

Indeed, Xiao Changyan didn’t disappoint Shen Yun’an. After several deliberate small moves causing Yu Xiang to frequently pass messages, they finally confirmed Mo Yao.

“Your Highness, Mo Yao’s martial arts are formidable – he won’t be easily subdued,” the advisor said worriedly.

As Shen Xihe predicted, Xiao Changyan wanted to use soul-capturing techniques on Mo Yao, turning him into a piece on his board.

To avoid arousing Shen Yun’an’s suspicion, they couldn’t harm Mo Yao, but Mo Yao was extremely cautious – there was no way to use the technique without him noticing.

“Target his contact instead,” Xiao Changyan ordered.

The advisor hesitated: “Your Highness, the person the Western North Prince’s heir placed with Yu Xiang is truly deaf and mute!”

Soul-capturing techniques, however powerful, had limitations – they were helpless against the deaf and mute. Bewitching someone wasn’t difficult, but giving orders often required a specific sound or phrase to trigger the victim’s nerves, making them act without resistance or awareness.

A deaf-mute person could be soul-captured through sight but couldn’t receive commands!

Xiao Changyan was surprised that Shen Yun’an was so honest with Yu Xiang – saying it was a deaf-mute person and it truly was.

Even the best actor’s true nature would be revealed through soul-capturing techniques.

Unable to give commands to the deaf-mute, anyone approaching Mo Yao would face resistance, and with Mo Yao’s skills, they had no one who could subdue him in one move.

They couldn’t let Mo Yao be injured and arouse Shen Yun’an’s suspicion, nor could they capture Mo Yao and let him escape, or they would alert their target.

“We can only catch him off guard,” Xiao Changyan’s eyes deepened as he made his decisive move, “Arrange it carefully – success is the only option, failure is not allowed!”

Understanding Xiao Changyan’s meaning, the advisor hesitated, thinking it was too risky with little chance of success but unable to think of other methods, he could only agree.

Just then, Xiao Changyan received a letter from Xiao Changgeng, saying he had deduced Bu Shulin’s movement path and where they would meet with Shen Yun’an.

Xiao Changyan immediately began deploying arrangements, passing his deployment through Yu Xiang to inform Shen Yun’an.

This time, as Mo Yao went to receive the message, seeing the deaf-mute person from afar, just as he was about to approach, a black shadow suddenly leaped through the air, exchanged a palm strike with Mo Yao, and then swiftly moved toward the deaf-mute.

When Mo Yao steadied himself and looked over, the deaf-mute was already being held by the throat by a masked person.

“Who are you!” Mo Yao demanded.

The figure gave an eerie short laugh, then with a force of hand there was a crack – the deaf-mute’s neck twisted and fell. The masked person caught the body and threw it at the charging Mo Yao.

Mo Yao caught his companion’s body, and the masked person vanished without a trace.

Just as he looked in the direction the masked person had gone, the person who had collapsed in his arms suddenly raised their head, throwing a handful of powder at Mo Yao.

Mo Yao was very alert, already sweeping the person away with a palm strike and quickly retreating, arm across his nose and mouth.

He still inhaled some, thinking “Not good!” as he turned to leave, but masked figures leaped out from all directions, blocking his escape routes!

Chapter 757: Direct Confrontation
They surrounded Mo Yao as he fought with all his might, attempting to break through their ranks while the drug had yet to take effect. These people possessed exceptional lightweight martial arts skills – they neither engaged in prolonged combat nor met his attacks directly, but worked in perfect coordination to keep Mo Yao trapped.

Time crept by moment by moment. Eventually, despite having inhaled only a small amount of the powder, Mo Yao began to feel lightheaded and unsteady on his feet. He wanted to cut himself to stay alert through the pain, but these people watched his every move intently, giving him no opportunity to inflict any wounds on himself!

After a long stalemate, Mo Yao gradually discovered that the more he fought, the harder it became to maintain consciousness. When his movements slowed, the masked figures surrounding him took advantage to throw more tranquilizing powder at him. After this second dose of the drug, Mo Yao collapsed within just two breaths.

Meanwhile, Xiao Changyan directly confronted Shen Yunan. Xiao Changyan had deliberately sent Yu Xiang to deliver the message today, while the information Xiao Changgeng had given him stated that Bu Shulin would arrive at this ferry crossing today.

Bu Shulin would certainly notify Shen Yunan, and at this time he could delay Shen Yunan, preventing him from noticing that Mo Yao’s return was too late.

Shen Yunan had come secretly, and Mo Yao was someone who only took orders from Shen Yunan – they likely wouldn’t alert others. Once Mo Yao was captured and his soul was taken, he would naturally provide a coherent explanation.

Xiao Changyan hadn’t brought many men because this was a dock with civilians coming and going and merchant ships mooring. They had come under the pretense of investigating river bandits, so they naturally couldn’t start a battle here, especially since their target was the Crown Prince of Shu South.

This area already bordered Shu South, and Bu Shulin wasn’t a suspect – he even had considerable influence in this region. They naturally couldn’t openly trouble Bu Shulin.

Shen Twenty-seven, currently appearing as Bu Shulin in Xiao Changyan’s eyes, swaggered onto the dock and even openly announced his identity to the shipping company’s manager. Dressed in mourning clothes, he led a group of men in plain white attire, making quite an impressive showing.

“Prince Bu,” said Xiao Changyan upon seeing Shen Twenty-seven and Shen Yunan at his side, the latter wearing a hastily applied false beard.

He could recognize them at a glance but had no way to expose them and call for attack because Bu Shulin had allegedly survived an assassination attempt to reach this point. If he made a move now, everyone would assume his true intention wasn’t what he claimed – that he was using the Northwest Prince’s name as an excuse to harm the Crown Prince of Shu South.

Shen Yunan’s bold behavior relied on the fact that no one in the Northwest would recognize him, as well as the current advantageous situation.

“Greetings, Prince Jing,” Shen Twenty-seven bowed. Having received personal instruction from Bu Shulin, Shen Twenty-seven could now capture five parts of Bu Shulin’s bearing. Only someone like Shen Xihe, who had close dealings with Bu Shulin, would notice the difference.

“What brings Your Highness here?” asked Shen Twenty-seven.

“We received information about river bandits at the dock today, so I came to investigate. I didn’t expect to encounter Prince Bu,” said Xiao Changyan, his gaze sweeping across Bu Shulin’s group, including Shen Yunan. “Prince Bu, when you left the capital, you didn’t seem to have these men with you. They look quite unfamiliar to me.”

“Your Highness may not know, but I was ambushed as soon as I left the capital, and most of my original men perished. Fortunately, these men protected me with their lives, allowing me to escape to Maozhou,” Shen Twenty-seven said with grief and suppressed anger. “These are all my uncles who served with my father defending our homeland in previous years. They later retired from military service and settled here. Learning that my journey was dangerous, they insisted on escorting me back to Shu Capital.”

After explaining everyone’s background, Shen Twenty-seven continued: “While I dare not delay Your Highness in your duties, I am in urgent mourning. My father passed away over half a month ago, and I still haven’t returned, preventing him from being properly buried – truly unfilial of me.

Now that home is within sight, my heart yearns to return. I hope Your Highness understands and allows us to proceed quickly.”

He then signaled Jin Shan to present a stack of travel documents to Xiao Changyan.

Without feigning reluctance, Xiao Changyan personally reviewed each document. Finding no errors, he could only say, “Please wait, Prince Bu. I’ll have my men inspect the ship.”

Xiao Changyan’s men seemed to move efficiently in and out, checking very thoroughly and quickly but still delayed for nearly half a watch before clearing the way.

Not long after the ship set sail, several young men dressed as passengers suddenly drew their swords and charged directly at Shen Yunan and Shen Twenty-seven.

These men all possessed exceptional skills, their techniques swift and clean while exhibiting a bloodthirsty ferocity. Shen Yunan and his companions, long-time military men, immediately recognized them as Shadow Guards privately trained by Xiao Changyan!

After several exchanges, Shen Yunan discovered these men seemed to have studied the Shen family’s martial arts and were very familiar with their techniques!

He immediately signaled to Shen Twenty-seven, who quickly retreated to the back and stopped fighting, otherwise their moves would surely expose their identities!

Just then, Zhapu, who had been constantly guarding Shen Twenty-seven, reported, “Official ships are pursuing us.”

Shen Yunan deflected a long sword and looked back – even at this distance, he could see Xiao Changyan standing at the bow.

Shen Yunan understood why Xiao Changyan had deliberately arranged for people to directly confront them. After such an incident here with unidentified parties, Xiao Changyan, as the investigating authority, had the right to detain both sides – ostensibly to question the attackers, but since they were his men, he was using this to capture both him and Shen Twenty-seven!

“Your Highness, you must go first!” urged Shen Twenty-seven, darting to Shen Yunan’s side after Zhapu and the others had engaged the Shadow Guards. “With my identity as the Crown Prince of Shu South, Prince Jing wouldn’t dare harm me in front of everyone!”

This was a merchant ship, with civilians and merchants watching!

Chapter 758: Fortunate Early Preparation
Shen Twenty-seven was right – Xiao Changyan’s primary target was himself, and he couldn’t stay here any longer. He had already told Shen Twenty-seven everything necessary.

Nodding to Shen Twenty-seven, Shen Yunan looked back at the gradually approaching official ships.

He couldn’t simply dive into the water – that would give Xiao Changyan leverage since his travel papers had just been presented under Shen Twenty-seven’s authority as Crown Prince of Shu South. A sudden escape would give Xiao Changyan the perfect excuse to detain Shen Twenty-seven’s group.

His eyes flashed as he focused on the Shadow Guards engaging with the young men Zhapu had brought.

These Shadow Guards, trained at great cost and effort by Xiao Changyan, were no ordinary fighters. Even four or five of them could hold their own against Zhapu’s dozen or so men.

A cold glint flashed across Shen Yunan’s crimson lips as they curved into a smile. His sharp eyes quickly assessed every point of combat between the two sides, and a viable path flashed through his mind. His feet and body were already moving along the trajectory his mind had mapped.

The blazing sun overhead cast glittering golden light across the river’s surface.

What should have been a suffocatingly hot summer day was pierced by countless cold glints flashing before everyone’s eyes.

They only saw Shen Yunan’s movements leave afterimages, his lightning-fast form darting from one end to the other through countless clashing fighters, making their sword fights and sparking blades seem to move in slow motion.

When Shen Yunan finally stopped, many Shadow Guards had blood flowing from cuts on their necks or napes. The pain came so suddenly that before they could even raise their hands to their wounds, their bodies stiffened and crashed to the ground!

Shen Yunan’s move shocked everyone, especially those on Zhapu’s side who had crossed blades with the Shadow Guards and knew their skill – they instinctively felt a chill run down their necks.

Killing six enemies in one move – while the remaining Shadow Guards were momentarily stunned with fear, their leader instantly leaped up, sword point aimed directly at Shen Yunan. The other Shadow Guards also recovered and resumed fighting with Zhapu’s men.

Watching the sword cleaving through the air toward him, Shen Yunan quickly jumped backward, his foot touching the sword’s edge as he executed an elegant flip in midair before plunging into the river.

The moment he entered the water, a long arrow shot through the space his body had just occupied, striking the ship instead.

Shen Twenty-seven quickly moved to the ship’s edge, eyes fixed on the rippling water where Shen Yunan had disappeared. He hadn’t seen whether Shen Yunan had been hit by the arrow. Only after the ripples gradually settled without any blood rising to the surface did his expression slightly improve.

By then, the Shadow Guards had also plunged into the river one after another as Xiao Changyan’s official ship drew near. Shen Twenty-seven faced Xiao Changyan, now just steps away, with a dark expression: “Why did Your Highness shoot arrows at my Shu South people?”

Xiao Changyan raised his eyebrows. “That was a man of Shu South?” he asked with feigned surprise, then cupped his hands toward Shen Twenty-seven. “My apologies, Prince. The distance was too great – I couldn’t see clearly and thought it was someone attempting to assassinate you.”

After a pause, Xiao Changyan raised his hand: “Quickly find the Prince’s attendant and bring him back safely.”

At his command, men who seemed to have been prepared in advance cleanly dove into the water, creating circles of waves across the river surface. Shen Twenty-seven could only maintain his cold expression.

Though Xiao Changyan’s explanation was perfunctory, it was reasonable enough. For just an attendant, he couldn’t risk confrontation with a Prince. Xiao Changyan was acting deliberately to have an excuse to send more men to hunt down Shen Yunan.

Shen Twenty-seven could only hope Shen Yunan had made preparations in advance.

Indeed, Shen Yunan had prepared. While he couldn’t predict exactly how Xiao Changyan would target him, he knew beyond doubt that he would.

Before entering the water, his arm had been grazed by Xiao Changyan’s arrow, breaking the skin, but he didn’t need to flee – the Qu family’s merchant ship had a hidden door below, behind which he could conceal himself by sliding open the panel.

Xiao Changyan could never have dreamed that he was right beneath his feet inside the ship.

In the dark, narrow hidden compartment, Shen Yunan heard many splashing sounds through the wooden boards. He calmly began treating his minor wound.

Lighting a fire stick, in the weak light Shen Yunan saw the injured area turning black and swollen, indicating the arrow had been poisoned. He quickly took out a porcelain bottle from his waist, removed a sealed wax ball, broke it open, and swallowed the medicine inside.

Leaning against the wooden panel, his fingertips on his pulse, Shen Yunan’s expression grew increasingly tense as he felt his abnormally rapid heartbeat.

After a long while, unable to bear the pain in his chest, he vomited a mouthful of black blood and finally relaxed: “Fortunately I was prepared. Youyou said this fellow was viciously ruthless and cunning – she wasn’t wrong!”

Shen Xihe had sent Shen Yunan personally to deal with Xiao Changyan because she and Xiao Huayong couldn’t leave the palace this time – His Majesty would be watching them closely.

Others likely wouldn’t be a match for Xiao Changyan. Even with Shen Yunan coming personally, Shen Xihe had made complete preparations. This antidote pill was personally compounded by Xie Yunhuai – it could counter any ordinary poison except the rare kind that had afflicted Xiao Huayong. She had also added Immortal Vine to it.

She had discovered that Immortal Vine seemed to enhance medicinal effects – whether medicine or incense, adding a little would multiply the effectiveness.

Naturally, she had made many items using Immortal Vine to give to family and friends.

Feeling his pulse gradually return to normal, Shen Yunan closed his eyes to rest.

Meanwhile, the Shadow Guards and soldiers Xiao Changyan had sent quickly spread out in all directions like a net being cast.

They pursued from the middle of the river to the edges without finding Shen Yunan, and some Shadow Guards who reached the shore were ambushed, never to return.

Xiao Changyan forced Shen Twenty-seven’s ship to the nearest dock, claiming concern for Prince Bu’s safety and the need for a detailed inspection.

During the journey, Shen Yunan calculated the timing and silently emerged from the hidden compartment, diving deep into the river and departing without causing a single ripple.

When he returned to their temporary lodging, Mo Yao and Qi Pei were anxiously waiting.

“Your Highness, are you injured?” Mo Yao strode forward, his face showing genuine concern.

Shen Yunan’s gaze subtly swept across Mo Yao’s face before his eyes closed and he collapsed into Mo Yao’s arms.

He was pretending.

Letting Mo Yao and Qi Pei panic and scramble about, he lay quietly on the bed. The physician who was called had been arranged in advance by Shen Xihe through Qu Hongying.

Though the poison had already been neutralized, the physician claimed it hadn’t. Feeling Mo Yao’s care no different from usual, Shen Yunan was secretly alarmed.

Having spent years in the Northwest and campaigned in the Western Regions, he had heard of soul-capturing techniques, but experiencing them firsthand made him realize how terrifying they were.

Mo Yao probably didn’t even realize his strange condition.

Chapter 759: All Within the Crown Princess’s Control
Shen Yunan deeply believed that if anyone tried to harm him now, Mo Yao would still protect him without regard for his safety.

But this didn’t prevent Xiao Changyan from using soul-capturing techniques – Mo Yao would unknowingly betray him. Even after betraying him, Mo Yao would remember nothing when he awoke.

Soul-capturing techniques were indeed impossible to guard against. Fortunately, Shen Xihe had known early on that Xiao Changyan wouldn’t leave such techniques unused. Rather than wait for him to use them at an unknown time and place, leaving them unprepared, it was better to let him use them according to their wishes.

The more powerful the soul-capturing technique, the more confident Xiao Changyan would be, and thus the more he would rely on it!

Concealing his thoughts, Shen Yunan timed his recovery and slowly awoke, instructing Mo Yao with feigned weakness: “Go contact General Yu again, ask why Prince Jing knew of Prince Bu’s whereabouts, and why he didn’t inform us earlier.”

“Your Highness, when you left today, I received news from General Yu about Prince Bu. It seems Prince Jing still harbors suspicions about General Yu, so the General’s message stated that Prince Bu would arrive at the ferry crossing in three days…” Mo Yao reported Yu Xiang’s message to Shen Yunan.

His memory showed no gaps – it seemed he had simply received the message and returned. However, Xiao Changyan’s advisors had already influenced his memory through soul-capturing techniques regarding when he arrived at the meeting place.

“Is that so?” Shen Yunan responded lightly. “Since Prince Jing harbors suspicions about General Yu, naturally we should let General Yu know.”

“Yes, I’ll arrange it right away.” Mo Yao understood Shen Yunan’s meaning.

The next day, through Mo Yao’s meeting with the deaf-mute messenger, the soul-captured Mo Yao was easily controlled. After just two taps of bamboo boards in the small boat, Mo Yao’s clear eyes became vacant.

Soon a small boat emerged from the reeds, and Xiao Changyan appeared before Mo Yao: “Has the Northwest Prince been poisoned?”

Xiao Changyan was certain Shen Yunan was injured – his arrow had struck the ship, and the arrowhead’s marks proved he had hit his target.

“Yes,” Mo Yao answered mechanically.

“Do you have any antidote?” Xiao Changyan asked.

“No,” Mo Yao answered truthfully.

Satisfied, Xiao Changyan made a gesture. The boat quickly rowed away, followed by two more bamboo taps. Mo Yao awoke to see the deaf-mute’s boat disappearing into the distance.

He stared pensively at the ripples on the river’s surface, feeling something was amiss but unable to identify what. He could only turn back.

Could Prince Jing have already used soul-capturing techniques on him? Why couldn’t he detect anything?

Though suspicious, Mo Yao said nothing upon returning to Shen Yunan. This was their agreement – beforehand, Shen Yunan had told him this wasn’t about using him or keeping him in the dark, but rather a show of trust and a calculated risk.

If anyone who used the technique on him asked whether he knew about soul-capturing, he would involuntarily reveal everything. But Shen Yunan was certain that Xiao Changyan, proud of his soul-capturing technique, wouldn’t suspect others knew of it. Given the time constraints, they wouldn’t dare detain him long and thus wouldn’t ask about such unexpected matters.

But once he suspected he had been captured, they couldn’t mention it again, or it would be exposed in his future contacts with Xiao Changyan’s people.

“Your Highness, I’ve delivered the message to General Yu. He says he’ll be cautious. Also, General Yu sent word that Prince Jing is detaining Prince Bu, citing unsafe roads and rampant river bandits. He requests Prince Bu wait one day while he secures the area, and tomorrow he’ll personally escort Prince Bu back to Shu.” Mo Yao handed over a scroll as he spoke.

Shen Yunan took and opened the scroll. As military men, they could all understand it – this was a simple military deployment map, subtly marking Xiao Changyan’s arrangements.

Shen Yunan smiled with satisfaction: “General Yu has truly helped greatly!”

After his joy, Shen Yunan fell into contemplation: “However, since the information about Prince Bu was wrong, this might not be accurate either.”

“Your Highness suspects Prince Jing deliberately leaked this through General Yu to us?” Mo Yao asked.

“It’s possible.” Shen Yunan nodded. “We can test whether it’s true.”

“How shall we test it?” Mo Yao pondered before continuing, “I also find it suspicious, but if it’s true, Your Highness’s probe might arouse Prince Jing’s suspicions.”

Shen Yunan remained silent for a while, his gaze falling on the scroll. According to Yu Xiang, Xiao Changyan would prepare three military vessels to escort Prince Bu.

In reality, Shen Twenty-seven wasn’t on any of the ships. To misdirect attention, Xiao Changyan forcefully made Shen Twenty-seven cooperate, dispersing most of Zhapu’s men among the three ships while he accompanied Shen Twenty-seven and Zhapu.

This scattered all of Shen Twenty-seven’s people. Against superior force, Shen Twenty-seven couldn’t resist unless he escaped when unobserved. Otherwise, he would be at Xiao Changyan’s mercy, and Xiao Changyan’s reasons were impeccable, beyond reproach.

If Shen Twenty-seven truly escaped, Xiao Changyan could openly search while secretly assassinating him, then blame it on river bandits. Since Shen Twenty-seven had distrusted him and tried to flee, even Shu South couldn’t hold him accountable.

Most critically, with Shen Twenty-seven in Xiao Changyan’s hands, if he didn’t send anyone to rescue him, Xiao Changyan would stage an assassination attempt and kill Shen Twenty-seven in the chaos.

If he did send people to rescue Shen Twenty-seven, he would naturally become the one threatening Shen Twenty-seven, giving Xiao Changyan reason to deploy troops and find an opportunity to eliminate both him and this “Prince Bu” Shen Twenty-seven!

“Create a diversion – we’ll act tonight!” Shen Yunan’s eyes fixed with determination, his bloodless lips dry and white, making his expression seem even colder. “First rescue Prince Bu. Only with Prince Bu out of his hands can we take control. Whether General Yu has betrayed us to Prince Jing, or whether Prince Jing suspects and is using General Yu to deceive us – we’ll test it and see!”

Fighting his illness, Shen Yunan forced himself to study and handed Mo Yao a letter: “Deliver this to General Yu.”

Mo Yao turned to carry out the order.

Watching Mo Yao leave, Qi Pei, sitting in his wheelchair, couldn’t help but salute Shen Yunan: “Your Highness, what brilliant strategy.”

“All of this is under the Crown Princess’s control,” Shen Yunan dared not take credit.

Shen Twenty-seven’s movements had been deliberately leaked to Xiao Changyan through Xiao Changgeng. Xiao Changyan trusted Xiao Changgeng, and indeed, Xiao Changgeng’s information hadn’t disappointed him.

He had detained Prince Bu, but his ultimate target was Shen Yunan. To make Shen Yunan fall for the trap and capture him, he needed Shen Yunan to believe Yu Xiang’s information was accurate.

To gain Shen Yunan’s trust, Xiao Changyan would certainly have Yu Xiang help Shen Yunan rescue Prince Bu this time – you can’t catch the wolf without using the child as bait.

However, there were plots within plots. Xiao Changyan thought he had calculated everything, but didn’t know that all his plans were within Shen Xihe’s calculations!

Chapter 760: Who Controls the Game
The moonlight flowed like silk upon rippling waters, while thin clouds draped the mountains like mist.

In the flickering candlelight stirred by the evening breeze, Shen Yun’an leaned over the table, both hands pressed against its edge as he intently studied the map before him. It detailed every aspect of the Min River and its surrounding areas.

This map had been drawn by the Qu family, its detail so precise it would shame even the Military Commissioner of Jiannan who lived beside the river.

Mountains and rivers change over time’s hand, though such changes are imperceptible in the short term. Yet small changes accumulate, and only great merchant families like the Qu, who had sailed these waters for generations, could track and master the river’s evolving nature.

The room was silent. Qi Pei and Qu Hongying were present, both maintaining their silence.

After an unknown time, hurried footsteps approached. As Shen Yun’an looked up, Mo Yao had already stepped through the doorway, striding forward to hand him a letter: “Young Master, a letter from General Yu.”

Shen Yun’an opened it, reading without change in expression before looking up at the three: “General Yu reports that the Shu Young Master is trapped aboard an official vessel at the dock. His Highness Prince Jing, seemingly concerned about nighttime kidnapping attempts, has stationed heavy guards.

As for the number of guards, fearing exposure and pressed for time, they dared not investigate further!”

Xiao Changyan, using tomorrow morning’s departure as a pretext to escort Shen Twenty-seven and others to Shu, personally accompanied them. Everyone was aboard, giving him the perfect reason to assign additional guards for security.

“Is this General Yu’s information reliable?” Qu Hongying’s gaze fell on the letter Shen Yun’an had placed on the table, then looked toward the docking area. This was an official dock where only government vessels or private ships carrying official cargo could moor.

To avoid disturbing common folk, it was built in an extremely remote location. No civilians lived nearby, with endless misty waves in one direction and a clear view of the riverbank in the other.

This very isolation made infiltration more difficult. Their only option was by boat, waiting for the watchtower’s blind spot before diving in and swimming to the official vessel holding Shen Twenty-seven.

But the risk was enormous. Prince Jing’s men seemed skilled in water, and they didn’t know if he had set underwater ambushes.

Even without ambushes, the nearly thousand-meter distance meant swimmers would be exhausted upon arrival, possibly too drained to handle the patrol guards!

If Yu Xiang’s information proved wrong and they overcame all these obstacles only to find the Shu Young Master wasn’t aboard, these men would have no path of return.

Shen Yun’an remained silent, his fingertips lightly tapping the table. After a moment, he pressed his lips together: “The remnant poison in my body makes me unsuitable for Young Master Bu’s rescue. Doubt those you use, doubt those you use. Mo Yao, you will lead the rescue mission for Young Master Bu, starting here…”

Finally, Shen Yun’an decided to risk everything. The others couldn’t object. He detailed the plan to Mo Yao, who accepted the mission and departed.

After Mo Yao left and Qu Hongying went to arrange their necessities, Qi Pei asked meaningfully: “Young Master truly won’t go personally?”

Shen Yun’an’s star-bright eyes turned to meet Qi Pei’s, certain: “Truly.”

Qi Pei was somewhat surprised.

He had thought the earlier display was just for Mo Yao’s benefit since Mo Yao was now essentially Xiao Changyan’s puppet. Whatever they did or said, Mo Yao could unconsciously report back to Xiao Changyan without control.

“If I don’t go, they can return,” Shen Yun’an smiled mysteriously, lowering his head to study the map again.

He needed to carefully plan how to dig a trap for Xiao Changyan, ensuring his total annihilation in the river!

Qi Pei instantly understood. Xiao Changyan’s ultimate target was Shen Yun’an. Compared to the Shu Young Master whom he dismissed, the Northwest Prince’s heir was the real threat.

Whether it was Shen Yun’an’s current ties to the Eastern Palace blocking his path to the throne, or his future after gaining the throne, the Northwest would forever grip the imperial neck.

He didn’t want to become another emperor, helpless and frustrated against the Northwest!

If he could kill Shen Yun’an, the Northwest Prince would have no heir, and the title would die out!

As for the Shu Young Master, killing him too would be efficient, but even if he escaped this time, there would be other chances. If Shen Yun’an escaped, even if they fabricated treason charges against Shen Xihe, as long as the Shen family wasn’t implicated, with their married-out daughter backed by Northwest popular support, the emperor wouldn’t dare move against the Shen family lightly.

Therefore, opportunities to kill Shen Yun’an were truly rare!

The moon moved westward, hanging high and watching, cold light upon the river.

“Your Highness, the Hour of Zi has passed,” on the bow deck, Xiao Changyan’s advisor glanced at the night sky and said softly.

Past the Hour of Zi meant half a watch remained until tomorrow.

They had been waiting, but until now, there had been no movement. The advisor was growing impatient, wondering if Shen Yun’an distrusted Yu Xiang’s words, or found His Highness’s ambush too dangerous and refused to come.

“He will send people,” Xiao Changyan’s hands were tucked inside his black cloak, its collar trimmed with gray sable fur, lustrous and magnificent, “This is Young Master Bu’s only chance for survival.”

He had Yu Xiang deliver tomorrow’s “escort” message to make Shen Yun’an see clearly that the Shu South Prince’s heir was meat on his chopping block. Once they sailed tomorrow, he could send Young Master Bu to his death.

In the vast misty waves, even without assassins or pirates, he could create them. Young Master Bu had only death ahead unless Shen Yun’an completely abandoned him.

But since Shen Yun’an had traveled thousands of miles, even risking himself for Young Master Bu, he wouldn’t give up so easily.

So tonight was the best chance for rescue and the only chance.

At this thought, Xiao Changyan narrowed his eyes: “However, for caution’s sake, he won’t come personally.”

Even without Mo Yao’s reports, Xiao Changyan could guess Shen Yun’an wouldn’t appear. Shen Yun’an knew his importance; as long as he didn’t show up, Young Master Bu wouldn’t easily become a discarded piece.

After all, he wanted to use Young Master Bu to lure out Shen Yun’an.

“Won’t come personally?” the advisor froze, then understood, frowning, “If he doesn’t come personally, should we still let them through?”

Xiao Changyan glanced at him: “Whether Shen Yun’an comes or not, whether they can rescue and escape with the person, depends on his people’s abilities!”

Though setting a trap, Xiao Changyan had no intention of playing games with Shen Yun’an. In this game, if Shen Yun’an had the skill and rescued the person, it would come down to how he got Young Master Bu back to Shu.

If Shen Yun’an lacked ability, he wouldn’t show mercy by handing over Young Master Bu. Then it would be up to Shen Yun’an to rescue Young Master Bu during his “escort” back!

Either way, he was the one controlling the game!

Chapter 761: The Black Eagles Attack
Unless Shen Yun’an completely abandoned Young Master Bu, he could withdraw now. But Xiao Changyan firmly believed Shen Yun’an wouldn’t abandon Young Master Bu!

Today he would first test Shen Yun’an’s strength.

Vaguely, Xiao Changyan felt some anticipation for this confrontation with Shen Yun’an!

Just then, the advisor, looking down, saw bubbles rising by the riverside edge of the ship. As he was about to look closer, a sharp, piercing sound of unknown origin cut through the air, instantly making everyone who heard it tense.

Before they could look around for the source, a piece of the pitch-black night sky seemed to suddenly collapse downward, an ominous feeling instantly enveloping them, leaving them completely unable to react.

That fallen piece of the night quickly dispersed, and as it passed through the light, they saw it was a flock of giant birds in flight.

“G-giant birds—”

Someone let out a short scream, followed immediately by splash after splash of bodies hitting the water.

The massive black eagles, away from the light, could completely blend with the night. They spread their wings, enormous in size, moving so fast that people had no time to react.

Swooping past, their wings struck like iron rods hitting bone, causing endless pain.

This unexpected turn caught Xiao Changyan completely off guard. He had no time to dodge, and even though guards immediately surrounded him for protection, the successive waves of black eagles swept past, knocking all the guards into the river before they could even raise their swords.

Near the dock, the water wasn’t deep, but several guards who fell in were instantly grabbed by people lurking below and had their necks twisted.

Shen Yun’an’s men stripped these guards’ clothes, quickly put them on, and forcefully pushed the dead bodies toward the river’s center.

The black eagles seemed attracted to something on the ship, circling it, sweeping across the people from one side, flying to the other side, and then swooping at people from there, repeating this pattern.

Xiao Changyan was forced to retreat into the cabin, but many men were lost ensuring his safe retreat.

Those hidden inside the ship had to emerge one by one, quickly nocking arrows, but these black eagles were too fast and flew too high—not even a single feather was shot down.

Guards who surfaced from the water had to dive back down as more eagles attacked. Those who managed to climb aboard were immediately knocked back into the water.

The disheveled Xiao Changyan retreated to the cabin, watching the situation through the window, his expression tense and grim. This wasn’t a warship; much of its construction wasn’t as advantageous as a battle vessel.

All those arrows fell uselessly into the river. Xiao Changyan raised his hand and coldly ordered: “Bring my bow!”

Immediately his servants ran to his room, two people struggling to carry Xiao Changyan’s extremely heavy bow, while others brought matching arrows. Xiao Changyan examined them briefly.

He found a window, nocked an arrow, and waited about half a cup of tea’s time before targeting one black eagle, predicting its flight path and speed. Releasing the fully drawn bow, an arrow whistled through the air, striking a black eagle dead center.

Perhaps intimidated by Xiao Changyan’s shot, the black eagles retreated, only flapping their wings high above, no longer attacking the ship’s crew as boldly as before.

Too far to shoot again, Xiao Changyan and the eagles faced off from a distance in the night.

After an unknown time, another sharp, piercing sound rang out. Just as the black eagles had appeared without warning, they swiftly flew into the night at this sound, melting into the darkness in the blink of an eye.

If not for the chaos everywhere and soaked guards climbing from the river, these eagles’ sudden arrival and departure would have seemed like a dream—a nerve-wracking dream!

Xiao Changyan, face dark, threw the bow to his attendant and strode toward a cabin. Earlier outside, when the first sound came, he hadn’t had time to determine its source like everyone else.

Then the eagles attacked, leaving him no time to think about such things, but just now in the cabin, he had determined where the second sound that made the eagles retreat had come from.

He walked grimly to Shen Twenty-seven’s prison room. Seeing Xiao Changyan’s hostile approach, Zha Pu quickly stepped forward to block him: “Prince Jing…”

But Zha Pu barely opened his mouth before Xiao Changyan pushed him aside. Zha Pu dared not resist his superior, and since Xiao Changyan meant him no harm, he could only stumble back several steps and watch helplessly as Xiao Changyan chopped the door open and strode in!

Inside, Shen Twenty-seven sat lazily on the windowsill, twirling a golden whistle as thick as a finger between his fingers. Seeing Xiao Changyan, he drawled: “Why does Your Highness come so aggressively?”

Xiao Changyan’s gaze fixed on the whistle in his fingers, and after a while, he said coldly: “Young Master Bu has quite a few tricks, but pity these beasts won’t save you!”

This was openly hostile, acknowledging his current predicament as a captive, showing how angry Xiao Changyan was.

The angrier the better. They had planned this strategy when he met with the Young Master. The golden whistle was given to him by the Young Master, telling him to act according to circumstances after receiving the signal.

He hadn’t blown the first whistle sound—only the second. The black eagles only responded to one command. They attacked the ship because Shen Yun’an had incorporated Shen Xihe’s fragrance into their training.

Shen Twenty-seven had only lit this incense, and the black eagles, receiving their orders, would keep attacking this direction until given the retreat command, or until they obtained the source of the fragrance.

Seeing Xiao Changyan shoot down an eagle, and receiving the signal from the hidden Shen family members at his window, he gave the retreat command, naturally to mislead Xiao Changyan.

Xiao Changyan mistakenly believed he was behind everything from start to finish, so wouldn’t immediately suspect others or have time to check the guards climbing from the water. His first reaction would be to rush over and demand answers.

Everything happened as the Young Master predicted. Thinking of their men who had already infiltrated and were probably being organized to change clothes, able to quickly disperse once out of their leaders’ sight, Shen Twenty-seven couldn’t help but smile: “In my idle time, I enjoy these unconventional methods. The ship was boring, so I called some black eagles for entertainment.

They came for me, but Your Highness’s men were too easily startled, intending to harm them first, which made them lose control…”

Chapter 762: Moment of Assassination
How prescient it was when Shen Xihe sent Shen Twenty-seven to Bu Shulin’s side.

Not only Xiao Changyan, who knew little of Bu Shulin except through investigation reports but even Jin Shan, who grew up with Bu Shulin, was momentarily confused by the carefree, blame-shifting Shen Twenty-seven before them.

If he hadn’t known the truth, he would have doubted whether this was the real Young Master who had arrived!

Xiao Changyan’s gaze grew colder with anger, yet he truly couldn’t do anything to the Young Master Bu before him, as Shen Yun’an, the big fish, hadn’t taken the bait yet!

With a cold laugh, Xiao Changyan ordered: “Search Young Master Bu’s quarters thoroughly.”

His men moved to act but were blocked by Zha Pu and others. Shen Twenty-seven glanced at the tense standoff: “On what grounds does Your Highness search?”

“Young Master Shen dares act so boldly because he knows I lack evidence to deal with him, isn’t that right?” Xiao Changyan didn’t even bother with excuses. “I need no reason to search Young Master Bu’s quarters now!”

The ship was full of Xiao Changyan’s men. How he treated these people—without evidence, even if they escaped and reported to the Emperor, nothing could be done to Xiao Changyan.

He finished with a cold glance at Zha Pu and the others: “Kill anyone who interferes!”

Both sides’ subordinates instantly drew weapons. Shen Twenty-seven raised his hand: “A true man knows when to bend and when to stand firm. Time isn’t on my side; I must accept fate and let Your Highness search.”

Though Zha Pu and the others looked extremely displeased, they stepped aside. Xiao Changyan’s men practically emptied the room, except for the bedding they had already searched.

While Xiao Changyan was warning Shen Twenty-seven with his men, Mo Yao infiltrated the ship with his group. He and Shen Six split up. Mo Yao’s group snuck into the ship’s kitchen, dispatched the guards, and poured out all the oil.

One person carried a wooden bucket while another sprinkled oil outside. The one with the bucket used wet clothes they had changed out of as cover. Even when passing patrol guards who glanced at what they carried, no one paid attention. This oil was brushed onto various inconspicuous places.

After completing this, Shen Six lurked in a spot where the wind would carry to Shen Twenty-seven’s room and lit a small piece of incense with a fire stick. Soon, a faint scent that aroused no suspicion drifted to Shen Twenty-seven’s nose.

He sniffed and said to Xiao Changyan: “Your Highness, quite a few people fell into the water earlier.”

This seemingly random comment confused everyone except Xiao Changyan, who processed the words, changed expression, and strode away, pausing at the door to order his confidant: “Guard Young Master Bu well!”

Leaving many men watching Shen Twenty-seven and two subordinates, Xiao Changyan quickly disappeared around the corner.

Leaving the cabin, he ordered his guard captain to gather all the guards who had fallen into the water. Just as the order was given, thick smoke rolled in and a sharp voice cried: “Fire! The kitchen’s on fire!”

Many guards near the kitchen instinctively rushed toward it. Shen Six’s group mixed in among them, secretly attacking—pushing some into the river, and when targets were alone and unobserved, striking quickly with blades.

Meanwhile, fires began breaking out throughout the ship. Mo Yao led men to intercept Xiao Changyan. When Xiao Changyan’s advisor saw Mo Yao, he moved to pull out the bamboo slate in his sleeve, but Xiao Changyan stopped him.

Xiao Changyan quickly surveyed his surroundings. With so many people, if they couldn’t kill them all and even one escaped having seen Mo Yao’s appearance, Mo Yao would no longer be an effective piece!

Xiao Changyan drew his sword to face Mo Yao personally.

In Shen Twenty-seven’s room, he remained sitting by the window. Below was the ship—jumping from the window into the river would be impossible to execute properly. This was indeed a room Xiao Changyan had carefully chosen for him.

But after the kitchen fire was called out, Shen Twenty-seven climbed out the window onto the ship’s edge. Guards stationed below, ordered never to abandon their posts, immediately drew swords. At this moment, two people attacked from both sides and four people instantly clashed.

The men Xiao Changyan had left behind were intercepted by Zha Pu and others when they gave chase, creating another scene of combat.

Shen Twenty-seven avoided these people. Whatever Xiao Changyan had done to him, while his limbs weren’t completely weak, he had little strength—unable to handle even a single guard.

Fortunately, though Xiao Changyan had separated most of those he brought, Shen Yun’an had sent many men. Those who hadn’t had time to switch identities with the fallen guards lurked in the river, and hearing the fire signal, surfaced to attack!

This led to many jumping into the river to fight, leaving Shen Twenty-seven, unable to fight, and struggling to find a suitable place to jump.

When he encountered enemies, he was completely defenseless.

While weapons clashed here and thick smoke rolled across the ship, Xiao Changyan’s shadow guards lying in ambush on the plain were alerted. Seeing the situation deteriorate, they rushed to aid.

But because of the distance, when they were halfway there, a group of black-clad men charged out to block them. Both sides engaged in fierce combat, with fists and legs flying—all specially trained fighters.

Their martial skills were evenly matched. The opposing side didn’t intend to fight to the death, but deliberately entangled them, preventing Xiao Changyan’s men from breaking through their line to provide aid.

The fire grew larger and larger. The wooden ship soon showed signs of collapse, yet both sides were evenly matched. Shen Twenty-seven couldn’t find a chance to escape, and Xiao Changyan’s men couldn’t find an opening to catch him.

Seeing that further delay would cause the ship to collapse, and knowing reinforcements would soon arrive to support Xiao Changyan, Shen Twenty-seven had to quickly choose a less risky position to jump.

Both Xiao Changyan’s men and Shen Yun’an’s watched his every move intently.

When he jumped, both rescuers and killers surged toward him.

In an instant, people converged on him from all sides, forming layers of encirclement with him at the center.

Some fought desperately to reach and kill him, others to protect him, leaving him unable to escape, forced to plunge into the river.

Though they were Shen family men, and the Northwest was mostly desert, a small portion had trained far from the Northwest, specializing in underwater combat. In the water, the resistance hampered Xiao Changyan’s guards significantly. Even when two approached Shen Twenty-seven, he cleverly evaded them.

At this moment, the official ships sailing in this direction were attacked by a mysterious large vessel. This ship’s helmsman steered directly to ram them—they had been Xiao Changyan’s backup plan.

Chapter 763: Xiao Changyan’s Suspicion of the Crown Prince
Collisions were the greatest fear in sailing. The officials leading the government ships and their helmsmen were dumbfounded – they had never seen anyone navigate ships in such a manner!

While their opponents seemed fearless, they certainly valued their own lives! If the ships collided, they would all end up as fish food. Driven by their fear of death, they quickly began evading, leaving Xiao Changyan waiting endlessly for reinforcements!

He already had his suspicions, after all, he had instructed Yu Xiang to inform Shen Yun’an about most of his deployments, aiming to gain Shen Yun’an’s complete trust in Yu Xiang for the final battle!

“Your Highness, perhaps we should signal for General Yu and the others to come to our aid!” his advisor suggested as they were cornered.

Xiao Changyan shook his head, simply stating: “Shen Yun’an hasn’t shown up.”

Shen Yun’an’s absence served two purposes: preventing him from going all-in, and allowing him to lurk in the shadows waiting for an opportunity. If Xiao Changyan signaled now, the Jiannan Military Commissioner wouldn’t arrive in time, and if Yu Xiang made a move, Shen Yun’an might personally lead forces to outflank Yu Xiang.

“But… hasn’t the Shen Heir allied with General Yu?” The advisor felt Shen Yun’an shouldn’t move against Yu Xiang – wouldn’t that violate their pact? Unless Shen Heir never truly considered General Yu an ally!

“We’re killing imperial soldiers. General Yu’s losses are under my command, as he was acting to rescue me. The responsibility lies with me.” Even if Shen Yun’an outflanked Yu Xiang, Yu Xiang bore no blame, as he was following Xiao Changyan’s orders.

“Your Highness, the ship is about to collapse!” the advisor warned, noting the intensifying flames and the sinking vessel.

Xiao Changyan surveyed their surroundings and escorted his advisor to the dock: “You disembark first!”

He then turned back toward Shen Twenty-seven’s position, taking two leaps before plunging into the water.

Shen Twenty-seven had been maneuvering in the water for quite some time and was no longer near the ship, having drifted a considerable distance. Despite the multiple blockades, he was struggling greatly. Although specially trained with good stamina, he couldn’t withstand such prolonged exertion.

Especially when he surfaced for air and caught sight of Xiao Changyan’s figure jumping down through the flames and swimming toward him, his heart grew increasingly anxious.

At that moment, a small covered boat seemed to drift carelessly toward them, appearing oblivious to the deadly battle nearby.

The boatman’s faint singing of a fishing folk song created a stark contrast with the fierce battle on the river, adding an eerie discord to the otherwise quiet scene.

Upon seeing this small covered boat, Xiao Changyan knew it must be Shen Yun’an’s people. He accelerated to intercept Shen Twenty-seven but hadn’t anticipated that the Shen family’s forces had already begun clearing a path, killing enemies on both sides to forge an escape route for Shen Twenty-seven.

These men weren’t specially trained by Xiao Changyan, and they were at a disadvantage fighting the Shen forces in water combat. Even with superior numbers, they were disorganized, unable to stop the well-trained, coordinated, and mutually supportive Shen family troops.

By the time Xiao Changyan caught up, Shen Twenty-seven had already been pulled aboard the small covered boat. The boatman was Shen Fifteen, whom Shen Twenty-seven quickly recognized: “Brother Fifteen!”

“Don’t just stand there, the Young Master has prepared a gift for Prince Jing in the cabin,” Shen Fifteen glanced at the exhausted Shen Twenty-seven, tossing him the oar, “Keep the boat steady!”

He rushed into the cabin and soon emerged carrying an alligator with both hands. Though its mouth was bound with rope, Shen Fifteen threw it specifically at Xiao Changyan’s men, then pulled the rope back. Once freed and enraged, the alligator immediately attacked anyone nearby.

The heart-wrenching screams made even Shen Twenty-seven wince.

There wasn’t just one alligator – there were five in total. Shen Fifteen threw them at approaching enemies, not only forcing them to retreat but also helping their people quickly withdraw. Even Xiao Changyan, seeing the situation, had to quickly turn back.

Mere mortals stood no chance against such fierce creatures in the water.

With the five alligators’ assistance, Shen Fifteen leisurely rowed the boat away in the opposite direction.

In this battle, Shen Yun’an suffered minimal casualties while Xiao Changyan’s losses were heavy, though not devastating.

They safely retreated to Shen Yun’an’s hideout, which was actually in the deep mountains – easily defendable but difficult to attack. Even though Xiao Changyan knew their location from Mo Yao, he dared not risk a large-scale assault without knowing all the mountain paths.

He might have risked it against Bu Shulin alone, but Shen Yun’an was an undefeated general experienced in warfare. Xiao Changyan naturally had to proceed with caution. This explained why Shen Yun’an hadn’t relocated despite knowing Mo Yao was enchanted and would reveal his whereabouts – he was confident in his position.

“Young Master Shen.” Shen Twenty-seven met Shen Yun’an and, aware of Mo Yao’s presence, maintained their act.

“Young Master Bu must be startled. Go bathe and change, and rest well for the night. We’ll discuss important matters tomorrow.” Shen Yun’an played along, patting his shoulder and asking Qu Hongying to settle them in while he retired to his room for a good night’s sleep.

Meanwhile, Xiao Changyan was dealing with the aftermath. Fortunately, the river was populous enough that even five alligators hadn’t caught up to him.

However, his losses exceeded expectations. When his advisor presented the casualty statistics, he could see the cold fury suppressed in Xiao Changyan’s eyes.

These weren’t Xiao Changyan’s forces. The Shadow Guards were formidable opponents, while Shen Yun’an’s forces focused on delay tactics. Both sides sustained injuries, but there were no deaths.

However, these were imperial troops. Such significant losses had to be recorded and reported to the Emperor, explaining the circumstances – it was his failure!

Seeing Xiao Changyan’s prolonged silence, the advisor ventured: “Your Highness, this was bait laid for Young Master Shen. Once he takes it, His Majesty will surely be overjoyed. Any sacrifice will have been worthwhile.”

Lost in thought, Xiao Changyan finally responded: “I’m not concerned about the casualties. I’m wondering how Shen Yun’an learned about my Shadow Guards.”

Whether it was the government ships coming to aid or how many men he had stationed at the dock, Shen Yun’an hadn’t concealed anything from Yu Xiang, all to gain Shen Yun’an’s trust.

But the Shadow Guards were never mentioned, and Yu Xiang didn’t know about them. Shen Yun’an was based in the Northwest, and while Xiao Changyan wasn’t underestimating his capabilities, he was certain Shen Yun’an couldn’t have investigated this.

How else could he have so boldly built up his forces to today?

The advisor started, suddenly realizing: “Your Highness, it must have come from the Eastern Palace.”

Shen Ruhe had only been in the capital for a few years – it couldn’t be her. Which meant only…

Chapter 764: Setting the Plan
A flash of insight crossed Xiao Changyan’s mind as he narrowed his eyes: “After this matter, I must have a proper meeting with the Crown Prince when we return to the capital.”

Regarding this elder brother who hadn’t grown up alongside them, Xiao Changyan had always maintained clarity – neither overly suspicious nor too trusting.

However, after returning to the capital, Shen Ruhe’s prominence draws everyone’s attention to her, causing both him and the Emperor to overlook the Crown Prince with unquestioning negligence.

Now that Xiao Changyan harbored suspicions about Xiao Huayong, reviewing many events felt like parting clouds and fog – he seemed to see Xiao Huayong’s shadow everywhere. He wasn’t sure if he was being overly suspicious or if this was reality.

He could only suppress his thoughts, waiting to conclude after returning to the capital.

“Did anyone recognize the background of those who fought our Shadow Guards?” Xiao Changyan was more concerned about this now.

His Shadow Guards were rigorously trained, capable of fighting ten men on the battlefield, well-disciplined and coordinated. Regular troops stood no chance against them, yet now they were repeatedly thwarted.

Earlier, those sent to hunt down Bu Shulin had encountered Xiao Changying and a mysterious person, losing several men. This time, though none died, dozens were trapped without means of breaking through!

“Your Highness, I’ve inquired – they’ve never encountered such fighters before. They have the ferocity and disregard for death like suicide troops, yet possess the unity and efficiency of secret guards,” the advisor reported worriedly. They’d met their match!

“How many such men do you think Shen Yun’an commands?” Xiao Changyan asked. “Did he anticipate I wouldn’t send many Shadow Guards, or does he have far more men than shown, only deploying enough to handle the number of Shadow Guards present?”

Without waiting for his advisor’s response, Xiao Changyan answered himself: “It must be the latter.”

If it were the former, unless Shen Yun’an had planted spies by his side – but only he and his advisor knew about deploying these Shadow Guards and their numbers.

“Go to Yu Xiang, and maintain close contact with Shen Yun’an. Let’s give him and the Bu Heir a proper send-off.” Before his advisor could speak further, Xiao Changyan gave his orders and retired to his chambers to rest and recover.

Meanwhile, Shen Yun’an slept well into midday. After visiting his injured subordinates, he dined with Shen Twenty-seven.

Shen Twenty-seven remained somewhat uncomfortable. While he could perfectly impersonate Young Master Bu before others, he felt awkward before his former master. Fortunately, Shen Yun’an noticed and didn’t speak much.

After the meal, Shen Yun’an gathered him, Shen Six, Shen Fifteen, Mo Yao, Zha Pu, and Qi Pei in the small tea room outside his chambers. He brewed a pot of Northwestern-style milk tea, first serving bowls to Shen Twenty-seven and Qi Pei: “Try our Northwestern tea.”

Only Shen Yun’an and Shen Twenty-seven himself knew his true identity here.

The two accepted and appropriately praised it, then the topic shifted to their return to Shu.

“Given the current situation, though this waterway seems treacherous, it has only one hurdle and is the most advantageous route,” Qi Pei stated.

Taking an alternate land route wasn’t impossible, but how many counties would they have to cross? The checkpoints weren’t limited to these. Crossing the Min River would take them directly to Shu’s dock – Shu was Bu family territory. Once they safely reached Shu’s dock, they’d be out of danger.

Shen Yun’an nodded: “The water route is imperative. Prince Jing has three forces totaling tens of thousands of troops, including a naval fleet from the Jiannan Military Commissioner.

After rescuing Young Master Bu last night, Prince Jing will surely use his alleged kidnapping as justification to openly deploy troops, making a grand show of force against us.”

Shen Yun’an’s words made everyone’s expressions grave, but none interrupted.

Shen Twenty-seven and Zha Pu exchanged glances before breaking the silence: “Military strategy has always been Young Master Shen’s strength. If you have a good plan, please share it. My subordinates and I will fully cooperate, at your disposal.”

Shen Yun’an smiled at Shen Twenty-seven without keeping them in suspense: “I came here at the Crown Princess’s request to help Young Master Bu return to the South Shu Prince’s mansion. I’ve investigated the imperial forces thoroughly these days and have some ideas.

Additionally, while General Yu deserves great credit for successfully rescuing Young Master Bu, I still have some reservations…”

Shen Yun’an appeared hesitant to continue.

“General Yu?” Zha Pu showed slight surprise. “The General Yu sent by the imperial court?”

Shen Yun’an nodded: “The Crown Princess and I coerced him to exchange information with us.”

“Then why does Young Master still have concerns?” Zha Pu asked.

“It’s not about distrust, but a necessary precaution. One wrong move could lose everything,” Shen Yun’an sighed softly.

“But if General Yu is truly loyal to us, wouldn’t Young Master’s suspicion backfire?” Zha Pu followed Shen Yun’an’s logic naturally, not acting.

Shen Yun’an’s lips curved into a smile as he asked: “Therefore, I’ve devised a foolproof plan. The Jiannan Military Commissioner can only help Prince Jing block our route through Tibet. He can’t leave his post lightly, or Tibet might revolt, bringing disaster to civilians – neither he nor His Majesty could account for that. Thus, we needn’t worry too much about him.

As for General Yu and Prince Jing, with Prince Jing in command, we’ll split into two groups. One will head east from here. The other will go in the opposite direction…”

Shen Yun’an pointed at the map – both routes followed the river, one left, one right, aiming to divide their forces.

After briefly analyzing the map, Shen Yun’an continued: “I’ll follow the eastern route, Young Master Bu the western. I’ll tell General Yu that Young Master Bu is with me heading east, and the western route is a decoy.

General Yu trusts me completely, so he’ll naturally request to block us in the east, actually clearing our way. I’ll go ahead first to meet Young Master Bu. The western route has reefs here – the Qu family’s boatmen are experienced. If Prince Jing pursues westward, we can attack from both sides, ensuring Young Master Bu’s escape.

If General Yu secretly opposes us, he’ll join Prince Jing to block me in the east. Their pursuit force to the west will be insufficient, allowing Young Master Bu to escape safely!”

“Are these reefs little known?” Zha Pu immediately grasped the key point.

“Yes, they’ve only recently appeared,” Qi Pei answered. “Only the Qu family’s people can navigate them at night, knowing their number and locations.”

This confirmation delighted Zha Pu!

Shen Yun’an surveyed everyone: “If there are no objections, we’ll proceed with this plan.”

Nobody objected, so Shen Yun’an instructed Mo Yao to begin preparations.

Chapter 765: Too Clever for One’s Own Good
After everyone had dispersed, Shen Yun’an pulled Shen Twenty-seven aside to discuss plans.

Bu Shulin certainly wouldn’t be returning anytime soon, and Xiao Wenxi was in the capital nurturing her pregnancy. As she was the daughter of Princess Imperial Ruyang, once Shen Twenty-seven safely returned to the Shu South Prince’s manor, Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong would arrange for Xiao Wenxi to reach Shu South safely.

Shen Xihe intended that once Shen Twenty-seven returned to Shu South, he should use mourning as an excuse to live in seclusion. No matter what major events occurred in Shu or the surrounding areas, he shouldn’t get involved. Everything would be planned by her and the Crown Prince.

“We’ll depart in three days. Find a way to secretly travel east with me. Remember to keep it hidden from others, making them believe you’ve truly boarded the westbound ship,” Shen Yun’an instructed.

“But Young Master just now…” Shen Twenty-seven was surprised. Wasn’t this the plan told to Yu Xiang? Would there be no problems if they followed the Young Master while so openly telling Yu Xiang?

“What was said earlier, true and false, was meant for those who needed to hear it,” Shen Yun’an’s smile was mysterious. “Mo Yao by my side has already become Prince Jing’s ears, and your people were in Prince Jing’s hands yesterday and last night. For safety’s sake, he might use the same trick again.”

Therefore, none of Shen Twenty-seven’s people could be trusted anymore… Shen Yun’an wouldn’t entrust him to the protection of his people. Even if these people couldn’t communicate with Xiao Changyan anymore, they might still lose their senses at a crucial moment and turn their blades on Shen Twenty-seven!

Only by following him could Shen Twenty-seven be safe!

Of course, there was also the possibility that Shen Twenty-seven had been manipulated, but from now on, he wouldn’t leave Shen Yun’an’s sight, leaving no chance for Xiao Changyan’s people to make him lose his senses!

“But if I travel with the Young Master, and Prince Jing believes the news Yu Xiang delivered, wouldn’t we be walking into a trap?” Shen Twenty-seven expressed some concern.

Traveling east was already unobstructed. If they went west, they could use the terrain to their advantage and perhaps have a chance to escape. Going east, if Prince Jing blocked their path with his troops, they wouldn’t even have a chance to fight their way out with their backs against the wall.

“That’s precisely why Prince Jing won’t go east,” Shen Yun’an stated with absolute certainty. “Not to mention that Prince Jing has Mo Yao by his side, whom he firmly trusts without realizing I’m aware of it. Even if he doesn’t completely trust Mo Yao, he won’t believe I would brazenly walk toward my death.

This is what the Crown Princess meant by ‘too clever for one’s good.'”

When dealing with someone as suspicious and clever as Xiao Changyan, one shouldn’t take the ordinary path, but rather the path he wouldn’t believe in!

Before they even rescued them, Shen Yun’an had privately told Mo Yao that he would share the plan with everyone. The real plan wasn’t meant for Yu Xiang, nor was it to deceive Yu Xiang – it was a third option: he would follow Young Master Bu westward.

If they could deceive the enemy this way, excellent; if not, they could still use the terrain to escape. However, this was told to Mo Yao to be passed on to Xiao Changyan, fitting the crafty image Xiao Changyan had of him. He deliberately delayed for two days under the pretense of making arrangements, actually giving Xiao Changyan time to investigate the reef.

To further convince Xiao Changyan, he made him believe he would follow Young Master Bu westward. No one would expect that he would “trust” Yu Xiang so completely – the real plan was for Shen Twenty-seven to travel east with him!

The western route was Shen Yun’an’s gift to Xiao Changyan – a death trap for his entire army, and it wasn’t just about the reef!

Everything happened as Shen Yun’an predicted. His plan was immediately given to Yu Xiang, who took it straight to Xiao Changyan. After reading it, Xiao Changyan’s expression was unreadable: “What does General Yu think?”

Given the gravity of the situation, Yu Xiang didn’t dare be too presumptuous and chose his words carefully: “Your Highness, Young Master Shen has rescued Young Master Bu.”

The successful rescue was because he had provided reliable information in advance. Yu Xiang subtly expressed that Shen Yun’an trusted him greatly, so the letter was credible.

Xiao Changyan did not comment, carefully folding the letter along its original creases and placing it back in the envelope: “Has General Yu considered what would happen if Young Master Shen is using you to create a false front while doing the opposite?”

Shen Yun’an had told Yu Xiang that he would take Bu Shulin east, asking Yu Xiang to request permission to intercept them from the east, opening a convenient path for him.

However, the information Xiao Changyan received from Mo Yao was different – this was just Shen Yun’an using Yu Xiang, aiming to trick him into intercepting from the east.

Yes, the East!

Both Shen Yun’an and Xiao Changyan knew that his primary target was never Bu Shulin, but Shen Yun’an!

That’s why Shen Yun’an so casually said he would cover Bu Shulin’s eastward journey.

Their real plan was for Bu Shulin to head west, with Shen Yun’an following behind. Even if he didn’t fall for it and still pursued them to the west, they could use the geographical advantage to shake him off. Once they entered Shu territory and Bu Shulin revealed his identity, no matter what tactics he had, he would have to give up.

“This…” Yu Xiang was uneasy. He had experienced Shen Yun’an’s craftiness firsthand, and couldn’t be certain whether Shen Yun’an trusted him or not. “Your Highness, whether it’s true or false, I can only request Your Highness’s wise judgment. This humble servant will follow your commands.”

Yu Xiang wasn’t shirking responsibility; he simply couldn’t and wasn’t qualified to bear it.

Yu Xiang’s cautious attitude didn’t anger Xiao Changyan. He waved his hand: “You may withdraw. Let me think this through carefully.”

Yu Xiang obeyed and left. Xiao Changyan stood at the ship’s bow, gazing at the rippling river, lost in thought. After an unknown time, a small boat arrived, and his advisor Tiban jumped onto the large ship, striding toward Xiao Changyan. After paying his respects, he said: “Your Highness, shall this subordinate take some men to scout the western route first?”

He had already gathered information from fishermen and merchants who had traveled this route. Most said there were no reefs, while a few were ambiguous.

Since Shen Yun’an planned to move at night and needed time to prepare, they had time to investigate.

Xiao Changyan fingered his ring, and after a moment said: “Be careful.”

The advisor bowed again and immediately selected men to accompany him on the investigation.

Xiao Changyan watched Shen Yun’an’s every move, who was indeed busy preparing for nighttime travel.

A day later, the advisor returned: “Your Highness, there are indeed reefs, very hidden. If we hadn’t known to look for them, this subordinate might not have found them!”

Xiao Changyan’s gaze fixed: “Order Yu Xiang to take two hundred men to intercept from the east. The rest will follow me west!”

Chapter 766: Your Prince Won’t Return
Three days passed in a flash.

Under Shen Yun’an’s arrangements, Shen Twenty-seven had been suffering from a cold since being rescued from the ship, unable to leave his room. On the day of departure, Shen Yun’an specifically chose someone with a similar build to Shen Twenty-seven, dressed them in a cloak with a hat covering half their face, and had them board the ship.

The vessel was a large ship secretly built by the Qu family, unknown to outsiders. Not only did Qu Puyi and others accompany them as protection, but Shen Yun’an also dispatched a large contingent of guards to safeguard the journey.

Watching the ship sail away and disappear into the night, Shen Yun’an looked up at the sky, sparsely dotted with stars under the bright moon, a meaningful smile crossing his lips.

After waiting about half an hour, Shen Yun’an boarded a small boat, following the westbound large ship. Only Shen Six was with him steering the boat, and no one knew that he had silently slipped into the water midway through the journey.

On the boat remained only Shen Six steering and a straw dummy wearing Shen Yun’an’s clothes. They traveled stealthily, as if afraid of being detected, even taking detours in open waters rather than exposing themselves to the vast river waves…

This information was swiftly delivered to Xiao Changyan through his hidden shadow guards, without missing a single detail!

Xiao Changyan quickly mobilized his troops and set sail, pursuing the westbound large ship.

By this time, the people Shen Yun’an had dispatched on the large ship had all entered the cabin and then slipped into the river water, one by one leaving the ship.

Xiao Changyan had already returned to the eastbound large ship. They had calculated the distance and sailing time, knowing this was the only narrow point on the river where one could quickly swim to the other side. Miss this spot, and the two parties would gradually drift apart.

Shen Twenty-seven, who had been waiting on the ship, handed prepared ginger soup to Shen Yun’an, who drank it in one gulp and quickly changed into dry clothes.

Their ship slowly advanced. About half an hour later, they encountered patrolling official ships – not many, just three or four. Sitting in the cabin, Shen Yun’an heard a familiar voice: “Routine inspection, stop and dock!”

It was the voice of Yu Xiang’s capable deputy. Shen Yun’an gave Qu Hongying a meaningful look.

Unlike the westbound ship, this was a legitimate vessel flying the Qu family’s merchant flag. Following Shen Yun’an’s earlier instructions, Qu Hongying went out to take charge, obediently following the official ships to the nearest docking point and stopping for inspection.

Yu Xiang personally led the search. Qu Hongying led him to a room where Shen Twenty-seven and Shen Yun’an sat leisurely drinking tea.

Yu Xiang’s heart sank.

Seemingly oblivious to Yu Xiang’s changed expression, Shen Yun’an said casually: “General Yu truly keeps his word, coming to receive me personally.”

“You…” Yu Xiang felt as if his throat was being squeezed tight, unable to utter a word.

Only one thought crossed his mind: they had fallen into a trap!

Appearing not to notice Yu Xiang’s panic, Shen Yun’an feigned confusion: “Is General Yu so overjoyed that he’s lost his senses?”

With a light laugh, Shen Yun’an continued: “It’s too early to rejoice. General, you must let Young Master Bu and me pass. Only after Young Master Bu crosses the shore and enters Shu will it be cause for celebration.”

“Foolish dreams!” Yu Xiang blurted out in protest.

Shen Yun’an sneered, then clicked his tongue: “General Yu truly lacks foresight. If I were you, at this point, why not go along with my words? You might still gain some benefit.

But now, General Yu insists on confrontation, forcing me to show my hand. Ah—”

He ended with a long sigh, as if deeply reluctant and forced into this position.

“You think you can escape?” Since pretenses were dropped, Yu Xiang stopped pretending, “Guards—”

His loud call didn’t bring the expected rush of soldiers. He quickly turned around but was blocked by Shen Fifteen. Yu Xiang retreated cautiously, one hand on his sword.

“Don’t be rash, General. Why not look outside?” Shen Yun’an remained calm, gazing out the ship’s window.

Yu Xiang followed his gaze, his pupils contracting. This was the ship’s most secluded room, but it faced the dock’s walkway, where he saw someone dressed identical to himself leading his subordinates ashore.

That person suddenly seemed to sense something and turned to look at them. Yu Xiang stumbled back, colorless, as the person looked exactly like him!

The Crown Prince was skilled in disguise, and naturally, his subordinates were also talented. Shen Yun’an had specifically requested a few lessons, which now proved useful.

Earlier when Yu Xiang boarded, Qu Hongying had quietly told him alone: The Young Master requests your presence.

Though the Young Master wasn’t named specifically, Yu Xiang knew it must be Shen Yun’an, so he naturally came alone, leaving his men outside.

But this room was deep inside, with a turn in the corridor. His men were required to wait beyond the turn, and Yu Xiang hadn’t thought much of it, giving Shen Yun’an an opening to exploit.

Someone disguised as him had left shortly after he entered the room, silently leading away his men.

“Young Master thinks this can coerce me?” Even now, Yu Xiang remained defiant.

What did disguise matter? The military deployment orders and command tokens were still with him.

Shen Yun’an poured another cup of tea, lightly rotating the cup between his fingers: “General Yu, do you know why Prince Jing has staked everything on pursuing westward?”

Though unsure why, Yu Xiang knew it must be Shen Yun’an’s scheme. He remained silent.

“And do you know why I led Prince Jing westward?” Shen Yun’an showed patience with the uncooperative Yu Xiang, asking another question.

Yu Xiang had heard something about this – there were hidden reefs to the west, which Prince Jing had specifically sent people to investigate, not keeping it from Yu Xiang.

“Mere reefs wouldn’t be enough to severely damage Prince Jing’s forces. When he catches up and discovers neither Young Master Bu nor I are there, he’ll naturally turn back to pursue us. If General Yu doesn’t let us pass here, we can still be captured when Prince Jing returns, right?”

Shen Yun’an revealed Yu Xiang’s thoughts: “Two hundred men outside, and this is a Qu family merchant ship. If we dare make any rash moves, the General can signal for stationed troops, and the Qu family will suffer consequences too. General thinks I wouldn’t dare risk mutual destruction with you.”

Having his thoughts exposed by Shen Yun’an made Yu Xiang’s heart sink further. This was the arrogance of someone holding all the cards!

Sure enough, Shen Yun’an suddenly smiled mysteriously: “General Yu, your Prince won’t be coming back. You should consider finding an escape route instead of continuing to oppose me.”

“Won’t come back?” Yu Xiang didn’t believe it.

Shen Yun’an raised his eyebrows: “The wind is rising.”

Outside the ship, fierce winds howled, and in the distance, they could see the river waters churning – truly a scene that could only be described as a tempest.

Chapter 767: Forced to Change Sides
The churning river waters roared in the darkness like a sleeping monster, its endless maw seeming capable of swallowing heaven and earth.

Though their ship was firmly moored at the dock, it still swayed with the waves.

Yu Xiang’s face turned ghastly pale in the candlelight.

If the waves were this fierce here, wouldn’t they be even more violent on the other side?

So Shen Yun’an had known about tonight’s storm all along, deliberately luring Xiao Changyan westward to destroy his entire army!

“Tonight brings not just fierce winds, but also a downpour. Though being of noble birth, perhaps with heaven’s protection, Prince Jing might survive,” Shen Yun’an spoke softly, giving Yu Xiang an ambiguous look. “Would General Yu like to wait with me, to see if heaven shows mercy?”

Wait? For what?

Wait for news of Xiao Changyan’s death. Even if Xiao Changyan miraculously survived, what about the others? Could they all escape unscathed?

Xiao Changyan had taken a large force with him, all to be buried in the river. How could Yu Xiang’s remaining men be a match for Shen Yun’an?

“Oh, I forgot to ask: did General Yu keep the letters I sent?” Shen Yun’an suddenly inquired.

The panicked Yu Xiang was startled by this question, first freezing, then tensing up.

All those letters were in Xiao Changyan’s hands!

“I heard Prince Jing has a trusted advisor who didn’t join him in pursuing Young Master Bu…” Shen Yun’an added leisurely.

The letters weren’t in Shen Yun’an’s handwriting; keeping them wouldn’t have helped Yu Xiang. Since he’d chosen to side with the Emperor, having them fall into Xiao Changyan’s hands shouldn’t matter!

But that was only if they were victorious. Now with the situation changed, with Xiao Changyan and his army drowned in the river, someone would have to take responsibility for such a grave crime.

If someone presented these letters to the Emperor, even if they couldn’t charge him with collaborating with Shen Yun’an, they could accuse him of conspiring with “river bandits.”

Someone had to answer for all these soldiers who died in the river!

“General Yu, whether this advisor lives to return to the capital depends entirely on you,” Shen Yun’an reminded him.

This meant Xiao Changyan’s advisor was already in Shen Yun’an’s hands!

If Xiao Changyan had backup plans, Shen Yun’an naturally had to cut off all his escape routes!

Yu Xiang stared hard at Shen Yun’an. This young Northwestern Prince’s heir, not yet thirty, already deeply understood the art of controlling people’s hearts.

From the beginning, he knew Yu Xiang wouldn’t be easily coerced. Everything was just waiting for Yu Xiang to outsmart himself, walking step by step down the path Shen Yun’an had prepared!

Now he had only two choices: fight Shen Yun’an to mutual destruction and die here, earning a posthumous title for loyalty, or…

Yu Xiang looked up at Shen Yun’an: “Why should I switch sides for Young Master?”

In truth, if possible, Shen Yun’an didn’t want to protect this man before him. He’d rather let him be posthumously honored as a hero than let such a cowardly, fickle person return.

However…

Shen Yun’an lowered his eyes, staring at the teacup in his hand, letting out a light laugh before drinking the now-cold tea: “Would General Yu dare to rescue Prince Jing?”

Yu Xiang froze, seemingly not understanding Shen Yun’an’s meaning. He slowly turned his head to look at the gradually calming river surface, where the wind seemed to have lessened.

“General Yu, there’s only one way now – lead troops to aid Prince Jing,” Shen Yun’an said with a faint smile. “However, if the General wants to go personally, you’ll have to get past me first.”

Getting past Shen Yun’an meant confronting him directly. At this moment, he was helpless here, and even in single combat, he was no match for Shen Yun’an.

Undoubtedly, Shen Yun’an was telling him that resistance meant certain death.

His hand on his sword hilt loosened and tightened repeatedly, his mind in turmoil. After countless internal struggles, Yu Xiang lowered his hand: “What does Young Master want?”

“What can I do?” Shen Yun’an’s eyes were full of innocence. “If General Yu allies with me, I’ve always protected my people. How could I stand by and not help?

Naturally, I’ll send someone to aid Prince Jing in your place.”

Aid? More like hunting him down!

But as long as Xiao Changyan died in the river, his advisor was dead, and “he” was seen trying to rescue Xiao Changyan, the court couldn’t hold him responsible. This truly was his only path to survival.

“The military token and seal, General,” Shen Yun’an stated his purpose clearly.

After some hesitation, Yu Xiang took them out. Mobilizing troops wasn’t so simple – besides the military token, there were also deployment orders with code words known only to the commander and general. The token alone wasn’t enough; the codes had to match to move troops.

While Xiao Changyan had openly left Yu Xiang only two hundred men, there were thousands in reserve, mostly men Yu Xiang had promoted himself.

Yu Xiang handed all of this over.

After receiving these items, the merchant ship didn’t leave but remained detained, as it was no longer suitable to sail that night.

Shen Twenty-seven stayed with Yu Xiang while Shen Yun’an went to meet Shen Fifteen, who was disguised as Yu Xiang, giving him everything.

“Young Master, let me go,” Shen Fifteen urged, seeing Shen Yun’an wasn’t disembarking.

Shen Yun’an shook his head slightly, his gaze fixed on the wind-blown sails: “I must go.”

Shen Yun’an wanted Yu Xiang’s men not to openly rescue but secretly eliminate Xiao Changyan, and to intercept the Emperor’s Divine Brave Army.

Shen Xihe had already informed him that the Emperor had dispatched the Divine Brave Army. They would certainly follow behind Xiao Changyan, as he was convinced that both Shen Yun’an and Bu Shulin were on that ship.

Tonight’s storm and rain had been predicted by an elderly member of the Qu family shipping business, based on decades of sailing experience. Judging from the recent gust of wind, the old man’s judgment was accurate.

Darkness, reefs, fierce winds, and downpours – this would be an extremely dangerous battle.

Shen Fifteen didn’t want Shen Yun’an to take such risks, but Shen Yun’an couldn’t let these guards go alone. Firstly, he needed to give them faith and morale; secondly, he needed to personally confront the Divine Brave Army and Xiao Changyan’s shadow guards!

Military orders couldn’t be defied. Unable to dissuade Shen Yun’an, Shen Fifteen had to obey. Shen Yun’an commandeered all of Yu Xiang’s official ships, dressed Shen’s family’s men and those sent by Shen Xihe in official patrol uniforms, mixing them in. With one command, they set sail!

The journey was smooth at first, but as they moved deeper into the river, the turbulence grew worse. The wind came in gusts, the moon above had long since vanished, and even the scattered starlight had disappeared.

A distant lightning bolt split the sky, illuminating the night, and revealing the menacing face of thick black clouds.

The large ship that had first lured Xiao Changyan suddenly stopped, and the few remaining sailors abandoned the ship, jumping into the river.

Chapter 768: The Broken Ship
The splashing sounds were masked by the wind and waves. Due to the distance, Xiao Changyan’s pursuing ships hadn’t noticed.

“Your Highness, we’ve entered the reef area. The strong winds and waves are affecting the helmsman’s judgment,” a subordinate reported.

Xiao Changyan had brought someone who had previously explored this part of the river. This person was an excellent sailor who relied on these skills to relay messages.

However, the winds and waves grew stronger. Combined with the ship’s route and the pitch-black night without moonlight, it was extremely difficult to find markers on the vast river.

“What about the ships ahead?” Xiao Changyan asked.

“The ships ahead have also slowed down,” the subordinate answered.

Due to the storm, Xiao Changyan moved from the deck to the cabin. Whenever a window opened, the wind would cause everything inside to shake violently, making it difficult even to keep one’s eyes open.

At this point, Xiao Changyan had completely lost his sense of direction. After careful consideration, he asked, “Can we order two ships to speed up and intercept them?”

“Your Highness, the winds and waves are intermittent but strong, and with the reefs, attempting to surround them would be unwise,” the experienced sailor advised quietly.

As Xiao Changyan considered this advice, suddenly a sentinel came to report: “Your Highness, the ships ahead appear to have stopped.”

“Stopped?” Everyone in the cabin was startled.

Xiao Changyan rushed out despite the storm, making his way to the lookout position to peer ahead in the direction of the hanging lanterns.

An occasional flash of lightning revealed the ships, but otherwise, they were impossible to see clearly. Even Xiao Changyan couldn’t be certain if they had truly stopped.

He immediately ordered: “Chase them.”

Just as he spoke, a strong gust hit them, and for a moment, it seemed the ship had tilted slightly, though everything returned to normal in an instant.

“Your Highness, there are many reefs ahead. Once we give chase, the retreat will be difficult,” the sailor warned.

“Your Highness, perhaps we should send two ships to investigate?” a subordinate suggested.

After a moment’s silence, Xiao Changyan accepted this suggestion. Their ship remained in a relatively safe position while two other ships were sent to investigate.

Meanwhile, Shen Yun’an, leading several official ships with Shen Fifteen disguised as Yu Xiang, was quickly pursuing – not after Xiao Changyan, but after the other official ships led by Xiao Changfeng that followed behind Xiao Changyan.

Xiao Changfeng commanded the Divine Brave Army, but this time, concerned about power disputes, the Emperor had placed everything under Xiao Changyan’s command, with Xiao Changfeng merely assisting.

His men lacked sailing experience but sensed the strange weather with its ghostly winds, leading to concern: “Prince, should we continue following?”

Going further would take them into the heart of the river territory. If a strong wind arose, retreat would be difficult.

“Follow orders,” Xiao Changfeng frowned, watching the flags whipping in the wind.

Without orders from Xiao Changyan, and with imperial decree placing Xiao Changyan in command, Xiao Changfeng couldn’t withdraw even if he sensed something amiss.

Even if danger arose, they couldn’t abandon Xiao Changyan.

After sailing for about half a cup of tea’s time, the previously intermittent wind now blew constantly. Xiao Changfeng raised his hand: “Tell the ships behind to slow down…”

“Report to the Prince, official ships are pursuing from behind!” someone interrupted before he could finish.

“Official ships?” Xiao Changfeng questioned.

“Yes, official ships,” the messenger confirmed. “Five in total, flying General Yu’s flags.”

One or two ships might have been fake, but five would be difficult to replicate. If stolen, Yu Xiang would have sent signals unless dead.

Thus, the official ships easily approached Xiao Changfeng’s vessels. Shen Fifteen, wearing Yu Xiang’s face, exchanged greetings with Xiao Changfeng while Shen Yun’an and his men slipped from their ships into the river, using the tumultuous waves as cover to approach Xiao Changfeng’s fleet and damage the ships from below.

“Prince?” Shen Fifteen feigned surprise at seeing Xiao Changfeng, as Yu Xiang wouldn’t have known he was there.

Xiao Changfeng nodded slightly: “Wasn’t General Yu supposed to remain behind? Why are you pursuing?”

Xiao Changyan hadn’t told Yu Xiang about Xiao Changfeng’s presence, nor told Xiao Changfeng why Yu Xiang was left behind. Xiao Changfeng assumed Yu Xiang had been ordered to stay back.

“Prince, I encountered a fisherman who warned of tonight’s storm. Concerned for Prince Jing, I came to warn him,” Shen Fifteen answered, mimicking Yu Xiang’s manner.

Xiao Changfeng observed the barely visible official ships behind. If merely delivering a warning, why bring so many?

This irregularity aroused Xiao Changfeng’s suspicion: “Why did General Yu bring such a large force?”

“To be frank, Prince, Prince Jing had received intelligence that both Young Master Bu and Young Master Shen would attempt to escape to Shu tonight,” Shen Fifteen spoke directly, as everyone knew whom the Emperor targeted, with the pirates being merely an excuse. “However, Young Master Shen created a diversion, sending merchant ships eastward. His Highness ordered me to watch these ships, which I intercepted.

“The Young Masters weren’t aboard – proving it was indeed a diversion. Upon hearing the fisherman’s warning, I questioned the merchant ship’s crew and pieced together that both Young Masters knew of tonight’s storm and planned to risk it.

“They intend to abandon ship in the reef area, swim across, and enter Shu territory. Young Master Bu already knows the South Shu Prince’s mansion has people waiting at Shu’s docks. Once they cross the reef area, they can escape.

“I couldn’t rest easy, so I rushed here to assist His Highness in intercepting them.”

The explanation seemed reasonable, and Xiao Changfeng could find no immediate flaw.

Just then, Shen Fifteen heard two knocks signaling the ship damage and hurriedly said: “May I ask why the Prince is here? I have urgent matters to attend to and request your leave to proceed.”

Xiao Changfeng studied Shen Fifteen. Their ships were close, with the bow lanterns’ flickering light illuminating Yu Xiang’s face.

Xiao Changfeng gestured, and their ships slowly made their way. The official ships passed one by one, pursuing Xiao Changyan.

Xiao Changfeng silently watched the official ships disappear, feeling an inexplicable sense of unease.

Once beyond Xiao Changfeng’s sight, Shen Yun’an immediately lowered small boats and arranged for his men to spread out in them. There was no need to surround Xiao Changfeng now, as the storm grew increasingly violent.

“Young Master, please take a small boat to leave!” Shen Fifteen urged again.

Shen Yun’an still refused: “Continue forward.”

The official ships pressed on, while Xiao Changfeng’s ships soon began taking on water, threatening to capsize in similar wind conditions.

“The hull is breached!” shouted someone who went to check.

Several ships had damaged hulls. Xiao Changfeng’s expression changed drastically: “Not good!”

Chapter 769: Life or Death, Each Relies on Their Abilities
Their ships hadn’t yet entered the reef area and had encountered no obstacles along the way. Having thoroughly checked before departure, how could the ship’s bottom suddenly break? Moreover, it wasn’t just one ship – all the ships’ bottoms had broken. This was deliberate!

Although these weren’t official vessels, they were purchased at great expense and regularly guarded. Under normal circumstances, no one could approach to damage them. It must have been during his brief conversation with Yu Xiang, combined with the large waves and the sound of waves crashing against rocks, which had masked the sound of someone diving underwater to sabotage their ships.

Realizing this, Xiao Changfeng worried deeply about Xiao Changyan: “Launch the small boats!”

When Xiao Changfeng realized something was wrong, he immediately ordered the small boats launched to rescue Xiao Changyan. Just then, rain began falling in large drops from the sky.

The sound of waves crashing against the shore roared in the strong wind as if the entire river might surge over at any moment. In the distance, thunder and lightning flashed across the sky, the multicolored lightning resembling skeletal claws reaching down from above, terrifying to behold. The small boats didn’t dare leave the larger ships in the waves, while more and more water spurted up from the bottom of the large ships, which began to sink…

By this time, Shen Yun’an had caught up to Xiao Changyan, who had reached the abandoned ship. Disregarding the storm, he boarded the abandoned vessel, his face turning extremely dark when he found it empty.

Just then, the official ships caught up, and a subordinate reported: “Your Highness, General Yu is in pursuit.”

“Yu Xiang?” Xiao Changyan’s expression changed as he walked to the bow. Due to the reefs, Yu Xiang’s ship couldn’t sail closer. Standing on his ship, he shouted to Xiao Changyan, “Your Highness, your subordinate has urgent matters to report!”

Xiao Changyan stood at the bow when a wave suddenly struck, nearly causing him to lose his balance. Only by quickly grabbing the mast did he avoid falling.

“Your Highness, the ship is taking on water!” shouted the men who had been searching the ship’s interior.

Xiao Changyan had come aboard via small boat, but now in the wind and rain, the small boat couldn’t approach, and the distance between the large ships was considerable.

In the storm, the calm river surface seemed like a disturbed giant beast beginning to roar in anger. Even if one jumped into the water now, they would likely be swallowed up.

Xiao Changyan watched “Yu Xiang” on the official ship, his mouth opening and closing. He could hear sound but couldn’t make out what was being said.

The storm grew stronger, and the water accumulating on the ship became more severe, rushing up from below toward the bow, which began sinking rapidly.

“Your Highness, quickly!” The one protecting Xiao Changyan was his Shadow Guard commander, a man of exceptional skill.

The commander’s eagle-sharp eyes scanned. He swiftly moved along the tilting direction of the ship, grabbing a rope tied to the ship’s side.

He secured one end of the rope to the ship and tied the other around himself, then grabbed Xiao Changyan and leaped, landing on a small boat between the ships that hadn’t experienced much of the storm.

The small boat rocked unsteadily, but thankfully the commander’s rope secured to the large ship stabilized him and Xiao Changyan, preventing them from being tossed into the river.

“Quick, turn the ship around!” shouted Xiao Changyan’s subordinates from another ship.

Though this ship wasn’t rocking much in the storm, it was impossible to control the helm in these conditions.

Seeing this, Shen Yun’an entered the cabin and asked the helmsman: “Can our ship get closer?”

The helmsman followed Shen Yun’an’s gaze to where Xiao Changyan’s small boat was located.

The helmsman, the most experienced sailor of the Qu family, had weathered all kinds of storms. This official ship was originally built by the Qu family, and he was particularly skilled at handling it. His eyes searched the surroundings and observed the direction of the waves on the river.

After a long moment, he nodded!

Shen Yun’an was overjoyed. Thus, instead of their ship, Xiao Changyan and his companion encountered “Yu Xiang’s” ship. By now the rope-bound ship had begun breaking apart, sinking so quickly that the others who had boarded with Xiao Changyan had no choice but to jump into the river.

Some struggled in the water, gradually drifting further away despite their desperate efforts, while others were immediately submerged by waves.

“Your Highness, board the ship!” Shen Fifteen shouted.

In this dangerous situation, surrounded by others’ thoughts, Xiao Changyan and his commander’s priority was escaping danger. Feeling the rope loosening, the commander didn’t wait for the perfect moment but leaped up, carrying Xiao Changyan toward the large ship.

Just as they leaped, Shen Yun’an, hidden in the shadows, threw a projectile that cut through the wind and rain toward Xiao Changyan. However, the Shadow Guard commander sensed it and twisted in midair. The projectile struck precisely into the commander’s waist as he reached the height of his jump, causing his gathered energy to dissipate. It seemed both he and Xiao Changyan would fall.

The commander only had time to say to Xiao Changyan: “Your Highness, be careful!”

As he spoke, he pushed Xiao Changyan toward the ship’s deck. At that moment, the rope’s other end completely broke, and the commander plunged into the water with a huge splash.

As Xiao Changyan landed on the ship, Shen Fifteen rushed to catch him, but his dagger pierced Xiao Changyan’s body as he caught him. Both Shen Fifteen and Xiao Changyan froze simultaneously as the dagger hidden in Xiao Changyan’s sleeve also stabbed into Shen Fifteen’s body.

Shen Yun’an rushed out, striking Xiao Changyan, but an arrow suddenly flew toward him, forcing him to withdraw and pull Shen Fifteen away.

Shen Yun’an steadied Shen Fifteen as Xiao Changfeng had already positioned himself in front of Xiao Changyan.

“Young Master, enough!” Xiao Changfeng stood casually, holding his long sword before Xiao Changyan in a protective stance.

Seeing the blood blooming around Shen Fifteen’s waist, Shen Yun’an’s face turned cold: “We each serve our masters, how can there be enough? Life or death, each relies on their abilities!”

After handing Shen Fifteen to others, Shen Yun’an rushed toward Xiao Changfeng like a swift wind.

One was the son of the Northwest King, the other the son of the Northeast King.

They had been equally matched opponents since their fathers’ generation. Though their fathers had never fought, these two had long admired each other from afar.

Their sword tips met, sparks flying.

A cold light flashed in all directions, every move was lethal!

The waves had calmed slightly now, and Xiao Changyan’s Shadow Guards, seeing the situation from afar, immediately began finding ways to leap over from Xiao Changyan’s ship, engaging in close combat with Shen Yun’an’s men.

Though wounded, Xiao Changyan still gripped his iron sword, not allowing anyone to approach within half a step.

Beyond the ships, other areas had also ignored the wind and rain, becoming a battlefield!

In the vast darkness, the waves, fierce winds, and heavy rain had only briefly caught their breath, as if gathering more strength before descending again in full force!

Small boats capsized, and large ships crashed into reefs in the storm, their bottoms breaking.

Chapter 770: Time to Settle Accounts with Second Brother
In the deep night, Shen Xihe awoke startled from her dream. Xiao Huayong suddenly opened his eyes and quickly sat up, grasping her shoulders: “A nightmare?”

He pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the cold sweat from Shen Xihe’s forehead, then carefully tucked the blanket around her.

Shen Xihe pressed her hand against her inexplicably racing heart: “I suddenly feel a tightness in my chest.”

Though there was no nightmare, she had mysteriously awakened, anxious and confused, the feeling coming without reason.

“Zhenzhu!” Xiao Huayong immediately called out.

Before Shen Xihe could stop him, the Eastern Palace was thrown into chaos. Zhenzhu quickly checked Shen Xihe’s pulse but found nothing amiss.

She could only say: “Crown Princess, it may be due to your pregnancy.”

Shen Xihe was three months pregnant and hadn’t yet experienced morning sickness, though emotional fluctuations were common for pregnant women.

“I’m fine, don’t worry…” Shen Xihe held Xiao Huayong’s hand.

Xiao Huayong could only embrace her shoulders, letting her lean against his chest as he lowered his head to kiss her forehead: “You’ve worked hard.”

Shen Xihe said nothing, only smiling faintly as she nestled in his embrace, soon overcome by drowsiness again.

When she next awoke, it was a bright sunny day. Not seeing Xiao Huayong, she knew he had gone to court. After she finished her morning meal, Xiao Huayong returned, his expression somewhat grave.

“What’s wrong?” Shen Xihe asked solemnly.

Xiao Huayong stepped forward to embrace her. Though he didn’t want to tell her, he knew concealing it would shake her trust in him. Squeezing her delicate hand, Xiao Huayong said: “Last night during the storm on the Min River, Elder Brother chose to move against Eighth Brother. This morning, fishermen reported finding many bodies washed up along the riverbank…”

The official urgent report hadn’t yet reached the capital, but Xiao Huayong had received news from Falcon messenger.

“What about Elder Brother?” Shen Xihe grabbed Xiao Huayong’s hand.

“Elder Brother was injured but has been found. Eighth Brother and Prince Xun are missing,” Xiao Huayong said.

Shen Xihe sighed in relief: “It’s good if they’re alright.”

“His Majesty’s Divine Warriors and the court’s forces suffered heavy losses,” Xiao Huayong hadn’t imagined Shen Yun’an would use the weather and terrain to his advantage, destroying all of the Emperor’s men on the Min River at once.

“I specifically told him to choose his moment,” Shen Xihe said softly.

She had calculated how to achieve victory against overwhelming odds and deal a heavy blow to both the Emperor and Xiao Changyan.

Their forces were limited, with few ways to achieve victory while outnumbered. They could only rely on timing and terrain. Fortunately, the Qu family had such experienced people to employ, and Heaven helped them by providing the right opportunity. Otherwise, if it dragged on too long, though Shen Yun’an could endure, Xiao Changyan wouldn’t wait.

“Youyou, I’m truly grateful we were never enemies,” Xiao Huayong sincerely sighed.

Even now, he couldn’t say for certain who would win between himself and Shen Xihe if they met as enemies without any emotional ties between them.

“That’s only your current gratitude,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “If you hadn’t fallen for me, you might have found having such an enemy to be one of life’s great pleasures.”

The loneliness of being unmatched was difficult to express. Meeting a worthy opponent might be an exhilarating battle to the death – living would be fortunate, but dying would still bring joy.

“Hahaha…” Xiao Huayong laughed softly, finding it hard to disagree with Shen Xihe’s words.

Seeing his good mood, Shen Xihe said: “Beichen, do you remember our bet?”

“Of course, Youyou, you won,” Xiao Huayong nodded readily. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”

Shen Xihe smiled, taking Xiao Huayong’s hand to her fragrant chamber. Zhenzhu immediately brought out a tray with brushes, fine needles of varying lengths, and golden pigment…

“Youyou, this is…”

“Paint me an unfading flower mark.”

Like a tattoo, deeply pierced into the skin, unwashable, carved between her brows, just as he was carved into her heart, never to be erased or replaced.

Almost instantly, Xiao Huayong understood Shen Xihe’s intention. His throat tightened, his voice becoming somewhat hoarse: “Youyou, you shouldn’t be bound.”

If one day he could no longer stay by her side, he would rather she gradually forget him, let him go, break free like a butterfly from its cocoon, and find a new life.

“A bet is a bet,” Shen Xihe’s gaze was calm yet determined. “Beichen, you should know, if the heart is like stone, it won’t move with or without restraints; if the heart is like willow fluff, it will float away even without wind.”

So this wasn’t any kind of restraint or promise, it was simply her way of expressing her heart and his place within it.

Looking down at Shen Xihe’s hand in his for a long while, Xiao Huayong finally raised his head and smiled at her: “Alright.”

Did it hurt to have the pigment pierced into the skin with needles?

Of course, it did, but Shen Xihe never once frowned from beginning to end. It was two intertwined lotus leaves, the pattern she had drawn on paper.

The bright golden color looked like a golden butterfly from afar, spreading its wings between her brows, adding an indescribable nobility and grace to her incomparably beautiful face.

While the couple shared tender moments in the Eastern Palace, news from the Min River reached the palace at noon, and Emperor Youning was so angry he truly fainted!

“His Majesty fainted?” Shen Xihe asked in surprise when she received the news.

This incident had indeed dealt the Emperor a serious blow, but how could he be so unable to handle the shock?

“We used your ink on His Majesty,” Xiao Huayong whispered in her ear as he adjusted her clothes.

When the Emperor fainted, they had to visit him no matter what.

The ink Shen Xihe had created would slowly erode the body through its dispersing fragrance with long-term use.

Since his days were numbered, he wanted to clear all obstacles for Shen Xihe with his remaining strength.

Before the Emperor fell, they needed to bring down those with ambitious hearts. Xiao Changyan would surely fall from the Emperor’s favor this time, but the forces behind him couldn’t be underestimated. Xiao Huayong hadn’t let Xiao Changmin die at Cui Jinbai’s hands, letting him return alive so the Emperor wouldn’t suspect Xiao Changgeng who went with him.

Xiao Changyan would also push forward Xiao Changgeng. To balance power between the princes, Xiao Changgeng’s rise would be most appropriate now, and he could take over the forces behind Xiao Changyan.

As for letting Xiao Changmin live, there was another use.

“Young Master Bu has successfully reached Shu. The urgent matter now is to send his wife to reunite with him,” Xiao Huayong suddenly said.

“His Majesty won’t easily give up,” Shen Xihe worried about Xiao Wenxi.

Though Xiao Wenxi’s pregnancy was false, she was delicate and completely different from Bu Shulin.

“That’s why we need to create an opportunity for her, to keep His Majesty too busy to pay attention to her,” Xiao Huayong’s lips slowly curved upward. “Not just His Majesty, we need to make everyone afraid to act rashly.”

“What are you planning to do?” From the sound of it, Xiao Huayong was planning something big.

“It’s time to settle accounts with Second Brother and give Young Master Bu and Zhihe an answer.”

Under the summer sun, this imposing man who was as dazzling as the sun spoke words that chilled to the bone as if plunging one into winter!

Chapter 771: Such An… Unjust Death
Xiao Changmin had been back for several days, staying behind closed doors since his return. Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe seemed to have forgotten about him, everything appeared calm and peaceful.

In reality, they were simply spending resources wisely – Xiao Changmin’s life would still be put to full use.

As for Xiao Changyan, whether he survived this calamity depended on his fate. They couldn’t mobilize forces to pursue and kill him now – the Emperor had received quite a shock, and they wouldn’t leave behind any evidence.

Moreover, Xiao Changyan likely had Xiao Changfeng with him. While killing them both wouldn’t be difficult, doing so without leaving traces would be.

Besides, when Xiao Changyan returned, he would face the Emperor’s punishment anyway – why create additional complications?

The couple shared this unspoken understanding. When they arrived at Qinzheng Hall, the Imperial Physicians had just finished examining the Emperor’s pulse.

In the great hall, apart from the servants, only the Empress Dowager and young Prince Xiao Changhong were keeping watch. Others, like Noble Consort Su, were kept outside.

Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong were allowed into the inner hall. Xiao Huayong asked the Chief Imperial Physician: “How is His Majesty’s condition?”

The Chief Imperial Physician looked worried: “Your Highness, His Majesty fainted due to sudden anger causing his qi and blood to surge upward. With some rest, he should recover in a few days…”

In truth, Emperor Youning had been poisoned, but the poison only caused his internal organs to slowly deteriorate, so gradually and evenly that it mimicked natural aging.

The Imperial Physicians couldn’t detect it. By the time the accumulated poison took effect, it would be too late to save him.

Shen Xihe was very confident in her ink. It had been thoroughly researched by Xie Yunhuai, Zhenzhu, and Sui Axi, ensuring it would be nearly undetectable before taking effect, especially in older people where symptoms could be easily confused with aging.

“It’s good that His Majesty isn’t seriously ill.” Xiao Huayong’s pale face softened.

With the Emperor still unconscious, they sat briefly before the Empress Dowager dismissed them.

With the Emperor unconscious, someone needed to handle important state affairs, keeping the Crown Prince busy.

The first matter was the Min River incident. Though Xiao Huayong’s news came quickly, it lacked precision. The official report provided specific numbers – according to several local governments, over 2,500 bodies had been recovered.

The river hadn’t been fully searched yet. Officials had dispatched boats to retrieve bodies. Though many faces were unclear after exposure to river water, their clothing varied greatly. Besides official patrols and imperial troops, some bodies were of unclear identity.

People along the middle and lower Min River were panic-stricken. The numerous bodies washing up terrified them, and they anxiously awaited an official announcement explaining what had happened.

Therefore, this matter couldn’t be delayed. The Crown Prince was known for only one virtue – listening to all sides. He rarely showed initiative in major state affairs, naturally following his ministers’ opinions in such matters.

“The Min River incident has left the people anxious. We cannot leave it unresolved. What are your thoughts, ministers?”

This wasn’t a regular court session – only senior officials had been summoned. Most understood that the Min River incident had nothing to do with bandits; everything targeted the Northwest Prince’s heir.

The Northwest Prince protecting the South Shu Prince’s heir was the Eastern Palace’s doing. Now facing the mild-mannered Crown Prince, they all felt uneasy.

Most wondered whether the Crown Prince was truly ignorant, completely deceived, or if he had been playing dumb all along, actually being the mastermind.

Just considering the latter possibility sent chills down their spines.

The Emperor had mobilized significant forces, while the Northwest Prince’s heir operated from the shadows with limited manpower. Yet even with such a tight net, the Emperor’s forces were completely defeated. How dare they speak up?

They understood now – in the struggle between the Emperor and Eastern Palace, whether the Crown Prince was truly mediocre or secretly ruthless, the outcome remained uncertain. Better to stay neutral.

Finally, Minister Tao spoke: “Your Highness, this matter is serious. According to urgent reports, most victims’ identities remain unclear, and we cannot determine why official ships entered the river that night. It’s too early for conclusions. We should investigate first to avoid misjudgment that could damage the court’s authority.”

Xiao Huayong looked at everyone – no one objected or made other proposals. Appearing uncertain about how to handle this thorny issue, he accepted Minister Tao’s suggestion and properly dispatched investigators.

After dismissing the ministers, Princess Ruyang brought Xiao Wenxi to seek an audience. Having received news of her husband’s safe arrival in Shu and that people were coming to escort her, she begged the Crown Prince’s permission to leave the capital.

Xiao Huayong naturally didn’t obstruct this, and when Emperor Youning awoke to learn of it, he had no grounds to stop Xiao Wenxi.

“Yu Xiang has committed suicide,” Shen Xihe told Xiao Huayong when he returned to the Eastern Palace.

Raising an eyebrow, Xiao Huayong spoke flatly: “He finally showed some wisdom.”

Yu Xiang’s role in the Min River incident would have been enough for the Emperor to have him torn to pieces upon returning to the capital!

Without him, how could the Emperor and Xiao Changyan have been so easily defeated?

Now with Xiao Changyan missing, if he were found and revealed that Shen Yun’an had impersonated Yu Xiang to approach him, everything could be blamed on Shen Yun’an!

Yu Xiang thought he could point fingers while Shen Yun’an killed Xiao Changyan, but his cowardice had already left him no way out. Even if Xiao Changyan died at Shen Yun’an’s hands, Xiao Changfeng remained.

Many things wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny. By committing suicide now, making it appear as though Shen Yun’an had captured and silenced him, even if Xiao Changyan returned, he couldn’t accuse Yu Xiang of betraying the Emperor.

Dead men tell no tales. Best of all, Yu Xiang had a letter from Shen Yun’an clearly outlining their plan. Shen Yun’an had indeed followed this plan, but when Yu Xiang told Xiao Changyan, he didn’t trust the intelligence gained through such patient effort.

Everything resulted from Xiao Changyan’s stubborn arrogance, leading to this disastrous defeat!

“I also had someone forge Yu Xiang’s handwriting to send a letter to the Jiannan Military Commissioner,” Shen Xihe smiled gently at Xiao Huayong.

This letter informed the Commissioner of their plan, describing how Yu Xiang pretended to go along with Shen Yun’an to learn his movements.

It warned the Commissioner to stay vigilant…

This was iron-clad proof of Xiao Changyan’s overconfidence causing total defeat. When Xiao Changyan returned to the capital, the Commissioner would present this letter to avoid responsibility.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong couldn’t help but laugh: “Yu Xiang’s death was truly… unjust!”

Chapter 772: A Warrior’s Resolve
If Shen Xihe had revealed this masterstroke earlier, perhaps Yu Xiang wouldn’t have been so willing to sacrifice his life – everything could have been blamed on Xiao Changyan. His capture by Shen Yun’an was all because Xiao Changyan didn’t trust his intelligence and didn’t provide enough manpower. His capture fundamentally proved he hadn’t colluded with Shen Yun’an.

As for how Shen Yun’an obtained the military tally and secret signals to manipulate the official ships and deceive Xiao Changfeng, these weren’t things a captive like him should understand. If they had the ability, they could go ask Shen Yun’an themselves. At most, he was guilty of dereliction of duty, and even that was largely Xiao Changyan’s responsibility.

“Though Yu Xiang is detestable, I am a person of my word,” Shen Xihe said seriously. “I promised that if he defected, I would spare his life, and I won’t go back on that promise.”

Yu Xiang wasn’t a good person – one could say he deserved death. But what of it? A promise made was a promise kept. She wouldn’t feel justified breaking her word just because the other party deserved death.

“Youyou speaks with the authority of the strong…” Xiao Huayong’s eyes were filled with mirth.

It was because she could have easily taken Yu Xiang’s life if she truly wished, that she didn’t mind passing up opportunities to easily crush him. One could say that even if it wasn’t Yu Xiang, but someone else equally unfathomable, she would have acted the same way – never betraying her word or changing her mind on a whim.

“However, his death has brought us considerable benefits,” Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong.

Now all blame fell on Xiao Changyan. Faced with irrefutable evidence, he had no defense. When His Majesty received the letter from “Yu Xiang” that had been in the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s possession from before the incident, he would question why Xiao Changyan hadn’t trusted Yu Xiang.

Could Xiao Changyan admit he had someone skilled in soul-capturing techniques constantly eavesdropping on Shen Yun’an’s every move?

Of course not!

Because saying so would be futile and only reveal his greater incompetence. His pride and previously invincible soul-capturing technique had become the blade that pierced his own body!

Xiao Changyan was thoroughly finished this time.

His Majesty’s fury, the court’s condemnation, the deaths of thousands of elite soldiers who perished in the river – he would have to bear responsibility for all of it!

“When one has powerful tools, one mustn’t rely on them too heavily,” Xiao Huayong sighed softly.

Xiao Changyan lost because he depended too much on and deeply trusted his soul-capturing technique, believing it to be an invincible key to victory. If not for this, with his sharp mind and intelligence, he would never have so easily staked everything on believing the message Shen Yun’an had Mo Yao transmit.

“The method to break this soul-capturing technique can only come from the practitioner because the anchoring objects used are so varied that even those who understand the technique find it difficult to comprehend.”

Shen Xihe had gone to great lengths this time to understand the mysterious soul-capturing technique. When Xiao Changyan’s advisor fell into Shen Yun’an’s hands, he was immediately tortured and broke Mo Yao’s technique.

Regarding countering the soul-capturing technique, though he revealed everything he knew without reservation, the results still didn’t satisfy Shen Xihe.

“Are you worried about…” Xiao Huayong looked down at Shen Xihe, “me?”

“Yes.” Shen Xihe nodded. “You once told me you were affected by the technique as a child. Prince Jing was even younger than you then, so it couldn’t possibly have been his doing.

Some dangers, once they show traces, must be guarded against.”

Xiao Huayong held Shen Xihe’s hand, his gaze falling on the pomegranate flowers swaying in the wind outside the window. The red tinted his deep black pupils like flames in the night, gleaming with a hint of otherworldliness.

No one knew what he was thinking.

News of Yu Xiang’s sacrifice reached the capital that evening. His Majesty had just awakened, looking quite unwell, but he wasn’t clear about what exactly had happened at the Min River and why the losses were so devastating this time.

For the moment, he only sent someone to inform the Yu household.

What Shen Xihe never expected was that a shocking incident occurred at Prince Zhao’s mansion that very night.

It was said that when the Princess Consort of Zhao learned of her father’s death, she went to seek Prince Zhao in her grief and anger. She found Prince Zhao frolicking with a concubine. Though there was a distinction between ruler and subject, Xiao Changmin was a prince but also a son-in-law. With his father-in-law’s death, Prince Zhao’s merrymaking enraged the Princess Consort. She immediately moved to confront the concubine, and when Prince Zhao tried to protect the concubine, he pushed the Princess Consort down in the scuffle.

Yu Sangning, four months pregnant, miscarried. This alarmed the Imperial Physicians Office, which naturally had to report to Shen Xihe, who oversaw the Six Palaces.

Shen Xihe listened thoughtfully.

“The Yu father and daughter certainly have the resolve of warriors willing to cut off their arm,” Xiao Huayong praised with his words, but his tone and gaze were full of mockery.

They both understood that Yu Sangning felt uneasy because the Crown Prince of Prince Shunan had safely returned to Shu. Whether or not Xiao Changmin would be dealt with by the Eastern Palace, in any case, Xiao Changmin held no future promise – she needed to extract herself early.

Now it was perfect – Xiao Changmin, as a son-in-law, indulged in pleasure and debauchery while his father-in-law’s body wasn’t yet cold – this was unfilial.

Gravely injuring his principal wife for a concubine, causing the loss of his flesh and blood – this was neither benevolent nor righteous.

But it wasn’t over. When Yu Sangning awoke after her miscarriage, she neither cried nor made a scene, but went straight to kneel before the Vermillion Bird Gate. She declared that she wasn’t virtuous or respectful enough, that she was jealous, unworthy to be an imperial family member. She held Xiao Changmin’s divorce papers and came to beg His Majesty’s punishment.

Shen Xihe had just finished listening to the report from outside when someone came from Qinzheng Hall. His Majesty had delegated such matters to Shen Xihe to handle.

Concerning the imperial family’s face and being tangled in such an awkward situation, with Shen Xihe being both Crown Princess and overseer of the Six Palaces, passing this matter to her was reasonable.

As Shen Xihe was about to rise, Xiao Huayong pressed on her shoulder: “Grandmother is handling this matter, you need only observe.”

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe passed it to the Empress Dowager – rather, just as Shen Xihe received His Majesty’s verbal order, the Empress Dowager had already sent people to carry Yu Sangning into the palace and summoned Xiao Changmin.

Shen Xihe couldn’t avoid making an appearance, so she went with Xiao Huayong to the Empress Dowager’s palace. When they arrived, Xiao Changmin was already kneeling at the palace gates.

Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Changmin – his hair was disheveled, his brows furrowed, and his clothes seemed hastily arranged, looking quite disheveled.

When Shen Xihe entered the Empress Dowager’s palace, Yu Sangning had already fainted from crying, and the Empress Dowager’s face was dark as water: “Bring that wretch in!”

Soon Xiao Changmin followed the eunuch inside, dropping to his knees with a thud at the Empress Dowager’s loud command to kneel.

“Tell me, are these the actions of a human being? How are you any different from a beast?” the Empress Dowager berated.

Xiao Changmin tried to speak but stopped, his face pale, his eyes showing confusion: “Grandmother… grandson doesn’t know… doesn’t know how things came to this…”

Xiao Changmin truly didn’t know. He and Yu Sangning had disagreed about Bu Shulin’s matter, and after returning from his devastating defeat, Yu Sangning had even mocked and ridiculed him. So he stopped paying attention to Yu Sangning, favoring his concubines instead, often spending nights in their chambers after his return.

Chapter 773: They Are The Same Kind of People
Today seemed no different from usual. The concubine had merely prepared some stimulants, and after returning he had hidden in his mansion. Putting it nicely, he was living in seclusion; putting it harshly, he was nothing but a defeated dog.

With his heart heavy, he hadn’t exercised restraint. How could he have known Yu Xiang was dead? When the news came and Yu Sangning sought him out, what state had he been in? Thinking carefully now, he couldn’t make sense of it. By the time he came to his senses, he heard Yu Sangning had miscarried because of him.

Yu Xiang died in the Min River. Xiao Changmin immediately sensed something was wrong. When he chased after her, Yu Sangning had already run out to kneel at the palace gates. That divorce letter from Yu Sangning was indeed in his handwriting and tone, but he couldn’t remember when he wrote it.

In his hazy memory, he only knew there had been a fierce argument with Yu Sangning at the concubine’s quarters. He had some vague impression of the pushing and shoving, but he felt these weren’t things he would normally do.

Because of Yu Sangning’s miscarriage, Xiao Changmin didn’t suspect Yu Sangning’s trickery but rather grew suspicious of the concubine’s stimulants. However, he couldn’t tell this to the Empress Dowager, especially not in front of the Crown Prince and Princess.

Though Xiao Changmin didn’t speak of it, Shen Xihe could guess – she detected a faint medicinal scent on him.

The scent was a complex mixture of medicines, and what could be distinguished were all hallucinogenic substances, such as datura.

So Shen Xihe could understand why Xiao Changmin was now confused and unable to explain clearly… he truly might not know the sequence of events.

With one unconscious and the other incoherent, even if the Empress Dowager wanted to determine the truth clearly, she couldn’t.

Having made her appearance, Shen Xihe left with Xiao Huayong. Since the Empress Dowager had taken charge of this matter, there was no room for her interference.

“Second Brother has fallen into his own woman’s trap without realizing it. He probably still feels guilty toward her right now,” Xiao Huayong said with some schadenfreude.

“Who could have guessed Princess Zhao would be so ruthless?” Shen Xihe didn’t think Xiao Changmin’s failure to see through it showed a lack of intelligence.

Yu Sangning sacrificed the child in her womb – even tigers don’t eat their cubs. Though there were many dark secrets in great households, how could ordinary people imagine that Yu Sangning would deliberately cause her miscarriage when Xiao Changmin was a perfectly good Prince?

Yu Sangning was clever. She understood the Eastern Palace would certainly settle accounts with Xiao Changmin, and had probably been waiting for an opportunity – one that would let her cleanly break from Xiao Changmin without offending the imperial family or affecting her future standing.

Just for this scheming alone, Shen Xihe admired Yu Sangning. Her methods left even Shen Xihe in awe.

In the current situation, even the Empress Dowager and Emperor couldn’t object to Yu Sangning’s desire for divorce. Her father died, her husband seeking pleasure, harming her to protect a concubine and causing her miscarriage, plus having Xiao Changmin’s divorce letter – she had achieved a perfect exit.

Xiao Huayong nodded in agreement. If he and Shen Xihe hadn’t known Yu Sangning’s true nature earlier, looking at this incident as outsiders, probably no one could have guessed she was the orchestrator.

“It seems Yu Xiang sent a letter home before his death,” said Xiao Huayong.

The prerequisite for all this was that Xiao Changmin didn’t know Yu Xiang had died, while Yu Sangning knew of Yu Xiang’s death before the court’s news arrived. Only then could she set up this scheme, having the concubine drug Xiao Changmin, seeking out the pleasure-seeking Xiao Changmin when the court’s news came, after which everything fell into place naturally?

“In the Yu family’s generation, only Princess Zhao has some cunning…” but confined to the inner court, she was ultimately short-sighted. Shen Xihe didn’t finish the latter part, because most women depended on men for survival, and there were countless like Yu Sangning.

It was just rare to find someone with her intelligence and ruthlessness. Had she been born into circumstances similar to Shen Xihe’s, Shen Xihe didn’t think Yu Sangning would be inferior.

“Yu Xiang rushing to his death certainly required some arrangements, sending word home early was only proper.”

It seemed Yu Xiang had left many instructions, but neither Shen Xihe nor Xiao Huayong feared this. Regardless of whether Yu Xiang was clever or would guide his children to resent them as a couple, the Yu family members weren’t worthy of their vigilance.

“Originally I thought setting up Second Brother so suddenly would leave suspicious loose ends difficult to tie up completely. Princess Zhao has handed me a ladder,” Xiao Huayong’s eyes grew even more amused.

After escorting Shen Xihe back to the Eastern Palace, he went to busy himself. Shen Xihe knew he was going to modify his original trap for Xiao Changmin, now using Yu Sangning to make everything watertight.

For Yu Sangning to dare such a scheme, she must have arranged everything perfectly. But Shen Xihe believed that whatever evidence Xiao Huayong wanted, even if it didn’t exist, he could create it from nothing.

They were the same kind of people!

By nightfall, Xiao Huayong returned looking relaxed, hands clasped behind his back.

“Resolved?” Shen Xihe had just finished bathing and was sitting at her dressing table drying her hair.

“Just missing the crucial step, requiring Youyou’s help.” Xiao Huayong took out a list from his robes and handed it to Shen Xihe.

The list contained all medicines, with several being fragrances.

“Is this…” Shen Xihe took it, “The formula that disturbed Prince Zhao’s mind?”

Several medicines listed were ones she had smelled on Xiao Changmin earlier, leading to her guess.

“Yes.” Xiao Huayong nodded. “I had Axi and others analyze it. It’s not a medical prescription. Thinking of Youyou’s usual perfume formulas, I brought it to ask.”

Yu Sangning wouldn’t dare buy ready-made items, as they’d leave too many traces that couldn’t withstand investigation.

It had to be rare medicines, preferably with a formula only she possessed, personally concocted. Only then could it be done without anyone knowing.

“Second Brother’s concubine has already committed suicide out of guilt, and her relatives have vanished without a trace. The Yu family’s actions were clean and decisive, long planned,” Xiao Huayong continued. Given the Yu family’s dark hearts and ruthless hands, whether these people were dead or alive was unknown, and Xiao Huayong couldn’t be bothered to waste effort investigating.

Currently, with Yu Sangning and Xiao Changmin’s matter still undecided, the Yu family probably wasn’t at ease and wouldn’t dare be careless. They likely still had people watching. If he sent people to inquire, it might alert them.

“Let me look carefully.” Shen Xihe examined the formula. These ingredients couldn’t possibly be combined into a perfume formula – some medicines clearly couldn’t be used together.

However, the large amount of fragrances indicated this couldn’t be a medical prescription.

After thinking for a moment, Shen Xihe had a guess: “Perhaps, being cautious, she included unnecessary ingredients.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t rule out this possibility.

Shen Xihe’s interest was also piqued, though she didn’t immediately start researching: “Give me three days. I’ll reproduce this perfume formula within three days.”

“No rush. The matter between the Yu family and Second Brother hasn’t been settled yet. We can wait two or three days.”

Chapter 774: The Uses of an Idle Rich
Yu Sangning regained consciousness that same day but was extremely weak. Even the Chief Imperial Physician said she was severely depleted and might never be able to bear children again. This news deeply affected Yu Sangning, and the Empress Dowager, taking pity, didn’t allow Xiao Changmin to see her.

The Empress Dowager kept Yu Sangning in the palace to rest for the night, while Xiao Changmin remained kneeling in the Empress Dowager’s palace as punishment.

The next day, the Empress Dowager summoned both of them together. Though no one knows what was said, Xiao Changmin and Yu Sangning ultimately divorced amicably.

Yu Sangning was immediately taken back to the Yu residence by her brother.

Xiao Changmin was severely reprimanded by His Majesty, even losing his title of Prince. Now he was merely the Second Prince, stripped of all his positions, becoming a completely powerless prince.

His Majesty was already angry at Xiao Changmin’s incompetence and tendency to make matters worse. His failure to capture Bu Shulin had allowed him to return safely to Shu. The document requesting the inheritance of the Prince of Shunan’s title was probably already en route with those coming to escort Xiao Wenxi.

Additionally, with Xiao Changyan’s disappearance leaving behind a troublesome mess to deal with, His Majesty was already holding back his anger when Xiao Changmin happened to provoke him – it would have been miraculous if His Majesty had shown leniency.

Three days later, after countless discussions with Hong Yu, Shen Xihe finally produced a fragrant pill and placed the finished product before Xiao Huayong…

A round pill the size of a little fingertip, emitting a medicinal fragrance. Xiao Huayong took one out to examine: “This is… a fragrance pill?”

Shen Xihe nodded: “This fragrance pill isn’t meant to be carried or burned, but to be consumed.”

This explained why Shen Xihe could still smell it that day – because Xiao Changmin had ingested it, allowing the scent to linger so long.

“What happens after taking it?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“This fragrance pill…” After thinking, Shen Xihe said, “Compared to the Five Stone Powder, it’s even more potent. One tiny pill not only… enhances pleasure, but also causes hallucinations.”

The so-called pleasure enhancement had aphrodisiac effects, making men tireless during intimacy, and leaving them energetic the day after coupling.

Its harmful effects were minimal, requiring only some kidney and liver-nourishing substances to offset any deficiencies. If produced for sale, such an item would likely bring enormous profits.

However, Shen Xihe would never allow such things in the Du Huo Tower, fearing people like Yu Sangning would use them to harm others.

Xiao Huayong’s lips curled up as he placed the pill back in its box and closed the lid. He called Tian Yuan in and pushed the box to him: “Give this to the Marquis of Zhenbei’s heir.”

With Bu Shulin gone and Cui Jinbai temporarily at the Black Water tribe, Ding Jue still organizing documents at the Court of Judicature, and perhaps with no more idle friends around, the Marquis of Zhenbei had finally requested the title of heir for his eldest son.

Some things could truly only be done well by these idle rich.

When Ding Jue received these items, he naturally shared them with his old friend Yu Jin. They had played together since Yu Jin was still the heir to the Marquis of Pingyao.

However, Yu Jin still had filial piety – while in mourning, he neither sought pleasure nor drank alcohol. When Ding Jue brought the items to the Yu residence, he said: “This is something precious, though Brother Yu can’t use it now. Good things are hard to come by, and your foolish brother barely managed to obtain some. Brother Yu can keep some, either for personal use later or as gifts – they’re made from excellent medicinal ingredients.”

Ding Jue was now the heir to the Marquis of Zhenbei. Yu Jin initially didn’t want to accept, but thinking he might need to rely on Ding Jue in the future, and since he had no intention of using it himself, he didn’t want to reject Ding Jue’s goodwill, so he accepted.

Naturally, Ding Jue didn’t share only with Yu Jin – he shared with his whole circle of friends. They immediately became enthusiastic, privately inquiring about its source.

Ding Jue merely smiled mysteriously: “Can’t say, can’t say.”

While Ding Jue’s distributed items gained popularity in a small circle, Yu Sangning, who kept a close watch on Yu Jin, immediately learned what Ding Jue had brought. She cared about her brother because her future prosperity depended on him. Ding Jue was a pleasure-seeking idle rich – she couldn’t let him lead her brother astray.

But if Yu Sangning immediately questioned her brother after Ding Jue’s delivery, wouldn’t that reveal she was monitoring him? So she could only make private inquiries. With Ding Jue being so high-profile, how could he hide from someone determined to find out?

Yu Sangning soon obtained a fragrance pill, and instantly, all color drained from her already pale face.

How was this possible?

This was a lost formula! She had memorized it and immediately burned it afterward. The formula had come from a rare book on her mother’s side, passed down for generations in her maternal grandfather’s family.

It couldn’t possibly be known to outsiders! Moreover, the timing of its appearance was too coincidental!

Appearing right after she had made it herself – she couldn’t help but suspect these items had leaked from her hands!

But how had they leaked from her? Yu Sangning couldn’t figure it out no matter how hard she thought!

Everything traced back to Ding Jue – now only he had this item!

Yu Sangning had no choice but to secretly arrange a meeting with Ding Jue. Going through Yu Jin would have been easier, but that risked Ding Jue learning of everything she had done to divorce Xiao Changmin.

She couldn’t let Yu Jin become wary and afraid of her.

She met Ding Jue privately, and he was quite accommodating, but coincidentally, one of Xiao Changmin’s confidants saw them.

“Could the Young Master tell me how you obtained this?” Yu Sangning asked directly.

Ding Jue waved his fan, thinking himself dashing: “For Lady Yu to investigate such matters as a woman in seclusion, I find it quite surprising.”

“Young Master, please tell me, this fragrance formula is my maternal family’s inheritance.” Yu Sangning was too weak to play games with Ding Jue.

“Lady Yu’s maternal ancestors were…” Ding Jue looked Yu Sangning up and down, his interest unconcealed, his gaze practically declaring their ancestors weren’t respectable people.

Yu Sangning’s anger surged, but she had to suppress it: “If the Young Master won’t tell me…”

As Yu Sangning rose, Ding Jue hurriedly reached out to stop her. From across the courtyard, it appeared they were struggling.

This was deliberately orchestrated by Ding Jue, who had chosen this location on purpose, his smile particularly ambiguous and entangling: “Lady Yu, don’t be angry.

The formula came from the Ling Family pharmacy. I spent a great deal of money to learn that someone bought the medicines and was discovered by a doctor skilled in fragrances. The person buying the medicines was clever, mixing in many fake ingredients to confuse things, but as they say, for every foot the Dao rises, the demon rises ten – who would have thought they’d encounter another doctor skilled in fragrance-making?”

Yu Sangning nearly lost her balance upon hearing this. Ding Jue quickly steadied her, making their posture even more intimate.

Yu Sangning had forgotten about such appearances now, clutching at Ding Jue like a drowning person grabbing driftwood: “Young Master, could you find out who bought the medicines?”

Chapter 775: The Son Cannot Believe His Treachery (Famous Scene Part 2)
This person was naturally someone she had sent, but she couldn’t let others trace this person. She spoke this way to test, hoping Ding Jue would investigate. If Ding Jue couldn’t find anything, the matter would end there. If Ding Jue did find something, it would only mean she hadn’t cleaned up her tracks thoroughly enough.

Ding Jue’s gaze fell on Yu Sangning’s delicate hand gripping his arm.

Yu Sangning suddenly realized her impropriety and quickly released her grip, explaining, “This is an heirloom from my ancestors, it cannot be stolen by others. In my urgency, I have offended the Young Master. I ask for the Young Master’s forgiveness.”

Ding Jue smiled carelessly, “Second Lady need not worry, I won’t take offense. Since this is Second Lady’s ancestral possession that was stolen, I’ll help you with this matter, however…”

“Whatever Young Master wishes to say, please speak freely,” Yu Sangning steadied her nerves.

“This is a rare and valuable item. If I help the Second Lady uncover the truth, would the Second Lady be willing to join me in turning this into a profitable venture?” Not asking for benefits would arouse Yu Sangning’s suspicion.

Hearing this, Yu Sangning felt relieved, and her wariness toward Ding Jue lessened considerably, “Once Young Master discovers the truth, we can discuss how to cooperate…”

“Second Lady is forthright. I will certainly investigate thoroughly, hoping to soon plan our fortune together.” Ding Jue closed his fan, his eyes bright.

Being an unmarried man and woman, they didn’t linger long. After quickly arranging how to exchange messages, they parted ways. As soon as they left the teahouse, Xiao Changmin’s trusted aide departed with a gloomy expression.

Just as they exited the teahouse, they happened to see several cheerful young men enter the brothel across the street. The brothel naturally belonged to Xiao Changmin, and nothing that happened there could escape his knowledge.

Xiao Changmin’s aide also learned about a type of fragrant pill in the brothel, and a clever girl had secretly kept one. After obtaining the item and hearing some things he shouldn’t have, the aide immediately rushed to the Second Prince’s residence.

“Your Highness, your servant obtained this in the brothel!” Xiao Changmin’s aide presented the fragrant pill, whose appearance and scent were all too familiar to Xiao Changmin.

It was exactly what his concubine had given him that day. He wasn’t one to carelessly consume things, and when his concubine first presented it, he had it examined by a physician. Only after confirming it was a harmless aphrodisiac did he take it when his concubine mentioned it again that day as if possessed.

Who could have known it would lead to such a disaster?

“Your Highness, today your servant saw the Yu woman and the Hereditary Prince of Zhenbei… meeting in secret!” The aide was furious, “Their behavior was intimate, certainly not a chance encounter. Many say privately that this medicine came from the Hereditary Prince of Zhenbei…”

“What did you say!” Xiao Changmin abruptly stood up.

Without the aide needing to be more explicit, just these few sentences were enough to make the already conspiracy-minded Xiao Changmin suspect the worst.

This fragrant pill had caused him to take a massive fall!

The fragrant pill had circulated from Ding Jue’s hands, Yu Sangning was entangled with Ding Jue, and they couldn’t wait to meet secretly within the month!

Didn’t this suggest that Yu Sangning had long been intimate with Ding Jue, that she simply thought he had lost power and had already found her next patron?

How could an imperial son tolerate such disrespect? So to escape from him and run to her lover, Yu Sangning had struck such a vicious blow?

It must be said that in an instant, Xiao Changmin had guessed almost everything correctly, except for the part about Ding Jue!

Thinking about how this incident had caused His Majesty to strip him of everything, making him endure endless rumors, Xiao Changmin wanted to tear this adulterous couple to pieces!

They had caused his complete disgrace, so he would make sure they died without burial!

“Go, have people watch this pair of adulterers closely!” Xiao Changmin ordered through gritted teeth.

Catch them in the act – he would personally tear off their faces and avenge his humiliation!

As Xiao Changmin’s people monitored Ding Jue and Yu Sangning, Xiao Huayong held all information in his hands.

During this time, Ding Jue met with Yu Sangning several times under the pretext of investigation progress, which in Xiao Changmin’s eyes confirmed the affair between Yu Sangning and Ding Jue.

On this day, the people from the Shunan Prince’s mansion finally arrived in the capital. Besides submitting the memorial for Bu Shulin’s inheritance of the title, they had another task – to escort Xiao Wenxi, who was five months pregnant, back to the Shunan Prince’s mansion for a family reunion.

Xiao Huayong had chosen the day for Xiao Wenxi’s departure. On the night before this day, Ding Jue and Yu Sangning had another “secret meeting.”

The meeting place was an estate that Yu Sangning had received in her divorce settlement from Xiao Changmin!

The moment Yu Sangning and Ding Jue had stealthily arrived at their meeting place, Xiao Changmin immediately surrounded the estate’s front and back gates with his men.

After waiting outside with a dark face for a moment, Xiao Changmin waved his hand and broke in. Xiao Changmin had brought many people, and both the Five Cities Command and the Imperial Guard came along, worried about major trouble.

However, when they rushed in, they didn’t find Yu Sangning and Ding Jue but instead discovered someone else in the room. When the Commander of the Five Cities Command and the General of the Imperial Guard saw this person’s appearance, they instantly turned pale!

This person looked exactly like His Majesty!

Several years ago, after seeing the bone-reshaping technique, Xiao Huayong had jokingly told Shen Xihe they should make someone look like His Majesty for fun.

Shen Xihe hadn’t taken it seriously at first, because the Emperor was the Emperor – even if someone looked identical, they couldn’t possibly imitate his bearing, tone, and experience!

Trying to substitute the Emperor this way was purely a fantasy, but Xiao Huayong was enthusiastic and found someone among Xiao Juezong’s people who were willing to be reshaped to look like His Majesty.

This person’s family had been executed by His Majesty, and Xiao Juezong had taken him in. Now with a chance to get close to His Majesty, whether he could successfully assassinate him would depend on his fortune, and he naturally wouldn’t let this opportunity pass.

Coincidentally, Sui Axi also believed he could be reshaped to look like His Majesty. Although their heights differed slightly, it didn’t matter – Xiao Huayong didn’t need to replace His Majesty, he just needed that face!

In the Qinzheng Hall, Emperor Youning stared intensely at the person brought before him, whom even the guards dared not bind or push due to his face. His fury could no longer be contained, and he grabbed the inkstone from the table and smashed it against Xiao Changmin’s forehead!

Xiao Changmin dared not dodge, and the blow left him dizzy, with blood instantly covering half his face!

“You! How dare you keep such a person, your treacherous ambitions are clear as day, do you still consider me your sovereign father!” Emperor Youning ground out each word through clenched teeth.

“Your Majesty, I wouldn’t dare! This person isn’t someone I kept! If I had such a person, how would I dare to publicly lead people to search!” Xiao Changmin shouted his grievance, ignoring the pain – this was a capital offense! “I went to catch adulterers, yes, the Yu woman conspired with her lover to harm me!”

“Catch adulterers?” Emperor Youning let out a cold laugh, “Summon Yu!”

The Emperor’s reaction made the panicked Xiao Changmin sense something was wrong, though he couldn’t say exactly what.

At this moment, Xiao Huayong stepped forward from the side: “Your Majesty, Second Brother is filial and brotherly. I cannot believe he would commit treason. I beg Your Majesty to investigate thoroughly.”

The already anxious Xiao Changmin felt no joy at Xiao Huayong’s words, but instead felt even more despair…

Chapter 776: Being an Obedient and Useful Pawn
Yu Sangning was brought in feeling desperate. After Ding Jue had quickly led her through the motions at the estate and swiftly departed, telling her everything along the way, she felt as if she’d fallen into an icy pit.

Ding Jue told her he was the Crown Princess’s man, acting on orders, deliberately misleading Xiao Changmin to catch adulterers, thereby discovering this person who looked identical to His Majesty!

The Crown Princess was so daring, able to find someone who looked exactly like His Majesty and keep him so openly. At that moment, she knew Xiao Changmin was finished. Regarding this outcome, she felt relieved she had acted quickly but was also terrified by the Crown Princess’s methods, while tasting bitter regret.

She had schemed carefully to emerge unscathed, and her plan had seemed foolproof. Although she had divorced Xiao Changmin, by citing filial piety, not only would no one despise her, but they would praise her integrity and character.

After she recovered, with more planning and the Crown Princess dealing with Xiao Changmin, it wouldn’t be impossible for her to marry into another noble family.

Even His Majesty and the Empress Dowager, given how Xiao Changmin had wronged her, would treat her well.

Everything had gone smoothly until now, but it had all fallen apart at the final moment.

The Crown Princess gave her two choices: either implicate Xiao Changmin or share the charge of treason with him!

Was this even a choice? She had no room to choose at all!

“Yu, answer me, why did you go out late at night and arrange to meet with the Hereditary Prince of Zhenbei?” Emperor Youning’s sharp gaze fixed on Yu Sangning.

The imperial pressure, which Yu Sangning had never experienced before, made her breath catch. For a moment, she seemed to fall into endless darkness, with overwhelming pressure surging toward her from all directions. Yu Sangning’s mind went blank for an instant.

Some words rolled to her throat, about to unconsciously spill out when Ding Jue beside her seemingly collapsed in terror, the dull sound of his fall making Yu Sangning’s spine tighten, bringing back some rationality.

Even if she told the truth now, repeating everything Ding Jue had just told her to His Majesty, directly pointing out that everything was the Crown Princess’s scheme to destroy Xiao Changmin, she had no evidence.

It would only make His Majesty suspicious of Shen Xihe, and Ding Jue had already hinted that the Crown Princess was pregnant. In this situation, even if His Majesty wanted to interrogate and detain the Crown Princess citing the gravity of the matter, he couldn’t.

Because if it turned out to be unrelated to the Crown Princess, harming the Crown Prince’s bloodline would be too high a price for His Majesty to pay. Therefore, His Majesty wouldn’t rashly arrest the Crown Princess.

But without even a simple arrest, even if she implicated the Crown Princess, she would end up bearing all the consequences. Moreover, Ding Jue’s daring to tell her was naturally on the Crown Princess’s instructions. Since the Crown Princess had told her everything, she must have anticipated that Yu Sangning might break under imperial questioning and reveal the truth and surely had countermeasures prepared.

At this point, even knowing she had become the Crown Princess’s pawn, she had to be an obedient and useful one, or she would be the first to be broken!

Her thoughts racing, Yu Sangning appeared stunned into silence, until Liu Sanzhi had to remind her: “Yu, how dare you not answer His Majesty’s question?”

Trembling, Yu Sangning seemed to finally come to her senses. She replied shakily, “Your… Your Majesty, I actually… saw this person earlier at the Prince’s residence…”

“Yu!” Xiao Changmin’s eyes nearly burst from their sockets, the blood from his forehead had seeped into his eyes, making them red and bloodshot, looking more ferocious than an enraged beast in the jungle.

If not for the guards present, Yu Sangning believed Xiao Changmin would have pounced on her and torn her to death.

Not daring to look at Xiao Changmin again, Yu Sangning prostrated herself, her voice choked and trembling: “Your Majesty, every word is true. I saw this person at the Prince’s residence before. At first, I thought it was Your Majesty visiting, but later seeing how the… The second Prince showed no respect to this person, I began to suspect.

Since then, I couldn’t sleep at night, tossing and turning, anxious in my heart. I tried to probe the Second Prince secretly but to no avail. I saw him once more, then never again.

Until after my divorce from the Second Prince, one day the Hereditary Prince of Zhenbei came to see my brother and inadvertently mentioned seeing Your Majesty at… at a brothel.”

“I… I didn’t…” Ding Jue stammered a weak denial.

He was already trembling in fear.

Emperor Youning didn’t show anger, but said in a deep voice: “Continue!”

“Your Majesty! Your Majesty! Yu is fabricating lies, she’s slandering me, she must have been bought to harm my life, Your Majesty! To frame me, she would even abandon her flesh and blood. That day I took medicine in my concubine’s chamber, this medicine came from Ding Jue’s hands. Your Majesty, please investigate clearly, I am wronged!”

Speaking thus, Xiao Changmin knocked his head heavily on the ground, his already injured forehead instantly leaving a bloodstain on the carpet.

“Imperial Physician, don’t let him die!” Emperor Youning shouted, then stared at Xiao Changmin, “I will certainly investigate thoroughly, don’t be so quick to claim innocence!”

Then he ordered Yu Sangning: “Continue!”

Yu Sangning maintained her terrified expression, her body trembling: “I… I was scared to death when I heard… how could Your Majesty be at a brothel? That brothel… that brothel is Second Prince’s business…”

This bombshell left Xiao Changmin reeling. Yu knew, she knew the brothel was his business!

He had kept this matter so secret! He was certain no one in the capital could know, yet Yu knew!

In fact, if not for the Bu Shulin incident, even Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have known that Xiao Changmin was truly behind the brothel!

Yu Sangning certainly didn’t know this – Ding Jue had told her before being stopped by the Five Cities Command!

“Liu Sanzhi, investigate the brothel personally, investigate it thoroughly for me!” Emperor Youning ordered.

Investigating the brothel would be complex without knowing who owned it, but now knowing it was Xiao Changmin’s business, investigating from his end wouldn’t be difficult!

Xiao Changmin hurriedly prostrated himself: “Your Majesty, the brothel is indeed my business, and I have indeed profited considerably from it, but I have not committed treason!”

Emperor Youning glanced at him, then said to Liu Sanzhi who was awaiting orders: “Go investigate!”

After Liu Sanzhi withdrew, Emperor Youning’s heavy gaze fell on Yu Sangning again: “Tell me everything you know!”

Yu Sangning shuddered: “Your… Your Majesty, I only began associating with the Hereditary Prince of Zhenbei after my miscarriage. The reason was the pill that the Second Prince mentioned. I knew the pill was what the Second Prince took that day, so I asked the Hereditary Prince where the pill came from. After he told me, he agreed to help me investigate…”

Omitting that the formula came from her ancestors and the real reason she asked Ding Jue to investigate, everything else Yu Sangning said was true!

Seven parts truth and three parts lies – when His Majesty verified it, there would be no discrepancies!

Chapter 777: Completing Another Kill
Yu Sangning had seemingly confessed everything she could honestly. Her interactions with Ding Jue ended there. As for why they left the house immediately upon arriving, it was because both had heard movement and, fearing entanglement, quickly departed.

As for why this person who looked exactly like His Majesty was in this estate, Yu Sangning truly didn’t know, so she didn’t need to act – her gaze showed no evasion.

When Emperor Youning sent people to verify Yu Sangning’s words, they found no major discrepancies.

Emperor Youning wanted to hear Xiao Changmin’s defense: “I give you one chance to prove your innocence!”

Prove his innocence!

How could that be easy?

Xiao Changmin now knew he had fallen into an inescapable trap that left no room for struggle – the more he struggled, the tighter he would be bound.

Despite this realization, Xiao Changmin couldn’t resign himself to his fate. Somewhat panicked and not knowing where to begin, he could only blurt out all his suspicions and doubts at once.

“Your Majesty, I only saw this person today! That day I indeed took the pill and lost my senses, accidentally causing Yu’s miscarriage. That medicine could bewitch people’s minds!

After I woke up I was still confused, so when I learned this medicine came from Ding Jue, and Yu had secret dealings with him, I thought Yu was involved with Ding Jue, using his medicine to harm me, wanting to divorce me cleanly and then be with Ding Jue!

Learning they had an appointment today, I went specifically to catch them in adultery. If I had known about this person, how would I dare bring so many people to catch adulterers?

Your Majesty, Yu speaks nothing but nonsense, she deliberately harmed me!”

Emperor Youning gave Xiao Changmin a deep look, like a vortex in the darkness that seemed to devour one’s soul.

Whether Yu Sangning and Ding Jue had a secret relationship could be easily investigated, and everything was a trap set up on orders, with all necessary traces left deliberately.

Before Yu Sangning’s miscarriage, the two had no interaction. The medicine indeed came from Ding Jue, obtained as he had told Yu Sangning, and it only appeared several days after Xiao Changmin’s divorce.

“Your Majesty, this… this medicine was just an aphrodisiac, it… it couldn’t cause hallucinations…” Ding Jue stammered in self-defense.

The circulated medicine was modified by Shen Xihe, who had changed the formula, replacing the datura content, so it couldn’t cause hallucinations – it was purely an aphrodisiac.

Unless someone had keen senses like her, even Yu Sangning, who had made it before, might not notice the difference in appearance or scent without a careful comparison between the two medicines.

Emperor Youning didn’t need to find someone to verify – he just needed to ask those who had obtained medicine from Ding Jue.

These young nobles all moved in the same circles. Even among the scholarly families, some indulged in pleasure. Ding Jue’s fragrant pills had gained quite a following – if not hundreds, dozens had used them. With so many people insisting it didn’t cause hallucinations, how could Xiao Changmin’s words stand up to scrutiny?

So that day he hadn’t lost his senses at all – he had simply favored his concubine over his wife and attacked Yu Sangning!

At this point, Yu Sangning cried and wailed her grievance: “Your Majesty, please justice for me! How can His Highness slander me so? His Highness indulged in pleasure first, and I received news of my father’s death after! How could I have divine foresight to know I would receive such terrible news that day? When has I ever made a fuss about His Highness favoring concubines normally?

Since I couldn’t predict the future, how could I set up such a trap to harm His Highness? His Highness shifts blame and slanders me. How can I face living in this world?”

Speaking thus, Yu Sangning stood up and rushed toward a pillar in the hall. The palace guards seemed frozen, none moving to stop her.

Though different from what she expected, Yu Sangning couldn’t hesitate – she had to gamble with her life!

However, just as she was about to hit the pillar, something flew from the shadows, striking her ankle, causing Yu Sangning to stumble and fall heavily to the ground, missing the pillar.

“What impropriety!” Emperor Youning roared, “Are you trying to threaten me?”

Yu Sangning lay relieved on the ground, her lip split, not bothering with appearances. She quickly knelt properly: “Your Majesty… Your Majesty, unable to defend myself, I could only prove my innocence with my worthless life. Please forgive me!”

She then began sobbing quietly.

It must be mentioned that although Yu Xiang had committed suicide, he had created the appearance of dying at Shen Yun’an’s hands. Only this way would there be no need to explain how Shen Yun’an obtained the military tally and transfer orders.

Emperor Youning and others couldn’t reach that far, and the Minjiang incident was extremely complicated. Local officials with any court connections who could get information remained tight-lipped. There wasn’t even enough time to retrieve the body, let alone investigate Yu Xiang’s true cause of death.

Moreover, that day’s storm would have washed away any evidence that could be examined.

So in everyone’s eyes, Yu Xiang died unnaturally in that day’s storm. Before the storm, neither Yu Xiang nor Xiao Changyan could have predicted what would happen, or how could they have been so thoroughly defeated?

Therefore, Yu Xiang couldn’t possibly have secretly sent news to the Yu residence, and Yu Sangning knowing of her father’s death early to set such a trap was impossible.

Yu Xiang naturally had his secret methods, and even Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong only guessed that Yu Xiang might have secretly sent a message home before his death, after Yu Sangning’s miscarriage.

Xiao Changmin’s defense seemed weak and powerless.

“Right and wrong, I will judge fairly!” Emperor Youning gave Yu Sangning a cold look.

Just then, Liu Sanzhi returned with the investigation results.

After reading them, Emperor Youning threw them at Xiao Changmin’s forehead!

Xiao Changmin insisted he had never seen this person, but the brothel was his, and people in the brothel had served this customer!

There were hidden chambers underground in the brothel, with traces of keeping someone there!

Many in the capital had seen His Majesty, as he often rode from the palace to Furong Garden. Commoners seeing him wasn’t unusual, but the women kept in the brothel, who never went out and lived nocturnally, had never seen His Majesty.

Xiao Huayong had only let this person visit the brothel avoiding those who had seen His Majesty, to verify Ding Jue’s words and corroborate the authenticity of his subsequent contact with Yu Sangning.

With iron-clad evidence before him, Xiao Changmin couldn’t quibble. Many people understood someone was behind this, manipulating Xiao Changmin, Yu Sangning, and Ding Jue, but what of it?

This person had simply discovered that Xiao Changmin was keeping such a person, planning treason, and exposed it. As long as it was proven this person was kept by Xiao Changmin, his path had reached its end.

Emperor Youning had Xiao Changmin imprisoned in the Imperial Clan Court, without immediately announcing his fate. As for Yu Sangning and Ding Jue, they were naturally innocent people.

Chapter 778: Leave the Rest to Me
Originally this matter had reached its conclusion and could be considered settled. Yet no one expected that His Majesty would imprison that person in the Court of Imperial Clan. That night, His Majesty personally visited the Court, and upon returning to the palace, secretly summoned the Imperial Physician.

“Beichen, you’re forcing His Majesty’s hand,” Shen Xihe said after hearing the news, turning to fix her gaze intently on Xiao Huayong.

Despite the scorching summer heat, he wore a light fur robe while sitting beside the brazier. The fragrant charcoal glowed red, reflecting on his face that had grown so pale it seemed almost transparent. Shen Xihe felt an inexplicable tightness in her chest and turned away.

“I promised the Princess Imperial that I would safely return the Princess Consort of Shunan to her residence,” Xiao Huayong said, catching Shen Xihe’s gaze. He curled his fingers slightly as if wanting to move away from the fire, unconsciously making a gesture that only drew more attention to what he was trying to hide.

Shen Xihe’s eyes remained fixed on his face. The assassination attempt on His Majesty at this time wasn’t simply about creating chaos to prevent him from interfering with Xiao Wenxi’s departure for Shunan. He was planning something more far-reaching, yet hadn’t been honest with her about it…

As if not noticing the determined look of wanting to get to the bottom of things in Shen Xihe’s eyes, Xiao Huayong said with a smile: “Regarding Second Brother’s matter, His Majesty will inevitably harbor suspicions about you. Tomorrow we shall summon the Imperial Physician to check your pulse.”

This meant announcing Shen Xihe’s pregnancy to everyone. She was already three months along, past the most dangerous period. It was time to announce it – continuing to hide it might give others grounds to cause trouble once they discovered it.

Setting up Xiao Changmin would inevitably leave traces no matter what, so Xiao Huayong simply decided to make it clear to everyone that someone was indeed controlling things from behind the scenes. This wouldn’t diminish Xiao Changmin’s unforgivable crimes.

Whether they tried to conceal it or openly showed someone was pulling strings from behind, His Majesty would only suspect the Eastern Palace – perhaps Shen Xihe, or perhaps both Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong. Suspicion of Shen Xihe was unavoidable.

This was because there were few left who could and would move against Xiao Changmin: the Eastern Palace was one, Xiao Changqin another. Xiao Changyan’s fate remained uncertain in Minjiang, Xiao Changzhen never showed his hand, and his slightly disloyal Princess Consort didn’t have Shen Xihe’s vast connections.

The only other possibility was Xiao Changgeng, but if he had wanted to harm Xiao Changmin, the latter wouldn’t have returned alive. There was no need to bring him back just to create trouble unless the plan was to kill multiple birds with one stone by harming Xiao Changmin and framing the Eastern Palace.

While this possibility existed, Emperor Youning wouldn’t readily believe it.

“Even though my pregnancy prevents His Majesty from acting rashly, he won’t let this go,” Shen Xihe said.

Her pregnancy meant His Majesty wouldn’t make minor moves or attempt small tests or punishments. This was forcing His Majesty into a final confrontation with them.

“Minjiang claimed thousands of His Majesty’s Divine Warrior Army, at least half of them. Now His Majesty has been assassinated and poisoned. He won’t play games with us anymore.” The emperor’s rage had reached its peak – a sleeping tiger repeatedly disturbed from its slumber wouldn’t easily let things pass.

“Poisoned!” Shen Xihe knew the Emperor’s impersonator harbored hatred for him, and that Xiao Huayong had given him a chance to get close to His Majesty. Success depended on the man himself, but she hadn’t expected him to be able to carry poison so close to His Majesty!

Xiao Huayong’s smile deepened.

At this moment, His Majesty likely didn’t know how to handle such a person, who had someone plotting behind him. With no clues from investigating Xiao Changmin and Yu Sangning, they could only work on this man, who might know who moved him from the pleasure house to the estate.

Of course, Emperor Youning needn’t personally conduct the interrogation, but this man not only looked identical to His Majesty but also knew some of His Majesty’s secret past. As long as he rambled about these things in his deranged state and word reached His Majesty’s ears, His Majesty would surely go to see him.

His Majesty had ultimately not escaped matters of the heart. Just some news about a loved one who had been married off to Tibet had caused His Majesty to lower his guard, giving the other party their chance.

“His Majesty’s injuries aren’t severe,” Xiao Huayong added.

No matter how careless Emperor Youning might be, he was surrounded by experts, with the Embroidered Uniform Guard commander following like a shadow. It was only a superficial wound, but that was enough.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t used instantly lethal poison. The tiny poisoned needle hidden in the man’s mouth – if it had been lethal poison, the man would have died before His Majesty arrived. Though this poison wouldn’t kill immediately, it was extremely difficult to cure, and would only worsen His Majesty’s condition already compromised by the ink poison.

People never know what desperate acts they’re capable of until pushed to the brink.

Xiao Huayong had never thought deeply about it before, but as his body grew increasingly cold and fearful of chills, after preparing for the worst, he began to think more.

His Majesty had a thorn in his heart – the Northwestern King Shen Yueshan. This thorn would have to be removed sooner or later. He didn’t want His Majesty to act while he wasn’t present, and regardless of whether Shen Xihe could handle it, he didn’t want her to face it alone.

Since it was like a fishbone stuck in the throat, better to help His Majesty deal with it early – either spit it out or swallow it down!

“Beichen…”

“You focus on taking care of the pregnancy. Leave the rest to me,” Xiao Huayong interrupted Shen Xihe’s words with a smile of utmost gentleness.

She knew he was doing everything for her sake, but Shen Xihe’s heart ached for him. How she wished they could stop concerning themselves with everything else and spend his final days free from turmoil, enjoying peaceful moments just the three of them.

But caught in this whirlpool, that was undoubtedly wishful thinking. Some things wouldn’t stop just because they wanted to call a halt to give themselves time.

Shen Xihe didn’t want to argue with him further. Some arguments would only spoil the atmosphere and time they had together while changing nothing in the end.

Emperor Youning returned to the Hall of Diligent Government. The Imperial Physician diagnosed that he had been poisoned, and the poison had infiltrated his body. Not only was the poison difficult to cure, but the damage to his body would also be hard to repair.

He immediately issued an order to execute that man, but before the decree could be delivered, the Court of the Imperial Clan reported that the man had already died.

At the same time, a cup of poisoned wine was delivered to the Court of the Imperial Clan, sending Xiao Changmin to his death.

Xiao Changmin had raised an “Emperor” – everyone knew about it. His Majesty couldn’t protect him even if he wanted to. Especially with conclusive evidence leaving no room for doubt, if Emperor Youning didn’t deal with Xiao Changmin tonight, the Censorate would submit a joint memorial tomorrow.

Moreover, those waiting for Xiao Changmin’s permanent departure to divide up everything that had belonged to him wouldn’t remain idle.

How many dark secrets were involved in running the pleasure house? How many people suspected Xiao Changmin of using the pleasure house to gather leverage against them? These people would all rise in attack. If he wasn’t dealt with now, by tomorrow it wouldn’t end with just Xiao Changmin’s death.

Chapter 779: No Longer Able to Touch the Center of Power
“Second Brother is dead.” At the city gate, the disguised Xiao Changyan stared intently at the announcement.

A prince committing treason – such a grave crime must be announced to the world. Ordering the death of one’s son had to be explained clearly, otherwise, how would the world judge His Majesty?

Though the crimes were listed clearly in the announcement, Xiao Changyan knew this was merely the outcome of Xiao Changmin’s failed gambit, just as he was now like a stray dog.

He had survived but knew he had thoroughly lost his chance to compete for that position. His shadow guards were mostly lost, and this great defeat at Minjiang, which buried so many elite imperial troops, was his responsibility as commander. His Majesty also needed to punish him to give the court an explanation.

“Your Highness, shall we enter the city?” Xiao Changfeng, who stood at his side, said.

Regarding the Second Highness’s matter, it wasn’t his place to comment…

Xiao Changyan turned to look at Xiao Changfeng, whose handsome, rugged face showed bruises and scrapes, his stubbled chin adding to his disheveled appearance. His fortunate escape this time was thanks to Xiao Changfeng’s protection. Both had suffered serious injuries and though they had expected assassination attempts along the way, their hiding and sneaking had brought them safely to the capital’s gates.

“Cousin, your wedding to the County Princess of Huaiyang approaches. You’ll soon be brothers-in-law with the Eastern Palace,” Xiao Changyan said, leaving it at that.

The Eastern Palace’s dominance had nearly crushed all the brothers. None could match its momentum – not just them, even His Majesty’s struggle with the Eastern Palace might not prevail, all because the entire Northwest stood behind the Eastern Palace.

“Your Highness, Changfeng is loyal to his sovereign,” Xiao Changfeng said.

He took no sides, only following the emperor’s orders. Today His Majesty was legitimate, so he was loyal to His Majesty. In the future, whoever seized power, if they used him, would show the same loyalty. If they refused to use him because of his current loyalty to His Majesty, that would be his fate.

Xiao Changyan looked at the submissive Xiao Changfeng, momentarily lost for words. To save him, Changfeng fought Shen Yun’an on the boat until it sank. Neither had held back despite their impending family connection, each serving their master with all their might.

Xiao Changfeng had proven worthy of His Majesty’s trust. This defeat was entirely his fault.

Taking a deep breath, Xiao Changyan approached the gate guard and showed his jade token.

News of the Prince of Jing’s return to the palace spread quickly throughout the city like winged messengers. It was amid these two thunderclap-like events that Xiao Wenxi departed the capital quietly with minimal escort, accompanying the people who had come from Shunan to receive her.

With His Majesty’s assassination attempt and Second Prince’s treason before, the drowning of over ten thousand men at Minjiang, and the long-missing Prince of Jing’s return after – both matters of great imperial importance – no one except His Majesty paid attention to Xiao Wenxi’s departure.

But His Majesty himself was poisoned, and with the bloody lesson of Bu Shulin’s departure still fresh, the Divine Warrior Army severely wounded, and Xiao Juexong’s unexpected involvement – without which Xiao Changmin couldn’t have failed to stop Bu Shulin.

After much consideration, His Majesty only sent a few people to follow secretly, with orders to act if the opportunity arose, otherwise, let it be.

His Majesty no longer had the energy to focus on Xiao Wenxi. He urgently wanted to know how the Minjiang incident had become what it was.

In the Hall of Diligent Government, Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changfeng knelt straight before the imperial desk. Emperor Youning stood behind it, hands clasped behind his back, his gaze heavy as he looked at the two silent men with lowered heads.

Only four people were in the hall, with Liu Sanzhi attending at the side.

After an unknown time, the emperor finally spoke: “Tell me, I want to know what bewitched you to charge desperately toward the river, disregarding Yu Xiang’s intelligence?”

The Military Commissioner of Jiannan had already presented “Yu Xiang’s” letter to Emperor Youning.

Only now did Xiao Changyan learn of this letter. It had been sent by “Yu Xiang” two days before the incident, the day after receiving intelligence from Shen Yun’an, and arrived at the Military Commissioner’s hands on the very day of the incident.

The letter clearly showed that Yu Xiang firmly believed Xiao Changyan would trust his intelligence and act accordingly, intercepting Shen Yun’an and Bu Shulin to the east.

Yet unexpectedly, Xiao Changyan had led his army west in pursuit, causing an irreversible disaster.

Xiao Changyan closed his eyes briefly. Unlike Xiao Changmin who loved to struggle to the end, he saw at a glance this was an unsolvable situation. No explanation could change the fact that his decision had been wrong.

He kowtowed deeply, forehead touching the ground: “Your son was incompetent, presumptuous, misjudged, and created an irreversible grave error. I willingly accept punishment.”

Just yesterday, Xiao Changmin had stood here like a cornered beast, making endless cunning defenses, each word only condemning him further in the treason investigation.

Today Xiao Changyan knelt here, admitting guilt without excess words. This completely different response somewhat lessened Emperor Youning’s pent-up anger after his utter disappointment.

“I gave you five thousand men. Barely a hundred survived.” This was just the official count, not including the Divine Warrior Army.

Emperor Youning spoke with indescribable weariness: “The men are dead, and you couldn’t even reveal who the enemy was – their identity, their origin? You have nothing – you fought a self-destructive battle!”

Had none of Shen Yun’an’s people perished? Of course, some had, but they came prepared and suffered few casualties. Moreover, these people were mixed with the Divine Warrior Army and Xiao Changyan’s guards in the river. Unable to deeply investigate either group’s background, they naturally couldn’t order an investigation of the other group, so the matter had to be left unresolved.

Emperor Youning, who had spent his life in warfare and schemes to reach supreme power, had never felt such frustration, even during his struggles with the Northwest.

“Your son is ashamed and begs Your Majesty for severe punishment.” Xiao Changyan kowtowed heavily again.

“You have nothing else to tell me?” Emperor Youning asked.

Xiao Changyan paused: “Your son has nothing to say.”

What could he say? Explain everything from start to finish. Should he also tell His Majesty about having someone skilled in soul-capturing arts by his side? What would be the point?

It wouldn’t change his dereliction of duty, and pursuing Shen Yun’an couldn’t be openly discussed without evidence.

The punishment he deserved wouldn’t be lessened by saying these things – it would only reveal his remaining cards.

Emperor Youning propped one hand on the imperial desk, raised the other to pinch his nose bridge, and waved dismissively with diminished interest: “You may withdraw…”

“Your son takes his leave.” Xiao Changyan obediently bowed and withdrew.

His Majesty hadn’t decided his punishment – that would wait for tomorrow’s court assembly after the ministers discussed and advised.

Though Xiao Changyan’s error had caused heavy imperial losses and terrified the people around Minjiang, his crimes didn’t warrant death.

After various factions struggled all morning, the final result was that Xiao Changyan became an idle prince, not only losing his military authority in Annan but also thoroughly prevented from touching the center of power.

Chapter 780: Even in Death, She Must Be Buried in the Chu Family Tomb
“Elder Brother, fortunately, we withdrew early,” Xiao Changying, who had just recovered enough to leave his sickbed, couldn’t help but sigh upon seeing his brother.

In two consecutive days, the Second Brother died and the Eighth Brother was ruined – the succession struggle grew clearer.

Xiao Changying’s words startled Xiao Changqin, fragments of memories unexpectedly flashing through his mind.

“My Prince, imperial power is paved with blood; the throne is reached through conscience.”

Her cool voice echoed in his ears. In their marriage, he never guarded against her. Though he hid his ambitions from everyone else, he never concealed anything from her.

“Qingqing, do you want me to abandon this path?”

In that moment, he had unconsciously asked this question, his heart holding unknown expectations – whether hoping she would open up to him and say more, or hoping she would make demands of him. He didn’t know if that day had she said yes, he would have truly abandoned years of careful preparation for her sake, truly become an idle prince, spending a lifetime of wealth and prosperity with her…

However, she hadn’t given him that chance, saying instead: “I merely remind My Prince that indulging in romance might cost you that final step on the imperial path.”

A bucket of cold water doused his stirring, eagerly hopeful heart.

She was always like this. Whenever he showed her slightly more kindness or delayed matters for her sake, she would respond with cold words, shattering his heart.

In his proud youth, he had his temper. When his heartfelt sincerity was met with distant rejection, he couldn’t suppress his anger. He couldn’t remember how many times they parted unhappily, him storming off again.

Past events appeared vividly before him.

Xiao Changqin’s heart was pierced by countless fine needles. The waves of sharp pain made him take a deep breath to suppress them.

Looking down at his worried and regretful brother, he finally felt some warmth in his heart. He knew his brother worried because he cared, remembering that his withdrawal came from his awakening after eternally losing his beloved.

Having unintentionally reopened his wounds, his brother was now full of remorse.

Gently patting Xiao Changying’s shoulder, then squeezing it, Xiao Changqin pondered before saying: “Brother, I came to tell you the Eastern Palace has joyous news.”

After today’s court session, Eastern Palace servants waited outside the hall, announcing before all officials that the Crown Princess had fainted. The Crown Prince, face pale, had rushed stumbling toward the Eastern Palace. Everyone waited expectantly for the unsurprising result.

The Crown Princess was pregnant, three months along, the pregnancy stable.

Xiao Changqin immediately turned to observe the Emperor’s expression. Though highly controlled, the ferocity and hidden rage didn’t escape his notice.

Just thinking of the Emperor’s expression from earlier brought Xiao Changqin a trace of pleasure.

He hoped Shen Xihe would bear a son. He would do everything in his power to help this child ascend to the throne.

Not because of the Crown Prince’s threats, not due to political constraints, not from fear of opposing the Eastern Palace.

Only to ensure His Majesty would die without peace!

As much as His Majesty hated the Shen clan and dreaded an heir with Shen blood sitting on the Xiao family’s dragon throne, that’s how much Xiao Changqin hoped this child would become emperor.

The best would be telling him this “good news” in His Majesty’s final breath. Just imagining that scene made Xiao Changqin’s blood surge with excitement!

Xiao Changqin knew he was “sick,” but he didn’t want to be cured. The living need hope and aspiration. Since she left, he felt he had nothing, but he wouldn’t be a coward who ended himself, nor would he become depressed and lose ambition.

Because such a version of himself would have no face to meet her in the afterlife – she would despise him even more.

His only belief was wanting to see the person who held power over life and death, who never treated them as living beings capable of pain and suffering, fall into endless despair and agony!

The Crown Prince and Crown Princess were proper husband and wife. Whether they truly loved each other or the Crown Prince’s feelings were one-sided, Shen Xihe’s path required a child – Xiao Changying had long understood this.

However, understanding was one thing; hearing it still left him dazed and heavy-hearted.

Head lowered silently, Xiao Changying didn’t see the obsession and madness in his brother’s eyes.

The unusual silence between the brothers was broken by a loud shout: “Anyone who dares stop me, I’ll die right before you!”

Both brothers came to their senses, looking toward the ornamental gate where Gu Qingshu, dagger at her throat, forced back the guards blocking her way as she burst in.

Seeing Xiao Changqin in his snow-white robes, Gu Qingshu’s tears immediately poured forth, her bloodshot eyes fixing on him with intense resentment: “Your Highness, I refuse to marry into the Chu family!”

The Chu family of Jiangnan was a prestigious clan, mostly devoted to scholarly pursuits. Though many entered official service, they didn’t seek power, typically remaining honorably aloof.

Xiao Changqin coldly watched Gu Qingshu: “Even if you die, you must be buried in the Chu family tomb!”

Gu Qingshu hadn’t committed any major offense, but she had touched Xiao Changqin’s bottom line. Keeping her in the capital would eventually lead to her death by her actions.

Moreover, her feelings toward him made him uncomfortable, reminding him of what cousin Gu Qingzhi had pushed onto him.

If not for considering she was the last of the Gu bloodline, and that her father had been both a mentor and father figure to him, he would have disposed of Gu Qingshu carelessly long ago!

Back then he could only save Gu Qingshu. The Gu family’s male members were watched too closely. The only one who could seize the opportunity was her father. Thinking back now, it was all within His Majesty’s control – His Majesty knew her father wouldn’t let him save them.

Whether testing him or her father, whenever he thought deeply about it, his teeth grew cold.

Gu Qingshu stood stunned, tears streaming. She hadn’t expected Xiao Changqin to be so ruthless!

She didn’t believe it!

He had risked everything to save her alone when the entire Gu family was executed!

Even with the Gu family bearing the crime of treason, he had worked tirelessly to clear their name, allowing her to return to public life and enjoy wealth and status!

He was just testing her! Yes, that must be it!

Harboring such delusional thoughts, Gu Qingshu unhesitatingly drew the dagger across her throat.

Blood sprayed forth, the immense pain dropping Gu Qingshu to the ground. Xiao Changqin stood on the steps, watching her coldly.

He made no move to stop her and showed no panic in calling for doctors. Meeting his cold, emotionless eyes, the boundless darkness and frost made Gu Qingshu unprecedentedly clear-headed – he truly didn’t care whether she lived or died.

Tears burst from her eyes like a breaching dam. The pain in her heart made the wound on her neck seem negligible in comparison.

After an unknown time, perhaps just an instant, as darkness crept into Gu Qingshu’s vision, she finally heard his icy voice: “Summon the physician. Request the Imperial Physician from the palace.”

Before losing consciousness, Gu Qingshu felt no joy, remembering only his words: Even in death, she must be buried in the Chu family tomb!



Chapter 781: Falling Victim to a Plot
For a moment, Xiao Changqing truly wished Gu Qingshu would simply leave. He couldn’t bring himself to harm her. If she didn’t want to live, he couldn’t easily stop her. He had hoped that after some time, Gu Qingshu wouldn’t return, but she hadn’t used much force and had avoided the arteries.

After hearing the Imperial Physician’s report, Xiao Changqing only replied, “I understand.” Without waiting for Gu Qingshu’s wounds to heal, he ordered people to quietly pack her belongings and send her back to Jiangnan to await marriage.

Regarding this matter, Xiao Changqing only reported it briefly to His Majesty. The Emperor didn’t pay much attention to this orphaned girl, and the favor she received didn’t amount to half of what Shen Yingruo had. Emperor Youning merely listened and casually bestowed some jewels as dowry. Against the backdrop of several major events, this matter passed like wild geese leaving no trace, creating not even a ripple of interest.

Shen Xihe began nurturing her pregnancy. Since His Majesty hadn’t instructed her to hand over palace affairs to others, she delegated authority to the Six Palaces Bureau. With their assistance, there weren’t any major issues.

In June, the gloomy palace welcomed a joyous event that brought a touch of vitality to the oppressive court atmosphere—Prince Lie’s grand wedding. When Xiao Changying married, Shen Xihe didn’t attend, using her pregnancy as an excuse to remain in the Eastern Palace. However, Xiao Huayong brought generous gifts to offer his congratulations.

After returning, he seemed to be in an excellent mood and held Shen Xihe close, reluctant to sleep: “In a few days, I’ll find an opportunity to finalize our departure date for the Black Water tribe.”

“The court has suffered consecutive misfortunes, and His Majesty is anxiously seeking an opportunity to deal with us. Going to the Black Water tribe now would be like handing him a ladder!” Shen Xihe’s hand rested on her slightly curved belly; she didn’t want to take risks. Though she trusted Xiao Huayong, she didn’t want him to be too restless.

“It’s precisely because His Majesty can’t find an opportunity that he’ll approve,” Xiao Huayong’s hand covered Shen Xihe’s, and together they felt the presence of the small life beneath their palms.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe knew he was planning another scheme and couldn’t help but think he wanted to anger His Majesty to death.

Just as Shen Xihe suspected, if he couldn’t survive this year, he’d take His Majesty with him. However, Xiao Huayong didn’t want to tell Shen Xihe these thoughts; speaking of them would only cause unnecessary grief.

“Sleep now. Tomorrow I’ll go see Ruogu again.” Xiao Huayong covered Shen Xihe’s eyes with his hand, adjusted to a comfortable position, and held her as they fell asleep.

Shen Xihe closed her eyes, taking a long while to drift off drowsily. When she woke the next day, Xiao Huayong was neither by her side nor in the Eastern Palace.

During this period, Xiao Huayong had been regularly seeking Xie Yunhuai for body treatments. Since Xie Yunhuai held no official position, frequently summoning him to the palace would be inappropriate and raise suspicions. Therefore, Xiao Huayong would secretly leave the palace to visit him.

Since Xiao Huayong had decided to go to the Black Water tribe with him, he naturally needed to get his body in the best possible condition, at least to prevent another poison attack.

In Xie Yunhuai’s thatched cottage outside the capital, Xie Yunhuai was preparing Xiao Huayong’s medicinal bath. The two chatted while busy with preparations. Both were well-read and widely traveled men who could converse about everything from distant lands to the Four Books and Five Classics and even current politics and people’s livelihoods.

When the medicinal bath was ready, Xiao Huayong lay down in it, and Xie Yunhuai began administering acupuncture. Using the medicinal bath to detoxify and remove the cold qi that had accumulated in Xiao Huayong’s body due to the poison wasn’t difficult to control. It merely delayed the poison’s effects and reduced Xiao Huayong’s pain.

After an hour of medicinal bath and acupuncture, the medicine that was to be taken alongside finished brewing, and Ale brought it in. Only Xie Yunhuai and Ale were at the cottage, and they had always been the ones caring for Xiao Huayong. Ale had originally been invited by Xie Yunhuai to diagnose Xiao Huayong’s poison, and by coincidence had also saved Cui Jinbai’s life.

They had been waiting for Xiao Huayong to arrange everything so they could go to Ale’s tribe for treatment.

Xiao Huayong took the medicine and, as usual, drank it all in one gulp. He set down the bowl and began dressing.

Halfway through dressing, Xiao Huayong suddenly felt a sharp pain in his chest. He supported himself against the table edge, his expression changing drastically.

Hearing the commotion, Xie Yunhuai and Ale rushed over, but before they could reach Xiao Huayong, he spat out a mouthful of toxic blood and collapsed.

The guards outside heard Xie Yunhuai’s startled cry and rushed in to see Xie Yunhuai supporting the unconscious Xiao Huayong, one hand checking his pulse.

Then, pale-faced, he told the guards: “Send someone to call Ahxi! Quickly!” After speaking, his eyes filled with cold light as he stared at Ale and ordered the guards: “Keep him under watch!”

Xiao Huayong had been poisoned again. After the medicinal bath and acupuncture, Xie Yunhuai had just checked Xiao Huayong’s pulse, and at that time, Xiao Huayong had only taken the medicine brought by Ale.

He had no time to think about these details; saving the person was urgent. He helped Xiao Huayong onto the couch, quickly administered acupuncture, found medicine, and mixed it with water, then made Xiao Huayong drink it.

Although Ahxi was the Eastern Palace’s physician, he lived outside the palace and arrived quickly. Xie Yunhuai immediately had Ahxi perform acupuncture to force out the poison, absolutely preventing the two poisons from mixing.

After the emergency treatment, though it had been dangerous, they saved his life. However, even though they had responded as quickly as possible, the poison had still entered his body and inevitably stimulated the poison already lurking within Xiao Huayong.

Thus, Xiao Huayong woke up in what felt like a sheet of ice. Despite the many braziers burning in the room, the thick quilts and light fur covering him, and the blazing sun outside, he was shivering uncontrollably from the cold.

“Your Highness, I was negligent.” Seeing Xiao Huayong awake, Xie Yunhuai lifted his robe and knelt.

Xiao Huayong suppressed the chill in his body: “What happened?”

At this moment, Xiao Huayong still didn’t know he had fallen victim to a plot, thinking either the treatment had gone wrong or the poison in his body had changed.

During Xiao Huayong’s unconsciousness, Xie Yunhuai had enough time to investigate everything. Poison powder was found hidden under Ale’s fingernails, matching the poison residue in Xiao Huayong’s medicine bowl.

Ale had been bound, but he looked bewildered, as if unaware he had tampered with Xiao Huayong’s bowl.

“Your Highness, I’m not making excuses for Ale, but he has no ties in the Central Plains and can barely communicate. It’s almost impossible for someone to bribe him. This matter is extremely suspicious.” After reporting the facts, Xie Yunhuai expressed his doubts.

Xiao Huayong closed his eyes: “I feel intense cold. Can these symptoms be alleviated?”

“Your Highness, please endure for another half hour. After Ahxi administers acupuncture once more, it should ease.” Xie Yunhuai had already anticipated Xiao Huayong’s symptoms upon waking and had prepared countermeasures.

“Mm.” Xiao Huayong gave a soft acknowledgment. “Ruogu, rise. This isn’t your fault.”

Xiao Huayong didn’t say anything more, while Xie Yunhuai remained anxious and concerned, especially given Xiao Huayong’s current unfavorable condition.

Chapter 782: An Unexpected Mastermind
It would be best to go to Ale’s tribe immediately for treatment.

However, with Ale being inexplicably manipulated by someone, Xie Yunhuai worried that Xiao Huayong might abandon the plan to seek treatment at Ale’s tribe.

Looking at Xiao Huayong trembling from the cold, Xie Yunhuai refrained from saying more.

After half an hour, when Ahxi could administer acupuncture again and control the chill, Xiao Huayong managed to sit up with the guards’ support.

“How is my condition?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Your Highness, plans must change. You should come with me to Ale’s tribe as soon as possible for detoxification treatment. We can’t wait until year’s end,” Xie Yunhuai urged anxiously.

Xiao Huayong had been considering this for the past half hour. He already had his suspicions, which were merely being confirmed: “Can we wait one more month?”

As a physician, Xie Yunhuai wanted to depart immediately, but Xiao Huayong needed to arrange many things. He could only say diplomatically: “Your Highness, the sooner the better…”

Waiting another month wasn’t impossible, but each day’s delay increased the danger.

Understanding Xie Yunhuai’s meaning, Xiao Huayong fell silent before asking: “Will these uncontrollable chills persist as they did earlier?”

After some thought, Xie Yunhuai replied: “If Your Highness has Ahxi perform acupuncture every three days, it can be suppressed.”

Nodding, Xiao Huayong asked: “Will I need to continue suppressing the poison?”

“The poison in Your Highness’s body is like a snake transitioning from winter to summer, from dormancy to wakefulness. The previous methods are no longer effective.” Xie Yunhuai spoke regretfully, as months of hard work had been rendered useless.

“I understand.” Xiao Huayong looked up at Xie Yunhuai. “Please prepare for the journey. Choose Qu’s ships.”

Xie Yunhuai sighed in relief that Xiao Huayong still trusted him and was willing to seek treatment: “Your Highness, rest assured, I will arrange everything properly. There won’t be any more oversights.”

“Ruogu, don’t worry. This incident wasn’t due to your negligence.” Xiao Huayong consoled him instead.

Whenever he came here, guards always accompanied him. Anyone approaching would not escape their notice. He had also posted guards at Xie Yunhuai’s place, confirming that no one had approached either Xie Yunhuai or Ale.

This incident…

Xiao Huayong waited for the guards’ interrogation results.

Soon, a guard’s voice came from outside: “Your Highness, I have something to report.”

“Enter.”

The guard entered, bowed, and said: “Your Highness, we suspect… Ale was subjected to soul-controlling sorcery.”

Xiao Huayong’s gaze sharpened. “Are you certain?”

The guard lowered his head: “We await confirmation from those the Chief Judge brings.”

By “those,” he meant Xiao Changyan’s advisor who had fallen into Shen Yun’an’s hands. This person was still alive because Shen Yun’an hadn’t obtained the method to break the soul-controlling sorcery, so he still had value.

“Let’s wait for confirmation before concluding.” Xiao Huayong pulled his light fur closer. “If…”

He didn’t finish his sentence, his eyes deep in thought. Ale didn’t understand Chinese. To use soul-controlling sorcery on him, the person would need to speak Ale’s tribal language. This suggested the person who cast the spell understood the Black Water tribe’s language.

This reminded Xiao Huayong of the poison he had received, and the poison Cui Jinbai had previously suffered.

Thinking of such a person lurking in the shadows made Xiao Huayong worry endlessly for Shen Xihe.

This person was deeply hidden, making it impossible to draw them out.

Though seemingly harboring deep hostility toward him, they never confronted him directly. They lurked in the darkness, striking when the opportunity arose, never showing themselves in normal times.

Even when they struck opportunistically, they didn’t care about securing their target, immediately retreating, moving so quickly one couldn’t tell if they were human or ghosts.

Xiao Huayong returned earlier than usual, making Shen Xihe suspicious. Seeing his face as pale and bloodless as when he’d left, she immediately went to grasp his hand: “What happened today?”

He’d returned early, and usually, his complexion improved after visiting for two days, but today there seemed to be no improvement.

“Something happened, but conclusions aren’t yet certain. I’ll tell you once things are clear.” Xiao Huayong spoke softly.

He didn’t intend to hide this from Shen Xihe. His plans needed to be moved up, and he couldn’t wait until the last moment to prepare her mentally.

“Alright.” Shen Xihe wasn’t anxious. Since he would tell her clearly, she would wait.

With the person in their custody, the investigation proceeded quickly, but the results were utterly unexpected to Xiao Huayong.

His unreadable gaze fell on the guard: “You’re saying under severe torture, he confessed it was Prince Jing?”

“Yes, Your Highness, it was indeed Prince Jing.” The guard respectfully replied. “In his youth, he had an extraordinary master who traveled with him to Ale’s tribe. He understands their language, and back in Dengzhou, he had checked Your Highness’s pulse, so he knew about this strange poison. He has served Prince Jing for over ten years and taught half his skills to Prince Jing.”

“So Prince Jing also knows soul-controlling sorcery?” Xiao Huayong pondered.

“According to this person’s confession, yes,” the guard replied.

Xiao Huayong stood by the window with his hands behind his back, his gaze directed outside while his thoughts wandered far.

When suspecting Ale had been subjected to soul-controlling sorcery, Xiao Huayong hadn’t considered Xiao Changyan as the perpetrator. Bringing in Xiao Changyan’s advisor was merely to confirm if Ale had been affected by the sorcery; he hadn’t expected such a result.

“You may go,” Xiao Huayong waved his hand.

“Your Highness, how should we handle Ale?” the guard inquired.

Xiao Huayong turned around, his gaze calm: “Keep him under constant watch.”

He couldn’t take Ale’s life. Aside from Ale being a victim, Xiao Huayong still needed to return to Ale’s tribe with Xie Yunhuai for treatment. If he didn’t bring Ale back alive, they might face rejection and suspicion from the tribe.

“Understood.” As the guard exited, he saw Shen Xihe and Ziyu waiting outside with soup and quickly bowed.

Shen Xihe nodded and entered with Ziyu.

She and Ziyu placed the soup on the table, then she dismissed Ziyu: “Have you found out?”

Xiao Huayong, wearing his light fur, strode over, looked down at Shen Xihe, took a bowl of soup from her hands, and stirred it with a spoon for a moment before saying: “Youyou, I’m afraid I can’t go to the Black Water tribe with you…”

Shen Xihe’s hand, about to serve herself soup, paused. She looked up at him: “Why?”

After gazing at Shen Xihe somewhat dazedly for a while, Xiao Huayong blinked and lowered his head to stare at the soup in his hands: “That day when I went to see Ruogu…”

Xiao Huayong recounted everything that had happened. He originally had nearly half a year left, but it had suddenly shortened to just one month.

“Clang!”

The spoon in Shen Xihe’s hand fell, splashing soup everywhere.

Chapter 783: Admitting to the Secret Plot
“Youyou!” When the soup splashed onto Shen Xihe’s hand, Xiao Huayong hastily dropped his bowl and grabbed her hand, immediately using his sleeve to wipe it clean.

Fortunately, the soup wasn’t too hot and hadn’t caused injury, though due to her delicate skin, it still turned somewhat red. Xiao Huayong looked at it with concern and led her to a side chamber, retrieving burn medicine to apply to her hand.

Shen Xihe allowed him to tend to her without saying a word. She just stared at him with blank eyes, as if in a trance, never looking away.

After finishing with the medicine, Xiao Huayong looked up and suddenly met her empty, soul-lost gaze. His heart seized, and he opened his arms to embrace her.

With his cheek against her hair, he murmured: “I’m sorry, Youyou. I’ve wronged you.”

Shen Xihe remained motionless like a wooden doll for a moment before coming to her senses. She opened her mouth, wanting to say something, but ultimately couldn’t utter a single word.

She only burrowed deeper into his embrace, pressing closer to feel his breath and warmth…

In the soundless silence, every breath made Xiao Huayong’s heart tremble with fear. He didn’t know what he should say to her at this moment.

After a very long time, Shen Xihe finally spoke, her voice hoarse and bitter: “Who was it?”

Who had plotted against him?

Who had forcibly torn him away from her side for half a year!

She didn’t speak through gritted teeth or with hatred. It seemed like she had asked “Who was it” in a calm and flat tone, but Xiao Huayong, holding her, could feel her entire body tense up, like a wild beast preparing to pounce and tear apart its mortal enemy.

“The evidence points to Little Eight, but I have my doubts…” Xiao Huayong shared his suspicions.

Even with such anger in her heart, Shen Xihe maintained her rationality. She felt Xiao Huayong’s doubts were correct: “Why would he betray his former master? Unless his true master was never Xiao Changyan!”

“This point has been thoroughly investigated by both local authorities and the Ministry of Justice. The Ministry has its methods of interrogation – even the Emperor’s elite troops would confess under their questioning,” Xiao Huayong acknowledged his subordinates’ capabilities. “Almost no one can lie while in the Ministry’s hands.”

If the Ministry of Justice presented it, it must be verified as truth. So Xiao Changyan’s advisor hadn’t lied – perhaps they were overthinking things?

“Maybe Little Eight did use A’le to harm me. He now hates us both deeply. According to his advisor’s confession, he should be able to recognize A’le if he sees him, since he knew early on that I had been poisoned,” Xiao Huayong wasn’t certain about the situation anymore.

“Xiao Changyan is our enemy, but I won’t wrongly accuse him. I absolutely won’t let the person who harmed you roam free, nor will I wrongly blame an innocent person!” Shen Xihe’s usually calm and composed eyes filled with ruthlessness. “Since we’re not certain if it was his doing, why not ask him directly!”

Instead of probing or guessing, Shen Xihe directly arranged to meet with Xiao Changyan.

It happened that Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng’s wedding was approaching. Xiao Changyan owed Xiao Changfeng for saving his life twice, and now that he held no official position, he often visited Xiao Changfeng’s mansion. Shen Xihe arranged to meet Xiao Changyan at the Shen residence.

Xiao Changyan accepted the invitation and came. Seeing Shen Xihe waiting alone in the pavilion with all the attendants dismissed, he was somewhat surprised: “The Crown Princess has invited this prince here and dismissed all others. What private matters could there be to discuss between us?”

His current situation was all thanks to Shen Yunnan, who had acted on Shen Xihe’s orders. They were now mortal enemies.

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Changyan coldly, neither inviting him to sit nor ordering tea and refreshments. Though there was no obvious hostility, their civility came from their cultivation and composure, not from any need for pleasantries.

“Prince Jing, revenge should be directed at its proper target. If Your Highness seeks revenge, come at me – the Minjiang incident had nothing to do with the Crown Prince,” Shen Xihe got straight to the point.

Xiao Changyan fingered his ring, letting out a light laugh: “Everyone says the Crown Princess is deep and calculating, that she married into the Eastern Palace with grand schemes. How could mere romance constrain a woman who only cares for power and ambition? So, it turns out the Crown Princess cares for the Crown Prince?”

Having seemingly mocked Shen Xihe, Xiao Changyan’s expression lightened considerably: “The Crown Prince and Princess are one. Without the Crown Prince, what foundation would the Crown Princess have for her schemes? What right would she have to compete with us dragons and phoenixes?

From the moment you became Crown Princess, the Crown Prince was already drawn into your game. Life and death are fated, winners become kings and losers become outlaws – no one else can be blamed!

I wouldn’t have thought a woman of your capability would naively suggest anyone could stay uninvolved!”

Xiao Changyan’s words weren’t wrong. Xiao Huayong was already involved. Even if he had truly been nothing but Shen Xihe’s stepping stone from beginning to end, he couldn’t be called innocent. Shen Xihe just wanted to confirm if he was the one who had harmed Xiao Huayong!

“So you’re saying that after the Minjiang campaign, Prince Jing lost troops and suffered disgrace! You hated me intensely but had no way to take revenge, so you vented your hatred on the Crown Prince instead.

You knew the Crown Prince was poisoned, so you targeted those treating him, making them secretly harm the Crown Prince!” Shen Xihe’s cold gaze contained killing intent!

But Xiao Changyan showed no fear. Instead, he sat down casually, watching Shen Xihe’s anger with satisfaction, feeling somewhat pleased: “Why is the Crown Princess so angry? When I returned to the capital from Minjiang like a stray dog, did I bare my teeth at the Crown Princess?

Victory and defeat are common in warfare. You can’t only allow the Crown Princess to calculate against others, leaving them with nothing or destroying their families completely, while not allowing others to strike back at the Crown Princess?

Wait until the Crown Princess achieves her desires and controls the world before being so dictatorial and domineering.”

Shen Xihe had no desire to argue with Xiao Changyan. She stared at him steadily: “I’ll ask one more time – did you use soul-controlling techniques to order those treating the Crown Prince to poison his medicine?”

Xiao Changyan’s smile faded, and he stared back at Shen Xihe expressionlessly: “It seems it was successful. The Crown Prince, who was already not long for this world, appears to have even fewer days left.”

Shen Xihe suddenly stood up, looking down at Xiao Changyan coldly: “It’s good that Prince Jing admits it!”

Leaving these words behind, Shen Xihe turned and left. She didn’t want to look at Xiao Changyan anymore, afraid she might lose control and do something unwise.

She was carrying a child – she couldn’t be impulsive or get angry!

“Youyou, he’s not worth getting angry over!” Xiao Huayong strode forward to meet the returning Shen Xihe.

Seeing her dark expression, forcefully suppressing her anger, he comforted her with concern: “In life-and-death struggles, falling for traps simply means being outmatched – we should accept the stakes we agreed to.”

Chapter 784: Naming the Imperial Grandson Junsu
How could Shen Xihe not understand these principles?

She had always thought she could remain calm in life-or-death games, accepting either survival or death, victory or defeat with equanimity.

But now, it wasn’t that she couldn’t accept it or was a sore loser – she simply couldn’t control her emotions. Just thinking about how even their final time together had been suddenly shortened made her want to tear the culprit into ten thousand pieces!

It turned out she was merely human after all, with the same seven emotions and six desires as everyone else.

“I must ensure he dies without a burial place!”

“All right, we’ll make sure he dies without a burial place.” Xiao Huayong agreed with Shen Xihe, taking her hand and gently rubbing it between his palms. “But Youyou, let me avenge my grudge myself.”

Shen Xihe looked at him. He wasn’t joking – there was only seriousness in his gentle tone.

She very much wanted to tear Xiao Changyan to pieces herself, but she knew this was just her way of venting. Comparatively, Xiao Huayong would find more satisfaction in avenging himself.

Just as she would prefer to avenge her grudges…

“All right.” Shen Xihe conceded.

“Just rest assured, Youyou. I will fulfill your wish.” A shallow smile rippled across Xiao Huayong’s tender gaze, though it didn’t reach his eyes.

Shen Xihe pressed her lips together: “Revenge is enough.”

Xiao Changyan was a prince. Even if someone ground his bones to dust outside, His Majesty would still build him a cenotaph. Even for Xiao Changtai who was stripped of his royal status, His Majesty didn’t prevent the Ye family from burying him with Ye Wantang.

For Xiao Changmin who was convicted of treason and given poisoned wine, though His Majesty didn’t bury him in the imperial tombs, he still ordered a place found to inter him.

How difficult it would be to make a royal noble die without burial – it was just words spoken in anger. Shen Xihe didn’t want to make things difficult for Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong just smiled, his hand resting again on Shen Xihe’s abdomen, where their flesh and blood were growing.

Originally he thought he could at least see the child’s birth, but now he couldn’t even catch a glimpse, nor be by her side during delivery to shield her from the most dangerous storms.

Perhaps in this lifetime, he would never have the fate to see this child even once.

Thinking of this, Xiao Huayong felt that letting Xiao Changyan die without burial was too lenient!

Earlier, he had taken A’le to look at Xiao Changyan from afar. A’le confirmed he had met Xiao Changyan before, and Xiao Changyan himself admitted this was his doing.

Although they still couldn’t determine when and where he had used techniques on A’le, Xiao Huayong no longer had time to investigate these details.

Xiao Huayong took Shen Xihe back to the Eastern Palace. Xiao Changyan knew Shen Xihe wouldn’t let matters rest and remained constantly vigilant, but Shen Xihe seemed to have forgotten him, showing no signs of taking action.

In the Eastern Palace, the Crown Prince’s condition worsened daily. Even Emperor Youning, who had developed deep suspicions about the Crown Prince, began to waver in his doubts.

But somehow, rumors spread both inside and outside the palace that the imperial physicians had diagnosed Shen Xihe’s child as male – a legitimate imperial grandson.

Meanwhile, war broke out again in the Northwest. Mongol, Turkic, and Khitan forces formed a massive army, gathering a million troops to invade. Shen Yueshan personally led the army while Shen Yunnan guarded the rear.

This war came mysteriously – no one knew the reason. But the Northwest was essentially self-governing. After reporting to the court, they needed neither troops nor supplies from the capital. The Northwest King could engage the enemy with one wave of his hand.

Everyone thought this would be a prolonged war of at least half a year to a year, but victory reports kept arriving from the front.

With daily reports of victory, those in court had various thoughts. His Majesty’s show of joy became increasingly forced, until half a month later, news came that the Northwest King was wounded on the battlefield, making the atmosphere even more delicate.

“Don’t worry, this was planned between me and your father. Next, your brother will take the stage,” Xiao Huayong hurried to reassure Shen Xihe, somewhat helplessly.

Her father’s skills hadn’t diminished with age – he had achieved victories faster than they had anticipated before he could even inform Youyou.

“What exactly are you planning?” Shen Xihe stared at Xiao Huayong probingly.

These past two weeks, they had been virtually inseparable. Xiao Huayong had stopped attending court due to illness, spending each day speaking romantic nothings to her, as if he had suddenly lost all ambition, not caring about great endeavors at all.

“Let me keep this secret. In half a month, Youyou will naturally know.” Xiao Huayong smiled meaningfully, clearly intent on keeping Shen Xihe in suspense.

That roguish look, with eyes, curved as he gazed at Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe gave him a blank look, let out a light snort, and turned away, ignoring him.

Xiao Huayong quickly grasped her shoulders: “Did he move for you today?”

Two days ago, when Xiao Huayong was chattering endlessly against Shen Xihe’s abdomen, perhaps the child inside found his father too talkative and moved once.

At that time, the wise and mighty Crown Prince was so shocked his lips parted and his already large eyes grew even wider, wearing an expression of utter amazement. Even now, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile at the memory.

Since then, Xiao Huayong had made this his joy, constantly pestering Shen Xihe to talk with the child in her womb, speaking for an hour or two at a time.

However, the child seemed to be proud – after moving that one time, it remained perfectly still, greatly disappointing Xiao Huayong.

Hearing his question, Shen Xihe knew he was about to start chattering again. She cooperatively found a place to sit, preparing herself and the child to listen to his lecture.

“My and Youyou’s little Junsu, in the future you must care deeply for your mother…”

“Junsu?” Before Xiao Huayong could continue his speech, Shen Xihe interrupted him with a questioning look.

Was it the characters she was thinking of?

Xiao Huayong nodded firmly: “The name I’ve chosen for our child.”

“Will His Majesty allow it?” Shen Xihe felt the Emperor wouldn’t agree.

Jun carried implications of state affairs, and Junsu together could suggest one who controls state matters.

Unless by the time she gave birth, His Majesty had already… otherwise, His Majesty had the right to bestow a name over their wishes.

“For our flesh and blood, only you and I have the right to name him.” Xiao Huayong smiled faintly.

His Majesty had no right!

“Trust me, His Majesty will agree to the name I’ve chosen for the child.”

Shen Xihe felt Xiao Huayong was planning something earth-shattering. She covered his hand on her abdomen: “Beichen, don’t be too hasty. I trust you can do what others cannot. Please also trust that I can accomplish what others cannot.”

“Of course I trust Youyou. This is just something done in passing, not forcing matters.” Xiao Huayong smiled at Shen Xihe, crouching before her. “Youyou, I’m just giving Little Eight a taste of his own medicine, and making use of His Majesty in passing.”

Shen Xihe was half-believing, half-doubting, but knew he was unwilling to say more. Further questioning would only make things difficult for him, so she stopped asking.

Their time together grew shorter by the day. She didn’t want to argue with him or waste time. Better to let him have his way.

Chapter 785: A Fragrance Named “Dream of Thoughts”
When the Northwest King was severely wounded during the intense fighting, those in court had various thoughts. Most felt it was regrettable – with the Northwest King’s unstoppable momentum, they might have achieved unprecedented merit if they had pressed on.

Just when everyone thought the tide of war would turn, the Northwest King retreated to the rear, and the Northwest Prince who had been steadily holding the rear took his place.

If the Northwest King was like a fierce tiger descending from the mountain with undiminished vigor, then the Northwest Prince was a lone wolf advancing with unstoppable momentum. No one expected that the Northwest King’s battle wound not only didn’t affect morale, but Shen Yunnan used it to inspire the fighting spirit of the Northwestern troops.

On the seventeenth day of the sixth month in the twenty-third year of Youning’s reign, Shen Yunnan led three hundred thousand troops across the northern desert, completely crushing the allied forces of the foreign tribes, capturing the Mongol Khan, and burning the Turkic Khan’s tent.

In this battle, Shen Yunnan’s cavalry reached Mount Guyan – a glory unmatched by the Champion Marquis of the Han Dynasty!

The entire Northwest celebrated with pride. When the victory report reached the court, most civil and military officials felt genuine joy and pride. Many scholars took up their brushes to write praises for Shen Yunnan, their words overflowing with admiration.

Streets and alleys buzzed with tales about the Northwest King and Prince. Not just in the Northwest – even people in the capital showed deep respect when mentioning the Northwest King’s father and son, or the Shen family.

Even though Shen Xihe kept to herself in the Eastern Palace focusing on her pregnancy, this news drifted in like snowflakes…

Regarding those restless foreign tribes in the northern desert, Shen Yueshan had conducted countless drills, long harboring the intention to annihilate them in one stroke. However, His Majesty was deeply suspicious of the Northwest. Shen Yueshan dared not act rashly, first worrying that too much merit would alarm the ruler, forcing His Majesty to disregard even the last bit of face and destroy the Shen family.

Secondly, he worried His Majesty would cause trouble from behind, resulting not in achievement but in the destruction of his lifetime’s reputation and bringing disaster to his descendants.

Before Shen Xihe came to the capital, she had heard several times when Shen Yueshan chatted with his generals about his regrets and disappointments. He had always thought this battle wouldn’t happen in his lifetime, not knowing if Shen Yunnan would have the chance.

However, Shen Yueshan never imagined his son-in-law would help fulfill this wish. This thoroughly satisfying battle went so smoothly, showing how many times father and son must have practiced deployments and scouted the territory in private.

This battle went so smoothly firstly because His Majesty had suffered a heavy blow and couldn’t secretly send people to cause trouble. Secondly, due to Xiao Huayong’s planning over the years, those outside the Northwest wouldn’t restrict the Shen family. Even Tibet dared not act rashly because of the King of Southern Shu. The first frontier commander controlling the Northwest fortress was Prince Xin Xiao Changqing’s uncle.

Noble Consort Rong’s words no longer carried weight. One letter from Xiao Changqing could make Commander Rong lean toward him.

He had already made clear to the Rong clan leader that he would no longer compete for the throne. Xiao Changying was neither talented nor interested in becoming Emperor. The Eastern Palace’s ascension was imminent – why not curry favor early for future support?

Thus, in this contest of multiple forces, without spies among the Northwest King’s army, and openly defending against foreign enemies rather than actively provoking war, the Shen father and son could fight so valiantly without worries.

“Beichen, thank you.” Inexplicable emotions welled up in Shen Xihe’s heart.

Since marrying Xiao Huayong, he had moved her countless times, each deeply touching. But this time, her gratitude was beyond words.

This should have been her task to complete. She had thought that when she controlled power over life and death in the future, she would let her father and brother fight this battle. Regardless of life or death, victory or defeat, she couldn’t let them live with regret.

But her father was aging. Shen Xihe had always worried that by the time she held great power, would he still be able to take the field and personally kill enemies, rather than standing in the rear sighing at the vastness of the sea.

“The timing was right. I’m also happy to fulfill Father’s wish.” In his lifetime, to fulfill Father’s wish.

Originally, if not for Xiao Changyan’s plot against him, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t have moved so quickly to this step. He had wanted more time to create more footprints and memories with Shen Xihe.

But now was the best opportunity. His Majesty was restricted on all sides. The princes he could use had all been eliminated by them. Even for the mission of representing the Emperor to praise the Northwest, only Xiao Changgen and Xiao Changying competed for it.

His Majesty naturally favored Xiao Changgen, but Xiao Changgen’s forces were too weak to contend with Xiao Changqing. He had to withdraw reluctantly. Xiao Changying went to the Northwest, following His Majesty’s instructions to show great concern for the Northwestern campaign.

Upon entering the Northwest, he immediately became sworn brothers with Shen Yunnan. Their perfect cooperation added wings to the Northwestern army. With Xiao Changying representing the court, the Northwestern troops’ hearts grew more steady and united. The plan went even more smoothly than Shen Yueshan father and son had anticipated.

At today’s morning court, the usually quiet Xiao Changqing, presumably happy for his brother, eloquently praised the Northwest King father and son’s brilliant attacks and his brother’s brave fighting in the great hall.

Though Xiao Huayong hadn’t attended morning court, he could imagine how each word from Xiao Changqing was like a knife stabbing His Majesty’s heart, yet His Majesty had to praise his words before the court officials!

Xiao Huayong shared these amusing court matters with Shen Xihe.

Shen Xihe didn’t care whether His Majesty was depressed – she took no pleasure in it. But Xiao Huayong was radiant talking about it, and she couldn’t help but smile: “You’re forcing His Majesty’s hand.”

Since the Minjiang incident, everything has gone wrong for His Majesty. He was also poisoned, the toxins still not cleared. His inner turmoil was imaginable. At this time, the Northwest’s unlimited glory thoroughly wounded His Majesty’s eyes.

“It’s not enough. We need to add more fuel to the fire.” Only then would the Emperor of twenty-plus years snap that last thread of wisdom.

His gaze turned, and the sharpness in Xiao Huayong’s eyes completely faded as he looked at Shen Xihe with deep affection: “For the remaining matters, I must ask Youyou’s help.”

Exchanging smiles with Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe nodded gently: “I understand.”

Although Xiao Huayong hadn’t told Shen Xihe his ultimate goal, she could see from the situation that he was forcing His Majesty to discard his face and try to destroy the Shen father and son, or endless trouble would remain.

Since Xiao Huayong wanted to force His Majesty to act, she would naturally help him under these circumstances.

“Dream of Thoughts” was a fragrance created by Shen Xihe, named for thoughts by day becoming dreams by night.

The fragrance itself was harmless, but because it contained two ingredients that could make people restless, though its scent was peaceful and subtle, it could lead people into nightmares.

These nightmares were of matters over-contemplated during the day.

Chapter 786: His Majesty Cannot Die Yet
Dreams weren’t always prophetic, but when one dwelled too much on something during the day, such dreams would likely manifest at night.

Since the incident with Lady An, Emperor Youning had become extremely cautious about incense. Even the ink he currently used had been gradually introduced over nearly a year before receiving imperial approval these past two months.

The incense in the imperial bedchamber was naturally under strict control. Each day, Liu Sanzhi would consult the palace incense master before changing it in His Majesty’s chambers, making substitution extremely difficult.

His Majesty customarily used a blended incense, primarily ambergris-based. Shen Xihe had visited multiple times and could only piece together His Majesty’s incense formula from the lingering scents in the air. Presumably for identification purposes, His Majesty’s blend differed slightly from the standard mixture, containing one particular fragrance that didn’t affect the overall composition.

Shen Xihe created His Majesty’s incense, concealing the dream-inducing element within. The incense stick was already extremely thin and long, making tampering difficult, especially while maintaining an identical external fragrance while hiding different internal components.

After several days of experimentation with Hong Yu, they barely managed to produce one batch. When handing it to Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe warned, “Someone with a keen smell like mine might detect the difference.”

Though His Majesty’s incense master was reportedly sensitive to scents, Xiao Huayong remained unconcerned: “I have my ways…”

Imperial Guards always rotated duty during His Majesty’s rest, another factor making assassination attempts difficult. Even Xiao Huayong could only switch the incense during Zhao Zhenghao’s shift. That night, they left the drugged incense master sleeping on the floor, only moving him back to his bed before dawn, departing without a trace.

The next morning, the incense master mysteriously caught a cold, his nose congested and his head dizzy. He could only verify the general similarity before nodding approval.

That night, His Majesty didn’t have nightmares. However, the following day, a storyteller at a capital teahouse had crafted tales of the Northwestern Prince’s father and son’s achievements, passionately narrating to enthusiastic civilians. Coincidentally, Xiao Changying had just submitted a memorial detailing the Northwestern Prince’s family’s magnificent accomplishments to His Majesty.

Emperor Youning read it with a darkening expression, sweeping all the memorials to the floor with one motion. The hall instantly fell silent as winter.

That night, Emperor Youning dreamed of the Shen father and son leading troops to the capital, with Shen Yueshan slaying him on his dragon throne with one strike. Emperor Youning jolted awake from this nightmare, his eyes filled with gloom.

The hour was still early, so Emperor Youning tried to rest again, only to fall into another nightmare. In this dream, the common people praised the Shen family, some saying without the Shens there would be no nation, others claiming his throne today relied entirely on the Shens. Fragments of voices seemed to mock him as emperor, until someone pushed him down the steps and elevated Shen Yueshan to the platform, shouting “Long live!”

Emperor Youning awakened again as dawn barely broke. Unable to sleep, he rose to review memorials, though his mind wandered.

“Your Majesty,” Liu Sanzhi’s voice brought Emperor Youning back to awareness. “Your Majesty, this servant has something to report.”

Emperor Youning pinched his nose bridge: “Speak.”

“There are rumors from the Eastern Palace that the Crown Princess joked with the Crown Prince about naming the imperial grandson Junshi.” Liu Sanzhi finished speaking and lowered his head, shrinking his neck.

He wasn’t born a eunuch but had been His Majesty’s study companion, born to a poor family in the Northwest. If not for His Majesty’s misfortune, he wouldn’t have had the chance to serve someone so noble.

After following His Majesty, he had studied diligently to read and write. Though not highly educated, he understood the significance of the character “Junshi.”

Emperor Youning suddenly raised his head upon hearing this, fixing Liu Sanzhi with a deathlike stare, aged and heavy.

Crack! The brush in his hand snapped in two.

His chest heaved twice, and Emperor Youning seemed to choke on his breath, suddenly coughing violently. Liu Sanzhi hurriedly approached with a handkerchief, but unexpectedly, His Majesty coughed blood!

“Your Majesty!” Liu Sanzhi was terrified.

“Summon the Imperial Physician,” Emperor Youning said in a low voice.

Half an hour later, Deputy Imperial Physician Zhuo wore a worried expression. His Majesty didn’t look at him, but His Majesty’s aura was very low. After mentally rehearsing several times, he said: “Your Majesty’s excessive worry has caused the residual poison to resurface, damaging the internal organs, resulting in blood in the cough.”

After speaking, Deputy Imperial Physician Zhuo trembled, awaiting Emperor Youning’s wrath.

However, Emperor Youning remained silent for a long while. Just as Zhuo was sweating profusely, Emperor Youning asked without emotion: “Are Our days numbered?”

Deputy Imperial Physician Zhuo fell to his knees with a thud: “The residual poison in Your Majesty’s body isn’t overwhelming. With proper care and gradual detoxification, there’s still a chance for recovery.”

Emperor Youning finally turned his head, his gaze falling on the Deputy Imperial Physician. How could he not understand these physicians’ manner of speaking?

Treatment might truly offer a chance of cure, but his condition was far from optimistic.

His childhood hardships had left him with chronic ailments, his youth spent campaigning north and south had left internal injuries, and his prime years spent managing the court had left no time for recovery. Only in middle age did he find time to rest and cultivate his health, but it was too little too late, unable to withstand a single blow.

This poisoning had triggered all his accumulated damage, becoming fierce and unstoppable.

“You may withdraw,” he said. He didn’t consider himself a tyrant – life, aging, sickness, and death were inevitable. Even divine physicians couldn’t cure everything, so why punish them for it?

After the Deputy Imperial Physician withdrew, he breathed a long sigh of relief. Having served His Majesty for so many years, he understood His Majesty’s temperament well enough to dare reveal some truth.

The bedchamber remained quiet for a long while, no one knowing the emperor’s thoughts.

From noon until sunset, Emperor Youning finally spoke: “Liu Sanzhi, prepare brush and ink.”

An imperial edict praising Shen Yueshan was carried by mounted troops toward the Northwest.

The next day, everyone learned that His Majesty was greatly pleased with the Northwestern Prince’s achievements. Besides rich rewards, His Majesty also summoned the Northwestern Prince’s father and son to the capital, especially permitting them to reunite with the Crown Princess and attend County Princess Huaiyang’s wedding to Prince Xun.

“His Majesty finally couldn’t restrain himself,” Xiao Huayong said in a drawn-out tone, seeming unsurprised yet somehow relieved, as if dust had settled.

“Beichen, what exactly are you planning?” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but ask again.

Everything was obvious – Xiao Huayong had forced His Majesty to become intolerant of her father and brother. This summons to the capital, nominally a reward, was a trap. If she wasn’t mistaken, His Majesty planned to strike during Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng’s wedding.

So what outcome did Xiao Huayong desire?

“His Majesty cannot die yet.” Xiao Huayong turned to Shen Xihe with a gentle smile.

If His Majesty passed away now, it would disadvantage Shen Xihe. He didn’t have time to handle the aftermath for her. His Majesty could only pass after his child was born.

Otherwise, with princes still alive, how could they allow an unborn child to ascend the throne?

Chapter 787: This Is How Royal Father and Son Are
Shen Xihe could anticipate all of this, so she knew Xiao Huayong wouldn’t take His Majesty’s life at this time.

Clever as she was, she had a hidden suspicion, yet it was something she could never voice aloud.

“Beichen…” Her mouth opened, but the thousands of words stuck in her throat, ultimately becoming only a whisper of his name.

“Youyou.” Xiao Huayong called to her as well, his gaze as gentle as warm spring sunshine, seemingly also with countless things to say, yet in the end saying nothing, only silently drawing her into his embrace.

Both being exceptionally intelligent people, some things needed no explanation – they understood in their hearts.

After His Majesty’s edict was sent to the Northwest, Xiao Huayong fell ill. Shen Xihe used this as a reason to stay in the Eastern Palace, not stepping out. Of all who came to visit the Eastern Palace, besides the Empress Dowager and His Majesty, almost no one could enter its gates.

The couple closed their doors to visitors, wholly focused on their private life together. These days were warm and peaceful, yet brief…

On the twenty-fifth day of the twenty-third year of Youning’s reign, Shen Yueshan arrived with his son alongside the victorious Prince Li Xiao Changying. His Majesty ordered Prince Xin Xiao Changqing to welcome them at the city gates. From the city gates to the palace gates, commoners lined the streets, throwing flower petals, sachets, and silk – even more festive than a top scholar’s parade.

After all, top scholars appeared every three years, but heroes emerged once a century.

Emperor Youning personally waited at the palace gates to receive them. The ruler and subjects appeared harmonious on the surface, with Emperor Youning not sparing praise or rewards of gold, silver, and jewels, though high positions and rich rewards were nothing new to the Shen father and son.

After paying respects to the emperor, Shen Yueshan and his son received permission to go directly to the Eastern Palace to see Shen Xihe.

Four months pregnant, Shen Xihe’s slightly fuller figure couldn’t be concealed even by the light summer dress. Her black hair was simply styled with a single white jade hairpin, her temples adorned with two ornaments hanging round white jade beads at eyebrow level, making her appear much softer and gentler.

“Father, Brother!” Shen Xihe took two quick steps before remembering her pregnancy at Xiao Huayong’s light cough, almost instinctively rushing to embrace them.

Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an stepped forward quickly, each taking one of her hands. Shen Yueshan, who killed enemies without blinking on the battlefield, now showed concern: “About to become a mother, yet still so reckless.”

“Is Youyou well? Any discomfort?” Shen Yun’an asked immediately after.

Shen Xihe was both helpless and amused. She had only walked quickly, not even reaching a run, yet it had frightened her father and brother so much their expressions were tense, staring fixedly at her belly as if she might miscarry at any moment.

“Father, I’m fine, your grandson is also well,” Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong. “Beichen takes very good care of me.”

Glowing and spirited, her glances full of lightness and subtle smiles – such a Shen Xihe was rare even in the Northwest.

Seeing Xiao Huayong’s influence and the changes in her, Shen Yueshan should have been delighted, but thinking of Xiao Huayong’s current health…

The joy hadn’t even fully risen before being suppressed by surging worry.

“Father, Brother.” Instantly catching the change in the father and son, Xiao Huayong hurried to bow.

How could Shen Yueshan and their son dare accept his bow? They quickly avoided it. Xiao Huayong showing them respect was one thing, but the distinction between ruler and subject was another. Shen Yueshan grasped Xiao Huayong’s arm: “Youyou is fortunate to marry you, and our Shen family is fortunate to have you as a son-in-law.”

This was probably the highest praise and affirmation Shen Yueshan could give Xiao Huayong as a father-in-law.

Before Shen Yueshan went to war, Xiao Huayong had fully disclosed his plans and physical condition. Though Shen Yueshan knew he would soon leave the capital, facing an uncertain future and possible death, perhaps leaving his beloved daughter to be a young widow, he still approved of him this way, making Xiao Huayong very happy.

The Eastern Palace prepared a family feast, with all dishes personally selected by Shen Xihe. If not for Xiao Huayong forbidding her to cook herself, she would likely have prepared dishes for her father and brother to taste.

Three men who wanted to drink freely could only sip lightly under Shen Xihe’s watchful gaze. Xiao Huayong was even ordered to substitute tea for wine. The three men exchanged glances, each giving the others looks both disdainful and sympathetic.

Fathers fear daughters, brothers fear sisters, husbands fear wives.

In that one glance, the three men’s bond mysteriously grew stronger in their shared experience.

The meal was extremely pleasant. Afterward, Xiao Huayong personally brewed tea, Shen Xihe prepared some easily digestible desserts, and the four dismissed the servants, remaining in the fragrant warm chamber.

“In three days is Prince Xun and County Princess Huaiyang’s wedding. These past few days, the Feather Guard Army has been moving unusually in private. By my calculations, His Majesty likely plans to give control of the Feather Guard to Eighth Brother,” Xiao Huayong sat near the charcoal stove, eyes lowered. “There will be an opening here.”

Xiao Huayong turned to look at Shen Yueshan and his son.

Everyone understood what opening he meant. Xiao Changyan had just been punished and couldn’t possibly be given important duties next year unless it was an emergency appointment, which wouldn’t require proper military transfer procedures.

His Majesty would surely notify the Feather Guard’s General in advance to follow orders.

“His Majesty certainly trusts Prince Jing greatly,” Shen Yun’an said, half-mocking.

Xiao Changyan had just made a huge mistake in Minjiang, yet they still dared entrust him with the army.

“Prince Jing’s reputation for valor isn’t undeserved. The Minjiang incident was his carelessness, over-relying on soul-controlling techniques, while we knew in advance – intentional versus unintentional. These might greatly disappoint His Majesty but aren’t enough for His Majesty to completely abandon him,” Shen Xihe glanced at Xiao Huayong, the couple’s eyes meeting with flowing smiles. “Naturally, His Majesty has no choice.”

Those His Majesty could trust with important duties had been pruned one by one by Xiao Huayong over the years. Those remaining either lacked ability or qualification. Xiao Changyan not only had the ability, but most importantly, he hated them enough – at least in dealing with them, Xiao Changyan would show no mercy.

“There’s another reason,” Xiao Huayong laughed lightly, adding, “Though His Majesty is fully prepared, he can’t be certain of success. When Father came to the capital years ago, didn’t the Xiao family affair end in failure?

This time, there might also be unexpected changes. If there are changes…”

Xiao Huayong left the rest unsaid, only leaving a meaningful faint smile.

How could anyone present not understand the unspoken words?

If anything went wrong, after failure, someone would need to take the blame – surely they couldn’t let His Majesty apologize with death?

“This is how royal father and son are,” Shen Yun’an said with a cold laugh.

Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong: “It’s mutual willingness, after all.”

Chapter 788: The Arrow Must Be Released When Drawn
How could Xiao Changyan not know the emperor’s thoughts? How could he not know that if he took this task, victory might bring down the Eastern Palace and let him become the new Crown Prince through the merit of suppressing rebellion, while defeat would make him a criminal who harmed loyal subjects and attempted to disrupt court order?

One step to heaven, one step to hell.

Yet he would still choose to gamble once.

“Imperial power and the yellow springs indeed lead to the same destination,” Shen Yun’an had no ambition. Compared to schemes and plots, he preferred the straightforward battlefield, so he couldn’t understand these people willing to rush toward death for power.

Xiao Huayong smiled at this, then continued: “I’ll handle the Feather Guard. The Golden Tiger Guard will likely be given to Xie Ji that day, and someone will deal with him. Father and Brother need to watch out for the Imperial Guard…”

This trap was orchestrated by Xiao Huayong – how His Majesty would move was largely within his control. He explained everything in detail until the sunset was absorbed by the mountains before Shen Yueshan and his son took their leave.

“Brother, is Qiaoqiao well?” At the Eastern Palace gate, Shen Xihe couldn’t help asking.

When His Majesty dealt with Father years ago, his defeat came from never considering Lady Tao who was about to give birth. How similar was this time to last? Xue Jinqiao was also pregnant, already seven or eight months along – if anything happened, she might give birth early…

“Great-uncle is by her side. She’s not at the prince’s mansion now, but in a safe place awaiting birth,” Shen Yun’an winked at his sister.

How could he let their mother’s tragedy repeat with his wife?

Shen Xihe smiled brightly, watching her father and brother disappear into the deepening night behind the towering palace walls.

Everyone had made all necessary preparations, now waiting for the wedding on the twenty-eighth.

The day before the wedding, the bride-to-be Shen Yingruo came to see Shen Xihe at the Eastern Palace. Though surprised, Shen Xihe still received her.

Shen Yingruo had grown increasingly graceful, with a young woman’s delicate figure. In a goose-yellow gauze dress with a light blue shawl, standing in the colorful garden, she looked especially elegant among the flowers.

“You’re to be married tomorrow, why seek me today?” Shen Xihe raised her hand, indicating no need for formalities.

Shen Yingruo still bowed before standing. Her face showed none of a bride’s joy. She looked at Shen Xihe hesitantly for a while before saying: “Xiao Changfeng saved Prince Jing at Minjiang. Prince Jing returned to the capital to take revenge on His Highness the Crown Prince. His Highness is… not well now, isn’t he?”

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow: “How did you learn this?”

“Prince Jing often visits Prince Xun’s mansion to drink with Xiao Changfeng. I overheard by chance,” Shen Yingruo said.

Shen Xihe lowered her gaze to watch the lotus swaying in the wind: “You’ve forgotten titles, showing your great resentment toward Prince Xun. What? Do you think if he hadn’t saved Prince Jing, the Crown Prince wouldn’t be bedridden as he is now?”

Since Xiao Changyan’s sneak attack, Xiao Huayong had claimed illness, creating an illusion of being mortally ill – though it wasn’t entirely an illusion.

“Isn’t that so?” Shen Yingruo countered.

Shen Xihe shook her head gently: “No.”

Turning to face the incredulous Shen Yingruo, Shen Xihe said: “The Minjiang incident was a contest between me and His Majesty. Both Prince Jing and Prince Xun are subjects following orders – this is public duty.

Prince Jing’s defeat and revenge against us and the Crown Prince, the Crown Prince’s vulnerability to attack – these were our oversights. We can’t blame others. It has nothing to do with your marriage to Prince Xun.”

“How is it unrelated?” Shen Yingruo was angry. They were family, but she couldn’t say this, so she spoke without thinking: “Sister is truly self-controlled and wise, able to hold no grudge even with the Crown Prince so gravely ill. Sister’s magnanimity – I’m but a crude commoner, far beneath you.”

Shen Xihe didn’t mind her anger, knowing it was unintentional. She was just trying hard to be a Shen daughter, united against outsiders.

“The imperial marriage decree cannot be changed. As for revenge for the Crown Prince, we won’t let it rest,” Shen Xihe could only say this much to Shen Yingruo. “Go back now. Prince Xun is loyal to the emperor. If you don’t want to be caught between sides after marriage, just be a good Princess Xun and enjoy your prosperity.”

“I…” Shen Yingruo was speechless.

She knew Shen Xihe spoke for her benefit. Everyone thought her position looked glamorous, but she was just a pitiful creature. Yet whether father, brother, sister, or uncle, none wanted to involve her.

Marrying Prince Xun, she would be the prosperous Princess Xun regardless of which side won.

She also knew her father, brother, and sister didn’t need her help – staying quiet and out of their sight was her best way to repay them. She didn’t want to get close to them, but sometimes she couldn’t ignore certain things.

Indeed, she was always kept outside.

“I’ve disturbed Elder Sister,” Shen Yingruo bowed dejectedly to leave.

As she reached the gate, Shen Xihe suddenly said: “Tomorrow, bring more maids skilled in martial arts.”

Shen Yingruo’s steps faltered. She turned back joyfully but saw only Shen Xihe’s retreating figure. Her smile paused, then brightened again as she lifted her skirts and departed gracefully.

“Your Highness, Second Miss…” Zhenzhu didn’t know what to say about Shen Yingruo.

They hated the Xiao family but couldn’t bring themselves to dislike Shen Yingruo.

Shen Xihe shook her head, unwilling to say more.

She and Shen Yingruo were separated by the Xiao family – not because Shen Xihe couldn’t let go of prejudice or hated by association, but because the Xiaos’ fate was in her hands.

“What brought County Princess Huaiyang to the Eastern Palace?” Xiao Huayong asked when Shen Xihe returned inside.

“It’s quite curious,” Shen Xihe related everything to Xiao Huayong. “I wonder if the drunkenness was real or fake.”

That Shen Yingruo happened to overhear – given Xiao Changyan’s personality, how would he carelessly tell Xiao Changfeng such things?

“It seems tomorrow’s events have Little Eight worried,” Xiao Huayong smiled slightly.

This was a roundabout way to probe, trying to judge from their reaction whether they had noticed or known about tomorrow’s events all along.

But now, with the arrow drawn it must be released. Even if they told Xiao Changyan everything, what could he do? Besides being more careful, could he desert at this point? If he did, His Majesty would be the first to show no mercy!

“Tomorrow…” Shen Xihe didn’t want tomorrow to come. Her gaze moved to rest on Xiao Huayong with urgency and worry. “Tomorrow, you’ll be alright, won’t you?”

Xiao Huayong smiled without answering.

Shen Xihe’s heart sank to the depths.



Chapter 789: Beichen, My Child and I Will Wait for You
“Beichen, I regret, we…”

“Youyou.” Xiao Huayong’s index finger gently pressed against her soft pink lips. “The arrow is already nocked and must be released.”

Seeing her eyes rimmed with red, Xiao Huayong let out a long sigh and pulled her into his embrace. “It makes no difference. Youyou, you know that. Just let me leave without regrets, alright?”

A tight, dense pain constricted Shen Xihe’s heart. She never knew a person could hurt to such a degree, surpassing the limits of what flesh and bone could bear – even having one’s tendons torn out couldn’t compare. Shen Xihe felt that with each breath, what entered and left her body was no longer air, but rather a hurricane-carrying blade, slicing through her internal organs.

“Ugh…” A sharp pain in her abdomen made Shen Xihe let out a muffled groan.

“Youyou!” Xiao Huayong scooped Shen Xihe up in his arms and shouted towards the outside, “Zhenzhu!”

By the time Xiao Huayong placed Shen Xihe on the Noble Consort’s couch, a panicked Zhenzhu had already rushed in. Seeing Shen Xihe’s pale complexion, she didn’t bother with formalities and rushed forward to check her pulse. The dangerous pulse readings made Zhenzhu’s face change dramatically. While taking out silver needles, she ordered Moyu who had just rushed in: “Quickly, go call A’xi…”

Zhenzhu swiftly began acupuncture on Shen Xihe. Though she hadn’t yet mastered all of A’xi’s expertise despite his thorough teachings, she could at least handle sudden difficult conditions.

She was halfway through the treatment when A’xi, who was originally coming to treat Xiao Huayong, was dragged in by Moyu from the palace gates.

A’xi felt Shen Xihe’s other wrist pulse, then said solemnly to Zhenzhu: “I’ll take over.”

He then picked up a silver needle and continued where Zhenzhu had left off.

The pain on Shen Xihe’s face gradually eased as time passed, and the sweat on her forehead slowly disappeared.

Xiao Huayong’s unconsciously clenched fists finally relaxed. His nerves, taut for too long, suddenly loosened, causing him to nearly collapse as his vision darkened. Fortunately, Tianyuan quickly caught him.

Stopping Tianyuan from speaking out, Xiao Huayong steadied himself before slowly walking toward Shen Xihe.

A’xi hadn’t yet removed the needles when he pushed Xiao Huayong back, saying: “Your Highness Crown Prince, Her Highness Crown Princess must not experience such extreme emotional fluctuations as she did today.”

Shen Xihe had been weak with heart problems since childhood. Although she had recovered to a normal state after treatment with the Bone-Shedding Dan, a body that had been ill could never surpass that of a naturally healthy person, no matter how well it recovered.

If Shen Xihe hadn’t been living in comfort and paying attention to her health, such fierce stimulation as today’s could have very likely caused a miscarriage.

Xiao Huayong took a deep breath and walked unsteadily to the Noble Consort’s couch, collapsing onto it with a thud. It was only at this moment that Xiao Huayong realized he too could experience such fear that his legs went weak.

Somewhat weakly, Shen Xihe turned to look at him, making an effort to reach out and hold his hand. “I’m sorry, I scared you just now.”

She too was still shaken. Earlier, her emotions had been completely beyond her control. When forced to face the fact that today might be their last day together, a wave of despair and grief instantly enveloped her, leaving her suffocating and terrified.

“It was my fault…” Xiao Huayong’s voice carried a bitter tone as he squeezed her hand. His eyes gradually reddening, and Xiao Huayong controlled his emotions. “Youyou, I didn’t want you to find out tomorrow. I feared you couldn’t bear it. That’s why I told you early, to give you time to prepare mentally. Promise me, after tomorrow passes, you won’t let others trouble your heart anymore, alright?”

Shen Xihe tilted her head back, looking at the ceiling as tears still fell from her eyes. She cried silently.

Each teardrop fell like boiling water across her cheeks, landing on Xiao Huayong’s heart and searing it.

“Youyou, I’m leaving with Ruo Gu to treat the poison.” In a moment of impulse, Xiao Huayong finally revealed the secret in his heart. The air of despair around her was like the setting sun in the west, heavy with evening gloom, filling him with worry and fear.

“Really?” Tears blurred Shen Xihe’s vision, making it hard to see Xiao Huayong. She unconsciously tightened her grip on his hand.

Those eyes brimming with tears still showed doubt in their depths. She must think he was lying to her.

“I’m sorry, Youyou. I had planned to keep it from you because the treatment method is extremely long, and I don’t know if it will succeed. I worried about giving you false hope, making you wait in vain, wasting your life…” Under Shen Xihe’s increasingly cold gaze, Xiao Huayong’s voice weakened and finally disappeared.

“Weren’t you afraid that while you were away being treated, I might remarry?” Shen Xihe deliberately provoked him.

Xiao Huayong could only admit his mistake with good grace: “I didn’t think it through.”

Was it really that he hadn’t thought it through?

Did she not know what he was thinking?

It was simply that the chances of the treatment succeeding were so minute that he had no confidence. He didn’t want her to wait endlessly. If he went to the treatment location and there was a chance of recovery, he had his gyrfalcon – how easy would it be to send her a message?

If he went and confirmed there was no possibility of recovery, then at least she would be spared another heartbreak.

Thinking it through, he had been considering everything for her sake. The stifled feeling in Shen Xihe’s chest dispersed.

Their time together was already limited – why waste it on anger? “Beichen, my child, and I will wait for you.”

Her smile was like sunshine after rain.

Since Shen Xihe had experienced movement in her pregnancy and tomorrow would be dangerous, Xiao Huayong had originally planned to make a grand show of calling for the Imperial Physicians but was stopped by Shen Xihe. She was unusually firm: “I must be there!”

Unable to persuade her otherwise, Xiao Huayong had to agree.

Originally not knowing Xiao Huayong was leaving, Shen Xihe hadn’t prepared anything. As for matters after his departure, without reaching that point, Shen Xihe didn’t want to think deeply about it, much less make early preparations.

Now that Xiao Huayong was preparing to leave, Shen Xihe couldn’t sit still. She treated it as if he were going on a long journey, thoughtfully preparing his traveling bag.

Xiao Huayong didn’t stop her. Seeing her come alive again, his heart also relaxed. He followed behind her, busy helping back and forth. When the mood struck, he would even cause some mischief, making her glare at him in anger, and when truly annoyed, she would throw the clothes and sachets in her hands at him.

The atmosphere in the Eastern Palace became joyful this way, in stark contrast to the heavy mood at Prince Jing’s residence.

Prince Jing had already confirmed his suspicions through Shen Yingruo – the Eastern Palace indeed had early preparations for tomorrow.

He fingered the jade pendant in his hand, slowly winding up the attached tassel, and placing it in a box on top of a stack of letters. Closing the box, he lifted it with both hands and presented it to Xiao Changkang: “Twelfth Brother, tomorrow’s life and death are uncertain. These things I entrust to you. In the future…”

After thinking for a moment, Xiao Langyan gave a self-mocking smile: “Never mind. In the future, I hope Twelfth Brother takes care.”

Xiao Changkang looked down without accepting it, instead asking: “Eighth Brother, why wade into these troubled waters?”

Chapter 790: An Old Friend Returns
“This is my only chance.” If he couldn’t seize it, there would be no way to turn things around.

“Why not stop here? A life of wealth and nobility – isn’t that good enough?” Xiao Changkang asked.

Xiao Langyan had another path – to give up the throne. Though there was conflict with the Eastern Palace, as long as he no longer touched their interests, the Eastern Palace wouldn’t seek revenge. He would forever remain Prince Jing.

“It’s too late,” Xiao Langyan sighed deeply. “I wouldn’t be content with that anyway.”

“Eighth Brother…” Xiao Changkang looked up at Xiao Langyan. “Did Eighth Brother plot against the Crown Prince?”

Having been at Xiao Langyan’s side, Xiao Changkang had a rough estimate of how much power Xiao Langyan still commanded. Though these forces weren’t few, it was almost impossible for them to get close to Xiao Huayong.

Like the Crown Prince, he doubted Xiao Langyan’s alleged plot…

Hearing this, Xiao Langyan smiled without answering Xiao Changkang: “This is a grudge between the Eastern Palace and me. Twelfth Brother need not concern himself. You may go.”

Xiao Changkang’s brows furrowed slightly. Seeing Xiao Langyan pour himself a drink, he knew no more would be said.

Xiao Changkang silently took what Xiao Langyan had given him and left the prince’s residence. However, just as he stepped out of Prince Jing’s mansion, a figure that had been lying in wait for who knows how long swept past him like a gust of wind. Before Xiao Changkang could react, the items in his hands were snatched away!

The mansion’s guards rushed out in alarm, but the person moved incredibly fast, landing on the roof opposite.

Prince Jing’s guards drew their bows, but the black-clad, masked figure with deep-set eyes threw a dart.

Xiao Changkang dodged, and the dart embedded itself in the mansion’s main gate, pinning a letter.

By this time, Xiao Langyan had also arrived at the commotion and personally retrieved the letter.

The envelope was addressed “For Prince Jing’s Eyes Only” – the familiar handwriting made Xiao Langyan’s eyes sharp with recognition.

“Everyone withdraw,” Xiao Langyan waved, dismissing the mansion’s guards, but showed no intention of opening the letter, perhaps not wanting to do so in front of Xiao Changkang.

“Eighth Brother, your younger brother was incompetent…”

“If it truly was him, even I would have difficulty protecting what he wished to take.” Xiao Langyan didn’t blame Xiao Changkang. “Twelfth Brother need not mind. Return to your residence first. The items falling into his hands should be no concern.”

Xiao Langyan’s words indicated he knew who it was. Xiao Changkang was puzzled, wondering if this person was arranged by the Crown Prince, or if someone had acted ahead of the Crown Prince.

However, he maintained his composure before Xiao Langyan. If something unexpected happened, leaving earlier would allow more time to discuss countermeasures.

Xiao Changkang’s residence wasn’t far from Xiao Langyan’s. After waiting a while back at his mansion with no one coming to seek him out, it seemed to confirm that the person was indeed arranged by Xiao Huayong.

Whether Xiao Langyan had been deceived in recognizing this person, or if there truly existed someone Xiao Langyan wouldn’t guard against, Xiao Changkang had no way of knowing.

Xiao Langyan returned to his residence and dismissed all servants before opening the letter alone. The bold, forceful handwriting matched that on the envelope, containing only one line: Old friend returns, meeting at the Hour of the Pig.

The letter didn’t even specify a location, but this very fact convinced Xiao Langyan. If it truly was that person, he would know where they would wait.

Furong Garden was decorated with lanterns and ornaments – by Imperial grace, Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng would hold their grand wedding here. Tomorrow was the wedding day, and the entire garden was adorned with flowers and splendor. Red silk banners fluttered everywhere, and at night, countless lanterns swayed in the wind, casting crystalline light.

Yet even in this place of heavenly radiance, there were desolate areas.

Xiao Langyan walked step by step along the overgrown weeds. This place wasn’t like this over a decade ago, but a strange incident had occurred then, nearly claiming both his and Xiao Changying’s lives.

At that time, Xiao Changying had Xiao Changqing’s selfless rescue, while he, trapped in despair and believing death certain, was saved by another.

The Emperor’s subsequent investigation found the fire had started without cause, not human-made. Later, following a sage’s advice, this place needed to remain desolate for the imperial family to prosper.

Otherwise, it would be unfavorable for the imperial bloodline’s continuation. The following year, the eldest brother died mysteriously here, and afterward, the Emperor had no choice but to let it fall into ruin.

“Eighth Brother.” As Xiao Langyan was lost in thought, an unexpected low call sounded in his ear.

He turned to see a face both familiar and strange.

Familiar because the person before him was his brother by blood, having grown up together for over a decade, and even saved his life.

Strange because the person before him had lost the dignity and composure of one born to the imperial family. He wore black fitted clothes, yet lacked the casual air of a wandering warrior.

He appeared spirited and cheerful, suggesting his days must have been comfortable and pleasant.

“Sixth Brother.” Xiao Langyan looked at the arrival in a daze.

It was Xiao Changyu, the sixth brother who supposedly died four years ago, perishing in the Tianshan Mountains.

He was alive!

Standing before him against the light, half his face shrouded in shadow, Xiao Langyan couldn’t see Xiao Changyu’s expression and stepped forward: “Why has Sixth Brother come?”

Why did Xiao Changyu fake his death? Why appear now? And why steal his things to deliberately lure him here?

Even without stealing those items, if Xiao Changyu had simply sent a letter, he would still have come.

Xiao Changyu: “I’m carrying out a task entrusted to me, serving another’s cause.”

“Entrusted by whom?” Xiao Langyan had a vague guess but was unwilling to acknowledge it.

After all, Xiao Changyu’s journey to Tianshan for snow lotus was for the Crown Prince’s sake!

Even if they weren’t enemies, they couldn’t possibly be friends!

As if reading Xiao Langyan’s thoughts, Xiao Changyu smiled gently: “Eighth Brother, the world is unpredictable, nothing remains unchanged forever. Just as I could once dive into flames to save you, today we must cross swords.”

Xiao Changyu’s words put Xiao Langyan completely on guard. So his ominous premonition wasn’t groundless anxiety – this half-brother who once risked his life to save him had now come to take his life.

Xiao Changyu brought forward the hand hidden behind his back, palm holding a box: “The imperial family is heartless. Among us brothers, except for the Fifth Brother and Ninth Brother, we share only surface relationships, openly and secretly struggling to death. You and I do have some connection.

That year when the fire suddenly broke out, I happened to be there. If I hadn’t saved you, I would have faced blame. If anything had happened to you and Ninth Brother, I would have borne the hatred of Noble Consort Rong and Consort De Fei. Saving you wasn’t out of brotherly affection.

Therefore, today I have no right to claim that debt. Still, we are different from other brothers, and needn’t fight to the death unnecessarily.

Why don’t we keep this brief? Within ten moves, if Eighth Brother can snatch back what I hold, you win. Otherwise, I win.

If Eighth Brother wins, take this item and leave. If I win, Eighth Brother comes with me.”

Chapter 791: Truly Worthy of Being the Crown Princess
The night wind silently stirred Xiao Langyan’s black hair as he gripped his sword tightly: “Sixth Brother, why? Why would even you willingly turn to the Eastern Palace?”

Xiao Langyan couldn’t understand what made the Eastern Palace command such loyalty.

Others might not know that Xiao Changyu excelled in both civil and martial arts, standing out among the princes, but he knew!

Xiao Changyu came from humble origins, losing his mother in childhood. In this palace that could crush and devour the weak, Xiao Changyu couldn’t excel or stand out if he wanted to grow up safely.

As he had just said, he was merely there by chance. Though knowing the sea of flames was dangerous and rushing in could cost his life, he had no choice. He was just a prince without support, someone anyone could step on, and he died without even being granted a princedom…

This didn’t mean Xiao Changyu wasn’t exceptional. He had seen through the imperial family early on, which was why he left the court without attachment.

Yet even someone as clear-headed, wise, and decisive as Xiao Changyu had turned to the Eastern Palace, unhesitatingly severing their unique brotherly bond to cross swords with him today.

Not to mention Xiao Changqing, whom he considered a worthy rival, had openly sided with the Crown Prince – otherwise, how could the Shen Yueshan father and son have resolved the Northern Desert conflict so smoothly?

“Did… the Crown Prince give you freedom?” Xiao Langyan couldn’t help but guess. Though their relationship couldn’t compare to that of Xiao Changqing, they could talk, and he knew something of Xiao Changyu’s thoughts.

“No,” Xiao Changyu shook his head. “I owe the Crown Princess my life.”

He and Bian Xianyi owed Shen Xihe their lives. When Bian Xianyi’s scheme had nearly cost Shen Xihe her life, Shen Xihe could have taken Bian Xianyi’s life afterward, but she didn’t.

She only made him take poison as compensation, actually showing mercy, since with Sui A’xi following them, detoxification wasn’t difficult. He had always remembered this kindness…

Therefore, when Xiao Huayong sent him a message, he came. Not for Xiao Huayong’s veiled threats, but to make up for past guilt and thank Shen Xihe’s mercy that allowed him and his wife to live together in harmony.

Xiao Langyan froze, then smiled self-mockingly: “So that’s it. The Crown Princess is truly worthy of her title…”

A lady who never hid her ambitions since entering the capital, who could make His Majesty yield step by step, who made him go from controlling military power to having nothing!

Many had told him the Crown Princess was calculating and resourceful – even His Majesty couldn’t gain any advantage over her.

Xiao Langyan hadn’t disbelieved but hadn’t fully believed either, having never experienced it personally. He remained skeptical, never imagining that one personal encounter would result in total defeat, leaving no chance for recovery!

“Sixth Brother, going with you means surrendering.” Xiao Langyan suddenly smiled, as if relieved yet desperate. “The Crown Princess said she wouldn’t let the Crown Prince’s matter rest. I’ve been waiting for her to move. A month passed without activity; I thought she couldn’t devise a good plan.

Only now do I realize I underestimated her. She wants my life, yet doesn’t want my blood on her hands, or perhaps this life of mine can still serve some purpose in her plans.

Going with you today means certain death. Sixth Brother, I’ve always known your martial excellence, though you’ve always hidden it and refused to demonstrate. Today, please give it your all, fulfill my wish to experience it, leaving one less regret.”

Hearing the resignation to death in his words, Xiao Changyu sighed inwardly: “Eighth Brother, you shouldn’t have moved against the Crown Prince…”

It wasn’t that Xiao Changyu held Shen Xihe in particularly high regard, but she truly distinguished between public and private matters. Even when their interests conflicted, as long as it was an honorable confrontation without harm to loved ones, Shen Xihe wouldn’t pursue matters to the death!

“Sixth Brother need not say more.” His aspirations differed from Xiao Changyu’s. No matter how magnanimous Shen Xihe might be, he would never willingly submit.

Success or martyrdom!

Even now with the tide turned against him, he had no regrets!

He had lost, and he accepted defeat!

From the moment he decided to vie for the throne, he knew failure would cost his life. He had long been mentally prepared!

“In that case, let us brothers have one glorious battle!” Xiao Changyu tossed the box behind him.

The summer night was long, the evening breeze mild, yet it couldn’t mask the sharp tension.

They drew their swords almost simultaneously, using very similar weapons, eyes focused as they charged at each other with lightning speed.

The clashing swords sparked, the sweeping blades drawing stark white lines through the night as if to tear open the evening sky.

Among the princes, excluding Xiao Huayong, Xiao Langyan, and Xiao Changying were certainly superior in martial arts.

This was because Xiao Changyu had always avoided competition and kept a low profile, but Xiao Langyan had always known Xiao Changyu’s martial arts were profound.

Long ago, he had wanted to test his skills against Xiao Changyu, but Xiao Changyu always declined. He never imagined their battle would come under these circumstances, where he no longer had the privilege of holding back!

“How long will these two fight? If we draw attention, won’t it ruin His Highness’s plans?” Jiuzhang, watching from afar, grew anxious.

“Soon!” Difang stood straight as a poplar beside Jiuzhang, sword in arms, eyes fixed on the two combatants.

Their swords tangled again like two nimble snakes, constantly vying to subdue the other. Neither retreated, continuously moving sideways as their techniques changed.

Suddenly Xiao Changyu withdrew his sword, spinning as his leg swept across, forcing Xiao Langyan to leap into the air, his sword cleaving down.

Xiao Changyu blocked with his sword. Xiao Langyan’s blade struck Xiao Changyu’s edge. Xiao Langyan’s eyes darkened as he moved to deflect Xiao Changyu’s sword, but Xiao Changyu was even faster.

His other hand, almost simultaneously blocking Xiao Langyan’s sword, grabbed and flicked his sword tip.

The flexible sword tip flashed reflective light, making Xiao Langyan instinctively dodge. In this moment of evasion, Xiao Changyu released his sword grip, letting his body give way while raising his arm, his elbow striking directly at Xiao Langyan’s chest.

As Xiao Langyan was knocked back, his other hand grabbed Xiao Langyan’s arm like lightning, gripping Xiao Langyan’s hand, shifting behind him with one move, and chopping at his back.

Xiao Langyan flew forward, twisting in mid-air. His sword tip touched the ground to stabilize himself. Using the force from the sword tip, he quickly rebounded, executing an extreme backflip, his sword once again thrusting toward Xiao Changyu, who had kicked up and caught his fallen sword.

Xiao Changyu shifted his body, his sword following Xiao Langyan’s thrust, circling from the tip along the blade as he leaned forward, sliding to Xiao Langyan’s hilt.

Chapter 792: Assassination Plot Against the Emperor
Just then, Xiao Changyu gripped his sword hilt and scraped it against the base of Xiao Changyan’s blade, creating blinding sparks. He severed the sword handle and slashed toward Xiao Changyan’s sword-wielding hand. Xiao Changyan tried to switch hands but found his strength completely suppressed by Xiao Changyu.

Seeing his hand about to be cut off, he had no choice but to abandon his sword and flip away to dodge.

However, in the instant Xiao Changyan abandoned his sword, Xiao Changyu twisted his wrist, flicking Xiao Changyan’s sword into the air. He released his sword and, as he turned to face Xiao Changyan, the blade had already transferred from his dominant right hand to his left.

Using his left hand seemed to have no impact on his dexterity as he thrust the sword at Xiao Changyan’s heart.

Xiao Changyan froze, staring at the sword hilt pressed against his chest. Xiao Changyu had reversed his grip on the sword with such speed that Xiao Changyan couldn’t react.

“He doesn’t want to take my life!” This was Xiao Changyan’s first thought.

In the moment Xiao Changyan was frozen, Xiao Changyu sealed his pressure points. “You’ve lost.”

“Sixth Brother has excellent skills…” Xiao Changyan praised, though his eyes were filled with dejection.

Xiao Changyu withdrew his sword. He had dueled with Xiao Changyan for a long time, trying his best not to leave marks on Xiao Changyan’s body. Because of this, he had sustained numerous sword wounds himself, including a sword that had pierced through his shoulder blade.

With the outcome decided, Xiao Changyu said: “My martial arts are inferior to Your Highness the Crown Prince.”

Leaving these words behind, Xiao Changyu strode away.

Xiao Huayong hadn’t intended for Xiao Changyu to personally arrest Xiao Changyan, only to lure him out. Tomorrow would be when His Majesty implemented his grand plan, and at this time Xiao Changyan was especially cautious.

Besides Xiao Changyu, probably no one could have made Xiao Changyan come along to a meeting without alerting others.

But Xiao Changyu wanted to handle it personally, and Xiao Huayong had also ordered the local authorities not to interfere between the two.

These half-brothers had some matters that needed resolution.

Xiao Changyu vanished without a trace, and Xiao Changyan was taken away by the local authorities.

The whole thing took less than half an hour. Prince Jing had left his mansion and returned, and no one knew or noticed that Prince Jing had been replaced.

Everything was made possible thanks to the victory at Minjiang River, where Xiao Changyan’s shadow guards were almost all buried in the river, and his trusted advisors were also removed. Otherwise, neither meeting alone nor returning to the mansion would have been possible.

Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng’s wedding was grand, second only to the Eastern Palace’s, even surpassing the recent wedding of Prince Lie.

His Majesty announced publicly that this was due to the great merits of Shen Yueshan and his sons, and no one dared to question it.

After all, Shen Yueshan only had this one child left to marry, and she was marrying the first among royal relatives, the hereditary Prince Xun.

The wedding was extremely lively, and the Crown Princess, who hadn’t appeared in public for a long time and hadn’t received any noble ladies since announcing her pregnancy, was the center of attention.

The men, because of the Minjiang River incident and the prosperity in the Northwest, were observed subtly. The women didn’t know about these matters and only felt that the previously aloof and distant Crown Princess, who had kept everyone at arm’s length, had perhaps become gentler and more approachable due to impending motherhood.

Naturally, someone who was already exceptionally beautiful now added an air of noble grace.

However, Shen Xihe paid no attention to others, keeping her eyes fixed on Xiao Huayong almost constantly. Fortunately, the Crown Prince didn’t need to cater to others.

Those who wanted to come forward with flattery were stopped by Tianyuan, and dismissed with a simple explanation that His Highness was unwell.

Shen Yun’an had arrived early, and many people gathered around him. He didn’t put on airs – finally able to drink openly to his heart’s content, he naturally wouldn’t miss the chance and welcomed all who came.

Shen Yueshan arrived with Emperor Youning, who had summoned him – this was deliberately done to give face to Shen Yueshan.

After the complicated wedding ceremony was complete, Shen Yingruo was sent back to Prince Xun’s mansion.

When Shen Xihe heard this, she felt that Emperor Youning truly had some genuine affection for Shen Yingruo.

The Furong Garden banquet was a trap, but he had let Shen Yingruo stay away from this smoke of battle, leaving only Xiao Changfeng, the groom, to remain here entertaining guests and toasting with everyone.

After three rounds of drinks, just as His Majesty was giving sufficient face and preparing to leave, a poisoned needle shot toward His Majesty from the shadows. Fortunately, an Imperial Guard appeared in time, knocking His Majesty down. The poisoned needle struck this Imperial Guard instead, who immediately fell unconscious.

“Guards! There are assassins! Protect His Majesty!” Liu Sanzhi’s shrill cry rang out first.

This shout sent civil officials scrambling to flee while martial officials all turned to gather around His Majesty.

Almost simultaneously, some guards holding swords rushed in. They initially headed toward His Majesty, but no one expected these unfamiliar guards to be assassins in disguise, drawing their swords to strike at His Majesty when they got close.

His Majesty’s arm was cut once, but fortunately, being agile, he quickly dodged and was once again protected outside the circle of fighting.



Chapter 793: The Crown Prince’s Perfect Timing
The hall erupted in clashing swords and blades. The infiltrating assassins were not only numerous but also highly skilled, clearly outmatching most of the palace guards.

Only martial officials like Shen Yueshan and Shen Yun’an could gain the upper hand, while about half could only fight evenly. Many others fell wounded under the assassins’ blades.

These assassins had a clear target – Emperor Youning. They quickly dispatched any obstacles they could overcome, and ruthlessly killed those they couldn’t easily subdue!

The acrid smell of blood spread rapidly. Shen Xihe watched coldly, unmoved, as two young military officers fell into pools of blood. They wore Imperial Guard uniforms – at their young age, to have entered the Imperial Guard protecting His Majesty, they must have been outstanding next-generation members of prominent court families.

With pure loyalty and blood running hot, they likely hadn’t developed many thoughts of power and gain yet. It was their most innocent time of loyalty to the emperor. They probably didn’t know that the emperor they were dying to protect was the mastermind behind this assassination attempt!

These assassins’ smooth infiltration of Furong Garden and easy blending with the Imperial Guard required inside help, but few could guess the mastermind was His Majesty himself.

After all, His Majesty had invested so much, sacrificing greatly and even sustaining injuries himself – such danger! A wise man doesn’t stand beneath a dangerous wall, let alone an emperor – how could he make such an unwise move?

Of course, if the premise was to frame the Shen father and sons, many would understand.

This was the height of the Shen family’s success – the perfect time to make people believe they had developed treasonous ambitions. This was called getting carried away with success, wanting more after gaining something.

The Northern Desert battle had just concluded, with the Shen father and sons pacifying the northwestern border. Several major tribes were severely weakened – even knowing the Northwest lacked the Shen father and sons’ presence, they had neither heart nor strength to gather forces and invade again…

His Majesty wasn’t afraid of the Shen father and sons’ deaths throwing the Northwest into chaos anymore.

Currently, the common people highly praise the Shen father and sons, and their reputation is at an all-time high. The more the people valued them, the more devastating it would be when they became known as plotters of royal assassination in broad daylight. The people’s previous praise would turn to equal contempt.

This would be the collapse of faith!

With public outrage, even those in the Northwest loyal to the Shen father and sons wouldn’t dare risk public contempt by truly sacrificing their entire families or clans to rebel for the imprisoned Shen father and sons.

With the Shen father and sons in power, their supporters benefited more and naturally stood with them. Once the Shen father and sons fell, who wouldn’t protect themselves?

Hadn’t the Gu family faced the same fate years ago?

His Majesty had thought it all through beautifully. In his view, the Shen family’s sudden victory in pacifying the Northern Desert was a heaven-sent opportunity.

A heaven-sent opportunity to make the Shen father and sons fall from heaven to hell!

Little did he know this opportunity he couldn’t bear to miss had been orchestrated by Xiao Huayong from the start, understanding His Majesty’s mindset.

To prevent His Majesty from holding back due to the Northwest situation and Minjiang setback, Xiao Huayong had added fuel to the fire, making His Majesty wounded and poisoned, his health and energy declining, forcing him to make this desperate gamble!

“Beichen!” Xiao Huayong, who had been following Shen Xihe, began moving toward His Majesty. She instinctively grabbed him.

He turned his eyes to her, that gaze penetrating through the flashing blades, tender as water. Like the first warm sunlight of early spring illuminating the earth, awakening all things, melting ice and snow.

This gaze was so profound that Shen Xihe couldn’t bear it. Though his eyes were so gentle, rippling with smiles, they also carried a trace of resolute determination.

“Youyou.” Xiao Huayong held her hand, his movement gentle yet firm as he unwound her fingers one by one. His other hand caressed her temple, tracing her features, gently outlining her face as if wanting to imprint her visage in his heart through his fingertips.

“Take good care of yourself, put yourself first in everything.” Xiao Huayong smiled, then released her, gently pushing her away. The Eastern Palace guards brought by Tianyuan separated her and Xiao Huayong into two protected circles.

Shen Xihe was protected as she withdrew, while Xiao Huayong strode toward His Majesty, his hoarse voice particularly deep: “Protect His Majesty!”

The Eastern Palace guards almost immediately surged forward to engage the mysterious and numerous assassins.

At this moment, another change occurred. The chaotic hall was completely blocked, and Emperor Youning, seated high above, had no intention of leaving – he wanted to command from here.

This caused all of Furong Garden’s guards to surge toward His Majesty. Their duty was to protect him, leaving no one to clear a path for the civil and military officials to leave.

The officials waited desperately for reinforcements. Furong Garden wasn’t close to the palace, and these assassins had come prepared. Who knew if anyone had gotten out to report?

They thought about the signal system among the guards – even if they couldn’t get out, sending a signal would work. The Five Cities Army and Golden Tiger Guards were in the city; it would take at most half an hour for them to arrive in force. They just hoped these people would hurry.

But instead of the Golden Tiger Guards and Five Cities Army, they encountered another group of grey-clad men dressed completely differently from the current assassins, brazenly not even wearing masks.

Each one is grim and cold, they charged straight at Emperor Youning with drawn swords, killing all in their path. Their target was even clearer – just His Majesty!

They wouldn’t waste energy killing those who didn’t block their path.

This group’s martial skills were exceptional, no less than the first batch.

Even His Majesty’s eyes darkened when this group appeared – these weren’t his arrangement.

Of course, they weren’t his arrangement – Xiao Huayong had arranged for Xiao Juosong’s men to enter. Xiao Juosong didn’t have many men left, just a few dozen, but their remaining fighters were all top-tier. His Majesty wanted to direct his assassination drama, so he took advantage of His Majesty’s cover to insert Xiao Juosong’s men.

Thus appeared the current farcical scene – the first batch of assassins were His Majesty’s men. Though they had His Majesty’s permission to wound him, they still measured their force. The second batch were genuine royal assassins.

The first batch of assassins suffered – they couldn’t reveal they weren’t real assassins, yet had to turn to stop Xiao Juosong’s men from assassinating His Majesty.

So in many officials’ eyes, these two groups of assassins seemed to be competing to kill His Majesty!

One group attacking, one group blocking – was each trying to prevent the other from claiming first success in killing His Majesty?

What kind of brazen assassins would do such a thing?

Did they think the capital’s defenses were just for show?

However, they didn’t know that the military guards they desperately awaited were currently restricted on all sides!

The Five Cities Army commander couldn’t find his men, delaying troop assembly. The first Golden Tiger Guards to be alerted were the patrol guards, who were cut down at the gates!

Chapter 794: A Couple’s Joint Scheme
“Your Highness, these appear to be Golden Tiger Guard patrols!” The Feather Guard soldiers realized this after the killing, reporting anxiously to Prince Jing on his tall horse.

“Xiao Changyan” remained expressionless: “This prince has received news that the assassins who infiltrated Furong Garden disguised themselves as Imperial Guards and Golden Tiger Guards. These men came so quickly, and as I observed, their expressions were flustered, eyes evasive – surely guilty consciences.”

The reporting general carefully recalled the Golden Tiger Guards’ reactions and, finding them matching “Xiao Changyan’s” description, felt much less uneasy.

Being a rough military man, he didn’t realize this small unit of Golden Tiger Guards had only been startled seeing Prince Jing approach with large numbers of Feather Guard troops, mistakenly believing the Prince was staging a rebellion.

Though military units competed secretly and often had friction, even coming to blows over small disputes, within the system, small matters could be hidden but major movements couldn’t go completely unnoticed.

When had the Feather Guard come under Prince Jing’s command? Moreover, the Feather Guard was stationed outside the capital – even if the signal was sent immediately, how could Prince Jing have gathered troops so quickly, even if he could teleport to the military camp?

And how could they have arrived here so rapidly?

Everything indicated Prince Jing knew about tonight’s assassination attempt beforehand and had slipped away during the wedding banquet to gather troops, enabling him to appear now with so many men.

Who could know of an assassination before it happened except the mastermind?

Emperor Youning had indeed given Xiao Changyan convenience, allowing him to freely bring troops through the city gates. He had truly left Furong Garden before the banquet ended, riding hard to gather the Feather Guard.

The Feather Guard commander had received secret orders and naturally cooperated fully, even preparing in advance.

Thus, bringing troops went extremely smoothly. However, just as they reached Furong Garden’s vicinity, they encountered patrolling Golden Tiger Guards. When questioned, “Xiao Changyan” cited the urgency of saving the emperor and ordered them to make way. The Golden Tiger Guards grew more suspicious and refused to yield…

The Golden Tiger Guards all but directly accused “Xiao Changyan” of plotting treason, while “Xiao Changyan” called them fake assassins, leading to conflict.

“Xiao Changyan’s” men killed the patrol unit of Golden Tiger Guards.

With a wave of his hand, “Xiao Changyan” quickly led his men forward, but as they approached Furong Garden’s main gate, no one expected another group would appear to block them.

“Eighth Brother, what are you trying to do?” Third Prince Xiao Changzhen confronted “Xiao Changyan” at the crossroads.

“Xiao Changyan” narrowed his eyes, glancing at those behind Xiao Changzhen: “Naturally, to save His Majesty.”

“I say you’re here to assassinate!” Xiao Changzhen raged.

Xiao Changzhen’s appearance here with large forces traced back to two days ago when Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong reviewed their entire plan.

“Furong Garden is near the city gate. Given His Majesty’s caution, Prince Jing bringing troops to Furong Garden might be faster than the Golden Tiger Guards and Five Cities Army,” Shen Xihe had said.

They wanted to cause the Golden Tiger Guards and Feather Guard to fight each other. To truly oppose His Majesty with military force, no one in the capital currently had such power.

His Majesty wasn’t a tyrant – on the contrary, he could be called an enlightened ruler. Trying to turn several military units against him was impossible!

This was also His Majesty’s confidence in moving against the Shen father and sons in the capital.

If they couldn’t prevent the Feather Guard and Golden Tiger Guards from joining forces to quell this “rebellion,” their people likely wouldn’t prevail. If His Majesty settled matters early, making him swallow this bitter pill wouldn’t be easy!

Xiao Huayong also fell into deep thought.

The military, especially the capital’s forces, was under His Majesty’s absolute control alone.

They couldn’t lose the public opinion battle. If they didn’t want the Shen family’s complete loyalty to be eternally defamed, they couldn’t directly confront His Majesty with real force.

“There is one person…”

“Not suitable.” The telepathy between husband and wife lets Xiao Huayong know who she means.

Prince Lie Xiao Changying – few princes in the capital could command troops. Each prince had a guard unit, but these were limited in number, similar to household guards, just higher-ranked for princes.

To truly gather large forces in the capital, besides His Majesty’s authorization, only military positions could do so. Among princes, there had been Xiao Changyan and Xiao Changying before; now only Xiao Changying remained.

Though Xiao Changying and Xiao Changqing had tacitly allied with them, involving Xiao Changying in this matter could drag him into trouble. Since they were all in the same boat, Shen Xihe had no reason to use their people when better options existed.

“Who does Youyou want to use?” Xiao Huayong asked.

“Wouldn’t the Third Prince be good?” Shen Xihe countered.

Xiao Huayong didn’t have a strong impression of this strict brother who never got involved in anything, daily performing his duties like a puppet, making no mistakes and seeking no glory.

However, Xiao Changzhen had served in the Imperial Guard. Though his position wasn’t high, his noble status and lack of scheming had won the military men’s approval. Though he rarely visited, these guards quite respected him.

“Third Brother never involves himself in matters, doesn’t form factions or seek private gain. He’s wholly loyal to His Majesty. Getting him involved without His Majesty knowing won’t be easy,” Xiao Huayong said.

“Third Sister-in-law will help us,” Shen Xihe smiled mysteriously.

That year when Li Yanyan sought alliance, Shen Xihe knew she was someone with sky-high ambitions but a paper-thin fate. She had ambition but not matching capability. Or perhaps she had no ambition, just couldn’t bear seeing His Majesty, her enemy, high above.

She might have feelings for Xiao Changzhen, yet tormented because he is the son of her country’s destroyer.

She might want to die loyally by suicide, yet knew those former officials depending on her survival had their honor resting on her alone.

She hated everything – she couldn’t even seek death!

“Third Princess Consort?” Xiao Huayong chuckled softly, “Youyou has a clever plan.”

“She wants the Third Prince to receive glory and important tasks from His Majesty like Prince Lie and the former Prince Jing, to better execute her schemes.”

However, Xiao Huatai and Li Yanyan’s previous plot had been thwarted by Xiao Huayong. Afterward, the Third Prince was stripped of his title, and the couple had stayed quiet these two years, only seen at family feasts, rarely otherwise.

But Shen Xihe deeply believed Li Yanyan’s restless heart wouldn’t stay peaceful.

Given the chance, she wouldn’t let it pass.

“We just need to inform her that Prince Jing will rebel and attempt assassination tomorrow, and everything will fall into place naturally,” Shen Xihe’s casual manner belied complete confidence. “The timing must be chosen well – send word to her tomorrow afternoon. She’ll surely tell the Third Prince. You should keep the Third Prince from seeing His Majesty at noon – that shouldn’t be difficult.”

Chapter 795: Clever in Small Ways but Lacking in True Wisdom
Li Yanyan was a pampered lady who possessed minor cleverness but lacked true wisdom. Upon receiving this news, her first reaction certainly wouldn’t be to help Xiao Changyan through Xiao Changzhen. Although she hated His Majesty to death, she wasn’t naive enough to believe His Majesty would so easily let Prince Jing succeed.

Rather than foolishly conspiring with Prince Jing and ending up charged with conspiracy, it would be better to earn merit by saving the emperor.

In these years, His Majesty’s princes had fallen one after another – some dead, some deposed. Even Prince Jing was at his wit’s end, with no chance of recovery, so desperate that he would attempt usurpation. Wasn’t this timing a heaven-sent opportunity for Xiao Changzhen’s revival?

The Crown Prince had been reporting illness for two months now. When last seen from afar, he appeared to be near death.

Once the Crown Prince passed, His Majesty was still in his prime – couldn’t he establish a new Crown Prince?

So who would it be?

The still-young Xiao Changgeng? Xiao Changqing who aroused His Majesty’s suspicions and opposed him at every opportunity? Neither was possible!

Only Xiao Changzhen and Xiao Changying remained!

If Xiao Changzhen earned merit by saving the emperor, his chances would exceed Xiao Changying’s. Thus Li Yanyan unhesitatingly chose to save the emperor. For the sake of this merit, she would also prevent Xiao Changzhen from telling His Majesty too early – after all, what if Prince Jing’s rebellion didn’t materialize?

This was Li Yanyan’s minor cleverness!

Li Yanyan forgot that she was from the Liang state – Xiao Changzhen’s marriage to her disqualified him from becoming emperor unless all of His Majesty’s sons and grandsons perished.

So upon receiving the news, without even questioning whether it was true or false, she eagerly hoped it was true. With burning passion, she gathered her strength to push Xiao Changzhen toward their desired goal!

This was Li Yanyan’s lack of true wisdom!

Events unfolded exactly as Shen Xihe had anticipated. Even Xiao Huayong admired her understanding of human nature.

For Xiao Changfeng and Shen Yingruo’s wedding, His Majesty had decreed a grand feast. Li Yanyan naturally had to attend. Furongyuan was less strict than the palace, and His Majesty had personally arranged for the imperial guards there to give Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong convenient access.

Passing the message to Li Yanyan required no complexity to achieve complete secrecy…

Li Yanyan clutched the note passed to her by an unknown person, overcome with excitement. The paper contained only a few brief words: “Tonight Prince Jing assassinates the emperor.”

She stood up abruptly, her first thought to seek out Xiao Changzhen. After taking a few hurried steps, she stopped, restraining herself. She endured two hours that felt like years. Watching the sunset, she finally feigned illness and sent someone to inform Xiao Changzhen in the front courtyard while she returned to their residence first.

Xiao Changzhen worried about her. Learning of her illness, he made his apologies and personally bid farewell to the groom Xiao Changfeng before returning home.

Arriving at their chambers, he found Li Yanyan sitting properly, having consumed a bowl of bird’s nest soup. Her complexion was rosy and even showed traces of joy at her brows – how was this like someone who had fallen ill?

“What exactly are you up to?” Xiao Changzhen was displeased that she had feigned illness without good reason, using her health as an excuse.

His tone was harsh, clearly angry. Li Yanyan, preoccupied with other matters, didn’t argue with him: “Look what I received earlier.”

Xiao Changzhen looked at the note. The handwriting could only be called neat, and the paper was ordinary, clearly meant to avoid leaving any traces.

He furrowed his brows: “Who would dare spread such nonsense!”

“Eighth Brother left before the hour of Shen (3 PM) today. I had people investigate – he left the city!” Li Yanyan believed Xiao Changyan would rebel tonight. “He’s always been close to Prince Xun, yet on Prince Xun’s wedding day, he left without reason – isn’t that suspicious?”

Xiao Changzhen gazed deeply at Li Yanyan’s bright eyes. He understood her perhaps better than she knew herself. He could see clearly what she was thinking, and felt a slight pain in his heart: “Didn’t we agree to live a peaceful life?”

Last time, he had drunk the “fake” poisoned wine His Majesty offered her. At the time, wracked with abdominal pain, he truly believed his end was near. Perhaps knowing she was about to lose him had allowed husband and wife to finally understand each other’s hearts.

Afterward, he was stripped of his title and position. For these two years, they had stayed out of worldly affairs and focused on living their quiet life. He thought they could grow old together this way!

Now he realized he had been too naive! She had only chosen to live quietly with him because she had no other choice. Her heart still harbored resentment and hatred. Given any opportunity, she wouldn’t let it pass.

Even others could see clearly that her hatred couldn’t withstand the slightest provocation – why else would this message be delivered specifically to her? Yet he had been deceiving himself all along!

Xiao Changzhen’s lips curved in self-mockery: “Have you considered why this message was delivered only to you?”

Li Yanyan’s expression froze slightly. Perhaps she knew but didn’t want to examine it deeply, or perhaps she truly didn’t know. She avoided the main point: “Regardless of the reason, can you sit idly by while His Majesty faces assassination?”

“I can!” Xiao Changzhen answered with absolute certainty.

He did feel respect and filial admiration for His Majesty, but these years caught between parents, country, and wife had truly exhausted Xiao Changzhen. He had always been choosing Li Yanyan, but Li Yanyan’s love and hatred for him were too complex.

She loved him yet couldn’t forget he was of the Xiao imperial family; she hated him yet kept him in her heart…

This was how they loved each other, yet could never truly open their hearts due to too many barriers between them.

He would not commit acts of filial impiety or great treason, but he could take his characteristic indifference to extremes.

He could pretend not to know His Majesty faced assassination, that his brother planned rebellion. He could do nothing at all, wanting only to be Li Yanyan’s husband, if only she would give him that chance.

“The Crown Prince’s life is nearly over. Have you thought about the future?” Li Yanyan asked coldly.

Xiao Changzhen closed his eyes, suppressing the tumultuous emotions in his heart. He couldn’t tell whether disappointment or pain ran deeper, and perhaps there was also a thread of deeply hidden despair: “Our future can have everything except the throne!”

“Why can’t we have that too?” Li Yanyan screamed.

Husband and wife faced each other with reddened eyes again. Xiao Changzhen’s eyes held deep grief and defeat; Li Yanyan’s were full of stubborn defiance.

Neither wanting to yield, they remained at an impasse for a long while before Xiao Changzhen’s eyes dimmed: “You insist on drawing me into these matters?”

Li Yanyan’s heart clenched, but she said: “I only hope we can live better in the future.”

“Better… heh heh heh heh…” Xiao Changzhen laughed softly, a laugh desolate and deeply grieved. After a long while, he raised his eyes, their corners still tinged with blood, but his gaze so cold it seemed foreign to Li Yanyan. “Fine, as you wish!”

Having spoken, Xiao Changzhen’s lips still held that heart-wrenching smile as he backed away. He stared deeply at Li Yanyan until his heel touched the threshold. He paused briefly, fixing his gaze on her for a good while, then resolutely turned and strode away.

Chapter 796: Chaos in the Imperial City
Li Yanyan stared blankly at where Xiao Changzhen had disappeared. Her heart felt suddenly hollowed out, tears falling without warning, an inexplicable panic wrapping around her heart.

She forced herself to control her emotions, thinking of all the benefits after their success, finally suppressing that trace of unease in her heart.

Xiao Changzhen needed only to question the attendant Li Yanyan had brought to Furongyuan to know when she received the message, and thus fully understand what Li Yanyan sought.

Stepping out of the prince’s mansion, he watched the deepening ink-black night. The lights of ten thousand homes had been lit but could not illuminate the boundless darkness, just like the cold in his heart that couldn’t find a moment’s warmth.

He went to the Imperial Guard headquarters, his former post. No need for many words – he only needed to say he’d received news that someone might attempt to assassinate the emperor tonight, but since the information’s veracity was uncertain, he dared not make a big show of it.

Whether true or false, the Imperial Guard general couldn’t ignore such news, especially since he had vaguely noticed something unusual about the guards dispatched to Furongyuan. His doubts magnified infinitely, and he decided to join Xiao Changzhen in leading a team, finding some pretext to secretly gather around Furongyuan.

They had barely assembled when they saw the aggressive “Xiao Changyan” and discovered the corpses of the Palace Guard patrol!

Thus came the scene of the two forces meeting on this narrow path, with Xiao Changzhen’s questioning.

Faced with Xiao Changzhen’s interrogation, “Xiao Changyan” remained unmoved: “Third Brother, why do you baselessly slander me? The situation at Furongyuan is critical. Instead of joining me to save the emperor, you delay and obstruct my rescue attempt. Third Brother must be the one harboring evil intentions…”

“Xiao Changyan’s” counter-accusation made the anger Xiao Changzhen had been suppressing flare higher: “Eighth Brother, turn back while you can!”

“These words I return to Third Brother as well.”

The two couldn’t reach an agreement, and both sides’ followers suspected the other of plotting treason.

The Wing Guard army had been authorized by His Majesty Xiao Changyan to bring the rescue, so they naturally believed they were defending righteousness.

The Imperial Guard had witnessed “Xiao Changyan” leading the Wing Guard in slaughtering the Palace Guard patrol. Both sides looked at each other as traitors, and battle inevitably erupted at the slightest spark!

On either side of one wall, two battles raged.

Emperor Youning, far in the great hall, naturally couldn’t hear the fighting outside Furongyuan. Even those near the outside couldn’t break through the battle circle in the great hall to reach imperial ears and report the situation outside.

Emperor Youning gazed darkly at this unexpected second batch of assassins, guessing someone had caught wind of the plan and wanted to fish in troubled waters, truly attempting to assassinate the sovereign!

Though he couldn’t see the time, judging by how long it had been since the “assassination” attempt began, Emperor Youning could determine Xiao Changyan had missed their arranged time!

He had likely been blocked, which meant his plan might have been completely exposed!

By whom!

Emperor Youning’s dark, sharp gaze swept the great hall, passing over Xiao Changqing who protected Noble Consort Rong behind him, falling on Xiao Changying who was entangled with assassins, then moments later moving past the kill zone to rest on the father and son Shen Yueshan who were also desperately fending off assassins.

This look lingered, noting that the Shen Yueshan pair treated both the first batch of assassins he had arranged and the mysterious second batch equally, striking with the same swift brutality.

Only then did he turn to look at Shen Xihe among the women. While Shen Xihe had always stood out like a crane among chickens, the noble ladies of the capital came in all shapes and sizes. Though Shen Xihe was exceptional, she merely had a few more degrees of beauty.

In today’s chaos, one can see how extraordinarily composed she remained in crisis. Among all the women in the inner hall, apart from the martially skilled Princess Lie, only the experienced Empress Dowager and Shen Xihe remained unmoved, their steady dignity befitting the mother of the nation.

If only she weren’t a Shen woman.

As his gaze completed its circuit, imperial thoughts turned hundreds of ways. Though he had his suspicions, he couldn’t confirm who was responsible.

Shen Xihe paid no attention to Emperor Youning’s thoughts. She lowered her eyes, fingers tightly clenched. She dared not look at Xiao Huayong, fearing that one more glance would send her flying recklessly toward him.

But she couldn’t. Earlier the arrow had been nocked, with no choice but to lose it. Now there was no turning back. The slightest carelessness would expose everything. She didn’t fear losing everything, but if it cost her entire clan their lives, even Shen Xihe couldn’t bear that burden.

Fierce battles raged both inside and outside Furongyuan. The Five Cities Brigade and Palace Guard flooded toward Furongyuan, frightening all citizens into staying behind closed doors. The usually lively capital night was shrouded in killing intent.

“Xiao Changyan” had brought numerous Wing Guard troops. Since Xiao Changzhen wasn’t certain about the information, he hadn’t dared mobilize large forces, choosing instead to gather small scattered groups around Furongyuan. If the assassination news proved false, they could still cover it up.

Between Wing Guard and Imperial Guard, the former recruited capable men from civilian life, including many martial arts champions, while the latter protected the imperial city and could move within the palace. They came from military families, specifically outstanding youth from meritorious military houses.

All were genuine talents, each brave and skilled in battle. Xiao Changzhen fought as if his life didn’t matter to hold them back, while “Xiao Changyan” didn’t seem to want Xiao Changzhen’s life, repeatedly showing restraint. For the moment, they truly couldn’t break through the defensive line into Furongyuan.

At this point, the Five Cities Brigade arrived in force. Seeing the two battling forces – Prince Jing with Wing Guard on one side, Third Prince with Imperial Guard on the other – their minds went blank.

Wing Guard couldn’t be mobilized without imperial command, and the Imperial Guard protected His Majesty’s safety. They couldn’t offend either side, and both sides insisted the other was plotting assassination, leaving them completely confused.

The Five Cities Brigade could only try to restrain both sides, attempting to separate this battle where right and wrong were indistinguishable. Finally, both sides felt the Five Cities Brigade was taking sides, and stopped showing mercy to their men. Soon several of these would-be peacemakers were killed in the crossfire.

This enraged the Five Cities Brigade. Their blood and anger aroused, they no longer cared about Wing Guard or Imperial Guard – they struck to kill anyone not of their own. Thus the two-sided battle instantly became a three-way melee.

Before long, the Palace Guard, responsible for citywide security and martial law, arrived in force. They quickly learned that one of their patrols had been killed by Prince Jing and Wing Guard. Hearing from the Imperial Guard that the Five Cities Brigade and Wing Guard were in league, they began relentlessly pursuing both.

On this final night of the sixth month in Youning’s twenty-third year, it was ultimately a restless night – the first time in the dynasty’s hundred years that such large-scale fighting had broken out between guard forces beneath the imperial city.

Around Furongyuan, fallen guard corpses lay everywhere, blood seeping down to the corners of the palace walls, continuously penetrating deeper.

Chapter 797: A Deadly Succession Game
The chaos outside Furongyuan far exceeded “Xiao Changyan’s” estimates. With more urgent matters to attend to, he stopped holding back and swung his sword fiercely at Xiao Changzhen.

Originally meant only to force Xiao Changzhen back – he could have easily dodged – but Xiao Changzhen not only didn’t evade but met the strike with his sword.

Seeing this, “Xiao Changyan” couldn’t pull back in time. He quickly turned his wrist, redirecting the blade that would have severed Xiao Changzhen’s neck. As Xiao Changzhen crashed into him, the sword pierced through his shoulder blade instead.

Xiao Changzhen’s sword immediately thrust toward “Xiao Changyan’s” chest. Fortunately, Xiao Changyan reacted in time, dodging aside so the blade only cut across his arm, leaving a bloody trail from chest to shoulder.

Just as “Xiao Changyan” steadied himself, he turned to see a blade pierce through Xiao Changzhen’s abdomen from behind. His expression changed.

The Wing Guard soldier holding the blade trembled. He had acted urgently upon seeing “Xiao Changyan” nearly get stabbed through the heart. With his skill, Xiao Changzhen could have easily dodged both “Xiao Changyan’s” sword and his blade by evading and abandoning his strike.

But no one expected Xiao Changzhen not to dodge, taking hits from both front and back. While “Xiao Changyan’s” restrained sword thrust wasn’t fatal, the Wing Guard’s blade from behind was lethal.

Yet Xiao Changzhen stood rigid, his face contorting in pain but showing a strangely relieved smile…

The Wing Guard soldier seemed to finally wake from his daze, quickly retreating as Xiao Changzhen collapsed. “Xiao Changyan” rushed forward to catch him before he hit the ground.

Though the surrounding forces continued fighting, none dared approach them. Lying in “Xiao Changyan’s” arms, Xiao Changzhen grabbed his arm, speaking with extreme difficulty but clarity: “You… you’re not… Eighth Brother!”

“Xiao Changyan” froze. Only the Crown Princess had ever seen through the Crown Prince’s disguise – he had personally applied it!

Xiao Changzhen’s smile widened slightly.

He wasn’t trying to trick the “Xiao Changyan” before him. He had only noticed something amiss during their fight, not initially. Turning his head to cough blood, Xiao Changzhen felt his vision darkening, his limbs growing cold.

He gripped “Xiao Changyan’s” arm tighter: “Please… please ask Seventh Brother… one favor… bury us… husband and wife… together…”

The final word was almost silent as Xiao Changzhen’s grip on “Xiao Changyan’s” arm loosened and fell.

His lack of ambition and mediocrity didn’t mean he was incompetent or foolish.

These years, perhaps because he stayed out of things, he saw more clearly than anyone that among their brothers, the Crown Prince had always been the most subtle and capable.

For an assassination attempt at Furongyuan, for Xiao Changyan to command the Wing Guard which only moved on imperial orders, only one person could achieve this – His Majesty himself.

If anyone else could accomplish this, His Majesty wouldn’t have lived until today. Or perhaps there was another possibility – His Majesty had already seen through everything and was turning the plot to his advantage, allowing the assassination attempt at Furongyuan.

However, who would attempt regicide at this time? The Eastern Palace wouldn’t choose when a Shen woman was marrying, much less when the Shen father and son were at their peak. Even if the Crown Prince wanted to kill two birds with one stone – first assassinate His Majesty, then frame the Shens, finally righteously executing his wife to avenge his father – it was impossible!

Someone whose heart holds another can best tell whether the love in another’s eyes is genuine or feigned. He had his first wife in his heart, and he believed the Crown Prince’s gaze at the Crown Princess held pure, unfeigned love.

Therefore the Crown Prince wouldn’t wrong the Shens. Even if the Crown Prince were truly masterful at deception and fooled him, he couldn’t fool the Crown Princess.

If this assassination attempt were truly the Crown Prince’s doing, the Crown Princess would be the first to oppose him.

This assassination attempt simply couldn’t have happened.

Besides the Eastern Palace, no one else would move against His Majesty at this time. Combining this with the Wing Guard and Xiao Changyan, Xiao Changzhen boldly deduced this was an imperial plot targeting the Shen father and son!

Yet the mantis stalks the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind. The oriole was also the cicada’s good son-in-law. His Majesty thought himself the mastermind but didn’t know there were plots beyond his plot – he was both puppeteer and puppet.

From the moment the message was passed to Li Yanyan, Xiao Changzhen knew His Majesty and Eighth Brother couldn’t win.

After discovering “Eighth Brother” wasn’t Eighth Brother, he became even more certain His Majesty would have to swallow this bitter pill in silence.

This was the imperial family – father and son, mother and son, brother and brother, openly and secretly struggling to the death!

He knew with his death, his wife wouldn’t live alone – he had been her reason for enduring such bitterness.

He knew she loved him, but between them lay an ocean of national and family hatred, impossible to level or fill.

He had asked himself countless times – what could they gain from this torturous life together except mutual suffering?

He was truly exhausted, and perhaps she was too.

Better they find release together.

Eighth Brother was fake, everything was in the Crown Prince’s control. When this assassination attempt concluded, someone would have to step forward to close matters – it could only be the real Eighth Brother, now the Crown Prince’s prisoner.

Everyone knew he died by Prince Jing’s hand – that made him a meritorious subject who helped suppress the rebellion and saved the emperor.

His princess consort, devoted to him, couldn’t bear his death and took her own life – this wasn’t a Li Dynasty princess dying from abuse, didn’t blacken the imperial family’s name. The old officials of Li wouldn’t live in constant fear, doing foolish things like seeking death.

Instead, His Majesty would surely reward merit, treating the old officials of Li and Liang well. As a son-in-law of the Li family, he could face his wife’s family without shame.

She too could rest easy, free of concerns, ending a life worse than death.

He only hoped in their next life, neither would be born to imperial families, and they could continue their fate, staying together for life.

“Xiao Changyan” propped Xiao Changzhen’s body against the stone lion at Furongyuan’s gate, then gripped his sword and charged into the garden, leaving the various forces staring at each other.

Now slightly more rational, they temporarily ceased fighting and cautiously rushed into Furongyuan together, killing any assassins they encountered.

“Xiao Changyan” fought his way to the great hall’s entrance. Still, no one knew who plotted to assassinate His Majesty. Seeing “Xiao Changyan,” the court officials didn’t guard against him, and indeed he had been killing assassins on his way.

“Your Majesty, your son has brought the Wing Guard to save you!” The shout rang through the great hall.

This naturally lifted the court officials’ spirits, while the assassins seemed stimulated, striking even more viciously.

Chapter 798: Marrying You This Life, No Regrets for Eternity
The already intense battle situation became even more severe, though “Xiao Longyan” brought forces from all directions. While these forces remained wary of each other, it didn’t prevent them from temporarily uniting against their common enemy, and the skilled assassins were quickly suppressed.

“Xiao Longyan” advanced almost unimpeded to Emperor Youning’s side, turning to hold his sword horizontally in front of the emperor.

Before Emperor Youning could distinguish true from false, he began to ask, “Why did you arrive so late…”

“Your Majesty, be careful!”

Before Emperor Youning could finish speaking, he was suddenly pushed aside. When he turned around, he saw “Xiao Longyan,” who had been facing away from him, thrust his sword backward, piercing into Xiao Huayong’s body.

The two brothers maintained their back-to-back stance, the sword penetrating through Xiao Huayong’s back, its tip dripping with blood.

Had Xiao Huayong not pushed him away, that sword would have certainly pierced through his vital organs.

Emperor Youning was the first to react, stepping past Xiao Huayong to kick “Xiao Longyan” away.

This sudden turn of events caught everyone in the great hall off guard. As “Xiao Longyan” fell, he rolled toward the window and fled.

“Capture Prince Jing!” Shen Yueshan’s shout finally snapped everyone back to their senses. The assassins began retreating, and the palace guards rushed out to pursue “Xiao Longyan.”

“Seventh Brother!” Emperor Youning supported Xiao Huayong, his expression complex. “Imperial Physician!”

Though he had several suspects in mind, with Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe being the primary ones, now he was uncertain again.

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief and Deputy Imperial Physician stumbled forward, crawling to examine the Crown Prince’s pulse. Their hearts sank immediately, and both turned pale.

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief forced himself to speak: “Your Majesty… the sword… was poisoned. The poison is extremely potent, Your Highness…”

The physicians prostrated themselves, unable to finish their words, but everyone understood their meaning.

At this moment, Shen Xihe lost all her usual grace and dignity. She pushed past everyone to see Xiao Huayong lying in Emperor Youning’s arms.

Without sobbing or choking up, tears streamed uncontrollably down her face.

She nearly collapsed, but Mo Yu quickly caught her, supporting her and protecting her belly as she slowly knelt beside Xiao Huayong.

Xiao Huayong gripped her hand tightly, gazing at her longingly and deeply. His glass-like eyes remained gentle as spring water. After carefully studying her for a while, Xiao Huayong turned to Emperor Youning: “Your Majesty… for the child in Youyou’s womb… I wish to name them Junsu… would that be acceptable?”

Xiao Huayong had thought it through carefully. Once he departed, His Majesty could establish a new Crown Prince, so he had to block His Majesty’s path to appointing another heir!

What could be more appropriate than the Crown Prince dying to save His Majesty? His “death” before everyone’s eyes would also make it easier to slip away unnoticed.

This “death” would dispel all His Majesty’s suspicions about him. His Majesty would be indebted to Shen Xihe, to the Eastern Palace, and his offspring!

In the future, unless they could prove Shen Xihe’s treason, His Majesty couldn’t move against her without facing universal condemnation!

He had promised to pave all roads for her.

The name “Junsu” carried deep meaning. Had he suggested it under normal circumstances, the Censorate would likely have accused him of harboring treasonous thoughts.

But at this moment, no one could find fault – he was merely trying to protect a widow and orphan!

How difficult would life be for an Eastern Palace consort without her husband, for an Eastern Palace heir without a father?

Without the right to succession, they would inevitably become thorns in the new emperor’s side.

As a son, sacrificing himself to save his father in a moment of mortal danger showed great filial piety.

As a subject, giving his life to protect his sovereign in a critical moment demonstrated great righteousness.

As a husband and father, no one could criticize his desire to make final arrangements for his wife and child.

Emperor Youning turned to look at Shen Xihe, who wept silently with tears streaming down her face. At this moment, he wanted to see through this Shen woman completely, to understand what power she held that made his son willing to die to benefit her!

“Your Majesty… *cough* *cough*…” Xiao Huayong seemed to be holding on with his last breath, both pleading and stubborn, “I beg… Your Majesty… to grant this.”

These words seemed to drain Xiao Huayong of all his remaining strength, his entire being turning ashen.

Yet he struggled to look at His Majesty, the pleading in his eyes growing increasingly unfocused.

“Your Majesty, why do you still hesitate? Do you want Seventh Brother to die with regrets?” the Empress Dowager cried out.

“Your Majesty, the Crown Prince has always been filial, brotherly, loyal, and trustworthy. He has never asked anything of Your Majesty before. Please grant the Crown Prince’s final wish!” Tao Zhuanxian was the first to support Xiao Huayong.

Others, whether seeing potential benefit or truly moved by Xiao Huayong’s actions, began to agree.

“Very well.” Emperor Youning agreed immediately, “Whether the Crown Prince Consort bears a son or daughter, the child shall be named Junsu.”

As if having achieved his wish and let go of his obsession, Xiao Huayong’s body went limp. He gently caressed Shen Xihe’s hand: “Youyou… I only hope… marrying me… brings no regrets.”

These were Xiao Huayong’s final words, and the worry that had long lingered in his heart.

Xiao Huayong, who could turn clouds with a wave of his hand and rain with another, was always confident, yet he gave all his uncertainty and anxiety to Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong, who could strategize behind the curtain and determine victory from thousands of miles away, was always wise, yet he gave all his foolishness and innocence to Shen Xihe.

Xiao Huayong, who was decisive in killing and unwavering in advance, was always resolute, yet he gave all his hesitation and contradiction to Shen Xihe.

He adored her, using every means possible to warm her cold heart, pulling her from her detachment to fall in love alongside him.

Yet he agonized that his inability to accompany her for long would selfishly give her happiness only to take it away, leaving her with heartbreak.

What he feared most was that in her twilight years, looking back on this life, she would regret their time together.

She had a long future ahead, and he feared she would spend a lifetime of solitude reminiscing about their brief happiness.

Shen Xihe’s trembling fingertips carefully caressed his face. Through her tears, she forced a smile, her voice hoarse and rough: “Marrying you this life, no regrets for eternity!”

In this world, no one would ever love and protect her like Xiao Huayong had, with single-minded devotion and eyes full of tenderness, without giving even the slightest bit to others – all of it was for her alone.

She had once said she didn’t believe in friendship like Pan and Yang’s, but now she scorned such friendship.

Because she had Xiao Huayong, everything he gave her had already surpassed all the love between men and women in this world.

Just as now, he could have avoided this sword wound, and had a thousand ways to fake his death, yet for her sake, for the Shen family she cherished, he took this risk.

Xiao Huayong closed his eyes with a satisfied smile in everyone’s sight.

In the sixth month of Emperor Youning’s twenty-third year, the Crown Prince died saving His Majesty from assassins, ultimately fulfilling the prophecy that he would not live past two cycles.

Chapter 799: You Are Not Worthy
In Emperor Youning’s twenty-third year, the Crown Prince passed away.

Regarding that chaotic night, mysteries abound. Even those who witnessed the entire event or participated in it could not see through this complex assassination plot.

The Emperor faced an assassination attempt, and Prince Jing was accused of rebellion.

Why did Prince Jing rebel? Was it merely because of the defeat at Minjiang River and the Emperor’s severe punishment excluding him from power? This hardly seemed sufficient reason for Prince Jing’s rebellion, as the barely twenty-year-old prince had countless other ways to bide his time and make a comeback.

Moreover, Prince Jing only mobilized the Lingwei Army for his rebellion. Could he truly have been naive enough to attempt rebellion with such limited forces, yet still have been capable of governing Annan?

Furthermore, how did Prince Jing mobilize the Lingwei Army, which only moved on imperial orders? Afterward, His Majesty executed the Lingwei Army’s general and two lieutenant generals, claiming they were deceived by Prince Jing.

The civil and military officials found this hard to believe. There must have been more to the story, but with His Majesty’s explanation, the officials had no choice but to accept it.

Beyond Prince Jing’s unclear rebellion, the Third Prince’s death remained a mystery.

When the Third Prince intercepted Prince Jing at the Furong Garden gates, how did the Imperial Guards, Lingwei Army, Jinwu Guards, and the Five Cities Military Command become entangled in mutual slaughter? How did this lead to the Third Prince’s death at the hands of the Lingwei Army?

How did assassins infiltrate the Imperial Guards protecting Furong Garden, and why were there two groups of assassins?

When Prince Jing arrived shouting that he came to save the Emperor, why did His Majesty trust him so readily, allowing him to approach?

These strange, unsolved questions left the officials afraid to investigate deeper. This was royal family bloodshed, beyond their right to comment.

The Crown Prince died saving the Emperor, who ordered the Ministry of Rites to arrange a state funeral with the imperial ceremony.

The court was suspended for three days as the nation mourned.

Prince Jing, captured by the Northwestern Prince and his son, was imprisoned in the imperial dungeon without trial.

Everything would be dealt with after the Crown Prince’s burial.

White cloth draped the Eastern Palace and everyone within wore mourning attire. Shen Xihe wore a plain white dress, her black hair flowing like a waterfall, with a white silk flower at her temple, appearing cold and thin.

Today was the Crown Prince’s burial, but she did not attend. She had fainted while keeping vigil yesterday, and the Imperial Physician-in-Chief ordered her to rest in bed.

Considering the child in her womb, neither His Majesty nor the Censorate commented further, so she remained in the Eastern Palace to recuperate.

“Your Highness, the Third Prince Consort requests an audience.”

Shen Xihe was folding Xiao Huayong’s old clothes. These were garments he had worn before; after their marriage, she had made many clothes for him. This time when he left, he took some unworn ones with him.

Hearing Tianyuan’s report from outside, Shen Xihe remained silent for a moment before saying, “Receive her in the Small Elegant Pavilion.”

With the Crown Prince’s state funeral and Li Yanyan also widowed, Li Yanyan, who usually wore bright reds and purples, now wore plain white. She looked even more haggard than Shen Xihe, her eyes red with exhaustion.

Seeing Shen Xihe, she still performed a courtesy.

Shen Xihe raised her hand slightly, not wanting to exchange pleasantries: “Third Sister-in-law, speak directly of why you’ve come.”

Li Yanyan’s lifeless eyes were hollow, having lost their usual vitality. She spoke directly: “Crown Prince Consort, I’ve come with a request.”

Shen Xihe looked at her calmly, waiting for her to continue.

Li Yanyan handed Shen Xihe the note received at Shen Yingruo’s wedding: “Crown Prince Consort, could you help me find who delivered this?”

At this point, she shed her listlessness, her eyes fixed intently on Shen Xihe, revealing her suspicion and attempt to probe.

Shen Xihe lowered her gaze to glance at it: “Third Sister-in-law, you believe the Third Prince’s death was caused by whoever sent you this message?”

“Is it not?” Li Yanyan’s hateful gaze blazed like an erupting volcano as if wanting to burn someone to ashes.

She suspected Shen Xihe without reason or evidence, purely on instinct.

Facing Li Yanyan’s twisted expression, mockery spread through Shen Xihe’s calm eyes: “You’re wrong. The one who drove the Third Prince to his death was you!”

“You’re talking nonsense!” Li Yanyan shrilly protested.

Shen Xihe remained composed, facing the enraged Li Yanyan: “The Third Prince went with death in mind, and you were the one who drove him to it.”

Xiao Zhengchen and Li Yanyan had tormented each other for over a decade. Too many events had left Xiao Zhengchen physically and mentally exhausted until he finally had no strength left to continue their entanglement, so he chose death.

Perhaps he had contemplated suicide long ago, but as a royal son, if he died because of his wife, His Majesty would not spare Li Yanyan or the Li family.

He needed a way to escape that would leave no one to blame. This time he seized the opportunity, deliberately not dodging that fatal blow.

His thoughts were likely deeper than most imagined. He probably knew all this was connected to the Eastern Palace and guessed that the Eastern Palace would prevail again, so he cooperated with them as much as possible.

The Eastern Palace wanted him to intercept Xiao Longyan, so he did. They wanted the four armies to fight each other, so he cooperated with Xiao Longyan to create mutual slaughter, giving the Jinwu Guards, Imperial Guards, Lingwei Army, and Five Cities Military Command no chance to think deeply.

With Xiao Zhengchen’s deliberate misdirection and “Xiao Longyan’s” intentional creation of conflict, the four forces became locked in bitter combat.

Probably seeing that “Xiao Longyan” wanted to escape, Xiao Zhengchen let him go.

By helping Xiao Huayong’s plan succeed perfectly, he only asked that Xiao Huayong allow him and his wife to be buried together.

These words reached Shen Xihe after the person impersonating Xiao Longyan successfully withdrew.

Shen Xihe had expected Li Yanyan to follow in death, but after waiting so long without movement, it turned out Li Yanyan simply refused to accept that her delusional obsession had tormented Xiao Zhengchen.

Looking at her now, evading, lashing out in all directions, trying to find a self-deceptive reason to shift blame and convince herself it wasn’t her fault but still her beloved’s – this Li Yanyan.

Shen Xihe thought of Xiao Huayong, who took a sword wound for her and was rushed unconscious from the capital. He could have chosen another way to fake his death, just as Xiao Changtai had done years ago – through fire or flood, leaving nobody to be found, able to return once healed.

But he deliberately cut off his path to becoming emperor. Even if he could heal, he could never return. Crown Prince Xiao Huayong would no longer exist in this world; Crown Prince Xiao Huayong was buried in the imperial tomb.

“You are not worthy of the Third Prince’s wholehearted devotion.”

These words shocked Li Yanyan’s mind blank. She suddenly pulled a dagger from her sleeve and lunged at Shen Xihe.

But before she could reach Shen Xihe, a flying figure kicked her away.

Mo Yu stood in front of Shen Xihe, shielding her behind him, looking at Li Yanyan as if she were already dead.

“Shen Xihe, if you don’t kill me today, I will never let this end!” Li Yanyan propped up her upper body, staring at Shen Xihe with ghostly viciousness.

Chapter 800: Death by Poison
Li Yanyan was threatening her.

A threat made with impunity.

Certain that she wouldn’t dare take action.

Shen Xihe slowly stepped forward. Li Yanyan and her maids were restrained by Eastern Palace guards. She stood before the detained Li Yanyan, looking down at her: “You think I wouldn’t dare?”

Her cold voice was flat, as chilling as autumn rain.

Li Yanyan seemed not to notice Shen Xihe’s hostile tone, showing no fear: “Would you dare?”

After the threat came provocation. Shen Xihe raised her hand, and Mo Yu picked up Li Yanyan’s fallen dagger and handed it to her.

Holding the cold dagger handle, she looked down at it – an elegant dagger, affordable to anyone of modest means, nothing special about it.

Her indifferent eyes met Li Yanyan’s defiant, unyielding gaze. Shen Xihe raised her hand, aiming at Li Yanyan’s heart.

When Shen Xihe lifted her wrist, Li Yanyan showed no fear of death. Instead, her dark eyes gleamed with a burning light.

Anticipation, excitement, impatience!

In an instant, Shen Xihe’s hand shifted, throwing the dagger past Li Yanyan’s shoulder, leaving only a blood mark.

Li Yanyan froze, then raised her chin in anger and contempt: “So this is all you’re capable of!”

Looking down, Shen Xihe adjusted her sleeve: “Do you know what the Third Prince said before he died?”

Li Yanyan was incredulous: “What did you say? Did he leave words? What words? No, you’re lying, you couldn’t know!”

Xiao Zhengchen died at the hands of the Lingwei Army, with only Prince Jing and several guards present. Only Prince Jing got close to him, and Prince Jing was now imprisoned in the Court of the Imperial Clan’s dungeon, awaiting judgment after today’s Crown Prince burial!

Shen Xihe couldn’t have seen Prince Jing, and even if she had, he wouldn’t have told her!

Casting a calm glance at the emotional, doubtful, hopeful, and confused Li Yanyan: “The Third Prince asked me to let you and him be buried together.”

Li Yanyan suddenly calmed down, thunderstruck. These words indeed sounded like they came from Xiao Zhengchen, but why would he ask Shen Xihe?

Unable to understand the reason, Li Yanyan hesitated, falling into endless struggle.

“You don’t deserve the Third Prince’s devotion. He thought you had at least some true feelings for him. These years, he saw you living worse than death, seeking death but finding no way. For your release, he gave his life, earning the honor of dying to save the Emperor.

And you could have become a steadfast woman who died for deep marital love. The surrendered Li Dynasty officials wouldn’t feel uneasy, and His Majesty wouldn’t transfer his anger – this might have been the best escape he could plan for you.

But sadly, he overestimated you.

You’re cowardly and weak. Though you have feelings for him in your heart, you dare not admit it. Even after his death, though you have nothing to live for, you won’t follow him in death. You want to die by my hand, so it won’t be your initiative to follow him.

Li Yanyan, you’re truly despicable.

Do you know what the former Li Dynasty officials would do if you died by my hand in the Eastern Palace today?”

Li Yanyan seemed lost and resistant.

Shen Xihe showed no mercy: “I could take your life and remain unscathed. I could make you die in the Eastern Palace with no one able to hold me accountable.

But what would the surrendered Li Dynasty officials think? Could they remain docile? Even if they rose in rebellion, they would only die more gloriously. When the Emperor’s fury falls, corpses would float for hundreds of miles.

Do you still want to be buried with the Third Prince? Dream on!”

If the former Li Dynasty officials learned that Li Yanyan was killed by her and the royal family protected her, they would surely become restless and wouldn’t wait for death. Even knowing they were like ants trying to shake a tree, they would still cause trouble. How could Emperor Youning tolerate that?

Li Yanyan trembled, suddenly feeling ice-cold, standing frozen in despair.

“Tell me, who incited you to come make trouble in the Eastern Palace?” Shen Xihe asked coldly.

Li Yanyan’s mind was in chaos. She couldn’t think now, couldn’t distinguish right from wrong or truth from lies. She deeply felt she had fallen into a swamp, with predators on both sides and no one wishing her well.

Shen Xihe, who had only been guessing, gave Zhenzhu a look.

After Zhenzhu silently withdrew, Shen Xihe said: “I’ll give you one incense stick’s time to think carefully about how to explain.”

Hearing these words, the troubled Li Yanyan suddenly became calm. She looked at the confident Shen Xihe: “If I don’t explain, you’ll prevent me from being buried with Third Brother after death, right?”

“Whether you explain or not, I have ways to learn what I want to know.” Shen Xihe’s expression was cold. “Don’t try to bargain with me. You don’t have that privilege.”

Shen Xihe felt no guilt about Xiao Zhengchen’s death. He sacrificed himself for Li Yanyan, choosing this path of death himself. As for his eager cooperation that day, Shen Xihe hadn’t forced him – and what if he hadn’t cooperated?

Li Yanyan had exhausted his time. When he received the message, there was no time to notify His Majesty, and even if he had, what difference would it have made?

The arrow was already on the string, it had to be released. At most, His Majesty could only change plans temporarily, not abandon them, and they would adapt accordingly.

No one could stop Xiao Huayong from “dying to save the Emperor.”

“Hahahahaha…” Li Yanyan laughed loudly and wildly, then wiped tears from her eyes. “Shen Xihe, Crown Prince Consort! Born noble, beyond coercion. Since you’re so confident, find the answers yourself!”

With that, Li Yanyan rushed toward a pillar, but before she could break free, Jiuzi Yuyu grabbed her, this time personally restraining her.

Zhenzhu brought in a small porcelain bottle. Shen Xihe rolled up her sleeves, gripped the bottle, stepped forward to Li Yanyan, and grabbed her mouth: “You want to die? I’ll grant your wish.”

Despite Li Yanyan’s struggles, Shen Xihe held her jaw firmly and forced the poisoned wine down her throat.

With a crash, after forcing the wine down, Shen Xihe threw the cup. Baize’s porcelain bottle shattered on the ground, causing Li Yanyan’s maids to cry out in heart-wrenching screams.

“Bring her over here,” Shen Xihe commanded, first moving to a space, and having people place Li Yanyan on the bed.

Two of Li Yanyan’s maids stayed with her; one had run out while they were moving Li Yanyan. Shen Xihe didn’t order anyone to stop her.

Li Yanyan died with her two maids beside her, making hoarse sounds until she breathed her last.

Shen Xihe stood quietly in the outer room, gazing out the window at the blooming pomegranate flowers, momentarily lost in thought.

That year, he had tried every way to get close to her, giving her pomegranates, when she hadn’t yet pondered deeply about the pomegranate’s meaning to many children.

He had calculated heaven and earth and human hearts, yet what he had schemed longest for in this life was her love.

Meeting him was her fortune.

She just didn’t know if meeting her had been his fortune!

Chapter 801: Death Brings Suspicion to the Eastern Palace
By now, he must have set sail.

Did he know that as soon as he left, someone had already set their sights on her with ill intentions?

She wanted to see just who was lurking in the shadows, too afraid to show themselves!

“Duanming…” While deep in thought, Shen Xihe habitually reached to stroke Duanming’s fur, only to find empty air beneath her fingertips. As she called out, she remembered she had secretly sent Duanming away with instructions to give the cat to Xiao Huayong, so it could keep him company and give him a living creature to ease his loneliness.

She only hoped he would recover soon, always remembering that someone far away was waiting for his return.

Shen Xihe stood in silence for an unknown length of time until the Emperor, Empress Dowager, Noble Consort Rong, and Consort Shu arrived together.

“Your child pays respects to Your Majesty and Empress Dowager,” Shen Xihe first bowed to Emperor Youning and the Empress Dowager.

The Empress Dowager moved before the Emperor to support Shen Xihe before she could complete her bow: “You’re with child, you must be careful.”

The Emperor paid no mind to such formalities and asked directly: “Palace servants report that you poisoned Lady Li?”

“Your Majesty must not believe such slander.” Shen Xihe replied calmly and steadily, “This is the Eastern Palace, since Beichen…” She paused before continuing, “Today is Beichen’s burial day. Due to my poor health, I could not attend the funeral and was resting here in the Eastern Palace. Lady Li burst in unexpectedly with a dagger, attempting to assassinate me. Fortunately, one of my maids knew some martial arts and saved me from harm. When her assassination attempt failed, Lady Li became hysterical and then drank poison to end her life.”

“Liu Sanzhi, bring in the person!” Emperor Youning commanded.

Liu Sanzhi brought forward a maid – the one who had run out from Li Yanyan’s group.

“You were just running through the palace shouting that the Crown Princess poisoned Lady Li, yet the Crown Princess says Lady Li drank poison herself!” Emperor Youning stared at the trembling maid kneeling on the ground.

“Your Majesty… Your Majesty! My mistress, my mistress was indeed poisoned by Her Highness the Crown Princess, poisoned by the Crown Princess…” The maid kept kowtowing, repeating these words, clearly frightened out of her wits.

Everyone’s gaze shifted between the composed Shen Xihe and the terrified maid. Emperor Youning ordered Imperial Physician Huang to examine Li Yanyan’s pulse to confirm she died from poison.

When questioning Li Yanyan’s other two maids, their accounts matched the first maid’s story. When Eastern Palace servants were questioned, they naturally corroborated Shen Xihe’s version.

With both sides maintaining their stories, the suspicious points were that Shen Xihe had no motive for murder, and if she wanted to kill Li Yanyan, she wouldn’t have done it in the Eastern Palace. Moreover, Li Yanyan had come of her own accord, and the Eastern Palace previously had no interaction with Li Yanyan and her husband.

“Your Majesty, Your Majesty…” The reporting maid trembled as she spoke, “My mistress rushed into the Eastern Palace after seeing Miss Yu Er…”

Shen Xihe raised an eyebrow imperceptibly – she hadn’t expected Yu Sangning to be involved.

Was Yu Sangning tired of living, daring to provoke her?

Emperor Youning also hadn’t expected his former daughter-in-law to be involved. He held extreme disdain for Yu Sangning.

Setting aside the earlier matters of Bu Shulin and Xiao Wenxi, and the death of the Yu family daughter, just considering Yu Sangning’s role in Xiao Changmin’s affair was enough to make Emperor Youning disgusted.

Emperor Youning’s face darkened: “Summon Lady Yu.”

Yu Sangning longed for wealth and glory and dreamed of the imperial palace, but this was the time she most dreaded entering this place.

The distant palace was so majestic and solemn, its eaves reflecting blinding sacred light in the sun.

This was the noblest place in the world, where everyone inside was as precious as gold and jade, able to determine life and death with a mere gesture.

But now for Yu Sangning, the wide-open palace gates were like a fierce, bloody maw that devoured without leaving bones, pitch-black with no end in sight.

Once inside, there would be no coming out.

She thought herself clever, but in the eyes of those who could move heaven and earth with a wave of their hand, she was nothing but an ant they could crush underfoot!

These all-powerful people toyed with others at will, using people as pawns and lives as pieces, leaving no room for escape. Even knowing it was a dead end, one had no choice but to charge ahead and offer up their life!

“Lady Yu, what did you tell Lady Li? Why did she break into the Eastern Palace attempting to assassinate the Crown Princess?” Emperor Youning asked Yu Sangning with a dark expression.

“Your Majesty, I was invited to the Third Prince’s residence by the Third Prince’s wife,” Yu Sangning replied calmly and composedly.

In truth, this wasn’t the case. She had secretly used people left behind by Yu Xiang to first send word to Li Yanyan, saying she knew the truth about Xiao Changyan’s death, forcing Li Yanyan to actively send people to invite her to the Third Prince’s residence.

These people were the Yu family’s trump card. Just as Yu Xiang had been able to secretly transmit news of death without detection that day, Yu Sangning believed that even if His Majesty sent people to investigate, they wouldn’t find anything. The fact that she was invited to the Third Prince’s residence rather than going on her initiative could be verified – this concerned her life!

“Why did Lady Li invite you to her residence?” Emperor Youning continued questioning while sending people to verify.

Yu Sangning glanced at Shen Xihe before lowering her head and saying: “Your Majesty, the Third Prince’s wife sought me out only to ask me to be a witness. She said if she died in the Eastern Palace, I should truthfully tell Your Majesty that on the day the Eighth Prince attempted to assassinate you, she had received an early warning from someone informing her of the Eighth Prince’s rebellious intentions.”

Shen Xihe lowered her head, adjusting the shawl draped over her arm, seemingly deaf to Yu Sangning’s words.

Yu Sangning said no more, playing the role of an innocent person used by Li Yanyan to perfection.

But this was enough. Someone had instigated Li Yanyan to suspect that the Eastern Palace had fabricated the attempted assassination plot, leading to Xiao Changyan’s death.

Li Yanyan had a note, and neither the paper nor the handwriting could be traced. If she rashly took it to accuse before His Majesty, whether he believed it or not, he couldn’t investigate deeply without substantial evidence.

But if she died in the Eastern Palace and this note was revealed, it would mean something different. With a prince’s wife’s life at stake, His Majesty would have sufficient reason to conduct a thorough investigation.

Others might not know whether Xiao Changyan had planned to assassinate the emperor, but how could His Majesty himself not know? If he didn’t want a thorough investigation, why would he maintain the attitude of proceeding with the Crown Prince’s funeral while only imprisoning Xiao Changyan without passing judgment?

Because Xiao Huayong had “died,” His Majesty hadn’t suspected the Eastern Palace’s involvement. But if Li Yanyan came seeking revenge and was silenced by Shen Xihe, and then this note warning Li Yanyan was revealed, how could His Majesty not suspect the Eastern Palace?

And what would be the first thing to suspect about the Eastern Palace? Naturally, to open the coffin and verify if it contained Xiao Huayong!

If it was him, there were hidden circumstances; if not, everything was orchestrated by the Eastern Palace!

Could Shen Xihe allow Emperor Youning to open the coffin? Of course not. After the coffin was sealed, Xiao Huayong was no longer there – today it was Xiao Juexong who was buried in the imperial tomb.

Years ago, Xiao Huayong had agreed to let Xiao Juexong return to his roots and be buried in the imperial tomb, but he hadn’t agreed to bury him under Xiao Juexong’s name.

Chapter 802: Escalating the Situation
After the coffin was sealed, using the palace’s secret passages, it was switched with an identical coffin containing Xiao Juexong’s body, which had been moved out earlier.

If the coffin were opened, everything about the Eastern Palace would be exposed – this was meant to destroy the entire Eastern Palace!

“Is this the letter you’re referring to?” Shen Xihe casually produced the letter Li Yanyan had brought, handing it to Liu Sanzhi, and addressed the Emperor: “When Lady Li burst into the Eastern Palace earlier, she was indeed raving about Beichen causing the Third Prince’s death. I thought she was speaking nonsense. After she drank poison, this fell from her sleeve. I dared not make any assumptions, and given the gravity of the matter, I planned to present it to Your Majesty in private later.”

Emperor Youning held the paper with a complex expression: “Why would Lady Li do this?”

“Your Majesty, I believe there’s something suspicious about the Eighth Prince’s assassination attempt,” Consort Shu was the first to speak up. She wasn’t pretending to be at odds with Shen Xihe anymore – ever since the Xiao Honghong matter hadn’t gone according to her wishes, she had truly broken with Shen Xihe. “The Third Prince’s wife must have had firm conclusions but felt her words carried little weight, which is why she wagered her life.”

“Consort Shu means to suggest that Lady Li’s suspicions were true – that the Crown Prince knew early about the Eighth Prince’s assassination plot and informed Lady Li. That Lady Li, seeking merit in saving the Emperor, urged the Third Prince to attempt a rescue but instead lost his life, and thus bore a grudge against me? And when she failed to take revenge, she wagered her life betting that Your Majesty would give her and the Third Prince justice?” Shen Xihe gazed coolly at Consort Shu, following her logic.

“I never said such things,” Consort Shu objected. “I only feel that unless pushed to desperation, who would stake their life?”

“Well said!” Shen Xihe loudly caught Consort Shu’s words, frost seeming to gather in her eyes, making her emotions unreadable yet bone-chillingly cold. “Unless pushed to desperation, who would stake their life? Has Consort Shu forgotten what day this is?”

Today?

It was the day of the Crown Prince’s burial!

If Consort Shu believed Li Yanyan had firm conclusions to stake her life for justice!

Then how foolish must the Crown Prince have been to know of Xiao Changyan’s rebellion yet make no preparations, and even die saving the Emperor on the spot?

Consort Shu had slapped herself in the face. Her expression froze, and in her anger, she said: “The Crown Prince’s life was coming to an end, who knows if…”

“SLAP!”

Before Consort Shu could finish, Shen Xihe’s hand struck her face.

The hall fell silent. Consort Shu held her cheek in disbelief.

The servants all shrank their necks.

“Your Majesty, respect for the dead is paramount. Consort Shu’s slander gravely insults the Crown Prince and deeply offends the deceased. I beg Your Majesty to punish her severely!” Speaking thus, Shen Xihe knelt straight down and refused to rise, clearly prepared to maintain her position until Emperor Youning’s punishment satisfied her!

Consort Shu suddenly realized Shen Xihe wouldn’t let this go easily. Thinking back on her words, she regretted her impulsiveness – how could she have spoken so recklessly?

Consort Shu’s heart pounded, but she could only persist. She also fell to her knees: “Your Majesty, I had no intention to suspect or slander the Crown Prince. I merely spoke frankly, following the Third Prince’s wife’s actions. Everyone knows the Crown Prince was frail and sickly, and those rumors were widespread – I had heard them too. Moreover, before his death, the Crown Prince begged Your Majesty to protect his unborn child, so he wasn’t without purpose…”

Consort Shu’s voice grew very quiet at the end.

She didn’t suspect Xiao Huayong had faked his death, only that he knew his time was short and wanted his death to have value.

If he hadn’t died saving the Emperor, how would His Majesty have granted such a name to Shen Xihe’s unborn child?

With Xiao Huayong’s death while saving the Emperor, His Majesty likely wouldn’t establish another Eastern Palace, after all, having granted the imperial grandson such a name, establishing another heir would be like putting the imperial grandson on fire.

Unless Shen Xihe’s child wasn’t the imperial grandson. Otherwise, everyone would be chilled by His Majesty’s actions.

In Consort Shu’s view, Xiao Huayong was dead, but the Eastern Palace had gained endless benefits! If it were her with only days to live, she would have done the same!

Emperor Youning’s thoughts went further than Consort Shu’s. That day when he set up the trap for the Shen family, according to this letter it had leaked early – did the Shen family know in advance and turn it to their advantage?

One thing didn’t make sense – whether Xiao Huayong, now dead, was truly honest and deeply emotional or deeply calculating, Emperor Youning couldn’t believe anyone would go to such lengths for a woman, even if Xiao Huayong’s life was truly ending!

At least in his position, Emperor Youning couldn’t give up his life for a woman.

So whether this matter involved the Eastern Palace was hard for Emperor Youning to determine.

If it did, was Xiao Huayong truly as Consort Shu suspected, knowing his life was ending and using his death to pave the way?

Or had Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe reached an agreement – he would fake his death first, then hide in the background, plotting secretly, turning the obvious into the hidden? After success, he would return triumphantly.

Between the two, Emperor Youning preferred to believe the former. How could someone already buried in the imperial tomb come back to life? Even all the civil and military officials couldn’t accept that. If Xiao Huayong were truly so calculating, he wouldn’t act this way.

Whether true or false, opening the coffin for another examination would reveal all. However, this was the Crown Prince’s coffin – the Crown Prince who died saving the Emperor and was given a grand burial. Opening it casually – what would the civil and military officials think?

If they opened it and it truly was the Crown Prince, what would the world think of him as a ruler?

The dead deserve respect – one misstep would earn the world’s condemnation!

Finally, there was the possibility that this had nothing to do with the Eastern Palace, that someone had been instigating conflict between the Eastern Palace and him from the beginning. Emperor Youning had been increasingly suspicious of this lately.

“Your Majesty…” Liu Sanzhi returned from verifying Yu Sangning’s account, his expression unreadable. He approached Emperor Youning and whispered in his ear, no one else could hear.

Emperor Youning’s expression turned very ugly after listening. He suddenly looked at Yu Sangning, then cast a heavy glance at Shen Xihe: “Bring them in! Summon the Three Departments and Six Ministries, the Imperial Clan Court, the Court of Judicial Review, and the Censorate!”

Shen Xihe’s fine brows furrowed slightly, unable to guess what matter would cause Emperor Youning to make such a show of force!

Many officials were already on duty, some happened to be in the palace and arrived quickly.

Emperor Youning also led people to the main hall of the Eastern Palace. When the officials had gathered, he spoke gravely: “I have summoned you all today for a matter requiring your collective judgment.”

As Emperor Youning’s voice fell, a young couple in commoner’s clothes was brought forward. Liu Sanzhi called out first: “Before His Majesty, kneel and bow!”

The two trembled as they kowtowed, their voices shaking.

Shen Xihe had an excellent memory. Even though she couldn’t see the faces of those kneeling now, and despite their quavering voices, she could remember who they were. She finally understood the meaning of Emperor Youning’s earlier glance.

A smile appeared at the corners of her lips, though it was ice-cold.

“Who kneels here?” Liu Sanzhi called out loudly.

Yu Sangzi’s voice trembled even more: “This humble woman, Liu Yu…”

“Parents and birthplace!” Liu Sanzhi’s tone darkened at Yu Sangzi’s evasive answer.

Chapter 803: The Prince of Xin Offers Help
“This humble woman Liu Yu, father… the late Marquis of Pingyang, mother Yu Chen, a resident of the capital…” Yu Sangzi spoke with despair, almost in tears.

“I seem to recall the legitimate daughter of the Pingyang Marquis died two years ago saving the commoner Xiao Changmin,” Emperor Youning’s voice was laced with ice.

That incident had caused quite a stir. When Xiao Changmin was attacked, Yu Sangzi stepped forward to save him. This was why Yu Sangning, a concubine’s daughter, qualified to replace the legitimate daughter and marry Xiao Changmin, who was then the Prince of Zhao.

“Your Majesty, please hear me out. I was in love, so I bribed some wandering knights and took the opportunity to fake my death. Everything was my reckless doing. I deserve death a hundred times over for my crimes,” Yu Sangzi steeled herself and took all the blame.

Emperor Youning laughed in extreme anger: “What a fine Marquis of Pingyang, truly my loyal minister and general!”

Regarding the Minjiang incident, thanks to Shen Xihe’s last-minute move of writing an early letter to the Military Commissioner of Jiannan on Yu Xiang’s behalf, Yu Xiang’s death had instead made him appear a loyal minister – one whose good strategy Xiao Changyan had failed to adopt. Emperor Youning had restored Yu Xiang’s title, just waiting for Yu Sangning’s brother to complete the mourning period before inheriting it.

Now the crime of deceiving the emperor was unavoidable!

“How did you manage such deception that day? Confess truthfully! If there’s even one false word, I will execute your Yu clan down to the ninth degree of kinship!”

Emperor Youning was truly enraged. How dare Yu Sangzi conceal anything?

Yet she still hadn’t realized everything was orchestrated by Yu Sangning from behind the scenes. Even the fake death drug that Yu Sangning had provided, she claimed she had discovered it by chance at Yu Sangning’s place and demanded it from her.

Emperor Youning felt he had underestimated this concubine’s daughter of the Yu family. Indeed, being raised outside had given her access to endless tricks and devices!

The fake death drug – Yu Sangning still had some. Emperor Youning directly sent people to search the Yu residence, finding more than just the fake death drug.

However, Emperor Youning didn’t care about the rest. He held the bottle containing the fake death drug: “Today was originally to investigate Lady Li’s strange death in the Eastern Palace…”

Emperor Youning briefly recounted the important points of Li Yanyan’s matter, finally saying: “Lady Li’s death remains a mystery, and the letter in her possession relates to the assassination attempt. Ministers, how do you think I should judge this?”

The ministers exchanged glances. First examining Yu Sangzi’s fake death, then holding the fake death drug – the emperor’s thoughts were obvious.

The emperor suspected the Crown Prince had also faked his death. Just like Yu Sangzi, a fake death could allow one to be with a lover, avoid the clan’s punishment for disobeying imperial orders, and maintain wealth and glory.

Wasn’t the Crown Prince’s death also entirely advantageous to the Eastern Palace?

With Yu Sangzi’s precedent, the ministers dared not openly object. Moreover, doubt in the emperor’s heart was like a thorn – if not removed now, its later eruption could be more serious.

But they also dared not agree to open the coffin. After all, this was the Crown Prince. If the coffin truly contained the Crown Prince, how could this be resolved?

No one could bear the consequences of opening the coffin!

“Your Majesty, the Crown Prince died from a sword wound in full view of everyone. If this were fake, wouldn’t the Eighth Prince have to be complicit? Otherwise, how could that sword strike have left room for survival?” Tao Zhuanxian always protected his granddaughter. “Could all the Imperial Physicians have been fooled? The Eastern Palace held the body for seven days, with palace servants watching day and night. How could a living person lie in a coffin for seven days and survive?”

A healthy person couldn’t do it, let alone someone severely wounded, especially someone as frail and sickly as the Crown Prince!

“Your Majesty, Lord Tao speaks the truth,” Minister Xue Heng agreed. “This matter has many suspicious points. Why did the Third Prince’s wife ask Lady Yu to testify? Coincidentally today, Young Lady Yu, who had fled nearly two years ago, is brought before Your Majesty. It seems too convenient.”

This was orchestrated!

“Even if orchestrated, for what purpose? Merely to disturb the Crown Prince’s spirit?” Emperor Youning countered.

This…

Even Tao Zhuanxian couldn’t say the perpetrator’s intention was simply to open the coffin once just to upset the Crown Princess.

It was highly possible someone had obtained some information but lacked concrete evidence. Given the gravity of the matter, they dared not report directly, so they created this huge incident to make His Majesty open the coffin.

Just as when Xiao Huayong had set up Xiao Changmin – knowing someone was behind it didn’t mean Xiao Changmin could clear his suspicion and guilt. Those who set him up merely exposed his crimes.

The situation had reached an impasse.

“What’s so difficult about this?” When everyone was silent, no one expected Prince Xin, Xiao Changqin, to step forward.

The news of Li Yanyan being poisoned by Shen Xihe had been spread throughout the palace by Li Yanyan’s maid. Xiao Changqin had come with Xiao Changying, arriving even earlier than the ministers, but hadn’t spoken until now.

“Since everyone has doubts, why not open the coffin,” Xiao Changqin said righteously. “I believe the Crown Prince wouldn’t want posthumous unclear speculation. Though this act would prove the Crown Prince’s innocence, it does disrespect the dead. The Crown Prince died saving Your Majesty, to prevent Your Majesty from future criticism by commoners and officials. Your Majesty might as well decree that if this matter proves false, the Crown Princess’s unborn child will be established as Crown Grandson, showing Your Majesty’s strong father-son bond with the Crown Prince that cannot be provoked.”

“Fifth Brother speaks well, I second this!” Xiao Changying hurriedly agreed.

Emperor Youning’s face instantly darkened without disguise.

Establishing a Crown Grandson – even Xiao Huayong dared not easily suggest this despite sacrificing his life, lest the favor be excessive and lose propriety. He could only settle for second best, asking for a different name for his son, subtly expressing his hopes.

Yet Xiao Changqin openly stated this. However, such compensation could indeed silence the masses.

The ministers naturally had few objections. Tao Zhuanxian stood with Shen Xihe but couldn’t speak up on this matter, lest he be accused of manipulating the emperor.

Other ministers would prefer a young ruler in the future. Only a young ruler would be easy to manipulate, giving them room to guide state affairs, especially now with so few princes left in the royal family and no close ties to them.

That was Shen’s flesh and blood!

Emperor Youning was so angry his face twitched. His sharp gaze pierced Xiao Changqin like a knife.

At this moment he even suspected this was either Shen Xihe’s doing or Xiao Changqin’s – the former’s goal only to secure her unborn son’s position!

The latter purely wanted to anger him to death! Knowing how much he disliked the Shen family, yet still helped Shen’s son become ruler. After opening the coffin, if Xiao Huayong lay inside, he would be the cold-hearted father who lost all face!

No wonder they waited until after the coffin was sealed and buried to cause trouble!

His Majesty’s fury was no longer restrained or hidden. Shen Xihe naturally knew Xiao Changqin did this deliberately to mislead His Majesty.

It seemed Xiao Changqin had guessed the coffin didn’t contain Xiao Huayong, or perhaps those behind the plot had more moves and had switched the coffin.

“Your Majesty, Lady Li is not dead,” Shen Xihe stepped forward and said.

Chapter 804: Exposed Corpse for Three Days
When Shen Xihe spoke these words, everyone was shocked.

His Majesty now suspected either her or Xiao Changqing as the mastermind, which would reduce his desire to open the coffin. She needed to add more fuel to the fire.

“When the Third Prince’s Consort came today, she had a fierce look. I dared not be careless. After realizing she first intended to assassinate me and then had thoughts of ending herself in the Eastern Palace, I decided to use this to our advantage,” Shen Xihe said while giving Zhenzhu a meaningful look. “Go and bring the Third Prince’s Consort here.”

“Chief Imperial Physician!” Emperor Youning demanded, “Didn’t you say Li was dead?”

The Chief Imperial Physician fell to his knees with a thud: “Your Majesty, the Third Prince’s Consort had no pulse, her face was purple, showing signs of death by poisoning.”

The Chief Imperial Physician felt despair in his heart. There were many strange arts in this world. Let alone fake death potions, some peculiar individuals could even create false pulse readings. How unfortunate was he to encounter such masters?

“I happened to obtain a vial of fake death potion in the Northwest.” It was gifted by Xie Yunhuai, though Xiao Huayong hadn’t used the fake death potion that day, but rather had acupuncture applied early by Axi.

Zhenzhu not only brought Li Yanyan, whose face was ashen but also a vial of fake death potion, which she handed to Liu Sanzhi. The fake death potion was given to Emperor Youning to examine, letting him see for himself if it matched Xiao Huayong’s symptoms from that day.

“Li, why did you come to the Eastern Palace seeking death?” Emperor Youning contained his anger.

Li Yanyan’s mind was completely blank at this moment. She had awakened earlier, and Zhenzhu had told her everything that happened here without any lies. She knew she had been used, and the person who used her…

Li Yanyan’s gaze fell darkly on Yu Sangning: “Your Majesty, Yu is lying. It wasn’t I who invited her to testify, but rather I first received news that Yu knew the cause of Third Brother’s death, which is why I urgently invited Yu over!”

The moment Li Yanyan appeared, Yu Sangning knew she was finished. Facing Shen Xihe, she knew she had no chance of victory. But someone held too many of her secrets – even if she didn’t obey, she would die miserably. She had no choice but to take this gamble, yet it was all in vain!

Li Yanyan spoke with increasing hatred: “It was Yu, Yu who said she saw that the person who delivered the message about the Eighth Prince’s attempted assassination of Your Majesty to me was sent by the Eastern Palace!”

Countless gazes fell on Yu Sangning, but she suddenly straightened her spine and began laughing strangely: “Hehehehe…”

As she laughed, her snow-white teeth became stained with blood, and soon she was coughing up large amounts of fresh blood.

“Chief Imperial Physician!” Emperor Youning shouted.

Zhenzhu and Axi rushed forward almost simultaneously with the Chief Imperial Physician. All three diagnosed that Yu Sangning had died from poison entering her internal organs, and she had taken the poison over an hour ago – right when she was summoned to the palace.

“Drag her out and expose her corpse for three days!” Emperor Youning ordered coldly while glancing at Yu Sangzi.

This was to ensure Yu Sangning wasn’t faking her death!

Shen Xihe narrowed her eyes slightly.

With Yu Sangning dead, the trail was cut off, but the emperor’s fury had not subsided. Yu Sangzi had deceived the royal family and committed the crime of deceiving the emperor – such things couldn’t have been concealed without inside help from the Yu family!

However, even when the Yu family members were arrested and tortured, no one knew Yu Sangzi had faked her death. Emperor Youning assumed it was the work of the already deceased Yu Xiang!

Though the Yu family wasn’t executed to the ninth degree, their property was confiscated and Yu Xiang’s entire branch was exiled.

Li Yanyan returned to her residence and set fire to the Third Prince’s mansion, the raging flames nearly spreading to other princes’ mansions, causing an uproar throughout the capital.

Whether she had sent a message to Li Liang’s old subordinates before her death was unknown, but Liang City showed no signs of unrest.

However, Emperor Youning, in his great anger, though ordering her to be buried with honors, did not inter her in the Prince’ Mausoleum – this was to announce to the world that he did not recognize her status.

Xiao Changzhen’s dying wish to be buried with her ultimately went unfulfilled. If Li Yanyan hadn’t caused this incident, Shen Xihe would have been willing to let Xiao Changzhen die without regrets.

As for opening the coffin, with Xiao Changqing’s intervention, Emperor Youning let the matter drop.

The enraged Emperor Youning secretly summoned Xiao Changqing to Qinzheng Hall, dismissed everyone, and asked directly: “Was Yu forced by you!”

“Son doesn’t understand Your Majesty’s meaning,” Xiao Changqing replied neither humbly nor arrogantly. “Son has no grudge against the Crown Prince, why would I not let him rest in peace?”

Emperor Youning gave a cold snort: “You indeed have no grudge against the Seventh Prince, your grudge and hatred are all directed at me!”

“Your Majesty’s words deeply frighten me,” Xiao Changqing bowed, appearing truly fearful. “Your Majesty is both sovereign and father, your thunder and rain are all sovereign grace. How dare son harbors resentment against his sovereign father?”

Emperor Youning’s chest heaved with anger: “No need to put on an act before me. You hate me for destroying the Gu family. One with aspirations to rule cannot be entangled by romantic feelings…”

“Son indeed cannot compare to Your Majesty. Your Majesty cares for all under heaven and can give up your beloved. Son has heard that Tibet has customs where younger brothers inherit from elder brothers, and sons inherit from fathers. Your Majesty’s beloved is truly fortunate.”

“Rebellious son—” Emperor Youning shouted in anger, throwing an inkstone.

Xiao Changqing dodged: “Since Your Majesty is not constrained by romantic feelings, why such anger? It’s just a woman, isn’t it? Isn’t this what Your Majesty taught son?”

“Xiao Changqing!” Emperor Youning ground out each word through clenched teeth. “You truly think I won’t kill you!”

“To Your Majesty, son is but a chess piece. How could my life or death enter Your Majesty’s eyes?” Xiao Changqing remained calm. “If the sovereign wants the subject dead, the subject must die.”

Father and son faced each other, one with murderous intent, the other as calm as still water.

“If you don’t fear death, have you thought about your mother and siblings?” Emperor Youning threatened.

Xiao Changqing lowered his eyes: “Your Majesty, do you truly wish to be all alone?”

A taste of blood rose in Emperor Youning’s throat, which he forcefully suppressed: “Get out, get out!”

Xiao Changqing perfunctorily bowed and turned to leave. After his figure disappeared, Emperor Youning began coughing violently. He grabbed a handkerchief and coughed for quite a while. When Liu Sanzhi entered, he saw the handkerchief was stained with blood.

Qinzheng Hall summoned the Imperial Physician, and rumors spread that Xiao Changqing had angered His Majesty to the point of fainting.

He didn’t know that His Majesty’s increasingly uncontrollable emotions were due to the poison he had previously taken, nor did he know that His Majesty grew weaker with each passing day.

Having openly confronted His Majesty today, he knew His Majesty would likely not tolerate him, and there were some things he needed to arrange early.

The day after the Crown Prince’s burial, the officials petitioned to severely punish Xiao Changyan. Xiao Changyan, who had been imprisoned by His Majesty, confessed to the crime of rebellion after repeated interrogation by the Three Judicial Offices, and sometimes even spoke mad, treasonous words.

His Majesty had no choice but to order his beheading at the Wu Gate as a warning to others!

The reason Xiao Changyan confessed was that he had fallen victim to the soul-controlling technique he had once prided himself on. The one who performed the technique was the advisor captured from the Min River, who, under torture and the threat of law, dared not disobey.

After the impostor who had pretended to be Xiao Changyan fled that day, he escaped to a waiting location, while those who gave chase captured the real Xiao Changyan.

PS: The following words were added after locking the word count, at no charge. There’s no need to open another chapter for afterward that wouldn’t fit.

Let me explain why this novel’s ending was so difficult.

Life’s troubles were part of the reason, but the fundamental reason was that the plot deviated from my original setting in the later stages.

When I write, I plan the opening, ending, and key points, with the middle developing naturally. This was my first time writing, and the major plot points and story development changed early on.

Some readers in the group probably know that before starting the novel, I had a major plot setting: when Xihe finally discovers the Crown Prince’s true feelings, she becomes panicked, and her first choice isn’t to face it openly as she does now but to avoid it.

In the original setting, when the Crown Prince was twenty-three, His Majesty took everyone to escape the summer heat, leaving the Crown Prince to govern. Yu Sangning, learning that her father was killed by Xihe and that her new plans were indirectly blocked by Xihe, develops hatred and kills Gu Qingzhu, framing Xihe. Xihe detects this early but goes along with it, even helping Yu Sangning perfect the scheme, aiming to fake her death and escape.

But the Crown Prince notices Xihe’s intention to retreat. When ministers led by Xie Ji demand the Crown Princess pay with her life, the Crown Prince reveals himself early, forcefully arresting the Xie family and all disciples of families instigated by His Majesty to doom Xihe – these people had all committed capital crimes but escaped through family manipulation.

The Crown Prince has evidence – whoever dares say the Crown Princess killed someone, he would recite the crimes of that person’s younger family members, present evidence, and execute them on the spot, then ask if they still believe the Crown Princess killed someone. If anyone refuses to submit, he continues killing until they all change their statements.

This way he protects Xihe’s reputation, but naturally His Majesty can’t tolerate this. Though the people he killed deserved it with clear evidence, he didn’t follow proper procedures. The Crown Prince’s actions weren’t enough for execution but made him unfit to be heir.

His Majesty would depose the Crown Prince and banish him and Xihe to the Black Water tribe. The Crown Prince had prepared for this, planning to take Xihe to the Black Water tribe to live peacefully for a while. Without the Crown Prince in court, strife naturally begins.

Let them kill each other until His Majesty dies, then the Crown Prince returns legitimately in the name of purging the court, ultimately becoming emperor.

And Xihe is completely moved when the Crown Prince loses everything for her – his position as heir becomes isolated, even the Empress Dowager and his followers abandon him thinking him unworthy.

This was my original plot setting, and many readers in the group probably remember this setting before the novel began.

But when writing the later parts, I found I couldn’t write it this way.

Writing it this way could show the Crown Prince’s dominance and deep love for Xihe, but it would break Xihe’s character.

She would no longer be the wise, graceful, and fearless Shen Xihe under my pen.

If her first choice upon learning of the Crown Prince’s feelings is to avoid them, she becomes like Li Yanyan, unworthy of the Crown Prince’s deep love.

Being afraid of feelings and avoiding them – how could this be the same Shen Xihe who was determined to fight to the end for the Shen clan?

Because the planned plot couldn’t be used, everything deviated from my control, and I was particularly frustrated and didn’t want to write for a while.

This was me not controlling my emotions well, and indeed my fault.

Only these past two days did I finally sort out the later plot, after calmly rereading twice from a reader’s perspective to understand how to write an ending fitting for this novel.

My writing doesn’t allow for bad endings or abandonment.

Chapter 805: Falling into Xihe’s Hands
The scorching July heat enveloped the capital. This was Shen Xihe’s first experience of midsummer in the capital, where even the insects among the branches had fallen silent from the sweltering heat.

The original summer retreat plans were canceled due to Prince Jing’s rebellion and the Crown Prince’s death. His Majesty personally decreed three months of entertainment prohibition throughout the capital.

After receiving a letter about her father’s safe return to the Northwest, Shen Xihe dressed and went to seek an audience with Emperor Youning.

“Your Majesty, with the Crown Prince’s passing, it’s improper for me to remain in the Eastern Palace. I especially come to request permission to return to the Princess’s mansion to await childbirth.” Shen Xihe brought Zhenzhu and Biyu, one carrying ledgers and one carrying the seal – this was to hand over power.

While Emperor Youning was naturally pleased to see Shen Xihe relinquish power, the palace authority being returned to him wasn’t so simple to accept.

Though the Crown Prince was dead, he was buried with his title intact – he remained Crown Prince until death. Thus, Shen Xihe couldn’t be moved to the Sixteenth Prince’s residence, much less return to the Princess’s mansion to await childbirth.

How could a married daughter return to her maiden home without cause? Moreover, Xiao Huayong had just been buried, and yesterday’s palace incident was still fresh.

If Shen Xihe returned to the Princess’s mansion now, it would publicly declare she had suffered mistreatment in the palace.

Most importantly, Shen Xihe hadn’t given birth yet. Though everyone inside and outside the palace knew she was carrying a male child, and he had already bestowed a name, until the birth happened, the child’s gender couldn’t be confirmed.

Emperor Youning wouldn’t let Shen Xihe leave the palace. She must give birth under his watch – he absolutely wouldn’t allow any confusion in the royal bloodline.

As for preventing Shen Xihe from delivering this child, Emperor Youning never considered it. This was his elder brother’s only bloodline. Though he was unwilling to let the Shen bloodline inherit the throne, his wariness hadn’t reached the point of preventing Shen Xihe from giving birth.

To keep Shen Xihe in the palace, no place was more suitable than the Eastern Palace, which stood independently within the imperial palace.

“You are with child – this is Seventh Brother’s only flesh and blood. Neither I nor the Empress Dowager can allow any mishap. The Eastern Palace is where Seventh Brother lived since childhood. Stay here peacefully until birth. Other matters can be discussed after you safely deliver the child,” Emperor Youning arranged it thus.

As for whether Shen Xihe would continue living in the Eastern Palace after giving birth, Emperor Youning made no promises. If she truly bore an imperial grandson, staying permanently in the Eastern Palace wouldn’t be appropriate.

“As for palace duties…” he paused, then continued, “You should focus on the pregnancy. Palace affairs will be temporarily managed by the Empress Dowager.”

Though Noble Consort Rong had been restored, her previous crimes made her unsuitable to manage palace affairs. The remaining Consort Shu was still confined for her reckless words that day, to appease Shen Xihe.

With few high-ranking consorts, and not wanting to cause more trouble, Emperor Youning personally took Shen Xihe to seek the Empress Dowager, who agreed to temporarily take charge.

Emperor Youning’s arrangements were mostly within Shen Xihe’s expectations. She knew he wouldn’t let her leave the palace, but she made the first move to prevent later discussions.

Back at the Eastern Palace, just as Shen Xihe took a sip of warm water, Tianyuan hurriedly arrived: “Crown Princess, the person has been intercepted.”

The teacup was still at her lips, its porcelain-white rim highlighting Shen Xihe’s rosy lips. Her slightly curved smile made her appear unapproachable.

That night, Shen Xihe entered the palace’s secret passages for the second time. The last time was on her wedding day when Xiao Huayong took her through the passage to secretly meet Shen Yun’an.

The palace didn’t have many secret passages. Built mainly for discretion, there were only three: one from the imperial garden to the outside and Qinzheng Hall, one from the Eastern Palace to the outside and Taihe Hall, and another from the Imperial Kitchen to the Green Dragon Gate.

The three paths didn’t intersect, but their corners formed a hidden chamber.

Shen Xihe stood in the middle of the Eastern Palace passage, looking at the person tied to the wooden frame, her expression cold: “Who instructed you to manipulate Li? Tell me, and I’ll give you a quick death.”

Indeed, this pale-faced woman with cracked lips was Yu Sangning, who had supposedly died by poison.

“Crown Princess, might you first tell me how you knew I faked my death?” Yu Sangning appeared calm on the surface, but her heart was panicked and unwilling.

Perhaps Shen Xihe’s intimidation ran too deep – facing her always made Yu Sangning uneasy. If not forced, she would rather die than oppose Shen Xihe.

Thus, before being summoned to the Eastern Palace, she had taken poison – real, potent poison. Even if physicians examined her bloody vomit, they would find no discrepancy.

However, she had taken the antidote early. Though they couldn’t completely counteract each other, the remaining antidote could neutralize most of the toxin, preserving her life.

Some of her father’s people had fallen into her hands. These people would surely help her escape. Taking advantage of Li Yanyan’s fire at the prince’s mansion the previous night, her guards grew lax. She had just been rescued and replaced, but just as she left the capital gates, she was captured.

Initially thinking it was those who had forced her to oppose Shen Xihe, she now realized it was Shen Xihe herself.

“You died too neatly,” Shen Xihe answered flatly. “You chase glory and wealth. Someone like you who resents the world’s injustice yet refuses an ordinary life, clinging to worldly splendor, would never die gracefully. Even at the end of your rope, you’d want to go out spectacularly, making your death known to all.”

Yu Sangning had taken the antidote early, leaving a medicinal scent – not just from the poison, but something else. Shen Xihe knew some herbs, and both Zhenzhu and Axi had checked Yu Sangning’s pulse that day. It wasn’t hard to identify which poison caused her death.

When Shen Xihe inquired about this poison’s antidote and learned it contained herbs she had smelled, she had Zhenzhu and the others test if taking the antidote before the poison could preserve life. The answer was self-evident.

Naturally, Shen Xihe wouldn’t tell Yu Sangning this.

“Just based on that?” Yu Sangning didn’t believe it.

“Watching you only required two people. I have countless useful people at my disposal – it wasn’t difficult,” Shen Xihe said. “Even if you weren’t faking death, I wanted to see if anyone would claim your body, and if that person was connected to whoever instructed you.”

Shen Xihe’s latter words convinced Yu Sangning. Her expression became scattered as she said dejectedly: “I truly don’t know who wanted me to seek out Li.”

Shen Xihe’s expression remained unchanged as she coldly watched her.

“I don’t know,” Yu Sangning said urgently. “They captured my elder brother and sister. I couldn’t find them anywhere. If I didn’t comply, they would expose my sister’s matter and kill my brother, blaming it on me! They would also make all my past deeds known to everyone.”

Her past deeds – weren’t they harming her grandmother, killing to cover up her rise to power, then for the family’s status, harming her father’s colleagues, leading to the suicide of someone who loved her devotedly?

Perhaps there was far more behind the scenes, as Shen Xihe hadn’t paid much attention to her. But while Shen Xihe wasn’t watching, naturally others who found her useful were.

Chapter 806: A Letter from the Crown Prince
Yu Sangning couldn’t let these things be exposed. Once revealed, she would be expelled from the clan – the Yu family wouldn’t spare her! Even those people left behind by Yu Xiang, whom she had carefully taken charge of, would abandon her!

She would truly be left with nothing then! She couldn’t lose these things, but she also didn’t want to keep opposing Shen Xihe under others’ coercion – otherwise, she would eventually die at Shen Xihe’s hand.

She had roughly anticipated becoming a disposable piece. Yu Sangzhi was originally kept as leverage to bind the Yu mansion when her father and brothers abandoned her but unexpectedly became her death warrant.

She could only take the risk and attempt an escape. She had it planned out – with Yu Xiang’s people, she could leave the capital and live a comfortable life far from imperial reach. This prosperous capital, the peak of power, had too many frightening people and wasn’t suitable for her survival.

But she had ultimately underestimated Shen Xihe!

The raised torches in the tunnel cast warm light over Shen Xihe’s striking features. Rather than softening her features, they illuminated her bone-chilling depth.

After silently watching her for a moment, Shen Xihe said, “The Yu family has been exiled. Your grandmother is among them.”

The former Marquis’s wife, who had lived in luxury for most of her life, was now a criminal. In such scorching summer heat, being driven into exile – Shen Xihe didn’t think she would survive until reaching the place of exile.

Yu Sangning’s eyes flickered. In the Yu mansion, only the old madam had truly cared for her, always remembering how she had jumped into the pond to save her.

“The Yu family didn’t have to end up like this,” Shen Xihe continued.

Even if Yu Sangzhi’s matter had been exposed, if not in this way that made the Emperor suspect Xiao Huayong’s death was suspicious, and with Long Qing preventing the coffin from being examined, the Emperor would at most have stripped the Yu family of their titles.

Yu Sangning knew this too, but the premise was that she would be left with nothing, abandoned by all!

So she made another choice. As she expected, Yu Sangzhi still didn’t know everything was her calculation, thinking that her fake death was done with her help and that both she and the Yu family were implicated in Yu Sangzhi’s crimes. Therefore, Yu Sangzhi was still protecting her!

This meant Yu Xiang’s people still trusted her and were waiting to secretly help the Yu family members in exile alongside her.

She could go to the place of exile as a benefactor – after all, to live well, she needed people to command, and the Yu family members would be perfect for that.

Everything had been planned perfectly, but she happened to encounter Shen Xihe. No matter how perfect her plans were, they always came to nothing when facing Shen Xihe!

Though she kept her head down submissively, a trace of resentment wasn’t completely hidden. Shen Xihe didn’t mind: “In my life, I’ve seen countless people. Those as selfish and cold-blooded as you are rare.”

Human nature is changeable and complex. Not everyone is righteous and kind at all times. What makes humans human, in Shen Xihe’s view, is that even the most vicious criminals would have moments when they were touched by someone or something.

Yu Sangning didn’t seem like a great villain, but her coldness chilled to the bone.

“Hehe…” Yu Sangning laughed softly, her laughter full of mockery. Tilting her head to meet Shen Xihe’s gaze, she said, “Your Highness Crown Princess, born noble, you’ve never tasted what it’s like to be trampled by others. What right do you have to accuse me of being selfish and cold-blooded?”

She had once been kind, but what did her kindness bring her? It brought her closest relatives selling her to a brothel for a few dozen taels of silver!

She had once trusted, but what did her trust bring her? It brought her birth father handing her over to a beast who wouldn’t even spare a ten-year-old girl!

She had once been tolerant, but what did her tolerance bring her? When disaster struck, the person she had risked her life to save pushed her into a den of thieves!

Her kindness was mocked as stupidity, her trust was seen as incompetence, and her tolerance was taken as weakness!

“All the beautiful things in this world are only fit for noble people to possess. For someone who can’t even own their life or peace, the noble character isn’t a praiseworthy radiance – it’s just ghost claws dragging oneself into hell!” Yu Sangning’s face was full of fury, her whole body emanating intense hatred.

Knowing she must have had her experiences, and having not experienced such things herself, Shen Xihe didn’t speak more on it. She stopped mentioning the Yu clan and only said, “I want the people your mother left you.”

“Never!” Yu Sangning shouted in refusal!

In response, she received only Shen Xihe’s indifference back. Since she couldn’t find out who was behind this, Shen Xihe didn’t want to waste time on Yu Sangning.

Yu Sangning wouldn’t be killed yet – she might be useful in the future. The place where Yu Sangning was intercepted reported that no one had followed along the way. Perhaps Yu Sangning’s fake death had already fooled those using her from behind.

From then on, Yu Sangning was imprisoned in the sunless secret passage. Every day, Zhenzhu personally delivered her three meals. As for the people Yu Xiang left behind after Lüling personally came once, Yu Sangning ultimately couldn’t withstand Lüling’s torture and revealed everything.

The Yu family had some foundation, and the people they raised did have some ability. This could be seen just from how they had managed to conceal from the Emperor and Xiao Huayong that they had brought back Yu Xiang’s last words from the Min River.

It was easy to win over these people. Shen Xihe only needed to send some people to protect them on the exile route, ensuring the Yu family members safely reached their place of exile and could live with food and clothing.

Places of exile were mostly gathered with vicious criminals, and the guards there weren’t easy to get along with. Some even enjoyed tormenting those who were once wealthy and noble.

Having Shen Xihe’s people give word was much better than them secretly guarding, not daring to move carelessly.

Moreover, with the Yu family fallen, though they remembered their loyalty to their former master, they also needed to survive. Turning to Shen Xihe was the best choice.

Prince Jing’s rebellion had cast a shadow over the imperial capital. Under the mourning period for the Crown Prince’s death, the former splendor of ten thousand lanterns and the interweaving of silk and bamboo music that used to appear when lanterns were first lit had disappeared.

From civil and military officials above to common people below, everyone became more cautious.

At the end of July, Shen Xihe, who seemed to be living in seclusion and leading a peaceful life, finally received a letter from Xiao Huayong amid her anxiety.

It was brought back by the gyrfalcon. The letter said he had arrived safely, but the residents there lived in isolation and wouldn’t allow him to communicate with the outside. The gyrfalcon might not be allowed to enter the tribe again in the future, otherwise, for the tribe’s peace, he might be driven away by the tribal people.

This letter was only possible because he had initially gained the chief’s trust for a special exception. Getting another chance would be very difficult.

Additionally, he had begun receiving treatment with initial effects. He had to thank her for letting Duanming come along – the detoxification required a type of snake. This snake was highly poisonous and difficult to catch, and he needed a large quantity. Snakes raised by people lacked potency, wild ones were hard to find, but Duanming was like this snake’s natural enemy, catching them without fail, even more at home here than the gyrfalcon.

Chapter 807: She Must Get the Cup Back
The letter came at the right time, calming Shen Xihe’s anxious heart. Xiao Huayong had been unconscious when sent away – even with the Qu family leading the way across the sea, dangers weren’t impossible.

Shen Xihe wasn’t one to worry needlessly, yet without receiving a letter, she couldn’t help but feel concerned each day.

She couldn’t resist carefully stroking the handwriting on the letter over and over – it was undoubtedly Xiao Huayong’s writing.

As usual, the letter contained a strand of black hair.

The gyrfalcon would stay for her use from now on. He would try to help the tribal residents and strive for another chance to send her letters, telling her to take good care of herself and not worry about him.

Since Xiao Huayong’s departure, Shen Xihe finally showed traces of a smile around her eyes, making Zhenzhu and others feel relieved.

Shen Xihe’s features were striking – when not smiling, she gave off an unapproachable aura. Even slight silence from her carried a natural authority that intimidated even Zhenzhu and others who had followed her for a long.

Tianyuan, upon hearing the news, hurried to handle the matter the Crown Prince had instructed before leaving.

While Shen Xihe was in good spirits, Tianyuan approached with a box, presenting it to her: “Your Highness, the Crown Prince commanded this subordinate to give this to you after his letter arrived.”

The box was familiar, but Shen Xihe’s mind was still absorbed in Xiao Huayong’s letter. Only when Tianyuan opened it did she remember – it was the box containing the rattan cup Xiao Huayong had gifted her.

This one was Xiao Huayong’s own, with his miniature portrait carved on the upper side. He had given another to her with her portrait carved on it, but back then she had been indifferent to him and gave it to her father.

Remembering the past, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile. She finally folded the letter and took out the cup from the box.

Tianyuan hurriedly conveyed Xiao Huayong’s message: “The Crown Prince said though he left many portraits, how could they compare to holding one in hand? And painted portraits lack the dimensionality of carved ones…”

Lost in memories, Shen Xihe didn’t immediately grasp the deeper meaning of these words.

The anxious Tianyuan, seeing no reaction from Shen Xihe, had to boldly ask: “Your Highness, would you like to send some items back to the Crown Prince?”

Her fingers, stroking Xiao Huayong’s miniature on the cup, paused. Shen Xihe looked up at the expectant Tianyuan, then lowered her eyes back to the lifelike miniature.

Through the extremely similar portrait, she seemed to see that person’s obvious hint.

“So… he’s been dwelling on this all along,” Shen Xihe murmured.

Tianyuan pretended not to hear.

The Crown Prince had more than just dwelled on it – he had been obsessed!

Ever since seeing that cup at the Western King’s place, he had hidden this cup after returning to the palace, afraid that seeing it would remind him and make him upset. He could only be upset with himself, unwilling to speak harshly to the Crown Princess.

When packing for his treatment this time, he had quietly instructed that if he sent word that treatment showed promise, this cup should be delivered to the Crown Princess immediately.

Firstly, to make the Crown Princess remember her husband was away, and not be easily swayed by opportunists.

Secondly, to remind the Crown Princess where the other cup was – letting her know he very much wanted such a cup to hold!

Tianyuan didn’t know what expression to make then – the Crown Prince was still that same Crown Prince whose mind went slightly askew when it came to the Crown Princess.

However, the Crown Prince had also said if his letter was long delayed, to burn the cup to prevent the Crown Princess from being reminded of sad memories when seeing it.

Tianyuan dared not criticize the Crown Prince anymore and like Shen Xihe, counted days waiting for his letter.

“I understand. You may withdraw,” Shen Xihe put down the cup and instructed Tianyuan.

Xiao Huayong was still mindful that she had given the cup he carved to her father. He was using his treatment as leverage, wanting her to get the cup back and send it to him.

That man, so graceful and magnificent, a towering figure with great vision, when it came to matters concerning her, was always so childish and petty.

Shen Xihe’s reaction to this side of Xiao Huayong had evolved from initial incomprehension to slight disdain, to becoming numbly accustomed, and now she couldn’t help but smile whenever she thought of it.

After carefully storing the letter and the strand of hair, Shen Xihe took the cup to her study and ordered Biyu to grind ink. After the ink was ready, she didn’t write for a long while, staring at the Pingzhong leaf bonsai on the desk ahead.

Biyu waited for a long time before finally venturing to call softly: “Your Highness.”

Shen Xihe came back to herself, neatly rolled up her sleeves, and picked up the brush without hesitation. What was there to be hesitant about asking her father to return a previously gifted item? She had never been one to be coy or evasive.

She told Shen Yueshan directly that the cup was given by Xiao Huayong before they had made their lifelong commitment. At that time, she had found Xiao Huayong frivolous, and since the cup bore her portrait, it wasn’t appropriate to give to others or destroy personally, nor did she want to keep it, so she gave it to her father.

Now that she had given her heart to Xiao Huayong, and having found its pair while organizing his things today, considering they were separated and his treatment was dangerous, she didn’t want the pair of cups separated, fearing it might be inauspicious. Thus, she asked her father to return the cup.

Shen Xihe wrote this letter without any pressure. Xiao Huayong probably didn’t know how bitter and angry her father would be upon receiving it. When he returned one day, he would have to endure much from his father-in-law.

In any case, her father couldn’t bear to blame her at all.

What fault could his daughter have? All blame lay with the wolf cub who had stolen his precious daughter!

In August, when Shen Yueshan received his daughter’s letter, he indeed felt mixed emotions – happy that his son-in-law wouldn’t die, his daughter wouldn’t have to grieve or be widowed, and his grandson wouldn’t lose his father; angry precisely because his son-in-law wouldn’t die!

Not dying was one thing, but to become spoiled while sick and make his precious daughter lower herself to ask for returned gifts!

Growing angrier, Shen Yueshan felt he couldn’t be angry alone and immediately found his son. Father and son together fumed over Shen Xihe’s obvious care for Xiao Huayong.

They had already planned – when Xiao Huayong returned, they would first take turns beating him!

If one beating wasn’t enough, they’d give him two. For this, Shen Yueshan even quit drinking and delegated night patrol duties to his son. He needed to stay healthy – he couldn’t let his fists be weak when the man returned!

No, he needed to practice martial arts more!

Regardless of how father and son planned to torment Xiao Huayong later, just for Shen Xihe’s mention of inauspiciousness, Shen Yueshan sent the cup back. The day the letter was sent, Xue Jinqiao went into labor and gave birth to a delicate baby girl.

Shen Yunan was so happy his eyes disappeared from his smile, personally writing a lengthy letter expressing his joy at becoming a father!

Chapter 808: I, Shen Xihe, Will Decide
Arriving before Shen Yunan’s good news were letters from Cui Jinbai and Bu Shulin. Bu Shulin had also given birth – unlike Xue Jinqiao who delivered at full term, Bu Shulin delivered two months early because she had twins. With two sons at once, Bu Shulin was overjoyed.

In her letter to Shen Xihe, she explained her plan to separate the children – one would return to Shunan to inherit the position of Shunan Princess Consort, while the other would return to the Cui family once Cui Jinbai returned to court.

She planned to marry Cui Jinbai under the identity of the Shunan Prince’s long-lost sister. This was arranged with Cui Jinbai, and she had already crafted an elaborate story about her background – more moving than tales told by storytellers in teahouses. She would no longer manage the Shunan Prince’s mansion.

This meant either letting Shen Twenty-seven continue as Shunan Prince, or having Shen Twenty-seven “die” and installing the young heir – it was all up to Shen Xihe to decide. Bu Shulin had fulfilled her duty of preserving the Shunan Prince’s bloodline. As long as Shen Xihe ensured the title would be passed down, actual power wasn’t important.

It seemed Bu Shulin had been thoroughly captivated by Cui Jinbai’s beauty – no title or military power could compare to even a fraction of his charm.

However, Shen Xihe could read the joy and sweetness between Bu Shulin’s words.

With happy events coming one after another, Shen Xihe’s entire demeanor softened. She wrote a letter to Xiao Huayong daily, though none were sent, recording her daily life. When Xiao Huayong returned, he could read them – as if they had never been apart.

Upon receiving news of her new niece, the smile never left Shen Xihe’s eyes.

She prepared three generous gifts to send them. Placing her hand on her six-month-pregnant belly, she was full of anticipation.

“They’ve all been born safely. Mother’s Junsu, now we’re just waiting for you.”

In the tenth month of the twenty-third year of Youning, the imperial palace, gloomy for half a year, finally welcomed a joyous event – Princess Pingling’s wedding.

As the daughter of Noble Consort Rong and sister to two Prince Brothers, Princess Pingling’s marriage was especially grand under the Emperor’s indulgence, hoping to add some cheer to this wedding.

Civil and military officials all showed great respect, after all, it was still uncertain whether Shen Xihe would bear a son or daughter, and among the princes and kings, Xiao Changqing was second to none in capability.

Only the recently rising Prince Yan, Xiao Changgeng, who had gained the Emperor’s trust, could share some of the spotlight. No one else could compare.

On Princess Pingling’s wedding day, the Emperor personally attended the wedding feast. Only Shen Xihe, still in deep mourning as the Imperial Sister-in-law, didn’t attend. However, she had prepared generous gifts – not just because she currently had no conflict with Xiao Changqing, but also because Xiao Changqing had stopped the Emperor from examining the coffin that day, and Shen Xihe owed him for that.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected the Emperor to faint at Princess Pingling’s new home!

“The Emperor fainted?” Shen Xihe’s gaze sharpened upon receiving the news.

With the Emperor’s shrewdness, how could he easily let others know of his poor health unless he wanted to?

The Emperor had been secretly consulting imperial physicians lately, though keeping it confidential, and his medicinal ink had never stopped.

This time, fainting in public at Princess Pingling’s wedding – was it deliberately casting bait, or had the Emperor been secretly attacked?

The former meant the Emperor was making a move; the latter meant someone was forcing those with imperial ambitions to act!

“Your Highness, Prince Xin has sent word: The heavens are changing!” Tianyuan hurriedly reported.

Shen Xihe touched her belly – less than eight months pregnant, a child born now would surely be weak. She had suffered enough herself and wouldn’t let her flesh and blood suffer the same.

Gripping her fingers tightly, Shen Xihe said firmly: “Tell Prince Xin – when and how the heavens change, I, Shen Xihe, will decide!”

Chapter 809: Conspiring in Plain Sight
With the Emperor gravely ill and the Crown Prince absent, anyone qualified to inherit the throne should prepare themselves, even if they had no ambition for it.

Xiao Changqing urgently informed Shen Xihe only after receiving definitive news that Emperor Youning might not survive.

He felt Shen Xihe should deliver her child sooner rather than later. If necessary, risking an induced labor at seven months would be better than waiting until eight months.

His concern was that if the child was born after His Majesty passed, who would support an unborn infant of unknown gender, whose safe delivery wasn’t guaranteed?

Even if all the princes died, there were still other branches of the imperial family.

If Shen Xihe wanted to contend, she must first deliver the imperial grandson!

Shen Xihe’s response made Xiao Changqing frown.

“Brother, what does the Crown Princess mean?” Xiao Changying was also at Xiao Changqing’s residence, as they had just attended their sister’s wedding banquet.

When the Emperor suddenly fainted and was rushed back to the palace, the Empress Dowager ordered all princes to stay away, not wanting them to know the cause of His Majesty’s collapse.

But Xiao Changqing quickly discovered that His Majesty had been poisoned earlier, and it was the work of that person Xiao Changmin who had been involved.

That’s why he immediately notified Shen Xihe.

Contrary to their urgency, Shen Xihe was remarkably calm and domineering.

After careful consideration, Xiao Changqing said, “The Crown Princess was born prematurely herself and was especially frail in childhood. She likely doesn’t want to risk childbirth or have her child be as weak as she was.”

Xiao Changying believed this explanation and was sent away by Xiao Changqing after a few words.

There were some things he couldn’t tell his innocent-hearted brother.

The Emperor had fainted, and he’d received news that His Majesty might not recover, yet Shen Xihe could still be so assertive in saying heaven’s will was hers to decide. This meant she could either prevent the Emperor’s death, or she was certain His Majesty wouldn’t pass so quickly…

The former was absurd – even a divine physician couldn’t truly wrestle with Death, and even if possible, Xiao Changqing didn’t believe Shen Xihe would waste such effort or expose such a person before the Emperor.

That left only the latter – Shen Xihe knew precisely that His Majesty wasn’t at death’s door. Who could be so certain about whether the Emperor had reached his final days?

Only the person who had poisoned His Majesty.

Moreover, the Second Prince’s matter had someone pulling strings behind the scenes, and Xiao Changqing had always deeply believed it was the Eastern Palace’s doing.

Now he had confirmation.

His brother still harbored pure affection for the Crown Princess, unlike Xiao Changqing’s hatred for the Emperor. After all, they were father and son. If he knew Shen Xihe had poisoned His Majesty, he wouldn’t know how to face her.

He would surely be troubled and pained. Xiao Changqing had only this one brother whom he had protected wholeheartedly since childhood, and naturally couldn’t bear to see him suffer.

However, he needed to meet Shen Xihe privately.

“Prince Xin wants to see me?” When Tianyuan delivered the message, Shen Xihe was slightly surprised.

Though Xiao Changqing might admire and appreciate her, she knew that Xiao Huayong was the one he truly feared.

Xiao Changqing had no desire for the throne and only wanted to oppose His Majesty, which was why he had no conflict with the Eastern Palace. Otherwise, even with someone as formidable as Xiao Huayong, Xiao Changqing wouldn’t fear a fight. Like Xiao Changyan, he would rather fight to the death with no regrets than live with lifelong resentment.

His current alignment with her, besides the above reasons, was also because His Majesty didn’t want her child to inherit the throne, so Xiao Changqing deliberately opposed His Majesty’s wishes.

Therefore, Xiao Changqing’s genuine feelings toward her were few. Given his personality, he wouldn’t seek to meet her unless it was crucial.

“Your Highness, do you wish to meet Prince Xin?” Tianyuan asked, seeing Shen Xihe deep in thought.

“We must meet, but how…” Shen Xihe pondered.

She had just lost her husband, and Xiao Changqing was her brother-in-law. The imperial family wasn’t without precedent of brothers marrying their deceased brothers’ wives.

Their positions were especially sensitive – because of Jun Shu, even before her child was born, they were strong contenders for the throne’s succession, especially since Xiao Huayong was the legitimate heir.

But Xiao Changqing was also known for his virtue and outstanding ability and was naturally the surviving eldest prince.

Countless eyes were watching them; any slight movement would surely lead to scandalous rumors. Reputation – she had previously only considered herself and didn’t care, but now, thinking as Xiao Huayong’s wife, she came to cherish it.

“Your Highness, why not use the secret passage to meet him outside the palace?” Zhenzhu suggested quietly.

Shen Xihe immediately rejected this: “There’s an eight out of ten chance that His Majesty wasn’t ambushed, but deliberately fainted.”

His Majesty’s unexpected attendance at his daughter’s wedding might seem like favoritism toward Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changying to the court officials, as His Majesty had few surviving princes, and these two were blood brothers.

But Shen Xihe knew His Majesty would never give a face to Xiao Changqing. He would pass the throne to Xiao Changying, Xiao Changgeng, or even Xiao Changhong, but never to Xiao Changqing.

Xiao Changqing hadn’t passed his test, and his current actions didn’t seem like those of someone who could be emperor.

His Majesty didn’t particularly value the princess, so personally attending Princess Pingling’s grand wedding was intriguing. Shen Xihe had reason to suspect he used it as an opportunity to fake his collapse.

If he was pretending to be gravely ill, the only purpose would be to draw out those who were restless and impatient.

At this time, he would surely be secretly watching everyone – the Eastern Palace, the residence of the Sixteenth Prince, and even useful officials…

Shen Xihe didn’t want to risk exposing the secret passage to His Majesty.

“Send word to Prince Yan, tell him to seek out Prince Xin and Prince Lie tomorrow and bring them to the Eastern Palace to see me,” Shen Xihe suddenly decided.

If they couldn’t meet in secret, they would meet openly. Since His Majesty was feigning illness, he certainly wouldn’t wake tomorrow.

With His Majesty unconscious, several princes visiting the Eastern Palace together wouldn’t seem deliberate to outsiders, whether they were testing each other or seeking information.

Having Xiao Changgeng actively seek out Xiao Changqing – even if His Majesty learned of it, he wouldn’t suspect her private discussion with Xiao Changqing, because His Majesty didn’t know that Xiao Changgeng was truly the Eastern Palace’s man!

The next day, His Majesty did wake briefly, gave a few instructions, then fell unconscious again.

Upon hearing the news, Xiao Changgeng, Xiao Changqing, along with the Three Departments and Six Ministries and imperial clan members sought an audience, but were all turned away by Liu San. The three brothers then came to the Eastern Palace.

Shen Xihe received the three of them.

Following earlier instructions, Xiao Changgeng took Xiao Changying aside. In the elegant pavilion remained only Xiao Changqing and Shen Xihe, with Zhenzhu and Tianyuan in attendance, while Xiao Changqing had brought no attendants inside.

“Is the Crown Princess certain His Majesty isn’t in grave danger?” Xiao Changqing asked directly.

Shen Xihe nodded: “I won’t let anything happen to His Majesty before I give birth.”

The poison His Majesty had ingested was difficult to cure but not fatal. The poison was just a facade, concealing the ink His Majesty used daily. His Majesty’s daily usage was recorded, and it wasn’t difficult for Shen Xihe to access these records. From the usage, she could roughly estimate His Majesty’s physical condition.

Chapter 810: Ready to Confront the Emperor
Shen Xihe wasn’t one to speak carelessly. Since this matter involved whether her plans would succeed and if the Shen clan would have the last laugh, Xiao Changqing didn’t doubt her.

“His Majesty might have been ambushed,” Xiao Changqing had another consideration. “Right now, neither of us can reach into Qinzheng Hall, making His Majesty’s news extremely difficult to obtain.”

“If Prince Xin didn’t have definitive information, how would you know to inform me about the coming change?” Shen Xihe asked.

Xiao Changqing fell silent. When it came to his forces, even though he and Shen Xihe were currently aligned, he wouldn’t reveal everything, just as Shen Xihe wouldn’t tell him that Xiao Huayong had confidants among His Majesty’s trusted Embroidered Guards.

While the Embroidered Guards took turns guarding His Majesty at night from the shadows, it hadn’t yet been Zhao Zhenghao’s turn, leaving Shen Xihe unclear about the situation in Qinzheng Hall.

“Prince Xin was once highly trusted by His Majesty, surely you’ve cultivated many informants,” Shen Xihe could guess – it was simply that some of His Majesty’s confidants had become his people. “Who knows if these informants weren’t placed by His Majesty himself?”

It wasn’t that Shen Xihe underestimated Xiao Changqing’s abilities. Before losing his wife, his filial devotion to His Majesty had been profound. His rapid rise above other princes, even leaving them far behind, naturally related to his capabilities, but one couldn’t deny the deliberate nurturing and convenience provided by His Majesty.

His Majesty appeared tolerant but was very deep. Otherwise, why would someone as brilliant as Xiao Huayong need to wait for the right moment to truly strike at His Majesty?

He had even kept a low profile for many years.

“The Crown Princess makes sense,” Xiao Changqing didn’t deny this possibility existed. “If His Majesty was faking his collapse, he could have chosen a court assembly. There was no need to faint at Princess Pingling’s wedding, which seems deliberate.”

“I just realized why His Majesty didn’t choose a court assembly but the princess’s wedding…” Shen Xihe’s eyes deepened, and she didn’t keep him guessing. “His Majesty wants to provoke our unusual movements, true, but he also wants to draw out another person’s hand.”

Given Xiao Changqing’s intelligence, though he hadn’t thought of this angle before, he immediately understood when Shen Xihe mentioned it: “Imperial Uncle!”

Xiao Juezong was Emperor Youning’s greatest hidden threat!

Emperor Youning didn’t know Xiao Juezong had already died and handed all his people to Xiao Huayong. Xiao Huayong had done many things under Xiao Juezong’s name, sometimes deliberately leaving traces to frame him.

Whether it was Xiao Changyan’s matter, Xiao Changmin’s situation, or even Li Yanyan being manipulated by Yu Sangning earlier, there was someone pulling strings. His Majesty, after much thought, believed only Xiao Juezong could have such capability and motivation!

Fainting during court assembly – Xiao Juezong’s people probably couldn’t infiltrate those qualified to attend court. Otherwise, there’d be no need for such secrecy, and it might not convince Xiao Juezong.

Since Xiao Juezong was watching his every move, his attendance at his daughter’s wedding would surely draw Xiao Juezong’s attention, looking for an opportunity.

It might not completely fool Xiao Juezong, but it was more convincing than fainting during court!

“This makes sense now,” Xiao Changqing leaned toward Shen Xihe’s speculation. So the person who gave him information was indeed a defector sent by His Majesty.

Internally scoffing, Xiao Changqing didn’t mention this but said to Shen Xihe: “Your Highness, even if we know His Majesty’s thoughts, we still can’t truly remain motionless.”

Black obsidian-like eyes looked at Xiao Changqing.

“Why can’t His Majesty wait any longer to draw out Imperial Uncle?” Xiao Changqing asked indirectly.

“Though His Majesty won’t die immediately, his days are truly numbered,” Shen Xihe said honestly.

Xiao Huayong had given His Majesty only so much time – at most until she gave birth at full term, less than two months away.

Calculating this way, it was less than half a year!

As for her father, Shen Xihe didn’t know His Majesty’s plans, whether he had already decided to give up…

Wait – if Xiao Juezong were truly still alive and His Majesty drew him out and captured him, then used him to implicate a secret alliance with Shen Yueshan, he could move against the Shen family!

The more Shen Xihe thought about it, the more possible it seemed!

However, Xiao Changqing hadn’t guessed Shen Xihe’s far-reaching thoughts because he didn’t know Xiao Juezong was dead and his people were in Xiao Huayong’s hands. He only vaguely sensed the intricate connections between the Eastern Palace and Xiao Juezong.

“His Majesty’s days are numbered,” Xiao Changqing nodded. “Therefore, besides his urgent desire for revenge, His Majesty most likely wants the antidote.”

Shen Xihe’s gaze froze – among her careful planning, she had overlooked this point!

Yes, His Majesty believed everything was Xiao Juezong’s doing. The poison His Majesty ingested, that imposter truly being Xiao Juezong’s man, those old incidents that led to His Majesty being ambushed – all this knowledge would naturally be attributed to Xiao Juezong. His Majesty likely had three purposes in drawing out Xiao Juezong.

First, eliminate Xiao Juezong; second, implicate Shen Yueshan; third, obtain the antidote.

If they showed no reaction at all, wouldn’t that expose their certainty that His Majesty was faking his critical condition?

Who could be so certain His Majesty was faking? Naturally, the poisoner!

This was a life-and-death game. Even if one suspected His Majesty was faking his illness, one should operate on the principle of “better safe than sorry” and prepare for a desperate battle.

Because if even the slightest possibility were true, having no preparation could result in destruction.

No wonder Xiao Changqing wanted to see her – this warning was necessary.

“His Majesty’s thoughts run so deep!” Shen Xihe sighed softly.

Extrapolating further, Shen Xihe completely understood His Majesty’s intentions with this move.

His Majesty would achieve certain goals no matter what.

Poisoners like Shen Xihe would either remain completely unmoved through carelessness, exposing themselves as the poisoner or realize the situation and have to pretend they weren’t the poisoner. This would require them to start plotting, mobilizing available forces, preparing meticulously just in case, fighting to the end.

This way, all movements would fall under His Majesty’s secretly watching eyes, revealing their forces in advance.

There was even another possibility – His Majesty was trying to force her into early labor before she was ready!

To birth a weak imperial grandson with no claim to the throne!

Think about it – if she weren’t the one controlling His Majesty’s health, faced with today’s situation, she would risk inducing labor.

Having understood this, Shen Xihe’s expression remained calm: “Your Highnesses should just make preparations.”

She still wouldn’t make any moves. Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid of appropriately exposing the forces at her disposal, but making her induce labor early was impossible.

This was her and Beichen’s only blood descendant – no one could harm him!

If His Majesty wanted to frame an alliance between the Shen clan and Xiao Juezong, why not let him believe it was true?

Regardless, His Majesty would fabricate evidence without proof, just like the trap set for the Shen clan at Furong Garden!

Since that was the case, why should she bother hiding anymore?

Chapter 811: Hand Over Xiao Juezong’s People to Me
“Has the Crown Princess made up her mind?”

Shen Xihe’s response seemed both unexpected and logical to Xiao Changqing.

In his view, Shen Xihe was rational, calm, decisive, and understood what sacrifices to make.

At seven months, survival was uncertain; at eight months, chances improved. Inducing labor now, before eight months, would only result in a slightly weaker child compared to full-term birth, with no other drawbacks.

His Majesty was “unconscious,” and they were all in the capital – childbirth would naturally be safe. Who knew what unfavorable events might occur in the coming months?

As for being weak, with careful nurturing afterward, as long as the birth went smoothly, the child wouldn’t follow her fate.

But Shen Xihe refused – quickly and decisively.

Perhaps it was because she had become a mother, or because the child in her womb was ennobled by its father, earning more maternal protection, or perhaps both.

“Yes,” Shen Xihe answered firmly.

Xiao Changqing fell silent, then after a moment said: “His Majesty is still His Majesty. With the Crown Princess still with child, I don’t support armed confrontation.”

Even if they won, it would be a pyrrhic victory.

“Prince Xin worries too much. Unless necessary, such extreme measures won’t be taken,” Shen Xihe noticed her emotions had shown too clearly, causing Xiao Changqing’s misunderstanding, so she composed herself. “Early labor is impossible. Let’s first delay His Majesty and see what he truly intends…”

If there was no other choice, armed confrontation would be their only option!

But His Majesty’s disappearance was one thing; once weapons were drawn, careful planning would be needed. The Shen family was known for their loyalty – she couldn’t let them be branded as traitors under her leadership.

Xiao Changqing hesitated several times before finally standing: “Since the Crown Princess has a plan, I won’t disturb you further. Farewell.”

Shen Xihe had Tianyuan see them out.

She returned to her study and sat at her desk, her gaze falling on the yellow-leaved Pingzhong bonsai: “If you were here, how would you break this deadlock?”

Thinking carefully, given Xiao Huayong’s style, he would likely insist on staying by the sickbed, personally tasting the medicine.

If Liu San refused him entry, he would surely kneel outside the palace without rising. Everyone knew the Crown Prince was frail – dragging his weak body to care for His Majesty.

Demonstrating his filial piety, occasionally fainting, causing public anxiety – wouldn’t everyone be unsettled with an unconscious ruler and a Crown Prince on the verge of collapse?

If His Majesty didn’t wake, it might cost the Crown Prince’s life. If the Crown Prince truly died from exhaustion, His Majesty couldn’t very well wake up then – wouldn’t that reveal he was deliberately feigning illness to torment the Crown Prince?

This was exactly like Xiao Huayong’s method.

But such a bloodless strategy that could break the deadlock could only be used effectively by Xiao Huayong – no one else could manage it or make it work.

Thinking of that person who had unknowingly entered her heart, deeply embedded in her core and constantly in her thoughts, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile.

With His Majesty “critically ill,” Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqing’s group reached a consensus and began making preparations, showing appropriate hesitation and suspicion. Their actions were both cautious and particularly secretive.

In essence, they openly displayed the cards His Majesty could see while keeping others hidden.

Xiao Changqing even spread rumors outside about His Majesty’s poor condition, stirring up the common people while making local officials anxious.

His Majesty had chosen the timing perfectly. The Northwestern King had pacified the northern desert, removing the greatest threat. Even if neighboring countries were restless at the news of His Majesty’s critical condition, they lacked the strength to interfere.

Internally, His Majesty was waiting for those with wolfish ambitions to reveal themselves. Yet during his five days of claimed illness, the Three Departments and Six Ministries managed the court orderly, consulting the princes when uncertain. The princes discussed and resolved matters efficiently.

It seemed as if the court could function smoothly even without His Majesty.

Meanwhile, Shen Xihe also spread rumors in the palace, suggesting that the court could handle matters whether His Majesty was present or not.

She was waiting to see how long His Majesty could endure!

On the sixth day of His Majesty’s claimed illness, news came from the imperial tombs: lightning had struck the late Emperor’s Noble Consort Jia’s tomb at night, causing it to collapse.

“His Majesty is learning Prince Xin’s methods!” When Shen Xihe heard the news, her obsidian-black eyes held a trace of mockery.

The late Emperor’s Noble Consort Jia was Xiao Juezong’s birth mother. She had enjoyed the late Emperor’s full favor, causing him to banish the Empress and two legitimate sons to the harsh Northwest.

She had died of illness before the current Empress Dowager and her two sons fought their way back. The late Emperor had given her a grand burial, declaring he would be buried with her after death.

If Empress Dowager and her sons hadn’t been approaching the capital with their army, the late Emperor might have buried Noble Consort Jia with the title of Empress.

This matter brought Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqing’s group together again, under the banner of concern for His Majesty, to inquire at the Eastern Palace.

“His Majesty wants to see Imperial Uncle,” Xiao Changqing said directly.

“Impossible,” Shen Xihe lowered her eyes, gently blowing on the hot water in her cup. “He was buried in the imperial tombs three months ago.”

Xiao Changqing was shocked. Three months ago, three princes had died, but only one was buried in the imperial tombs – even Xiao Changzhen wasn’t buried there.

Though Xiao Changqing had vaguely guessed Xiao Huayong wasn’t dead, confirmation still startled him: “May I ask where the Crown Prince is?”

If Xiao Huayong were here, he wouldn’t let Shen Xihe be so passive – many things would be more convenient for him to handle than for her.

“He set sail to purge the strange poison from his body,” Shen Xihe didn’t conceal it. “Imperial Uncle passed away more than two years ago.”

So Xiao Juezong hadn’t allied with the Eastern Palace – he had handed his people to them before his death!

All these years, from pacifying the Northwest to the Northwestern King’s escape, and finally the Battle of Min River, Xiao Juezong’s shadow was everywhere – all were the Eastern Palace’s deliberate misdirection!

No wonder – no wonder their brilliant Majesty couldn’t unravel these secrets.

Even though he knew Xiao Huayong’s true nature and suspected their alliance might be one of mutual benefit, he never could have imagined that the person His Majesty deeply feared had already departed this world two years ago!

Thinking of this, interest flickered in Xiao Changqing’s eyes: “Crown Princess, would you consider handing over Imperial Uncle’s remaining people to me?”

Shen Xihe suddenly looked at him.

Xiao Changqing didn’t avoid her gaze: “His Majesty’s desire to see him is unshakeable. He even disturbed Noble Consort Jia’s tomb. If Imperial Uncle still doesn’t appear, His Majesty might guess he’s no longer alive.

Rather than let His Majesty dig deeper, why not let me use Imperial Uncle’s people to satisfy His Majesty’s wishes? This would also avoid a standoff with His Majesty.”

“Does Prince Xin understand the consequences if His Majesty mistakenly believes you conspired with Imperial Uncle?” Shen Xihe had to remind him.

She had also been considering finding a scapegoat, but all the suitable princes were already dead, and ordinary people lacked the status to convince His Majesty.

“I understand fully. The Crown Princess need not worry – I will do my utmost to emerge unscathed. If the worst happens…” Xiao Changqing paused, then said, “It would be my life.”

Shen Xihe understood – Xiao Changqing wanted to use Xiao Juezong to set a trap for His Majesty, to settle things with him once and for all!

Chapter 812: Her Intelligence Rivals the Crown Prince’s
His Majesty was determined to see Xiao Juesong.

Shen Xihe could understand why His Majesty was so persistent. It was because Xiao Huayong had used the people left behind by Xiao Juesong too masterfully, causing His Majesty to mistakenly believe that everything was inextricably linked to Xiao Juesong. His Majesty thought that if he could force Xiao Juesong to emerge, all the mysteries would be solved, including those who had colluded with him.

This strategy, even without knowing that Xiao Juesong was already deceased, was indeed the best approach.

“Prince Xin, how do you intend to use this to set a trap for His Majesty?” Shen Xihe didn’t immediately agree to Xiao Changqin’s plan, despite it being entirely beneficial to her. Meeting Xiao Changqin’s hesitant gaze, she continued, “His Majesty must not perish before I give birth.”

His Majesty clearly couldn’t wait to force Xiao Juesong out. By her calculations, she still had over two months until full term. If Xiao Changqin wanted to move against His Majesty, he would have to act quickly, or His Majesty would soon grow suspicious about Xiao Juesong’s continued absence.

Shen Xihe couldn’t let Xiao Changqin cause His Majesty’s death at this time.

“Crown Princess, you’ve presented me with quite a challenge,” said Xiao Changqin, who was determined to engage in a life-or-death struggle with His Majesty.

Shen Xihe had guessed as much. Her hand rested on her swollen belly, gently caressing it. “Prince Xin, a dead person knows nothing. Isn’t it more satisfying to watch your hated enemy linger in suffering, filled with resentment yet powerless to change their fate?”

In truth, Shen Xihe didn’t prefer this approach. She liked to eliminate threats cleanly and decisively, with Yu Sangning, whom she kept hidden in the secret passage, being the exception because he still had a crucial use to her.

“Such an approach would indeed be more satisfying, but when the target is the Son of Heaven, achieving such an effect would be incredibly difficult.” This was even harder than killing His Majesty outright.

“I happen to have a method that might work,” Shen Xihe’s lips curved into a faint smile.

“Please enlighten me, Crown Princess.” Xiao Changqin trusted Shen Xihe’s strategic abilities.

“His Majesty wishes to see Imperial Uncle because Imperial Uncle escaped right under his nose back then, leaving him with unresolved resentment. Over these years, not only has Imperial Uncle avoided disgrace, but he has grown influential and repeatedly disturbed His Majesty’s peace.” Although all of this was Xiao Huayong’s doing in Xiao Juesong’s name, in Emperor Youning’s view, it was all fuel for his rage against Xiao Juesong.

“His Majesty must have harbored this anger for long, otherwise he wouldn’t disregard face to such an extent, willing to disturb our ancestors’ peace to force someone out.”

Back then, even when His Majesty ascended the throne, he hadn’t gone so far as to dig up graves and move Noble Consort Jia, whom he despised, out of the imperial tomb. Now that he was willing to go to such lengths to force Xiao Juesong to appear showed his desperation. Perhaps it was also due to Xiao Huayong’s poison and Shen Xihe’s ink corroding His Majesty’s internal organs day and night, making him since his time was limited and growing more urgent.

Xiao Changqin nodded, agreeing with Shen Xihe’s analysis.

“His Majesty is currently bottling up his anger, waiting to unleash it on Imperial Uncle,” Shen Xihe continued. “But how would His Majesty feel if he learned that Imperial Uncle was no longer alive?”

“You want to let His Majesty know that Imperial Uncle has passed away?” To make His Majesty regret it deeply.

“That alone wouldn’t be enough,” Shen Xihe took a sip of water to moisten her lips before continuing. “We need to let His Majesty know that Imperial Uncle passed away just a month ago, that he was simply one step too late.

Moreover, Imperial Uncle died without any regrets, having accomplished his wishes.”

“Accomplished his wishes?” Xiao Changqin vaguely sensed what Shen Xihe was planning, but couldn’t fully grasp it.

“For instance, he had already poisoned His Majesty long ago and had His Majesty use a type of ink that could cause deterioration. This wasn’t poison, but it was irreversible. He merely went ahead first to wait for His Majesty.” The smile in Shen Xihe’s eyes grew deeper.

Since Xiao Huayong’s departure, she had worn mostly plain-colored clothing with her hair half-pulled up, adorned with only a white silk flower. She would wear simple, elegant jewelry only when paying respects to His Majesty and the Empress Dowager.

At this moment, her cascade of black hair was half-up, with a plain silk flower among the cloud-like tresses. She looked plain, almost bland, except for a gold butterfly-like ornament on her forehead that conveyed dignity and nobility. Combined with her smiling eyes, she should have appeared graceful and noble, but instead seemed too sharp, making others unable to meet her gaze.

The poison was administered by Xiao Huayong, though he had used Xiao Juesong’s people, making it somewhat legitimate. However, the ink still needed to be dealt with. Shen Xihe had been considering how to handle it when His Majesty either passed away or suddenly discovered it, ensuring she could emerge unscathed even if His Majesty didn’t suspect her or tried to frame her deliberately.

This was now a heaven-sent opportunity. If His Majesty learned that he had fallen into Xiao Juesong’s trap, and knew the cause but could not reverse it, only watching himself wither away day by day unstoppably.

What torment this would be for an emperor who held absolute power over life and death!

And the person who had condemned him to this living death had already died peacefully. His Majesty’s internal struggle would never find release!

As he grew weaker day by day, his accumulated grief and pain would deepen. Even if he stopped using the ink, it would achieve the effect Shen Xihe had calculated.

This was truly killing the body to destroy the spirit!

Xiao Changqin became serious. He had always respected and thought highly of Shen Xihe, but had never placed her on the same level as Xiao Huayong. Now, he realized he had underestimated the Crown Princess. Her cunning, skill, and strategic wisdom were truly comparable to the Crown Prince, whose mind was as full of schemes as a sieve with holes.

“No wonder, no wonder the Crown Prince could leave with peace of mind,” Xiao Changqin understood now.

How could Xiao Huayong, who was willing to take an extra knife wound for Shen Xihe’s sake, leave so hurriedly just because the poison in his body couldn’t wait? It was because he knew that even without him by her side, she could handle any crisis.

“Crown Princess, this plan is excellent,” Xiao Changqin agreed. “But who should we use to reveal this? Who could make His Majesty believe it all?”

Xiao Juesong must have had a co-conspirator for the story to be believable. At this point, there weren’t many people who could convince His Majesty, that he would be the best choice.

But Xiao Changqin felt Shen Xihe wouldn’t do this. If they were opponents, no, even if they weren’t allies, just on different sides, Shen Xihe wouldn’t hesitate to make him a scapegoat. If he couldn’t see through it, that would be his failing, and Shen Xihe wouldn’t feel guilty.

But they were now conspirators, and though Xiao Changqin didn’t know much about Shen Xihe, he felt she was straightforward enough not to easily harm any ally.

“Why must His Majesty know who the co-conspirator is? Wouldn’t one more source of anguish be better?” Shen Xihe smiled faintly. “To make His Majesty believe, we don’t necessarily need to reveal ourselves. We know Imperial Uncle had no heirs, but His Majesty doesn’t know that.

We can create a fictional heir. As long as their bearing and knowledge can convince His Majesty, that’s enough.

This person, Your Highness can arrange.”

Chapter 813: Investigating the Past
Now that they weren’t planning to conceal Xiao Juesong’s death, Shen Xihe and Xiao Changqin didn’t mind waiting a few more days. This gave Xiao Changqin time to make arrangements. No one knew more about Xiao Juesong’s affairs than his people, and Shen Xihe had entrusted all of them to Xiao Changqin.

Regarding these people, Shen Xihe was quite curious about how Xiao Juesong had cultivated such loyalty. They seemed to live solely to inherit his obsession – at the mere mention of opposing His Majesty, they showed no hesitation even at the cost of their lives.

His Majesty continued to claim illness. Over these years, his diligent governance had kept the Three Departments and Six Ministries running smoothly, with most matters being handled efficiently. The court was mainly concerned with speculation about His Majesty’s health and anxiety about future political changes.

“Is this all?” In the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe closed the final volume and looked up at Difang, who stood bowing at her side.

“Your Highness, the Crown Prince has never stopped investigating the events of that year, but this is all I could find,” Difang respectfully replied.

Shen Xihe’s hand rested lightly on the closed book as she gazed at the Pingzhong leaf bonsai on her desk, lost in thought.

The room was silent save for the slow drift of incense smoke.

Tianyuan, noticing his brother’s nervousness at being newly assigned to the Crown Princess, asked, “Why is the Crown Princess investigating those past events?”

Tianyuan was Xiao Huayong’s most trusted person, having had the most contact with him both before and after Shen Xihe’s marriage into the Eastern Palace. After Xiao Huayong’s departure, Shen Xihe regarded Tianyuan as a confidant, valuing him as much as Zhenzhu and others.

“Back then, both the Empress and Prince Qian’s consort were pregnant. Prince Qian’s consort gave birth to Beichen, but what about the Empress?” Shen Xihe had been pondering this since Xiao Huayong mentioned his origins.

Since it touched on Xiao Huayong’s painful past and wasn’t urgent, she hadn’t brought it up before.

“Given the circumstances then, His Majesty didn’t order a mass silencing, which suggests the Empress did successfully give birth to a male child.” Otherwise, His Majesty would certainly have silenced everyone.

However, Difang discovered that the midwife who delivered the Empress’s baby had lived until two years ago, dying of illness. His Majesty letting her live was meant to prove the Empress had truly given birth, preventing suspicions that the Crown Prince was Prince Qian’s son and avoiding suggestions that he had killed his brother to usurp the position.

The plot had targeted Prince Qian and his wife, with the Empress participating to deceive Prince Qian’s consort. This showed His Majesty trusted the Empress and initially hadn’t planned to sacrifice her.

The Empress became expendable because the Empress Dowager learned the truth and was enraged. The situation forced her to reluctantly support her younger son, but both children were dear to her. Prince Qian had spent his life in battles, leaving only Xiao Huayong as his sole descendant.

The Empress Dowager didn’t want Xiao Huayong to become Prince Qian’s orphaned heir, fearing those loyal to Prince Qian would waver in their loyalty to His Majesty and put Xiao Huayong in a difficult position. This led her to force His Majesty to exchange the children, making Xiao Huayong the Crown Prince.

How could the Empress accept this willingly?

Therefore, the Empress had to die.

The Empress and His Majesty had conspired against Prince Qian and his wife. The Empress Dowager’s disgust, combined with her anger toward His Majesty, became the Empress’s death warrant.

However, an innocent child – her grandson and son – surely wouldn’t have been killed by Empress Dowager and His Majesty just for Xiao Huayong’s sake.

They also wouldn’t have kept the child in the imperial family under the identity of Prince Qian’s posthumous son, as this would have destabilized the court.

So the child’s whereabouts became a mystery.

Shen Xihe now sought to discover the location of His Majesty’s true son.

Since learning of his origins, Xiao Huayong had been investigating too, likely hoping to use this person for his purposes.

After over a decade of investigation, even someone as capable as Xiao Huayong hadn’t found this person.

Unless…

Shen Xihe’s gaze sharpened. “Tianyuan, make preparations. Tomorrow we leave for the Imperial Tomb.”

“Crown Princess wishes to visit the Imperial Tomb?” Tianyuan was startled.

With a slight smile, Shen Xihe nodded with closed eyes. “Yes, the Imperial Tomb. His Majesty lies ill and unconscious. I am anxious and uncertain, and wish to visit the Crown Prince.”

The reason was ready-made.

Though uncertain why Shen Xihe wanted to visit the Imperial Tomb, especially being over seven months pregnant, Tianyuan looked at her swollen belly with concern but didn’t object: “Yes, Your Highness.”

After Tianyuan withdrew, Shen Xihe wrote a letter and handed it to Difang: “Send this to the Northwest by gyrfalcon.”

She then instructed Zhenzhu: “Find Gu Zexiang and see if you can locate any witnesses from that time. Be careful not to let the word spread.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Zhenzhu withdrew with her orders.

Biyu stepped forward to support Shen Xihe: “Why is Your Highness suddenly so concerned with this matter?”

There was even a hint of urgency.

“I want to test certain matters and people, and deliver a more fatal blow to His Majesty.” Shen Xihe didn’t conceal it, but her explanation revealed little, and Biyu couldn’t grasp its deeper meaning.

She wasn’t sure if it was her imagination, but since the Crown Prince’s departure, she often seemed to see his shadow in the Crown Princess.

As her pregnancy progressed, Shen Xihe’s energy waned, and she wasn’t as patient in explaining things as before.

When she first came to the capital, her patience had been more about wanting them to grow wiser. But the depth of this matter now exceeded what they needed to understand.

Shen Xihe’s planned visit to the Imperial Tomb alarmed the Empress Dowager, who came personally to the Eastern Palace.

“You’re so far along, how can you endure such a journey?” The Empress Dowager disapproved of Shen Xihe’s plan.

Shen Xihe smiled gently, her voice soft: “Grandmother, I’ve been dreaming of Beichen lately and feel unsettled. The Imperial Physician says I’m too worried, and that continuing like this could harm both me and the child.

I couldn’t attend Beichen’s burial due to my unstable pregnancy, and perhaps that’s why it weighs on my mind.

If I don’t go in person, I fear I won’t find peace.

While I can still move about, I should resolve this burden, lest it cause complications during childbirth.”

The Empress Dowager frowned: “Very well if you can’t let it go, you should make the trip and offer incense to Qilang. I’ll accompany you.”

“Empress Dowager, with His Majesty unconscious, both civil and palace affairs need your oversight. Please don’t worry about me; I will take good care of myself,” Shen Xihe declined.

The Empress Dowager considered: “I’ll send two people with you, otherwise I won’t be at ease.”

Shen Xihe didn’t refuse.

The Empress Dowager assigned two mature, steady female officials. Shen Xihe kept them at her side, along with Biyu and Hongyu who stayed close, showing her trust in them as they departed in a grand procession for the Imperial Tomb.

It was the transition between autumn and winter, and the capital was already quite cold. The Imperial Tomb, nestled among steep mountains, was even more desolate and bitter.

Chapter 814: The Emperor’s Suspicions
Shen Xihe stood before the Empress’s tomb, wrapped in a thick, warm cloak against the cold wind.

As a daughter-in-law, visiting the Imperial Tomb meant she should first pay respects to the Empress, her mother-in-law. After offering incense, Shen Xihe lingered before proceeding to the Crown Prince’s tomb. Though she knew well who was truly buried there, she maintained the complete charade.

After offering incense, she reached out from her cloak to gently touch the tombstone, her gaze distant as she stared at Xiao Huayong’s name carved into the stone.

Regardless of who lay buried here, Crown Prince Xiao Huayong was truly dead. By choosing this method, he could never return to his identity.

In this power struggle, he had withdrawn early for her sake, leaving himself no path of return.

Otherwise, with his abilities, even if forced to leave, he could have found other ways to save His Majesty – arranging a cliff fall or ocean plunge that would allow for his return.

Even if His Majesty couldn’t wait for his return and passed the throne to another brother, Shen Xihe believed he could have seized it back if he wished.

Everything about him, previously unremarkable, now flooded her memories as she gazed at his name.

Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile at the memories.

She suddenly realized that since meeting him, all he had left her were beautiful memories.

Lost in reminiscence, Shen Xihe didn’t notice her hand growing red from the cold as she touched the tombstone. The female official sent by the Empress Dowager stepped forward, covering her fingers with the cloak: “Your Highness, mind the chill.”

Coming back to herself, Shen Xihe finally felt the cold and withdrew her hand, holding it within her cloak: “Mm.”

Finding her legs stiff, she needed Biyu and the female official’s support to move slowly. When they turned to leave, she couldn’t help looking back once more at the name on the tombstone.

The offering of incense took only an hour, but Shen Xihe naturally couldn’t return immediately. Unable to endure such exertion, she would rest overnight at the Imperial Tomb’s royal quarters before returning to the palace tomorrow.

Shen Xihe’s journey there and back was surprisingly smooth and peaceful, contrary to everyone’s expectations.

Given the timing – over seven months pregnant and His Majesty’s continued claimed illness – many suspected her sudden desire to visit Xiao Huayong’s tomb was a pretext for inducing labor.

Giving birth on the road would facilitate any deception, and if not a male child, it would be the best time for a swap. Many had expected news of the Crown Princess returning with a royal grandson, but Shen Xihe disappointed them by returning quietly.

Her belly was still intact as if she had truly just visited the Crown Prince’s tomb.

“Nothing unusual at the Imperial Tomb?” Even Emperor Youning was skeptical.

“Your Majesty, the Embroidered Guard followed secretly, and the Divine Warrior Army was hidden at the tomb. The Crown Princess only offered incense to the Empress and Crown Prince, with no other movements. Her entourage didn’t speak with the tomb guards.”

The tomb wasn’t guarded only by assigned guards, but also by exiled royal clan members.

“She truly only went to pay respects?” Emperor Youning didn’t believe it.

If she was truly troubled as claimed, why journey to the Imperial Tomb? Why not hold a ceremony at Xiangguo Temple instead?

Shen Xihe’s thoughts ran deep. Emperor Youning had met many clever women, but few with such profound depths as her.

He had suspected she was preparing for childbirth, worried about his prolonged illness, to strengthen her position.

“She certainly keeps her composure,” Emperor Youning said meaningfully.

Why was Shen Xihe so composed? To say she had no desire for the throne, that she was pure and upright – Emperor Youning didn’t believe this himself.

Given her obvious ambition, wasn’t her lack of reaction to the Emperor’s prolonged unconsciousness too strange?

Even if she suspected his pretense, shouldn’t she make some preparations?

Too quiet…

“What of Fifth Prince and Twelfth Prince?” Emperor Youning asked.

“Prince Xin has shown movement, mobilizing over half his forces. Prince Yan frequently inquires about Your Majesty’s condition at the Imperial Medical Office and has privately moved the men Eighth Prince left him,” Liu Sanzhi replied, “but neither plans to storm the palace.”

They were merely taking precautions.

“So only the Eastern Palace remains as steady as a mountain?” Emperor Youning concluded, “And Xiao Juesong shows no reaction at all?”

This trap was set for Xiao Juesong – he had even collapsed the tomb of Xiao Juesong’s birth mother to draw him out, yet Xiao Juesong hadn’t appeared. Emperor Youning found this increasingly suspicious.

Xiao Juesong was filial and not a coward lacking in spirit. He should have emerged by now, even with no chance of victory, to fight to the death.

“No anomalies near the capital,” Liu Sanzhi reported honestly.

“Wait two more days…” To see if Xiao Juesong was thousands of miles from the capital, yet to return, or simply unable to appear.

If Xiao Juesong couldn’t appear, perhaps the person at the Summer Palace years ago wasn’t real.

Who benefited most from Xiao Juesong’s appearance that day?

Then, suspecting the Crown Prince of deception, he had arrested him to test him, when Xiao Juesong’s sudden appearance disrupted everything.

If Xiao Juesong was fake from the start, it was the Crown Prince’s most brilliant move to break his probe, and all subsequent events involving Xiao Juesong could only be linked to the Crown Prince.

If so…

Emperor Youning’s gaze turned sharp: “If no one appears in two days, have the tomb guards secretly open the Crown Prince’s coffin!”

Opening the Crown Prince’s coffin, no matter how discreet, would likely not go unnoticed, so caution was needed. Emperor Youning didn’t want to take this step unless necessary.

Shen Xihe didn’t know she had only two days, but she knew Emperor Youning’s patience was limited.

After returning from the Imperial Tomb, she began moving pieces, subtly arranging matters in the rear palace and mobilizing her guards, discreetly revealing some of the Crown Prince’s privately cultivated forces – all inconsequential ones.

Emperor Youning would likely not believe the Crown Prince had cultivated no forces at all.

These matters required only her words; Tianyuan and Difang would handle them appropriately while she focused on investigating past events.

The gyrfalcon had returned before she reached the palace, bringing Shen Yueshan’s letter detailing all he could recall about Prince Qian and his wife’s murder and His Majesty’s fratricidal ascension.

Opening the thick letter, Shen Xihe couldn’t help but smile – dictated by him, with his elder brother pressed into service as a scribe.

Twenty-four years ago, on that windy night, the scenes gradually became clear in Shen Xihe’s mind through Shen Yueshan’s description of what he had seen and heard.

Chapter 815: The Late Empress’s Relic
“Crown Princess, Gu Siyi requests an audience,” Red Jade announced from outside just as Shen Xihe finished reading Shen Yueshan’s letter.

“Let her in,” Shen Xihe put down the letter and walked out, supported by Biyu.

Gu Zexiang hadn’t come alone. She brought several palace maids from the Imperial Wardrobe Service to take Shen Xihe’s measurements for new clothes. The Imperial Wardrobe Bureau was responsible for the clothing of imperial women. Since Shen Xihe was pregnant and her size changed monthly, their frequent visits raised no suspicion.

After taking measurements and deciding on styles, fabrics, and patterns, just as Gu Zexiang was about to leave with the palace maids, Shen Xihe spoke: “Imperial Seamstress Gu, I also make clothes privately. There are some patterns I’d like you to look at.”

“Yes, Your Highness.” Gu Zexiang kept her head lowered and followed Shen Xihe to her sewing room. “Is Your Highness inquiring about the Late Empress?”

“Do you have any leads?” Shen Xihe asked.

Over the years, Gu Zexiang had firmly established herself in the palace, first in the Yeting Palace where criminals were held, then in the complex Six Bureaus and Twenty-four Divisions. She had proven resilient wherever she went, which was why Shen Xihe considered her a promising future Palace Matron.

“Your Highness, I met an old woman when I was in Yeting Palace,” Gu Zexiang recalled thoughtfully. “Sometimes she was deranged – there were many such people in Yeting Palace, so no one paid her much attention. But sometimes she was lucid, and I spent some time with her.

She told me she had served the Late Empress. The Late Empress passed away before His Majesty ascended the throne. Until the Crown Prince was three, there were still people from the Late Empress’s household by his side, but these people were later dismissed from the palace due to age, and their whereabouts became difficult to trace.

This woman was demoted to Yeting Palace for making a mistake while caring for the Crown Prince.”

“Where is she now?” Shen Xihe asked.

“She passed away from illness five years ago,” Gu Zexiang said, taking out a jade pendant. “In Yeting Palace, lives were worth less than grass. When people died, no one gave them a second glance. I was the first to discover her death. She was holding this jade pendant. Having come from an official’s family, I had some discernment and knew this was no ordinary object, so I kept it.”

Gu Zexiang handed the pendant to Zhenzhu, who passed it to Shen Xihe.

It was high-quality mutton-fat jade, carved with a peony in exquisite detail. The lifelike flower appeared to bloom, its petals translucent in the light.

Such an item would be rare not only for a criminal slave but even for ordinary official families.

“The Late Empress’s given name contained the character for peony,” Zhenzhu reminded.

Shen Xihe didn’t need the reminder – she already knew.

Holding the pendant’s tassel, Shen Xihe remained silent for a moment before asking, “Did she say anything else?”

Gu Zexiang shook her head. “She was usually incoherent and wouldn’t speak, just trying to bite anyone who came near. When lucid… she would just sit still, staring blankly at nothing.”

The only thing she had ever said was during New Year when Gu Zexiang brought her a bowl of prison gruel. She let slip that she had served the Empress in the Eastern Palace and had eaten far finer food than this.

She immediately realized her mistake and looked anxiously at Gu Zexiang, but Gu Zexiang pretended not to hear and continued with her work.

“What was her name?” Shen Xihe asked.

Gu Zexiang shook her head again. “I don’t know. She had already been in Yeting Palace for over ten years when I arrived.”

The Crown Prince at three years old – that was the third year of Youning, exactly twenty-one years ago. She died five years ago, meaning she spent sixteen years in Yeting Palace.

When Gu Zexiang entered Yeting Palace, this woman had indeed already been there for over ten years.

“I understand. You may go,” Shen Xihe didn’t keep Gu Zexiang longer to avoid arousing suspicion.

After Gu Zexiang left the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe instructed Zhenzhu: “Investigate who from the Empress’s household served the Crown Prince back then, and when they were transferred away.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

It was quite easy to investigate because Shen Xihe had previously managed palace affairs and had access to all internal records. She had said long ago that she wouldn’t always hold onto palace authority – sometimes to better deceive enemies, one had to give up power.

Especially after Xiao Huayong decided to leave, Shen Xihe knew that without him, she would no longer be the Crown Princess, and continuing to hold palace authority would seem improper. When they had free time, Zhenzhu and others would make copies of certain documents.

The personnel change records from Youning Year 1 to Year 24 were critically important. Shen Xihe could discern patterns in people’s movements and, with Lan Shangyi’s help, map out palace factions.

They naturally made this their priority to copy.

Zhenzhu easily found the information but looked grave: “Your Highness, in Youning Year 3, there’s no record of anyone being demoted from the Eastern Palace to Yeting Palace.”

Not that there was no one – the record had been erased.

Tian Yuan quickly brought news about the list of palace maids who had served the Empress and their whereabouts.

“They’re all dead,” Shen Xihe said after a brief review.

Their deaths didn’t raise suspicion because they hadn’t all died in the same year – some from illness, some from accidents.

The last one died in Youning Year 8.

What a coincidental timing – Youning Year 8 was when Xiao Huayong was poisoned by tainted cherries in Mingzheng Hall.

“The person Zexiang met was probably an insignificant serving maid who must have received protection from one of the Empress’s clever senior maids,” Shen Xihe closed her eyes and theorized. “This senior maid…”

Opening her eyes, Shen Xihe looked at the register Tian Yuan had brought, focusing on the name of someone who drowned in the Eastern Palace in Youning Year 3.

She had been the Empress’s senior maid and became the female official in charge of the Eastern Palace after the Empress’s death.

The cause of death was recorded as slipping and falling into the Eastern Palace pond while getting up at night in winter.

Xiao Huayong was only three then, and Tian Yuan hadn’t even arrived at his side yet – they likely knew nothing about it.

The Empress died saving the Emperor’s life, and the Crown Prince was established in the Eastern Palace. The Empress’s maids couldn’t all disappear overnight without raising suspicion.

According to Shen Yueshan’s account, everyone with the Empress that day had died. This senior maid must not have been involved in the Empress’s plot against Princess Qianwang and thus wasn’t present that day. This saved her from being silenced immediately and dying with the others at the hands of “enemy troops.”

She naturally became the first choice to care for Xiao Huayong, but she must have discovered something she shouldn’t have. Finding herself helpless, she gave this relic of the Empress to someone she trusted most.

That person was demoted to Yeting Palace under a different name and forbidden from revealing her background, which allowed her to survive.

Perhaps she had been instructed to wait for the Crown Prince to find her, but Xiao Huayong never did, not knowing about any of this.

“This was the Late Empress’s possession,” Shen Xihe was certain at this moment.

Her deductions might have some inaccuracies, but as long as Gu Zexiang wasn’t lying, such an exquisite item must have belonged to the Late Empress.

Chapter 816: He Must Be Dead
Shen Xihe trusted Gu Zexiang.

She closed her eyes heavily and rubbed her forehead.

“Your Highness…” Zhenzhu stepped forward worriedly.

Shen Xihe raised her hand to stop her. “I’m fine.”

Lowering her gaze to the jade pendant, she noticed the true lover’s knot beneath the tassel, which seemed to whisper something as it swayed.

Her fingers suddenly tightened, and she felt a sharp pain in her abdomen, her face turning pale.

“Axi!” Zhenzhu supported Shen Xihe, crying out.

“It’s nothing,” Shen Xihe weakly gripped Zhenzhu’s hand back. “He’s just being restless.”

Biyu had already brought warm water. Shen Xihe drank from her hand, and her color gradually returned.

Though Imperial Physician Axi had arrived, and Zhenzhu’s pulse-taking revealed nothing unusual, they still had Axi administer some acupuncture.

After Shen Xihe recovered, she had Zhenzhu help her walk a few steps, finally stopping before her and Xiao Huayong’s portrait.

“Beichen, I may need to make a risky move,” she gazed at him, whispering.

No one responded, but just as she was about to smile self-mockingly, Baisui spoke: “Youyou happy, I can return; Youyou happy, I can return.”

“Pfft.” Shen Xihe couldn’t help but laugh.

She took a soft peacock feather and tickled Baisui’s face. Baisui leaned in closer: “Youyou my love, Youyou my love.”

Before Xiao Huayong decided to leave, he had secretly spent time with Baisui, teaching it who knows how many phrases.

Shen Xihe’s heavy mood lightened. After playing with Baisui a while longer, she composed herself and ordered: “Please invite Prince Xin for a visit. I have matters to discuss.”

It wasn’t difficult for Xiao Changqin to see Shen Xihe – with Emperor Youning still “unconscious,” it was natural for his sons to visit.

Checking on Shen Xihe together was also proper etiquette.

“Have you found the people, Your Highness?” Shen Xihe asked.

“All arranged,” Xiao Changqin nodded. “Tomorrow I’ll have them leave traces to reassure His Majesty, lest he take action again.”

His Majesty’s ambush wouldn’t start so rashly. Though people had infiltrated the capital, they wouldn’t recklessly try to kill their way into the palace.

He needed to first let His Majesty know they had arrived, observe his reaction, and wait for His Majesty to provide an opportunity to strike. This was more reliable than creating one himself.

After all, His Majesty still had the Embroidered Guard that even he hadn’t figured out. Setting an ambush for His Majesty without him opening a convenient path would be difficult with just Xiao Juezong’s remaining men.

This matter was too important – he couldn’t mix his people into it.

“Give this to the person you’ve arranged,” Shen Xihe handed the peony jade pendant to Xiao Changqin.

“This is…” Xiao Changqin accepted it, immediately recognizing its exceptional quality as a prince.

“The Empress’s relic,” Shen Xihe said, her obsidian eyes fixing on Xiao Changqin.

Xiao Changqin frowned, wondering why Shen Xihe would give him the Late Empress’s relic.

“Beichen,” Shen Xihe took a deep breath, “is not Your Highness’s brother, but should be your cousin.”

Even with his steady temperament, Xiao Changqin sat up straight, his pupils contracting.

There had been rumors that Xiao Huayong wasn’t His Majesty’s son, but he had never doubted them, dismissing them as gossip. He couldn’t understand how someone like His Majesty would acknowledge another’s son as his own, especially as the Crown Prince.

Now that Shen Xihe mentioned it, he had to reconsider. Looking at it from the opposite perspective made everything clear.

The Empress Dowager loved Xiao Huayong more than any other prince. When the Prince and Princess Qian were killed, she supported His Majesty’s ascension to the throne despite always treating him coldly. These puzzling details began to make sense.

The “enemy attack” back then was fratricide!

His Majesty killed his brother for the throne but couldn’t kill the Empress Dowager – either from some humanity or knowing that if she died too, most of Prince Qian’s former followers wouldn’t submit. The newly pacified realm would fall into chaos again.

The Empress Dowager wouldn’t allow Prince Qian’s son to be confined or exploited by the greedy, so he couldn’t live as Prince Qian’s posthumous son. The best solution, which also made His Majesty atone, was to make Xiao Huayong the Crown Prince.

Xiao Changqin was clever enough to understand the rest without Shen Xihe explaining. With Xiao Huayong becoming Crown Prince, his real younger brother must have been switched away, and this child…

“Is the Crown Princess certain this child…” Xiao Changqin couldn’t finish.

Though cold-blooded himself, having killed innocents, he had never killed children, let alone infants – especially one of his blood!

But if Shen Xihe wasn’t certain, why would she give him this item, letting him give Xiao Juezong’s son another identity – His Majesty’s son!

His son, raised by his enemy, conspiring to harm him, poisoning him to organ failure – even as emperor, he could only helplessly await death’s approach.

This was even crueler than before when His Majesty learned Xiao Juezong had just died and had no outlet for his rage. What did it matter that everything was Xiao Juezong’s doing? He could do nothing but seethe with hatred.

“I’m not certain,” Shen Xihe’s eyes were pale as she shook her head slightly. “I have no proof and can’t investigate openly now. If I investigate first, then this person appears, we can’t deceive His Majesty.

I can only speculate. From what I know, I’m convinced this child died shortly after birth. Not only did he die, but whoever took him away or was ordered to kill him is also dead.”

This was the loophole – the person ordered to kill the prince was dead, so only he knew whether he had done it.

“Crown Princess, you…” Xiao Changqin was shocked. “Do you realize… if our calculations are wrong…”

If the child wasn’t killed but safely raised somewhere, and His Majesty knew, then fabricating an impostor would be making fools of themselves before His Majesty – a huge joke.

His Majesty would not only see through it immediately but would also stop believing Xiao Juezong had ever existed. When Xiao Juezong first appeared, it was when His Majesty doubted the Crown Prince. All their efforts would be wasted, and even the Crown Prince’s fake death might be exposed.

His Majesty would open the coffin!

“I know,” Shen Xihe’s expression was calm. “I know how dangerous this move is, but I must do it. I need to confirm something – something that concerns my life and death.”

Xiao Changqin moved his lips but didn’t ask “What thing.” Since Shen Xihe spoke this way, she was unwilling to tell.

He remained silent, hesitating, struggling, contemplating: “Crown Princess, how certain are you?”

Her eyes were deep, dark, calm, and resolute: “He must be dead.”

He – meaning the real Crown Prince.

She had no evidence, yet she was certain.

Chapter 817: His Majesty Will Not Allow Me to Avoid It
Xiao Changqing couldn’t avoid looking directly at Shen Xihe, momentarily at a loss for words.

Every step of their path had been extremely dangerous, naturally requiring deep contemplation. While they couldn’t be certain of maintaining stability, they at least needed to minimize the possibility of destruction.

Yet today, Shen Xihe acted like a gambler betting everything on a single throw. Without any evidence, without a shred of rationality, she relied purely on intuition, stubbornly and resolutely making a move that could lead to irreversible consequences.

“Crown Princess, have you thought it through?” Xiao Changqing gripped his jade pendant tightly. “No regrets?”

Shen Xihe lowered her head to look at her protruding belly. A gentle smile spread across her elegant face as she softly caressed her abdomen where the little one was playing and moving its limbs. “No regrets.”

Since Shen Xihe was so determined, Xiao Changqing stopped trying to persuade her. He stood up, gave her a formal bow with cupped hands, and silently left.

The cool wind of late autumn rose, sending golden ginkgo leaves flying like butterflies.

A ginkgo leaf fluttered down like a butterfly in the wind, and Shen Xihe caught it, her bright eyes distant. “Another deep autumn has arrived, but this year there’s no one to appreciate it with me. Beichen, are you well?”

At the same moment, thousands of miles away on the deep island, Xiao Huayong also caught a ginkgo leaf, gently stroking it.

His complexion was pale, his eyes heavy with exhaustion, his lips as transparent as glass.

“Your Highness, take your medicine,” Xie Yunhuai brought over a bowl of medicine.

Xiao Huayong was too weak even to lift the bowl. He slowly sipped the medicine with Xie Yunhuai’s help.

He had to drink three bowls of this medicine daily, and Xiao Huayong had lost his sense of taste, his entire body permeated with the strong medicinal scent.

“Ruogu, you should go back,” Xiao Huayong said after finishing the medicine, seeming somewhat more energetic. “Master Linghu is here, and I’ve learned the local language. Master Linghu also understands my condition well now. Go back and watch over her for me.”

Xie Yunhuai remained silent, unsure what to say.

In fact, during the half year since they’d arrived, Xiao Huayong’s health had steadily deteriorated. Though the sword wound was staged and avoided vital areas, it had penetrated deep into his body. The subsequent turbulent sea journey and storms they encountered would have killed them if not for the experienced Qu family helmsman.

Xiao Huayong needed to recover and adjust to this place. When they first arrived, it was cold and damp. The urgent need for detoxification, combined with these conditions, led Xie Yunhuai to believe several times that Xiao Huayong wouldn’t survive. Yet he pulled through each time, tightly gripping the black piece tied to his wrist with five-colored thread, saying it was his faith.

Now, though Xiao Huayong remained weak, his sword wound had healed. The elderly Master Linghu Zheng, who had come with them, was a brilliant physician who understood the poison in Xiao Huayong’s body thoroughly.

“Your Highness, if I return, how should I face the Crown Princess?” Xie Yunhuai asked.

He was willing to return, as he had unfinished business, and Xiao Huayong didn’t truly need him here.

Hearing this, Xiao Huayong’s tired eyes fell on the ginkgo leaf in his palm, his voice gentle but firm: “She won’t ask.”

Xie Yunhuai was briefly startled, then lowered his head. After a moment, he silently bowed to Shen Xihe.

The next day, he set sail back to the capital.

The capital was particularly gloomy that day, with dark clouds pressing low and cold winds howling, yet no rain fell.

Emperor Youning had run out of patience. He ordered Liu Sanzhi to personally go to the Imperial Tomb and secretly open the coffin to verify if Xiao Huayong was truly dead.

Just as Liu Sanzhi left the palace gates, he received news of possibly discovering Xiao Juesong’s whereabouts and immediately returned to report.

Emperor Youning remained silent after hearing this.

Subconsciously, Emperor Youning didn’t want to believe Xiao Huayong had faked his death.

Some things only remain unclear until doubt begins. Once suspicion takes root, everything becomes apparent.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t have faked his death. Dying so tragically in public meant he could never return as Crown Prince, unlike when the Fourth Prince set fire to the Imperial Tomb and passed off false remains.

The fire could be explained as a coincidence, the remains were mistakenly identified during collection.

But dying while saving the emperor and being buried in the Imperial Tomb left Crown Prince Xiao Huayong no possibility of resurrection.

To others, if he were truly ambitious for the throne, he wouldn’t have made such a move that cut off his path forward.

Emperor Youning once thought the same, but after suspecting Xiao Juesong was Xiao Huayong’s elaborate deception, many small details became terrifying upon reflection.

Xiao Huayong would only act this way for one reason: he had discovered his true identity!

Having learned of his origins, he no longer needed to return as Crown Prince. He could hide in the shadows, throwing the entire imperial family and capital into chaos, then return as the son of Prince Chen!

If by then the imperial family was gone and Shen Xihe controlled the court, whether she bore a son wouldn’t matter. Her husband would completely expose the events of the past, and without him as emperor, his princes would be at the mercy of Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe.

With the Northwestern Army, his brother’s remaining influence, and the revelation of fratricide for the throne, he could still legitimately ascend to the throne.

As for deceiving the emperor by faking his death, it would no longer be a stain but merely a tactic to avenge his father, beyond even the Censorate’s criticism.

“Since he’s here, let’s take a look first,” the emperor’s voice was hoarse when he finally spoke.

Let’s see.

Over the next few days, under Xiao Changqing’s arrangements, the last group of Xiao Juesong’s men became active outside the capital, seemingly trying every method to infiltrate the palace without success.

Emperor Youning observed for five days, waiting until Liu Sanzhi captured one man and verified the mark on his chest before telling Liu Sanzhi: “Go personally to Xiangguo Temple and find Master Xiqing…”

When Shen Xihe heard about the palace holding a Buddhist ceremony, she smiled: “His Majesty has finally grown impatient.”

“Your Highness, should you avoid it?” Tianyuan worried somewhat about Shen Xihe’s pregnancy.

“Avoid it?” Shen Xihe’s smile became meaningful. “His Majesty will not allow me to avoid it.”

Suspecting Xiao Huayong and her, he would use this to test her.

This was His Majesty’s prayer ceremony – if she made excuses to avoid it, some might link her hopes for His Majesty’s early death to the Northwestern Prince’s disloyalty. These were annoying enough, but more importantly, she deeply believed that even if she fell ill today and truly needed bed rest, Emperor Youning would counter her move and force her attendance.

Why go through the trouble and appear guilty?

“But Your Highness, you…” Tianyuan worried anxiously.

But Shen Xihe remained exceptionally calm. She retrieved a string of snow-white Buddhist prayer beads and handed them to Tianyuan: “Give these to Difang and have him visit Xiangguo Temple. These were gifted by Master Xiqing years ago.”

Chapter 818: The Emperor’s Deadly Test
Tianyuan solemnly accepted the beads.

Years ago, when Master Xiqing asked her to cast incense burners and prepare Cetaka incense for Xiangguo Temple, he had promised to help however possible when called upon.

His Majesty must have begun suspecting Xiao Juesong’s connection to her and Xiao Huayong. The best way to test her would be to see if Xiao Juesong’s men would attempt to kill her indiscriminately.

She had already reminded Xiao Changqing of this, conveying her intention that from the moment they chose to strike fatally at His Majesty, she would remain his daughter-in-law, with no connection to them.

His Majesty would surely create opportunities for these men to attempt her life. He had already investigated everyone she could bring with her, and within the palace walls, it wasn’t appropriate for her to arrange additional protection now. She would have to rely on Master Xiqing’s protection.

As she thought this, her belly received another kick, forming a bump that quickly receded.

Shen Xihe cradled her abdomen, speaking softly: “Don’t fear. Mother won’t let anything happen to you. Once this passes, no one will prevent your birth.”

Seeming to sense his mother’s comfort, Xiao Junzhu quieted down.

On the seventeenth day of the tenth month in the twenty-third year of Youning’s reign, when the emperor fell unconscious, Master Xiqing from Xiangguo Temple led a group performing ceremonies in Mingzheng Hall. The palace women and all civil and military officials attended to pray for the emperor’s wellbeing.

Outside Mingzheng Hall, flags waved and guards stood at attention. The sound of chanting sutras and wooden fish drums floated above the great hall. Civil and military officials knelt on the left side, while the Empress Dowager and Shen Xihe, along with the noble women of the imperial clan, knelt on the right. In the middle, over a hundred monks chanted prayers.

Whether or not everyone’s hearts were truly devout, all appeared solemn before the sacred altar.

After about half an hour, an eunuch joyfully called out: “His Majesty arrives—”

This clear and jubilant announcement drew everyone’s attention. They saw Emperor Youning, appearing frail, slowly approaching with Liu Sanzhi’s support, wearing a loose fur robe. The monks in the middle-parted to make way.

Emperor Youning walked toward Master Xiqing at the central altar.

The officials and noble women felt relieved, feeling the recent anxiety and oppression would finally lift when suddenly a monk revealed a gleaming long sword and lunged at Emperor Youning who had reached the center.

Simultaneously, several objects struck the ground, releasing clouds of smoke.

Moyu and Zhenzhu immediately moved to protect Shen Xihe’s side. The noble women and officials were greatly startled, many crying out and fleeing.

White mist enveloped everything. Moyu quickly sensed killing intent approaching and raised her sword. In the thick fog where one couldn’t see their hand before their face, the clash of blades was particularly jarring.

Unable to see, they could only act on instinct. Tianyuan and Jiuzhang were dealing with the outer perimeter and soon joined the battle, leaving only Zhenzhu by Shen Xihe’s side.

In the dense smoke, Shen Xihe could only occasionally glimpse moving shadows.

As one cloud of smoke hadn’t yet dispersed, another followed. The smoke’s scent was particularly pungent to Shen Xihe, yet she remained calm and composed, slowly closing her eyes.

Through the fluctuations in the surrounding qi, she could roughly judge where her people were and how many opponents engaged them.

“Moyu, behind you!”

Moyu thrust her sword backward, resulting in a squelching sound as the blade penetrated the flesh. She withdrew her sword, and the scent of blood instantly spread.

These attackers weren’t necessarily highly skilled in martial arts, but using the smoke, treading lightly, and holding their breath, they could silently approach from behind. These weren’t Xiao Juesong’s men, nor… did they seem to be His Majesty’s people.

It appeared someone was taking advantage of the chaos.

Shen Xihe smiled coldly: “Tianyuan, southwest.”

Tianyuan didn’t hesitate, dodging a sneak attack from a known enemy with a side roll while simultaneously thrusting his sword toward the southwest relative to his position, killing another attacker.

“Jiuzhang, above, northwest!”

None dared stray far from Shen Xihe. Being a prayer ceremony, each person could only bring limited attendants, and even fewer could stand with their masters here.

They had all accompanied Shen Xihe for long enough that she could distinguish their qi. No matter how silently the attackers approached, their bodies would reveal their presence. With Shen Xihe’s guidance and their considerable skills, her people remained largely uninjured in the heavy mist.

Gradually the smoke began to disperse, with no new smoke being added.

Shen Xihe could now see the chaos on the ground, and the increasingly strong smell of blood began to interfere with her accurate judgments.

Someone sneaked up behind her, which Shen Xihe hadn’t detected, but Zhenzhu moved first.

Shen Xihe dared not move rashly. Fortunately, the smoke dispersed quickly, leaving only a thin cotton-like layer. Once Moyu could see clearly, her strikes became faster and more precise, though the assassins were so numerous that Tianyuan and the others remained fully occupied.

“Crown Princess, come with this servant.” Liu Sanzhi suddenly appeared, killing an assassin who had approached Shen Xihe, and grabbed her wrist through his sleeve.

Shen Xihe didn’t resist. Given her dire situation, she naturally followed Liu Sanzhi, who quickly escorted her to His Majesty’s side. Not just anyone could approach His Majesty – besides the well-trained Imperial Guards, there was the formidably skilled Embroidered Uniform Guard.

“Are you well?” Emperor Youning asked upon seeing Shen Xihe.

“Your child is unharmed,” Shen Xihe replied.

The exchange between father-in-law and daughter-in-law was perfectly peaceful.

Having received his answer, Emperor Youning turned his attention to the ongoing battle.

Shen Xihe also noticed one particularly agile figure who, though masked, wore clothing slightly different from the others and appeared to be a young man in his early twenties.

Though Shen Xihe had never seen Xiao Juesong’s men, she had an intuition that this person wasn’t one of them, but rather someone chosen separately by Xiao Changqing.

Though Shen Xihe didn’t understand martial arts, she noticed the two Embroidered Uniform Guard members attacking him were deliberately holding back, allowing him to break through their encirclement.

If she could see this person was too young, how could Emperor Youning not notice?

He must be disappointed not having found the Xiao Juesong he sought.

But he hadn’t given up testing her. Soon, with his companions’ help, the young man evaded the two Embroidered Uniform Guard members and, dragging his bloodied sword after killing several guards, leaped forward with his sword aimed at Emperor Youning.

Shen Xihe stood at Emperor Youning’s side. She wouldn’t have stepped forward to block the sword for Emperor Youning, but someone bumped her, quickly pushing her diagonally in front of Emperor Youning. The cold steel sword grew larger and larger in her pupils.

The swordsman showed no hesitation, and Shen Xihe likewise remained composed, showing no fear or panic.

Just before the sword could pierce her, a figure swift as lightning appeared. Prayer beads wrapped around the sword, binding it tight. As palm force rushed forth, the swordsman reacted, only managing to exchange palm strikes with Master Xiqing before being forced back.

Chapter 819: Her Child, From Now On, Becomes His Majesty’s Redemption
Before Xu Qing could pursue his attack, a crimson figure rushed forward, sword flashing with lethal precision, each strike aimed to kill.

Shen Xihe watched as Xiao Changying intervened, her hand resting on her belly as she lowered her gaze, hoping Xiao Changqin had given proper instructions.

Her plan couldn’t allow this person to die so easily.

Xiao Changqin naturally knew his brother’s feelings for Shen Xihe. When Shen Xihe went to pay respects at the Imperial Mausoleum, his foolish brother had secretly followed to see her off. Thus, he knew the Emperor would likely test Shen Xihe, and had told his brother about the plan.

Though Xiao Changying had agreed readily, when he witnessed that scene, his eyes had turned bloodshot. He was barely keeping himself together, not daring to think deeply – if Xu Qing hadn’t been there, that sword thrust into Shen Xihe’s body would have surely killed both mother and child.

Just thinking of this possibility made him want to tear this person to pieces right now.

“Go assist the Fierce Prince!” The Emperor Yu Ning, seeing something amiss, commanded the Imperial Guards.

Zhao Zhengxuan seized the opportunity to join in, having received the Emperor’s subtle hint to capture alive, so his moves were all aimed at blocking Xiao Changying.

As Xiao Changying gradually calmed down and slightly relaxed his stance, the assassin seized the opening, feinting before sweeping past him like the wind, charging toward Emperor Yu Ning once more.

This time, Shen Xihe had already pretended to move fearfully to a safe position and had deliberately blocked Liu Sanzhi, leaving the Emperor’s side exposed. Everyone who saw this paled, thinking the Emperor was about to be successfully assassinated.

However, unexpectedly, the Emperor slid a sword from his sleeve and thrust forward, while the assassin, who could have stabbed into the Emperor’s body, stopped at the crucial moment.

It was such a bizarre scene that everyone was stunned, staring wide-eyed.

Even Emperor Yu Ning, who had been prepared for mutual destruction, was taken aback.

The assassin, now run through by the Emperor’s sword, reached up and pulled off his mask, revealing a handsome face.

Standing behind Emperor Yu Ning, Shen Xihe drew in a sharp breath, instinctively looking toward Xiao Changqin.

This person, this face…

It was at least sixty percent similar to Emperor Yu Ning!

How had Xiao Changqin found someone so similar in such a short time?

Seeing this face, the Emperor was even more shocked.

Then the wounded assassin took out a jade pendant from his robes, its peony flower pattern vivid and lifelike, its glow subtle in the wavering light.

“You—” The Emperor’s hands began to tremble.

At this moment, the sword-pierced assassin lurched forward, driving the blade deeper, pressing almost body-to-body with the Emperor: “Your Majesty, Supreme Ruler… what are you afraid of? You’ve already killed your brother, what’s killing another son? Moreover… I’m not Your Majesty’s first child to be killed… No, I should have been the first, just that I didn’t die then, isn’t that right? Hehe…”

His voice was extremely low; even Shen Xihe, standing very close to the Emperor, couldn’t hear what else he said.

No one dared approach, as they could all see that His Majesty had no heart to pull out the sword and deliver another blow.

The assassin collapsed into His Majesty’s arms, leaning on his shoulder: “Your Majesty, curious… about who raised me? *cough cough*… It was the person you wish to see… However, he has already passed away… He died… died without regret, only because Your Majesty… will soon meet him…”

After struggling to breathe for quite a while, he finally managed to speak his last words with great difficulty: “Your Majesty, how well does the ink serve you…”

He stared at Emperor Yu Ning until his death, never taking his eyes off him.

If Shen Xihe hadn’t known the whole truth, she would have believed this was truly the Empress’s exchanged prince.

How had he managed to be so convincing? Such bearing and actions, and such righteousness in facing death?

Emperor Yu Ning stood rigid, holding the dead assassin, clutching the bloodstained jade pendant in his hand. No one knew what the Emperor was thinking. With their leader dead, the other assassins began committing suicide, poison sacs in their mouths.

As for the group of assassins who had been taking advantage of the chaos in the mist, most had already died at the hands of the Imperial Guards and others.

Amidst the pervading smell of blood was a deathlike silence.

No one knew how much time passed – perhaps just an instant, the time it takes for an incense stick to burn, perhaps longer. Emperor Yu Ning coughed up a mouthful of blood and fainted, finally breaking the suffocating stillness.

Liu Sanzhi and others hurriedly carried the Emperor, who had truly fainted this time, back to the Qinzheng Palace.

Shen Yingruo rushed to Shen Xihe, and seeing that her color was still good with no signs of pain, finally breathed a sigh of relief before turning to leave with the guards.

“Imperial Sister-in-law… shall we summon the Imperial Physician?” Xiao Changying didn’t follow Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changgeng to Qinzheng Palace.

Shen Xihe expressionlessly shook her head at him. Everything had been within her expectations; how could she be shocked?

Nevertheless, she pretended to faint in Zhenzhu’s arms, letting them take her back to the Eastern Palace. Even if she was calm and collected, she was pregnant – it was reasonable that she might not react immediately, and then faint from the lingering fear once she did.

With this fainting spell, there was no need to request Imperial Physicians now – they had all gone to Qinzheng Palace, as the Emperor’s faint wasn’t feigned this time. However, everyone knew the Eastern Palace had its medical officials.

About an hour later, people gradually came to see her, including physicians from the Imperial Medical Office sent by the Empress Dowager, indicating that the situation with the Emperor had stabilized.

Even the three Xiao brothers came to visit together.

“You won the bet,” Xiao Changqin said, finally relieved.

Shen Xihe had taken too great a risk this time. The former Empress must have given birth to a child, but who could be certain it was a boy? What if they had just claimed it was a boy to make it easier for Xiao Huayong to take his place? What if it was a princess? Wouldn’t they have walked right into a trap, exposing everything?

The Emperor had awakened but remained silent. His reaction and that mouthful of blood proved that the Empress had indeed given birth to a prince and that the Emperor had arranged to have this prince silenced, even silencing those who had done the silencing.

“Your Highness, where did you find such a person?” Shen Xihe was more curious.

“Long ago, I kept him by my side. He was originally a beggar – I only kept him because of his appearance,” Xiao Changqin wasn’t sure what had prompted him then, just that the child’s features resembled the Emperor’s.

He was a death warrior raised by himself, with outstanding martial skills. Death warriors were always prepared to sacrifice themselves for their masters. The rest was hastily taught – having been by his side for several years, he had learned some of his bearing, enough to handle this scene.

“Now, can you tell me why you insisted on this move?” Xiao Changqin didn’t think it was merely to trouble the Emperor’s heart.

Although doing so would indeed make the Emperor more haunted.

Shen Xihe lowered her gaze: “To end His Majesty’s desire to open the coffin.”

The Emperor must have suspected Xiao Huayong. If they had followed the original plan, the Emperor might not have doubted, because once the Emperor suspected Xiao Huayong was the mastermind, he would be convinced that Xiao Huayong knew his true identity.

From an emperor’s perspective, he wouldn’t believe Xiao Huayong would give up the throne for Shen Xihe – this was also why the Emperor hadn’t initially suspected Xiao Huayong’s death was fake.

Therefore, in the Emperor’s view, if Xiao Huayong was the mastermind and had faked his death, Xiao Huayong would certainly return. Since he couldn’t return as Crown Prince, what identity would allow him to seize the throne?

Only the identity of Prince Qian’s son.

Now, Shen Xihe had delivered someone who truly knew the secret of his identity to Yu Ning’s presence.

This would make him believe everything was unrelated to Xiao Huayong, that it was all revenge from Xiao Juesong and his true son.

Xiao Changqin hadn’t considered this point – no wonder Shen Xihe had been so urgent, willing to take such a great risk.

“Crown Princess, your mind is as precise as silk threads.” Xiao Changqin sincerely praised, then added, “Even if His Majesty believes this, it can’t completely dispel his suspicion that the Crown Prince knows his identity.”

The autumn wind swept up fallen leaves, clearly showing some decay, but her smile beneath her fluttering hair was like the warm spring sun, incomparably bright: “His Majesty surely won’t want to bury this assassin hastily…”

Unlike Xiao Changmin and the others, who all had thoughts of rebellion and usurpation – that was self-destruction, the Emperor felt no guilt – this child was different. He was the Emperor’s true source of guilt. The Emperor had killed him and coughed up that mouthful of blood, showing the pain in his heart. Even if just to ease his conscience, he would give this child a grand burial.

How to give a grand burial? There was a ready-made reason.

After today’s events, the Emperor would need to give the court officials an explanation for the emotional display that everyone had witnessed.

The most mutually beneficial explanation would be to declare this was Prince Qian’s son, kidnapped by Xiao Juesong years ago. Conveniently, hadn’t he claimed Xiao Juesong sent people to attack when he killed his brother for the throne? This would corroborate that past event, covering up the truth.

Now the child had been instigated and deceived by Xiao Juesong, leading to this assassination attempt.

As his brother’s only flesh and blood, and due to his negligence of allowing villains to take advantage, he would naturally give him a grand funeral.

This would explain his unusual reaction, ease some guilt, allow the child to return to his ancestral line, and prevent any future claims of Prince Qian’s heir – achieving multiple goals at once.

Shen Xihe had thought it all through for His Majesty, and she firmly believed he would do exactly this.

Once His Majesty made this conclusion, whether the Crown Prince had faked his death wouldn’t matter anymore – he truly couldn’t return.

Xiao Changqin didn’t know what to say. Shen Xihe truly deserved to be Xiao Huayong’s woman.

“After this incident, His Majesty will no longer trouble me,” Shen Xihe didn’t look at Xiao Changqin, her hand gently resting on her belly. “He killed his true seventh son with his own hands, while the child in my womb is, by blood, the only continuing bloodline of the brother he feels guilty toward, and in name, the bloodline of the son he wronged even more deeply.”

Xiao Huayong was Prince Qian’s flesh and blood, Xiao Junzhu inherited this lineage’s blood.

Xiao Huayong’s position was as His Majesty’s seventh son, the “own” son whom His Majesty sacrificed for the throne and now killed with his own hands.

Xiao Junzhu inherited his nominal line.

His existence would become His Majesty’s redemption.

Xiao Changqin’s pupils dilated. He considered himself deep-thinking, but the machinations of this seemingly fragile woman before him made his hair stand on end.

Chapter 820: Better to Lose This Round
The next day, Emperor Yu Ning, who had long been absent from court due to illness, forced himself to attend.

The civil and military officials harbored various thoughts, speculating about yesterday’s assassin.

His Majesty’s reaction and subsequent orders to handle the assassin’s body properly left countless questions in their minds.

Sitting on the dragon throne, Emperor Yu Ning looked haggard, but his eyes still held imperial authority. After sweeping his gaze around, he slowly spoke: “Yesterday’s assassin was my royal brother’s son.”

Xiao Changqin gently closed his eyes, releasing an almost imperceptible long breath.

Although His Majesty’s behavior yesterday had been enough to convince him of Shen Xihe’s predictions, only now did everything truly settle.

While His Majesty’s words relieved Xiao Changqin, they stirred massive waves among the court officials.

“But… didn’t Prince Qian’s consort give birth to a princess?”

“Yes, yes, the princess was weak and passed away that night.”

“Then… then what’s this about a prince?”

The officials forgot decorum, unable to resist whispering amongst themselves. His Majesty’s words were like thunder from clear skies, leaving their minds in chaos.

It took one light cough from Emperor Yu Ning to silence them all.

“Back then…” Emperor Yu Ning drew a deep breath, “both my sister-in-law and the Empress gave birth to sons. Due to my negligent oversight, my brother’s son was kidnapped by the traitor Xiao Juesong. The matter was too serious, so we had to announce that my sister-in-law had given birth to a daughter.”

Xiao Changqin lowered his head, his lips curling slightly in a smile that seemed both mocking and sardonic.

The officials easily accepted His Majesty’s explanation.

The situation had indeed been extremely complex then. Prince Qian’s troops were at the city gates, and most of his following generals were trusted confidants. Had they known Prince Qian’s only bloodline had been kidnapped, they would have exhausted all efforts to search, and might not have readily accepted His Majesty’s ascension.

Half might have truly only recognized Prince Qian, while the other half had selfish motives – wasn’t a young ruler easier to control than the steady His Majesty?

As for dealing with court officials, they didn’t have such a long-term vision, only caring about immediate benefits.

“Your Majesty, since he is Prince Qian’s son, how will Your Majesty handle this?” The Minister of the Imperial Clan stepped forward to ask.

They no longer had the right to advise on this matter – it was too profound. Though he was an assassin, he had been lost in childhood and raised by Xiao Juesong to harbor a deep hatred for His Majesty. Yet yesterday, when he had the chance to severely wound or even take His Majesty’s life, he had still held back – how should this be judged?

“He has passed. I ultimately failed him. The Ministry of Rites and Imperial Clan Court will handle his burial, following the mourning rites of a prince,” Emperor Yu Ning spoke softly but with an undeniable tone.

The officials looked at each other and bowed: “Your Majesty is wise.”

Every step had been within Shen Xihe’s predictions.

Now, His Majesty truly couldn’t harm the child in Shen Xihe’s womb, but he also couldn’t let her child become heir to the throne. Shen Yueshan held a high position and great power – historically, a young emperor’s ascension had always been the root of powerful imperial in-laws’ dominance.

“Brother, how did she determine that Prince Qian’s consort had given birth to a son?” Xiao Changying followed Xiao Changqin back to Prince Xin’s mansion, unable to contain himself.

Xiao Changqin had plotted with Shen Xihe without including Xiao Changying, but Xiao Changying was used to clinging to his brother. Since Xiao Changqin hadn’t remarried and had no women in his household, there was no need for propriety. After his marriage, he preferred not to return home.

Xiao Changqin hadn’t hidden many things from him. Xiao Changying also knew yesterday’s person was arranged by Xiao Changqin – after all, he was Xiao Changqin’s death warrior. Xiao Changying had seen him once and remembered him deeply because of his appearance.

The birth of Prince Qian’s consort’s daughter had been settled fact – yet Shen Xihe had overturned it!

Xiao Changqin looked at his brother, who probably still thought His Majesty’s loss of composure yesterday was due to killing his brother’s only offspring.

“I also don’t know how she determined it,” Xiao Changqin smiled slightly.

Xiao Changying couldn’t believe it: “Brother…”

Shock, fear, and relief intertwined on Xiao Changying’s face, leaving him speechless for a long while before he squeezed out: “Brother, you’re mad!”

This was too crazy, completely unlike his brother.

To act so rashly without evidence was risking their heads in a dangerous gamble.

Xiao Changqin patted Xiao Changying’s shoulder: “But we won, didn’t we?”

Regarding Xiao Huayong being Prince Qian’s son, Xiao Changqin had no plans to tell his brother – not out of distrust, but because it was too complex and too ugly. He had already lost all hope in this royal family; why make his brother sink into endless coldness too?

Let him know their father had killed his brother and abandoned his son for the supreme position.

Xiao Changying was straightforward by nature and particularly despised evil. If he knew these things, he would inevitably show it when facing His Majesty.

In the Eastern Palace, Shen Xihe stood under the Pinzhong tree, wearing a light fur coat.

Amidst the golden vista, she was a delicate streak of white.

The desolate wind stirred the fur at her neck, brushing against her bare face.

“Your Highness, you’ve won, why don’t you look happy?” Zhenzhu didn’t understand.

They had been waiting for news from Qinzheng Palace, and all news had been within Shen Xihe’s predictions, yet she remained expressionless upon hearing it.

Shen Xihe was a calm, composed person who rarely showed extreme emotions and wouldn’t gloat over victory, but at least she shouldn’t be like this – seeming troubled, as if defeated her expression grave.

“Actually…” Shen Xihe watched the flying Pinzhong leaves, “I would rather have lost this round.”

Losing would just mean a hard battle, winning also meant a hard battle, but some things were too unseemly.

Zhenzhu didn’t understand, looking at Tianyuan, who was also startled. Biyu and the others all wore confused expressions.

Before Zhenzhu could ask further, Shen Xihe spoke: “Has the matter of the ink been handled properly?”

The ink was now in the open – Xiao Changqin’s arranged person had pointed it out before dying. His Majesty would surely believe this was his and Xiao Juesong’s revenge, but with the mastermind revealed, how it entered the palace still needed thorough investigation.

This was truly what had endangered His Majesty’s life – anyone suspected of involvement would likely pay a price.

“Your Highness, Prince Xin has taken responsibility for this matter,” Zhenzhu reported.

Such a harmful substance entering the palace and affecting His Majesty – His Majesty would investigate harshly. Though Shen Xihe controlled palace affairs and could distance herself completely, she still bore responsibility for poor palace management. However, now she had the protection charm of the child in her womb. Emperor Yu Ning only needed to confirm there was no evidence of her involvement or even knowledge; no matter how displeased he felt, he wouldn’t take action against her.

Hearing this, Shen Xihe understood Xiao Changqin’s intention but didn’t know how to respond. After a long while, she said: “Thank Prince Xin for me. I owe him this favor.”

Xiao Changqin taking over undoubtedly meant pushing back the timeline of when the ink entered the palace, to before Noble Consort Rong managed palace affairs.

Chapter 821: Royal Secrets
“Your Highness, why would Prince Xin do such a thing?” Biyu couldn’t help but ask.

As one of Shen Xihe’s people, she naturally sided with her. She found it unusual that Xiao Changqing would frame his birth mother for Shen Xihe’s sake, worried this might be a trap he was secretly laying for Shen Xihe.

Although Xiao Changqing and Shen Xihe were currently cooperating, when royal family members ally, one must remain cautious when the supreme throne is at stake.

Shen Xihe smiled at Biyu: “Prince Xin’s actions aren’t because of me.”

She and Xiao Changqing shared no deep bond – they were merely temporary allies due to their current lack of conflicts and shared enemies.

He did this because he was tired of His Majesty using his birth mother to control him. Previously, he had managed to demote Noble Consort Rong with Shen Xihe’s help, but later His Majesty elevated Noble Consort Rong again under the pretext of rewarding his achievements, using this to warn him.

With His Majesty’s power waning at this crucial time, he didn’t want his mother holding him back.

Using the incense ink incident, he let His Majesty discover that the ink had entered the palace during Noble Consort Rong’s tenure as palace overseer. Although Noble Consort Rong was unaware, she couldn’t escape the crime of negligence in her duties. His Majesty suffered greatly because of this and had no strength to reverse the situation in his remaining time. With such bitterness in his heart, he likely didn’t want to see Noble Consort Rong again.

The execution was impossible – Shen Xihe was with child, and Noble Consort Rong had two sons and a daughter. Moreover, negligence didn’t warrant death.

However, Shen Xihe hadn’t expected that a few days later, Emperor Youning would issue an edict ordering Xiao Changqing to take Noble Consort Rong out of the palace and provide for her at Prince Xin’s residence.

The dynasty had regulations: when an emperor passed away, his consorts with sons would be cared for at their sons’ residences. Those without sons would be sent to temples to practice Buddhism. But there had never been a precedent of an emperor sending his consort to his son’s residence while still alive.

This was a tremendous humiliation for Noble Consort Rong.

“Your Majesty, does this mean he’s not planning to pass the throne to Prince Xin?” Zhenzhu’s first reaction was this.

After all, only princes and kings looked after dowager consorts – how could there be logic in an emperor and birth mother living separately?

“I suspect you’re not the only one thinking this,” Shen Xihe said while working on needlework – making small clothes for the child.

“Is that not the case?” Zhenzhu asked.

Shen Xihe’s hands paused as she thought carefully, but she didn’t give a definite answer: “I too am unsure of His Majesty’s intentions. Whether he means to confuse everyone before ultimately passing the throne to Prince Xin, or if he’s using this to test me and Prince Yan, to see if we make a move.”

His Majesty hadn’t named an heir and wouldn’t name one. Whether he would pass the throne to Xiao Changqing, Xiao Changying, Xiao Changgeng, or even Xiao Changhong, Shen Xihe couldn’t guess. What was certain was that it wouldn’t be the child in her womb.

In this game of chess, she held the advantage. She wasn’t in a hurry, didn’t care who His Majesty would pass the throne to, and wasn’t concerned whether Xiao Changqing and Xiao Changgeng would ultimately waver. For now, she remained in seclusion, focusing on her pregnancy.

In Hanchang Hall, upon receiving the news, Noble Consort Rong seemed to lose her soul. She swept everything off her dressing table with her sleeve, but still not satisfied, she smashed whatever she saw.

“Such a good son, truly my son indeed!”

His Majesty’s handling of Noble Consort Rong was naturally clear and deliberate. She didn’t believe it was her oversight, didn’t believe that strange incense ink had entered the palace during her oversight. Although she hadn’t personally handled everything, she had trusted the female officials by her side back then.

However, these female officials had all been cleared out when she lost to Shen Xihe last time.

Though she had lost her confidants, after years of managing palace affairs, she still had some hidden influence. While Xiao Changqing had acted discreetly and His Majesty hadn’t discovered anything, she had found some vague traces. It seemed Xiao Changqing was covering for her, but it felt more like he was eager to condemn her!

What about silencing people for her, destroying evidence for her?

She was innocent, but Xiao Changqing’s actions only made it seem like he had a guilty conscience!

“He hates me, I shouldn’t have raised him back then!” Noble Consort Rong’s eyes blazed with fury.

“Noble Consort, mind your words!” her cautious confidante’s expression changed as she quietly warned.

“What is there to fear? I’m already a criminal being expelled from the palace, to be cared for by my son, what else should I fear!” Noble Consort Rong didn’t lower her voice but instead raised it in anger. “If I had known I would have Ninth Prince, why would I have adopted him?

Tell me, has he discovered something? Has he learned that I’m not his birth mother?

That I killed his birth mother?

That I took him in just to shield Ninth Prince?

That I…”

Xiao Changqing stood in a corner outside the room, frozen in place as he listened to Noble Consort Rong’s panicked and somewhat deranged words.

Her fragmented speech allowed him to piece together his origins.

He wasn’t Noble Consort Rong’s biological son. Since childhood, she had been harsh with him while favoring Xiao Changying and Changling. She always told him that as the eldest, amidst the palace’s deadly struggles, he needed to be clever and steady to protect her and his siblings – this was his responsibility as the eldest brother.

It turned out he was just a child Noble Consort Rong had schemed to obtain when she failed to conceive after marrying His Majesty. His birth mother had even been killed by Noble Consort Rong!

She raised him only as a shield for Xiao Changying.

All these years, all the plots and schemes against Hanchang Hall had targeted him first.

Because he and Xiao Changying were supposedly born of the same mother because he posed a greater threat than Xiao Changying.

Everyone believed that to deal with Noble Consort Rong, they had to bring him down first.

He had never complained about this, he had even been grateful as the eldest son to be able to protect his brother and sister.

“Mother—” Princess Pingling anxiously called out as she rushed through the moon gate, not noticing Xiao Changqing in the shadows.

Entering Noble Consort Rong’s chambers, she saw the chaos everywhere and her mother in a state like a mad woman.

“Pingling, Pingling, he knows everything, he knows everything, he’s taking revenge on me, I can’t go to Prince Xin’s residence, I can’t go to Prince Xin’s residence.” Noble Consort Rong, overwrought with emotion, embraced Princess Pingling as soon as she saw her.

“Mother, don’t overthink things.” Princess Pingling consoled her gently. “Fifth Brother wouldn’t know, if he knew, His Majesty wouldn’t send Mother to Fifth Brother’s residence.”

“No, His Majesty is doing this deliberately, he’s angry at me, angry that I failed in my duties, angry that I harmed him…” Noble Consort Rong spoke incoherently. “He must know, he knows I killed his birth mother, he’s even more resentful that I gave Madam Gu the medicine back then! It must be so, he hates me, if I go to his residence, I’ll surely be tortured to death, Pingling!”

“Mother, please calm down, listen to me…”

Xiao Changqing’s mind went blank. He didn’t know how to move his feet as he silently left.

So not only did Noble Consort Rong know everything, but even the sister he had always protected knew the truth. He alone had been a complete fool.

“Elder Brother!” Xiao Changying, who had rushed over upon hearing the news, met the soul-stricken Xiao Changqing at the main entrance of Hanchang Hall.

Chapter 822: Ridiculous and Absurd
Xiao Changqing stopped, staring woodenly at Xiao Changying who strode toward him.

His heart was in chaos. Looking at his confident brother before him, born into the royal family, he had rarely faced adversity. His only misfortune in life was probably that Shen Xihe hadn’t married him.

Most of this carefree life had been given to him by Xiao Changqing.

At this moment, he didn’t know if Xiao Changying, like Pingling, knew everything – if like Pingling, he outwardly showed respect while privately mocking his foolishness.

“Elder Brother, what’s wrong?” An unexplainable panic rose in Xiao Changying’s heart. Xiao Changqing had never looked at him with such complex, almost alien eyes. It frightened him. “Did Mother say something harsh? Elder Brother, His Majesty’s punishment is hard for Mother to accept, that’s why she spoke without thinking. Please don’t take offense.”

To Xiao Changqing, every word from Xiao Changying now felt jarring, the buzzing sounds like countless needles piercing his mind, causing his head to throb as if about to explode.

He raised his hand to his forehead, his voice ice-cold: “Leave!”

Xiao Changying froze. He saw the murderous intent and disgust in Xiao Changqing’s eyes, as winter’s cold water poured over him, freezing him instantly.

It was as if all his thoughts had been suddenly drained away. He didn’t know what had happened – his closest brother now looked at him like a mortal enemy.

By the time he came to his senses, Xiao Changqing had already stumbled away. He seemed to be swaying, and while Xiao Changying wanted to follow, remembering Xiao Changqing’s earlier hatred and killing intent made his feet root to the ground. “Follow him,” he ordered his men to watch Xiao Changqing while he rushed into Hanchang Hall. Seeing Mother would reveal the reason.

Xiao Changqing wandered forward like a puppet, noting people behind him. He stopped and spoke coldly: “Leave.”

He didn’t want anyone disturbing him now, didn’t want to hear anyone’s voice.

He walked increasingly off course, his mind filled with memories of the past – how for this mother, he had curried favor with His Majesty.

For this mother, he had strived to be the prince and eldest son she expected, sacrificing so many of his desires.

Because of this mother, he had lost his beloved.

He knew Qingqing didn’t want to live – even if Mother hadn’t provided those fragrances that could be made into poison, she would have found other ways. But besides the mother he deeply trusted, how could he not have noticed others?

When Qingqing collapsed in his arms, when he watched helplessly as her body grew cold, as his flesh and blood turned to bloody water flowing across the ground, he hated!

He wanted to destroy heaven and earth. He took revenge on everyone involved, not even sparing His Majesty.

Except for this mother – he was the child she had raised, he had no right to take revenge on her, could only torment himself.

He was constantly restricted by His Majesty because he had a birth mother who was wholly loyal to His Majesty.

Though she wasn’t as attentive to him as to Xiao Changying and Pingling, she still showed care and love. Apart from giving Qingqing the fragrance, she had never wronged him, and he had always respected her.

He knew His Majesty’s place in her heart. This edict would devastate her, so he had rushed here to comfort her, to tell her she would live more freely in his residence than in the palace.

He had strived to be a filial son. In this world, he couldn’t say he had done right by everyone, but to his mother, he dared say he had been faultless as a son.

Yet it turned out he had been protecting his mother’s murderer all along!

For this mother-killing enemy, he had nearly given everything.

How ridiculous!

Suddenly his chest hurt, and Xiao Changqing coughed up blood. His body went weak, fortunately bracing against a corridor pillar before he could fall.

Somehow his vision blurred, and a clear, cold zither melody rang out. This familiar tune etched in his bones made him hazily seem to see her.

He struggled to keep his eyes open several times as if truly seeing her cold figure slowly approaching. He tried to see more clearly as if she was saying something in his ear, but he couldn’t hear clearly. Finally, he couldn’t hold on and collapsed.

When he next gained consciousness, he was in Hanchang Hall. The first person he saw upon opening his eyes was the worried and anxious Xiao Changying, with an equally nervous Pingling standing beside him.

“Elder Brother, you’re awake?” Xiao Changying hurried to help Xiao Changqing up.

Xiao Changqing let him help: “Why am I here?”

“You argued with Mother, left in anger, and fainted from rage. Fortunately, the guards found you in time. It’s so cold now – what if you caught a chill?” Xiao Changying said somewhat reproachfully.

“Fainted from rage?” Xiao Changqing was confused. In recent years, he had cultivated such self-control that almost nothing could anger him.

How could he have fainted from anger?

“What did Mother say?” Xiao Changqing asked.

“You… you don’t remember?” Xiao Changying was shocked.

Xiao Changqing tried to think carefully, but some images flashed by too quickly to grasp.

Pingling was overjoyed.

“Imperial Physician—” Xiao Changying turned and called out.

Xiao Changqing tried to stop him, but it was too late – the Imperial Physician was waiting outside.

“Imperial Physician, please examine Elder Brother, he…”

“This prince is fine,” Xiao Changqing interrupted Xiao Changying.

The Imperial Physician still dutifully checked Xiao Changqing’s pulse, confirmed he was indeed fine and then left.

“Elder Brother, why didn’t you tell the Imperial Physician?” Xiao Changying pressed.

“If I told him, wouldn’t the whole palace know?” Xiao Changqing didn’t want to arouse suspicion. “I remember coming to escort Mother to Prince Xin’s residence, I just forgot the recent argument with her. This is our family matter, no need to make it bigger.”

Xiao Changying always listened to Xiao Changqing, so he accepted this.

“Fifth Brother is right. The Ninth Brother stays with the Fifth Brother. I’ll help Mother pack her things,” Pingling maintained her composure, curtsied to them, and quickly went to find Noble Consort Rong.

“Mother, Mother!” Pingling carefully rushed to the anxious Noble Consort Rong, grasping her cold hands. “Fifth Brother doesn’t remember, he doesn’t remember what he heard earlier.”

“Memory loss?” Noble Consort Rong couldn’t believe it.

“Not memory loss, he just doesn’t remember what we just said. He only remembers coming to escort you. Perhaps those words were too much for Fifth Brother to bear, that’s why he forgot,” Pingling cautioned seriously. “Mother, I observed Fifth Brother’s expression – he truly doesn’t remember. Mother, go with Fifth Brother to Prince Xin’s residence, but remember not to test him.”

Xiao Changqing was extremely intelligent. If he suddenly forgot something, he would grow suspicious. If they probed even slightly, it would certainly raise his doubts, and he might extract everything in just a few exchanges.

“Even if he truly forgot, if I go to his residence and one day he remembers…” Noble Consort Rong dared not imagine the consequences.

Chapter 823: Xie Yunhuai Returns
Pingling pressed her lips together: “Mother, His Majesty ordered Fifth Brother to care for you. Go to Prince Xin’s residence first – Ninth Brother’s mansion is next door. You can visit often or stay there through Ninth Sister-in-law’s invitation. As long as Fifth Brother doesn’t object, His Majesty won’t interfere.”

Noble Consort Rong’s expression softened, but she still worried about Xiao Changqing remembering: “Pingling, should we tell your Ninth Brother? Mother fears if he remembers one day, and Ninth Brother isn’t prepared, would he…”

“No!” Pingling firmly rejected this. “Fifth Brother means more to Ninth Brother than Mother and I do. If Ninth Brother knows, he’ll surely side with Elder Brother. Telling Ninth Brother is the same as telling Fifth Brother. We won’t even need to wait for Fifth Brother to remember…”

Noble Consort Rong regretted even more, wondering how she had become so angry earlier that she couldn’t hold her tongue.

Now they could only take things one step at a time, hoping Xiao Changqing would never remember.

The events in Hanchang Hall remained unknown to others. Shen Xihe stayed in seclusion during her pregnancy, her only concern being His Majesty. To her surprise, despite knowing his time was limited, His Majesty hadn’t become paranoid or dramatically changed his temperament.

He remained a diligent ruler, as if unaware of his condition, handling state affairs as usual.

Many of Shen Xihe’s precautionary measures proved unnecessary, especially regarding the Northwest.

November arrived, and the capital saw heavy snowfall. On the first day of the tenth month, Shen Xihe received good news – Xie Yunhuai had returned.

“He’s back?” Shen Xihe asked eagerly. “What about Beichen?”

Tianyuan lowered her head: “His Highness didn’t return with Doctor Qi.”

The light in her eyes instantly dimmed. Shen Xihe gave a self-mocking smile: “I was too hopeful.”

How could he return so quickly? If the cure were that simple, why would he leave in such a way, even initially planning to keep her from knowing he had faked his death to seek treatment? The poison was not easily cured, perhaps even fatal.

“Your Highness, shall we summon Doctor Qi for an audience?” Tianyuan asked.

Although the Crown Prince hadn’t returned with Xie Yunhuai, since they had left together, Xie Yunhuai must know much about His Highness’s situation.

But Shen Xihe shook her head: “He might… have returned for his affairs.”

If Xiao Huayong had sent anything or messages back with him, Xie Yunhuai would have come without being summoned.

If not, why pressure Xie Yunhuai?

She hadn’t forgotten that Xie Yunhuai’s family matters remained unresolved.

“Duke Xie’s youngest son must be four now,” Shen Xihe murmured.

She knew this was why Xie Yunhuai had returned.

Indeed, the returned Xie Yunhuai hadn’t sought an audience with Shen Xihe. He’d barely let anyone know of his return, coming back only to settle scores with his father and conclude the scheme laid years ago.

Though he rarely returned to the capital these years, most of the Xie clan had secretly aligned with him.

“Your Highness, Your Highness, big news, big news!” Ziyu, the palace gossip, could always get the first scoop from noble households even within the palace. She rushed to find Shen Xihe, “Big news about Doctor Qi!”

Further along in her pregnancy, Shen Xihe had grown increasingly languid. Though initially uninterested, when Ziyu mentioned Xie Yunhuai, despite her suspicions, she perked up: “Tell me.”

“Yesterday, several ladies were viewing plum blossoms in a garden when they caught adulterers – Duke Xie’s wife with her former brother-in-law.” Ziyu’s eyes sparkled as she spoke.

It was shocking – people had heard of affairs between sisters-in-law and brothers-in-law, but never between a remarried woman and her deceased husband’s brother, her former brother-in-law.

They were caught in an intimate moment, completely unclothed.

“Your Highness, you’ll never guess what happened next – it’s even more fascinating.” Ziyu was excited but trying to build suspense.

Seeing her blinking and withholding information, waiting for Shen Xihe to ask, Shen Xihe instead said: “There was an adulterer, but not the former brother-in-law.”

Ziyu nearly popped her eyes out: “Your Highness… you’re truly amazing!”

Shen Xihe smiled without explaining. It wasn’t amazing – she remembered Xie Yunhuai telling her that Yuan Shi had a daughter with her first husband but had hidden this from her family. To keep the Xie family from discovering this, she suppressed her brother-in-law’s achievements, preventing his promotion.

This brother-in-law, able to break through despite being suppressed by Duke Xie for so long, couldn’t be foolish. He must have known who had harmed him so badly and surely hated Yuan Shi – how could he possibly have an affair with her?

“Duke Xie’s wife’s lover was indeed someone else. To escape Yuan shi, they set her up…”

Yuan Shi’s actual lover was an idle baron who, like Duke Xie, had once admired her. After she married distantly and then remarried Xie Ji, he thought he’d missed his chance. But when Xie Ji couldn’t resist clan pressure and took a concubine, Yuan Shi felt betrayed. In her resentment, she began an affair with this man who still fantasized about her, resulting in what was now believed to be Xie Ji’s youngest son.

Yuan Shi wanted a child but tried to end things afterward. However, having tasted forbidden pleasure and with the child as leverage, the man wouldn’t let go. Recently his wife noticed something amiss and found evidence.

This wife was ruthless – wanting to save face and protect the child but unable to swallow this insult, she forced her husband to set up Yuan shi. As for why the former brother-in-law was involved, that was Xie Yunhuai’s choice.

This man was not only greedy but had discovered Young Lady Yuan’s secret and blackmailed Yuan Shi, repeatedly gaining favors. Yuan Shi worked with both Duke Xie and the baron to advance his career. After discovering her affair with the baron, he grew even more demanding.

When caught in the act, to prove his innocence, Yuan Shi’s former brother-in-law revealed everything, including about the baron and even that the young master of the Xie household was the baron’s son.

“Duke Xie fainted from anger right there. When he woke this morning, they say he could barely speak,” Ziyu described vividly, as if she’d witnessed it all. “Now the Xie clan members are avoiding Duke Xie and seeking Doctor Qi to acknowledge him as heir.”

The cherished youngest son was illegitimate, not even his child – he had only Xie Yunhuai as his true heir.

The title must pass to a biological son. Even for an adopted heir to inherit, they would need to arrange matters with the Court of State Ceremonial, gain support from the Three Excellencies and the Court of the Imperial Clan, and finally have enough face before His Majesty to secure it.

The more the Xie clan valued this title, the harder they would pressure Xie Ji to beg Xie Yunhuai.

“He won’t return,” Shen Xihe smiled faintly.

Chapter 824: Birth of the Imperial Grandson
Xie Yunhuai deeply despised the Xie surname. He hated Xie Ji and the self-serving Xie clan members.

Back then, if even one person had stood up to speak justly for his birth mother, she wouldn’t have died so unclear a death. It was only because Xie Ji could bring them benefits at the time – they didn’t care at all about the lives of Xie Yunhuai and his mother. Who knew that just ten years later, they would once again seek out Xie Yunhuai for their gain?

However, Shen Xihe had ultimately misjudged.

Ten days later, Xie Yunhuai acknowledged his ancestral lineage.

“What did you say?” Shen Xihe suspected she had misheard, looking toward Tianyuan.

“Your Highness, Doctor Qi… Young Master Xie has returned to the manor,” Tianyuan replied. “Today, the Duke of Xie submitted a memorial requesting the title of Heir Apparent.”

“How is this possible?” He despised the Xie surname, so how could he return and take the Xie name?

“Young Master Xie made three demands. Under pressure from the Xie clan members, the Duke of Xie met all of them. Young Master Xie then agreed to return, and his name has been added to the family registry.”

“Three demands?” Shen Xihe asked.

“It wasn’t announced publicly. No one knows what they were,” Tianyuan hadn’t been able to find out either. Only the Xie family heads were present, and the younger generation knew of the three demands.

Shen Xihe was displeased. She was confused by Xie Yunhuai’s return – based on her understanding of him, he shouldn’t have compromised for any reason to become a son of the Xie family.

But Xie Yunhuai had indeed returned to the Xie family. On the twentieth of the eleventh month, His Majesty granted Xie Yunhuai an audience. The next day, Xie Yunhuai was named Heir Apparent to the Duke of Xie.

At the end of the eleventh month, the Duke of Xie had an unfortunate fall and was said to be paralyzed. On the first day of the twelfth month, Xie Yunhuai became the Duke of Xie.

In just one month after his return, he had taken control of the entire Xie clan – or perhaps he had held them in his grasp all along, only now letting it surface.

He entered the palace to express his gratitude, and the Empress Dowager also granted him an audience. Since he was in the inner palace, Shen Xihe also followed the Empress Dowager’s lead in receiving him, sending people to prepare a gift as congratulations.

Shen Xihe sat in the warm pavilion, watching through the slightly opened window as he approached with billowing sleeves and steady steps.

It reminded her of that year at Ma Family Village, when he had suddenly appeared in plain clothes, with flowing black hair, his natural grace impossible to conceal.

Today he wore brocade robes with a jade belt, a golden crown binding his hair, and white fur draped over his shoulders. He had lost some of the free spirit of those days, gaining instead an air of authority.

He paused briefly at the doorway as if to dispel the cold air from his body, before removing his white fur and stepping inside.

“Greetings to Her Highness the Crown Princess,” he performed a proper and solemn bow, both humble and correct.

“Rise,” Shen Xihe said softly.

Xie Yunhuai stood, keeping his eyes lowered.

For a moment, one seemed to be quietly awaiting instruction while the other appeared lost in another world. The warm pavilion remained silent for a moment.

“Ruogu, why did you return?” Shen Xihe asked her puzzling question.

“I received a request, and am faithfully carrying it out,” Xie Yunhuai answered.

Shen Xihe fixed her gaze on him. So it was…

“You shouldn’t have come back,” Shen Xihe felt both apologetic and regretful.

This was a quagmire, a prison. She envied the once free-roaming Qi Yunhuai.

“Your Highness, this subject has lived half a life in freedom, traversing thousands of mountains and waters. I’ve grown somewhat tired,” Xie Yunhuai revealed a slight, composed smile.

Shen Xihe quietly studied him, and he maintained his composure, allowing her scrutiny.

After a long while, Shen Xihe began, “He…”

But she only got that far before breaking into a wry smile, not continuing her question.

He hadn’t left any message for her with Xie Yunhuai – he didn’t want to deceive her.

“Congratulations to Ruogu on successfully inheriting the title,” Shen Xihe said, and Tianyuan brought forward the prepared gift.

Xie Yunhuai didn’t decline, accepting it with both hands and a bow: “Thank you for Your Highness’s gift.”

“The winter is bitter cold. Ruogu should return home early,” Shen Xihe had nothing else to say.

Since he had returned at Xiao Huayong’s request, then surely Xiao Huayong had made all necessary arrangements.

“This subject takes his leave.”

Xie Yunhuai carried the congratulatory gift and left the Eastern Palace. At the Vermillion Bird Gate, he boarded his carriage and sat crouched for a moment, resting his eyes. Then he lifted the curtain at the back of the carriage, looking through the mirror-sized window at the gradually receding, increasingly blurry palace in the heavily falling snow.

Why had he returned?

“My heart was in the mountains and waters until meeting you made me realize they were but floating clouds. In this battle, you are here, so I return.”

Now she needed him, so he had returned. When the one who could protect her came back, he could leave again as he had before.

More than one person had asked if he had feelings for her.

He had never denied it, nor had he confirmed it.

He had once thought that his vague admiration and appreciation were merely for her intelligence and talent.

Until the Xie clan members knelt before him begging him to return, and he found himself unable to follow his original plan of hurling harsh and humiliating words in their faces before leaving.

Those people laid out the benefits among the nobility and the intricate web of power behind it, trying to tempt him.

He admitted he had been tempted.

But not for power – rather, because at that moment he inexplicably thought of her image fighting alone with her young son.

Xiao Huayong couldn’t return for three to five years, and His Majesty couldn’t last another half year. She would inevitably have to oversee the ascension of her newborn child.

Among the imperial clans was Prince Yan, among the court officials were the forces Xiao Huayong had cultivated, and among the great families was Cui Jinbai.

But what of the nobility?

Zhao Zhenghao alone wasn’t enough.

A young emperor was also a signal that stirred people’s greed.

He had nodded as if possessed, and only after agreeing did he suddenly understand his own heart.

Since he wished her well, he would do his utmost to ensure her wellbeing.

Afterward, Shen Xihe didn’t see Xie Yunhuai again, nor did she see anyone else. With her due date approaching, even His Majesty and the Empress Dowager no longer came frequently to check on her.

On New Year’s Eve, the palace held a banquet, and Shen Xihe attended with her round, prominent belly.

Recently, palace gatherings had never been peaceful. Zhenzhu and the others were all on edge, deeply afraid something might happen to Shen Xihe.

While there were no accidents, halfway through the banquet, as music and dance filled the hall, Shen Xihe went into early labor.

It came so suddenly that she couldn’t return to the Eastern Palace, and gave birth right there in the Purple Dawn Hall where the banquet was being held.

His Majesty led the civil and military officials in waiting outside.

Ten months of pregnancy culminating in one morning of birth – it was truly a pain like having flesh torn and bones broken. Shen Xihe nearly fainted several times.

Fortunately, she had Zhenzhu’s daily care, and her body had been in excellent condition after taking the Bone-Removing Pill. The baby wasn’t large either.

Outside the Hall of Supreme Harmony, on this snowy winter night, the heavens blazed crimson red, having gathered into a dazzling shade at some unknown time.

It drew everyone’s gaze upward. The unnatural red prompted His Majesty to summon the Imperial Astronomer for observation.

“Boom!”

Just then, a muffled thunderclap shook the heavens, startling everyone with its proximity, as if exploding beside their ears.

Immediately after, in the red night sky, a purple lightning bolt like a swimming dragon extended down from high above, before disappearing into the clouds moments later.

Everyone was shocked by the lightning they had just witnessed.

The doors of Purple Dawn Hall opened, and a female official emerged with joy on her face: “Your Majesty, Empress Dowager, Her Highness the Crown Princess has given birth to the little imperial grandson.”

The strange phenomena from moments ago floated unbidden through everyone’s minds, each person’s expression different.

Chapter 825: Establishing the Imperial Grandson
The two characters in “Purple Dawn” (Zichen) each represented imperial authority.

The Imperial Grandson was born in Purple Dawn Hall – before the Late Emperor, this had been the emperor’s palace. Emperor Youning had psychological barriers regarding the Late Emperor, and since ascending the throne had used the Hall of Diligent Government as his residence, turning Purple Dawn Hall into a place for receiving foreign envoys or holding palace banquets.

The Imperial Physician-in-Chief hadn’t predicted this would be Shen Xihe’s delivery date, but a woman’s labor was difficult to estimate precisely.

Xiao Junzhu’s birth caused everyone to have different thoughts. Emperor Youning immediately handed the child’s birth time and date to the Imperial Astronomers, who struggled to calculate for three days but found everything unclear – they couldn’t glimpse even a bit of heaven’s will.

“Your Majesty, forgive this subject’s incompetence,” the Chief Astronomer prostrated himself trembling before Emperor Youning.

Emperor Youning, looking extremely weary, sat in his dragon-carved chair, leaning to one side with a hand supporting his forehead, fingertips gently massaging: “Why?”

Few in the Astronomical Bureau were incompetent – there might be stronger and weaker ones, but none were mediocre. The Chief Astronomer especially was the bureau’s head official. While occasionally inaccurate, he was truly learned. This was the first time Emperor Youning had heard him say he could see nothing.

“Reporting to Your Majesty.” The Chief Astronomer chose his words carefully, not daring to deceive the emperor. “Such phenomena either mean the Imperial Grandson’s fate will be full of dramatic ups and downs, changing with circumstances. Or…”

The Chief Astronomer lowered his head further, forehead pressed against the cold, smooth floor, long silent. Emperor Youning grew somewhat impatient: “Or what?”

“Or… or…” The Chief Astronomer bit his teeth, “Or his nobility is beyond words, not permitting scrutiny.”

After speaking, the Chief Astronomer closed his eyes in despair, knowing his life might not last much longer.

The waiting time was long and torturous like being cut with a dull knife. In the great hall were only the Chief Astronomer and His Majesty, who remained silent for a long while.

Emperor Youning gazed out the window. The new year had begun with heavy snow, the gray heavens dropping scattered flakes. Occasionally when the cold wind blew, he would cough lightly a couple of times, his weary eyes long having lost their former spirit.

After an unknown time, when the Chief Astronomer’s legs had gone numb, Emperor Youning finally came to and waved his hand: “You may withdraw. Today’s words – We forbid any third person from knowing.”

The Chief Astronomer was overjoyed – as long as he kept his mouth shut, there was a way to survive!

The third-day celebration for the Imperial Grandson was held with great fanfare. Though Shen Xihe didn’t appear, the Empress Dowager often brought Xiao Changhong to visit Xiao Junzhu.

Xiao Changhong was only seven or eight, previously the youngest in the palace. Now there was someone both younger in age and lower in rank than him, which he seemed to find quite novel.

Moreover, this child was patient. Though Xiao Junzhu could only babble, he seemed able to understand, coordinating perfectly. When uncle and nephew met, they talked about everything, forgetting all around them.

It was in the company of Xiao Changhong and her son that Shen Xihe peacefully completed her month of confinement. Emperor Youning hadn’t made any moves during her confinement, leaving her with complex emotions.

Compared to the third-day celebration attended only by inner court ladies, the full-month celebration was ordered by Emperor Youning himself, with all civil and military officials present.

The palace hadn’t been this ostensibly joyous for a long time.

Just as the celebratory banquet was about to conclude, Shen Xihe, holding Xiao Junzhu, made a respectful bow to His Majesty: “Your Majesty, thanks to your grace and preferential treatment of this child, allowing me to give birth in the Eastern Palace. Now that I have safely brought the Imperial Grandson into the world, fulfilling my duty to the Crown Prince, I should no longer reside in the Eastern Palace. By sentiment, reason, and law, it is not appropriate. I request Your Majesty’s permission to take Junzhu and leave the palace.”

Whether Shen Xihe truly wanted to move out of the palace, no one knew. But her words were reasonable – with her current status, she really shouldn’t remain in the Eastern Palace with the child. Improper status leads to improper speech.

All fell silent, people looking at each other, no one speaking.

Shen Xihe stood straight with lowered eyes. After giving birth, she had lost some of her former coldness, her features seeming softer, but the tenacity and determination in her bones couldn’t be ignored.

Just as Emperor Youning was about to speak, his throat suddenly itched, and he began coughing violently.

Liu Sanzhi quickly handed him a silk handkerchief. Emperor Youning covered his mouth, his fits of coughing echoing through the hall like drums beating in many officials’ hearts, leaving them unsettled.

After a long while, Emperor Youning, face pale from coughing, finally controlled himself. He quickly put away the handkerchief, but many caught a glimpse of the bright red on it. Taking the teacup Liu Sanzhi offered, Emperor Youning took a sip and seemed to catch his breath: “Seven Lord is the legitimate heir. Since our ancestors, not distinguishing between legitimate and illegitimate has been the root of family and national calamity. Junzhu is the Seven Lord’s only blood, and by heaven’s will was born in Purple Dawn Hall. Today We shall issue an edict establishing him as Imperial Grandson.”

These words shocked everyone!

Including Shen Xihe – she hadn’t been using withdrawal as a strategy. She had already arranged everything necessary in the palace, and staying in the Eastern Palace would eventually draw criticism, especially from the censors. Rather than wait for others to speak, she had taken the initiative. She never imagined His Majesty would publicly establish Xiao Junzhu as Imperial Grandson.

With Xiao Junzhu becoming Imperial Grandson, being so young he naturally couldn’t be separated from his birth mother. Shen Xihe staying with him in the Eastern Palace became natural and legitimate.

“Have the Astronomical Bureau choose an auspicious date. The Six Departments and Twenty-four Offices shall coordinate with the Clan Court and Ministry of Rites to oversee the Imperial Grandson’s investiture ceremony,” Emperor Youning ordered directly, giving no one time to react.

This was a thunderbolt, stunning everyone’s minds blank. Even those as cunning as Cui Zheng couldn’t fathom His Majesty’s thoughts.

His Majesty held deep wariness toward the Shen family, yet had given Xiao Junzhu legitimate status.

Only those of shallow thought believed His Majesty, near death, had compromised with the forceful Shen Xihe.

Tao Zhuanxian stayed behind last. As the Crown Princess’s maternal grandfather, lingering a moment drew no criticism. When everyone else had left, he expressed his worry: “Youyou, you must be careful.”

“Grandfather need not worry. Youyou understands. The Tao family must remain neutral, not getting involved,” Shen Xihe earnestly advised Tao Zhuanxian.

Victory or defeat was uncertain. Though she had made thorough preparations, she still had to be vigilant. If the Tao family didn’t participate, even if she ultimately lost, though the Tao clan would inevitably be implicated, they could preserve the clan’s lives.

“Youyou…”

“Grandfather, you must heed my words, otherwise I will be distracted,” Shen Xihe firmly gripped Tao Zhuanxian’s hand.

Meeting her obsidian-like deep black unfathomable eyes, Tao Zhuanxian reluctantly agreed: “I know how to act.”

Smiling, Shen Xihe supported Tao Zhuanxian, personally seeing him out.

At the Eastern Palace gate, Tao Zhuanxian couldn’t help asking: “His Majesty’s actions today were truly unusual. Have you understood his intent?”

Having followed Emperor Youning for so many years, he thought he understood him somewhat, but couldn’t grasp the reason for Emperor Youning’s actions today.

Chapter 826: How Dare This Child Deceive the Emperor
His Majesty’s intent?

Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly, a faint smile vanishing in an instant: “Grandfather need not worry. I have some speculation about His Majesty’s thoughts, and will certainly be careful and vigilant.”

Seeing her confidence, and also knowing she wouldn’t reveal even a hint despite his concerns, Tao Zhuanxian understood Shen Xihe’s meaning. Opening his mouth, his words transformed into a long, soft sigh.

He could charge recklessly forward for his granddaughter, but he wasn’t alone – he had children and grandchildren, daughters-in-law, and their families behind them. He couldn’t endanger the entire clan with one person’s bravery.

“Grandfather, Youyou will not lose.” Shen Xihe gripped Tao Zhuanxian’s hand firmly, her obsidian-like deep eyes flashing with determined brilliance.

Tao Zhuanxian smiled, patted her hand, and left silently.

Maple leaves fell, and ice formed after snow.

In this bitter early spring, the capital mostly stood in wind and snow. Today was rarely clear, with weak sunlight filtering through thick, slightly yellowed clouds like old cotton wadding, striking the icy branches and refracting dazzling five-colored light.

This burst of color blooming amid the silver-white landscape merged into Shen Xihe’s vision, softening her beautiful features somewhat: “His Majesty has made his move. Some people should be getting restless. When the time is ripe, we shall determine victory or defeat.”

Tianyuan and Zhenzhu tensed, exchanging a glance: “Yes.”

What needed to be arranged, Shen Xihe had already arranged. Though some things couldn’t be precisely predicted, like His Majesty ordering the Imperial Grandson’s investiture, these were minor matters that couldn’t affect the overall situation.

The palace became busy, preparing for Xiao Junzhu’s investiture ceremony. Tianyuan and Zhenzhu also grew busy, using the ceremony’s cover to implement Shen Xihe’s arrangements step by step.

The Astronomical Bureau quickly calculated an auspicious date for the investiture – the third month of spring, an extremely favorable day. As this date approached, neither the outer court nor the inner palace had any peace. Everyone had their calculations, everyone speculating what storms this ceremony might stir up. Some wanted to risk seeking merit, others strove to stay prudently uninvolved.

Life’s hundred forms surged violently beneath seemingly peaceful days.

“Your Highness, Yu Sangning has disappeared.”

This day, as Shen Xihe watched spring return to the earth while trimming the branches of a Pingzhong leaf bonsai, Biyu came hurriedly.

Her words drew no reaction from Shen Xihe as if she hadn’t heard. But Biyu knew the Crown Princess had heard – she had long predicted such a day would come, hence her utterly calm reaction.

Putting down the scissors, Shen Xihe’s fingertips brushed the branches, seemingly searching for any wayward growth: “Send the first letter to the Tan family.”

“The Tan family?” Biyu momentarily failed to understand.

Shen Xihe turned to look at her: “The Tan family serving Prince Xun’s wife.”

Biyu finally understood, somewhat frustrated that she needed the Crown Princess’s reminder to remember: “What message should I convey?”

“The debt for my mother’s kindness has been repaid in full.”

Just eight words. Biyu didn’t understand why, when discussing Yu Sangning, Shen Xihe had brought up the Tan family. But she dared not ask more, quickly going to carry out Shen Xihe’s instructions.

“Youyou’s blessings, deer’s cry remembering this.”

Baisui suddenly raised its voice in a cry. Shen Xihe couldn’t help teasing it. She had once been someone who especially loved quiet, but after Xiao Huayong left, she’d grown fond of Baisui. Who knew how many phrases Xiao Huayong had taught it – it always had fresh ones to spring out.

When she tried to tease it, it wouldn’t speak. Sometimes it would repeat just a few phrases for long periods, and just when you thought it had no new words, it would unexpectedly pop out with something new.

“Your Highness, His Majesty coughed blood again today.” Sui Axi, returning from outside, saw Shen Xihe teasing Baisui in the rain corridor and hurried forward.

He had returned from the Hall of Diligent Government. His Majesty had been frequently coughing blood lately, something he never concealed. It left people’s hearts unsettled. His Majesty seemed somewhat anxious too – whether Sui Axi or famous civilian doctors, as long as they passed the Imperial Medical Office’s assessment proving genuine skill, they would be invited to the palace. Whether they could cure His Majesty didn’t matter; they would receive ten gold pieces as a reward.

Thus, His Majesty made his approaching death known to all and spread throughout the realm.

“In your view, how many days does His Majesty have?” Shen Xihe asked.

“This servant dares not say definitively.” Sui Axi lowered his voice, “But the Duke of Xie gave a five-day limit.”

The current Duke of Xie was Xie Yunhuai. His Majesty not only hadn’t overlooked Xie Yunhuai’s other identity as a physician but appreciated and trusted him more than others, summoning him almost daily.

“Five days…” Shen Xihe laughed softly, “What a good day indeed.”

Six days later would be Xiao Junzhu’s investiture ceremony. If His Majesty passed away within five days, the ceremony would have to be delayed. The Astronomical Bureau had truly calculated well – without formal investiture, he still wouldn’t be the legitimate Imperial Grandson.

The next day, Emperor Youning claimed illness and didn’t hold court. Everyone had seen Emperor Youning’s growing frailty. When he suddenly took to his bed, all civil and military officials were deeply worried. For three consecutive days, he didn’t hold court, and it was even said His Majesty could hardly drink, couldn’t speak, and spent more time unconscious than awake.

With just one day until the Imperial Grandson’s investiture, as the last rays of sunset were swallowed up, the recently closed Eastern Palace gates were knocked upon. It was Liu Sanzhi personally coming, his manner respectful: “This servant brings His Majesty’s command requesting Her Highness the Crown Princess to the Hall of Diligent Government.”

Shen Xihe hadn’t retired yet. She wore plain clothes – the Crown Prince had been dead less than a year, and she was still in mourning. Her black hair fell like a waterfall, adorned only with some simple white pearl ornaments, white flowers still at her temples.

She brought Tianyuan and Hongyu to follow Liu Sanzhi to the Hall of Diligent Government. At the door to the emperor’s chambers, Liu Sanzhi stopped both Hongyu and Tianyuan: “His Majesty summons only the Crown Princess.”

Shen Xihe turned her head slightly, giving them a look before following Liu Sanzhi inside.

The bedchamber was filled with a dense medicinal fragrance, nearly overwhelming Shen Xihe’s keen sense of smell.

The door closed, and Liu Sanzhi didn’t withdraw. He lifted the bed curtains. Under the hanging night pearls, Emperor Youning lay still, currently appearing somewhat like the brightness before death – his complexion ruddy, expression peaceful, gaze clear.

“Your Majesty.” Shen Xihe performed a proper bow.

Emperor Youning, his spirit seemingly undiminished, focused his eyes, though not on Shen Xihe but on the canopy: “We know Our time is near, yet many doubts remain in Our mind. Are you willing to resolve them for Us?”

“When Your Majesty asks, this child will speak without concealment and hold nothing back,” Shen Xihe respectfully replied.

“At this time, on this day, We only wish to hear the truth,” Emperor Youning added.

“How dare this child deceive the emperor?” Shen Xihe’s response was watertight.

Chapter 827: Regicide and Forged Edict
The Emperor Yuning’s sharp eyes slowly turned toward the bed, fixing on Shen Xihe: “Is the Crown Prince still alive?”

Shen Xihe lowered her long lashes, her expression unchanged: “If Your Majesty has no intention of appointing another heir, then there is no Crown Prince in this world.”

Under the candlelight, Emperor Yuning’s eyelids trembled slightly. He gazed at Shen Xihe, his eyes deep as a cold pond, bottomless yet reflecting a chilling light: “When did he learn of his true identity?”

His tone was certain, convinced that Xiao Huayong had long known of his origins.

It seemed that over these past months, Emperor Yuning had pondered many things. Some matters, when viewed from outside one’s position, made it easy to spot the traces.

Shen Xihe remained silent for a moment, no longer evading. Instead, she said: “Actually, another person would be more suitable to answer Your Majesty’s question, wouldn’t they?”

“So you truly knew everything.” A look of understanding appeared in Emperor Yuning’s eyes. “How dare you. Did you calculate that I would surely follow your orchestration?”

“No, Your Majesty has ruled for over twenty years. Your ability to campaign alongside Prince Qian in battles north and south before ascending to the supreme position wasn’t merely due to fate.” Shen Xihe spoke softly and steadily. “Your Majesty possesses vision, decisiveness, courage, and imperial wisdom. How could I possibly calculate Your Majesty’s every word and action? All I could gauge was Your Majesty’s benevolence.”

“Benevolence?” Emperor Yuning laughed, his laughter tinged with the coolness of the evening breeze. “I thought in your eyes I was merely a tyrannical ruler who would kill his brother and seize power for the throne, eliminate worthy ministers, and harbor jealousy toward capable generals.”

Looking directly at Emperor Yuning with clear, bright eyes, Shen Xihe met the emperor’s gaze calmly, setting aside hierarchy as she spoke: “Though your subject and Your Majesty stand at opposing ends of power that cannot coexist, in my heart, Your Majesty is worthy of being emperor.”

In Shen Xihe’s heart, Emperor Yuning was a qualified ruler – not indulgent in women and pleasure, not a cruel dictator, not excessive in his desires, not one who disrupted court affairs.

“You can evaluate me thus because I haven’t yet taken down the Shen family.” Emperor Yuning dismissed it.

Shen Xihe shook her head slightly: “Even if the Shen family falls, I would still view Your Majesty the same way. Your Majesty has not failed the people and is a rare enlightened ruler.”

“Enlightened ruler?” Emperor Yuning murmured these words, somewhat dazed.

Everyone said he cared about appearances, wanting to become an unparalleled emperor, desiring praise and acclaim from all under heaven, and placing great importance on imperial achievements. But who understood that his ascension to the throne had not been smooth? In those early years after ascending the throne, how many capable ministers and generals would mention his brother’s literary and military prowess at the slightest dissatisfaction, thinking that if his brother had taken the throne, today’s situation would surely be different.

He strived to be a good emperor, to make himself worthy of the throne, and to bring peace and prosperity to the realm. He had raised the empire that the previous emperor had squandered and trampled until it teetered on the brink. What he sought wasn’t an achievement, wasn’t praise from his descendants, nor was it eternal fame – it was simply to have no regrets in his heart.

There were many things that Shen Xihe, once standing in the mist, hadn’t seen clearly. Only today did she understand, and her gaze toward Emperor Yuning carried additional sincere respect: “Your Majesty if Prince Qian had ascended the throne back then, today might not be possible.”

Emperor Yuning’s eyes flew open, staring intently at Shen Xihe, the light in his eyes sharp as a blade as if trying to pierce through her to see truth or falsehood: “What did you say!”

“Prince Qian valued relationships more deeply than Your Majesty.” Shen Xihe didn’t dodge or avoid his gaze. “Back then, many meritorious officials followed Prince Qian. If he had become emperor, he would surely have been constrained by gratitude and loyalty – this is not the foundation for the prosperity of the nation.”

From Shen Yueshan’s perspective, he had once told Shen Xihe that His Majesty was someone who could share in prosperity but not in adversity. After his ascension, how heavily did he rely on Minister Gu? Yet just a few years after the eunuchs were removed, the entire Gu family was executed. If this wasn’t cold-bloodedness and heartlessness, then what was it?

Setting aside her position as Prince Qian’s daughter-in-law, when Shen Xihe looked from His Majesty’s perspective, she felt the emperor had not erred.

The struggle with the Gu family and the confrontation with the Shen family were both matters of survival from different positions. The emperor sought to survive, as did the great clans.

There was no right or wrong, only the outcome of victory or defeat.

These days, she had learned about Prince Qian’s deeds, and Shen Xihe had to admit that Prince Qian was a good brother, a good son, a good husband, and an even better commander. But such a magnanimous man who was unrestrained in small matters and valued loyalty and righteousness might not necessarily become an enlightened ruler.

Especially an enlightened ruler in Emperor Yuning’s situation – not everyone was like Minister Gu and Shen Yueshan, unmoved by power and wealth.

When His Majesty ascended the throne and boldly reformed internal affairs, those meritorious officials who had followed Prince Qian could at most complain about their bad fate when His Majesty betrayed them. But if Prince Qian had turned against them without sentiment, it would have brought hatred of betrayal, and these people would have been easily drawn in by the powerful eunuchs. The purification of the court would have stretched further, and the people’s suffering would have been prolonged.

Emperor Yuning’s gaze became somewhat distant. As he looked at the young woman standing before him, vaguely she seemed to overlap with another person – that childhood playmate, confidant, and mentor, who later became his right arm, support, and capable minister.

“You are the second person to say these words to me.”

As for who the first was, Shen Xihe didn’t ask, but she thought she could guess.

From far away, Shen Xihe heard an eagle’s cry, the proud call of the Haedong hawk. She lowered her eyes: “Your Majesty’s doubts will soon be answered.”

After giving Shen Xihe a deep look, he slowly closed his eyes. Liu Sanghi, receiving the signal, immediately rushed forward wailing loudly: “Your Majesty—”

A sharp, grief-stricken cry echoed through Qinzheng Hall, followed by the tolling of mourning bells. The officials who were hurrying over but hadn’t yet reached Qinzheng Hall all knelt where they were, their faces showing sorrow.

“Imperial Consort, this is His Majesty’s final edict,” Liu Sanghi presented the edict from his sleeve to Shen Xihe with both hands.

Before Shen Xihe could reach for it, the tightly closed doors were pushed open. The Empress Dowager led Consort Shu and others rushing in. The consorts all knelt on the ground, tears instantly rolling down.

Only Consort Shu threw herself forward, lying on Emperor Yuning’s body, crying in anguish. After a while, she turned to glare at Shen Xihe through her sobs: “Crown Prince Consort, you committed regicide and forged an edict!”

“Consort Shu, this is His Majesty’s personal—”

“You slave dog, despite His Majesty treating you like family, you dare collude with the Crown Prince Consort to harm His Majesty!” Before Liu Sanghi could finish, Consort Shu raised her hand, her light silk sleeve floating as she delivered a harsh slap to Liu Sanghi.

“Regicide and forged edict?” Shen Xihe revealed a playful smile, her gaze falling on the Empress Dowager who leaned on her dragon-headed staff. “Grandmother, do you believe this as well?”

“Whether it’s forged or not, let me see it and we’ll know.” The Empress Dowager extended her hand.

But Shen Xihe moved first, snatching it from Liu Sanghi’s hands.

Chapter 828: Tracing Back to the Rouge Case
“Empress Dowager, this is His Majesty’s final edict. Shall we wait for the Three Excellencies and Nine Ministers to arrive before reading it together?” Shen Xihe asked, holding the edict.

The edict remained sealed, showing it hadn’t been opened, but Shen Xihe’s composure and confidence led to much speculation about its contents, especially since Emperor Yuning had personally ordered Xiao Junshu to be named Imperial Grandson.

“The authenticity of the edict should naturally be determined by the Empress Dowager. Crown Prince Consort, your refusal to hand it over – is this not the guilty conscience of a thief?” Consort Shu demanded harshly.

“I merely want the Three Excellencies and Nine Ministers to jointly witness this, and that makes me a guilty thief?” Shen Xihe didn’t even glance at Consort Shu, keeping her gaze fixed on the Empress Dowager. “Empress Dowager, do you know when I first began to suspect you?”

Shen Xihe’s words brought silence to the hall. The consorts kneeling behind the screen wished they could cover their ears, regretting rushing in with Consort Shu, whose eyes flickered.

The Empress Dowager maintained her benevolent expression, calmly looking at Shen Xihe: “When?”

“When the Crown Prince was buried, and Second Lady Yu became involved.” Shen Xihe’s gaze turned chilling. “Second Lady Yu was different from others. She had just returned to the capital, merely a young lady. Even I only noticed her through several coincidences. How did someone like you, Empress Dowager, plotting for the supreme position, take notice of such an insignificant person?

I recalled that day when I exposed the sachet she made for you. You must have investigated Second Lady Yu from that day forward. You only truly regarded her when she stepped over my sister to become Prince Zhao’s consort. You knew about First Lady Yu’s fake death all along.”

“With your intelligence, you shouldn’t have realized so late.” The Empress Dowager’s smile remained as peaceful as ever, her brow serene, emanating the approachable warmth of one who had long practiced Buddhism.

“Indeed, I shouldn’t have realized so late, but I was blinded by sentiment.” Shen Xihe smiled self-mockingly, her gaze shifting to Consort Shu. “When she parted ways with me, I began to suspect you, but since you were Bei Chen’s only close relative, I didn’t want to tear open this softness in his heart, so I deceived myself along with others.”

Consort Shu might not have been the most brilliant person, but she was certainly not foolish. She had seen the situation in the Eastern Palace that day, and for the emperor’s pity, she had endured being strung up in the wilderness for an entire night.

This showed how clear-headed she was – how could she be easily intoxicated by the emperor’s favor?

No amount of imperial favor could cloud her judgment, yet she still broke with Shen Xihe. If it wasn’t because of His Majesty, then it must have been someone who could offer her more than Shen Xihe could.

Did such a person exist?

Without considering the Empress Dowager, naturally not.

But what about the Empress Dowager?

The Empress Dowager had the Crown Prince’s deep trust. Consort Shu probably realized they were all merely pieces in the Empress Dowager’s game.

Moreover, since Empress Dowager had shown her true face to Consort Shu if she didn’t comply, there would be no way out – this Consort Shu knew well.

“Since you already determined it was me, you deliberately placed Second Lady Yu in the secret passage.” The Empress Dowager also realized something.

“The matter of Second Lady Yu indeed helped confirm my suspicions about you, but I still held onto a glimmer of hope. I wanted to know just how far your influence reached.” Shen Xihe admitted frankly.

“Have you now guessed the extent of my capabilities?” the Empress Dowager asked with a smile.

Shen Xihe shook her head: “That you can be so candid with me now suggests you must have backup plans I cannot see.”

The wrinkles at the corners of the Empress Dowager’s eyes crinkled with genuine pleasure. Her gaze toward Shen Xihe still held the affection of an elder for a junior, seeming unfeigned: “Most women in this world are foolish, but Youyou is different from their ilk. You are truly clever.”

“You look down on the women of this world, thus using them as puppets, discardable at any time,” Shen Xihe said flatly. “Including those weak women implicated in the Rouge Case.”

“So you knew everything.” The Empress Dowager sighed softly.

“The Crown Prince had the maritime trade, Second Prince collected from brothels, Fourth Prince plundered tombs, and Eighth Prince seized wealth while suppressing rebellions.” Shen Xihe gazed at the Empress Dowager. “Even His Majesty used the national treasury to support people. Empress Dowager, with your ambitions for the empire, how could you not cultivate power? Where did the money come from? I wondered why you remained in the background all these years – besides waiting for the right moment, were there other unavoidable reasons?”

The Empress Dowager’s smile didn’t diminish as she watched Shen Xihe, appearing to listen attentively.

Outside the palace, two armies had begun to clash. Many of the Empress Dowager’s people surged through the secret passages, but Shen Xihe had already stationed people outside to intercept them. The passage entrances became sites of the most brutal fighting.

At the four palace gates, the commanders had closed the doors. Xiao Changqin, Xiao Changying, Xiao Changgeng, and Xie Yunhuai each led forces to surround a gate, unaware of the situation inside.

But when they demanded entry, they were refused. The gate guards had suddenly become strangers to them.

Inside the palace remained relatively peaceful. Many guards surrounded the civil and military officials, creating a murderous atmosphere. When a censor shouted in protest, they drew their swords and slit his throat. The military officials immediately restrained themselves, waiting for an opportunity.

These people claimed to be acting on the Crown Prince Consort’s orders, creating a scenario where Shen Xihe appeared to be forcing a coup.

Tao Zhuanxian was greatly alarmed and wanted to object, but was held back by Cui Zheng.

Only in Qinzheng Hall could the sounds of clashing swords and killing not be heard.

“It all seems to trace back to the Rouge Case. What did Prince Consort Wei need so much money for? They were already enormously wealthy. Deliberately sending those women as concubines to high officials wasn’t merely for profit.” Shen Xihe appeared unaware of the gunpowder smoke outside, remaining composed. “The true mastermind behind the Rouge Case was you, Empress Dowager!

But after your power grew, mistakes were inevitable. Unfortunately, this mistake occurred right under His Majesty’s nose. You immediately ordered an investigation in thunderous rage – who could have guessed you were the mastermind?

You wanted to cut through the chaos quickly, but Prince Lie took the evidence, and the Crown Prince became involved. You had no choice but to painfully destroy years of planning. Fortunately, the evidence in Prince Lie’s hands only pointed to Prince Consort Wei.

This is why after the Rouge Case, Empress Dowager, you could only operate in secret because your life’s work had been shattered.”

“Correct, entirely correct.” The Empress Dowager nodded with a smile. “The power I cultivated for years was about to control the entire court through the inner palace, but Seven Prince destroyed it all.”

“Perhaps it was then that you realized Bei Chen, who grew up under your eyes, had become someone you could no longer control.” Shen Xihe felt some pity for Xiao Huayong. Though he hadn’t been completely honest with the Empress Dowager, he certainly hadn’t been guarded against her. “With your power damaged and fearing Bei Chen’s influence, you decided to destroy everything.”

Chapter 829: Blood Splatter in the Palace
“The Empress Dowager leaked information about the secret palace passage to lure Beihen into a trap, allowing Princess Imperial Ruyang and her two companions to infiltrate Beihen’s forces,” Shen Xihe said with a look of respect. The Empress Dowager’s scheme was remarkable – she dared to play such a risky gambit, relying on Xiao Huayong’s trust and closeness. What’s more, this dangerous move had succeeded.

“Thinking about it now, when Madam Bian poisoned me, it wasn’t under Noble Consort Liang’s orders, but the Empress Dowager’s.”

The Empress Dowager didn’t deny it.

“It was because of Yu Xiaodie, the former Consort Luo of Prince Kang,” Shen Xihe understood everything now. “Others might not know the list from the Rouge Case, but both Beihen and I have seen it. The Empress Dowager had a copy as well. When I let Yu Xiaodie escape, the Empress Dowager realized I orchestrated Prince Kang’s fate.

The Empress Dowager could no longer fathom Beihen’s true intentions, so she was even more unwilling to let him marry someone like me – a woman whose strategic abilities rival men’s. With the Northwestern Army behind me, if I were to bear the first legitimate grandson while having Beihen’s schemes, my tactics, and Northwestern backing, I would become the Empress Dowager’s greatest obstacle.”

Empress Dowager: “Events have proven this to be true.”

“The poison in Beihen’s body was also your doing,” Shen Xihe’s seemingly calm eyes contained turbulent waves. “When he was poisoned in His Majesty’s palace, everyone thought Beihen had taken a blow meant for His Majesty. But that wasn’t the case – Beihen had always been the Empress Dowager’s target.”

“Why do you think so?” the Empress Dowager asked with slight interest.

Shen Xihe looked at Emperor Youning, who lay motionless on the couch with an ashen face: “After I understood His Majesty’s character, I knew the Empress Dowager had to act this way.”

“His Majesty’s character?” The Empress Dowager grew more intrigued.

“His Majesty may not value relationships as much as Prince Qian, but he is certainly not a heartless person.” Shen Xihe had pondered this deeply. Emperor Youning had truly never suspected Xiao Huayong, even as incidents involving the princes occurred one after another.

Even after that year’s test at the temporary palace, when Xiao Huayong drew out Xiao Juosong, did His Majesty truly cease having doubts?

In truth, he did have suspicions, but because Xiao Huayong was Prince Qian’s only blood descendant, His Majesty sometimes needed to numb himself, turning a blind eye. As long as he was given a somewhat plausible reason, he preferred to continue this self-deception.

Otherwise, he would have to face the fact that Xiao Huayong knew his true identity, and would have to personally kill Xiao Huayong – his elder brother’s only blood descendant.

“Beihen once told me that in his childhood, His Majesty indeed treated him more affectionately than the other princes. Perhaps after learning of his true identity, he saw everything as false favor, and left the palace early with the Empress Dowager, never carefully examining whether His Majesty’s feelings were genuine…”

It would be difficult for anyone to remain calm and rational after learning in their youth that the man they called father daily was their father’s murderer. It was only human nature to maliciously interpret every action of this enemy.

“His Majesty must have sincerely wanted to groom Beihen, even intending to pass the throne to him to compensate for the guilt he felt toward his brother. Seeing this, the Empress Dowager knew that if this continued, she would have no chance of seizing the throne.

Only by having Beihen poisoned in His Majesty’s palace could the Empress Dowager naturally tell Beihen about the past events, igniting his hatred. This poison would shorten Beihen’s life, which would dispel His Majesty’s intention to pass him the throne, allowing the possibility of succession struggles among the princes.

Once they had mutually destroyed each other, that would be the time for the Empress Dowager to reap the benefits.

The Woman Emperor ascended the throne at age sixty-seven – how could the Empress Dowager not wait for such an opportunity?”

“Hahaha…” The Empress Dowager finally dropped her facade of detachment. Though elderly, her laughter still carried strength. With her excellent preservation of health and beauty, she didn’t appear much older than Emperor Youning. “Even Seven Prince never suspected me. Youyou truly deserve to be the one who captured Seven Prince’s heart.”

“Does the Empress Dowager truly believe Beihen never suspected you?” Shen Xihe coldly countered.

“Oh? When did he ever suspect me?” The Empress Dowager seemed quite confident.

Instead of answering immediately, Shen Xihe said: “Xiao Wenxi is your person. You must have thought she had everything under control in the Prince of Shunan’s mansion. But I had already suspected you – did you think Xiao Wenxi could maintain stability in Shunan?”

“There’s also Tubo,” the Empress Dowager glanced at Noble Consort Su.

“The Tubo rebellion, the Shunan Prince’s mansion deploying troops, Xiao Wenxi colluding with the Tubo prince…” Shen Xihe raised her eyebrows slightly.

“How did you know it was the Tubo prince!” Noble Consort Su was startled.

Why not the Tubo king?

“I told you, I had already suspected you both. How could I simply wait for your plans to succeed?” Shen Xihe’s expression remained neutral. “Xiao Wenxi even tried to seduce my man. Shen Twenty-seven was promoted by me. When I dared to let him pose as the Prince of Shunan, it was because I trusted those I used and used those I trusted. The Empress Dowager has people skilled in soul-controlling techniques, but unfortunately, Prince Jing Xiao Changyan fell precisely because he relied too much on such mystical arts.”

Both the Empress Dowager and Noble Consort Su’s expressions turned unpleasant.

Shen Xihe pushed open the window. Torches flickered throughout the palace, and occasional arrows could be seen flying through the night sky. The clashing of swords and blades echoed faintly. While the area outside the Hall of Diligent Government remained relatively quiet, the absence of palace servants made it somewhat eerie.

“The Empress Dowager’s people must have already taken control of the palace. Why not have someone keep watch to see if the Northwestern Army’s signal fires will light up the sky at the third watch?”

“How did you know we would act tonight!” Noble Consort Su grew more panicked.

“The people chosen by the Empress Dowager are somewhat lacking in intelligence,” Shen Xihe dismissed Noble Consort Su with contempt.

“If I had an advisor like you by my side, I wouldn’t have had to wait until today.” The Empress Dowager didn’t reproach Noble Consort Su, after all, there were too few people who could match wits with Shen Xihe. “Tomorrow is the day to formally appoint the Crown Prince. I cannot let His Majesty choose another heir.”

So she had been biding her time, wearing down His Majesty. Even if His Majesty hadn’t passed away tonight, she couldn’t wait another day.

Turning her gaze, the Empress Dowager looked at the confident Shen Xihe: “It seems the Shunan situation is unsalvageable.”

“Not just Shunan,” Shen Xihe wasn’t afraid to lay all the cards on the table. “There’s also the Northwest, and besides Xiao Wenxi, there’s Xue Jinqiao.”

The Empress Dowager’s expression changed.

Shen Xihe gazed at the Empress Dowager, cold determination seeping from her obsidian-like eyes: “You used soul-controlling techniques on Qiaoqiao. When you saw that the assassination attempts on me failed, and you dared not go too far for fear of Beihen noticing, you could only follow Xiao Wenxi’s example of turning shadows into light. Qiaoqiao’s affection for me stems from your soul-controlling technique.”

“How did you guess!” If Shen Xihe’s deduction about Xiao Huayong’s poisoning had merely surprised the Empress Dowager, her knowledge about Xue Jinqiao made it difficult for the Empress Dowager to maintain composure.

“I wasn’t certain at first. I just felt that the Empress Dowager, being so meticulous, wouldn’t leave any area unattended. Even if the Northwest was beyond direct reach, it couldn’t be left completely unmanaged. The Empress Dowager excels at using women…” Shen Xihe was very reluctant to accept this truth but had to face the reality. “What confirmed my suspicion was when the Empress Dowager sent Second Miss Yu to seek out the Princess Consort of Prince Xun.”

Yu Sangning-Shen Xihe hadn’t killed her.

She had kept her alive specifically to confirm the Empress Dowager’s deepest hidden identity.

The Empress Dowager’s rescue of Yu Sangning meant she knew about the secret passage. The Rouge Case’s beneficiary was the Empress Dowager – firstly to control court officials’ movements through pillow talk, infiltrating the civil and military officials through their inner chambers, and secondly to accumulate wealth and cultivate power.

Princess Imperial Ruyang and her two sons were the Empress Dowager’s people. The secret passage was revealed to Xiao Huayong under the Empress Dowager’s instructions through Prince Consort Wei. Naturally, the Empress Dowager knew about the passage.

Why did the Empress Dowager save Yu Sangning? Yu Sangning had one use – to tell Shen Yingruo about Madam Tan without arousing any suspicion from Shen Yingruo, to reveal that Madam Tan was arranged by Shen Xihe’s mother.

Shen Yingruo relied on Madam Tan more than the Xiao family; they were more like mother and daughter than master and servant.

Once Shen Yingruo learned that from birth, Madam Tan had been arranged by Madam Tao, the blow to Shen Yingruo would be fatal.

With Yu Sangning’s instigation, it wouldn’t be difficult to make Shen Yingruo develop hatred toward Shen Xihe.

Over the past year, Shen Yingruo and Xiao Changfeng had been inseparable, their mutual affection genuine. Xiao Changfeng controlled His Majesty’s Divine Brave Army. The Empress Dowager must have learned this from Xiao Huayong and intended to use Shen Yingruo to influence Xiao Changfeng.

But the secret about Madam Tan – even Shen Xihe only learned it later from Shen Yunan. How could the Empress Dowager know?

The answer was obvious: Shen Yunan had told Xue Jinqiao, who then informed the Empress Dowager.

“Such deep scheming!” Though the Empress Dowager knew of Shen Xihe’s intelligence and had experienced it firsthand, she was still shocked. “It seems my Northwest piece is also wasted.”

Shen Xihe had harbored suspicions early on and must have sent word to Shen Yunan. Though Shen Yunan and Xue Jinqiao were truly in love, Shen Yunan’s trust in his sister was unshakeable. He wouldn’t be easily deceived by Xue Jinqiao again, and might even have turned the tables on her.

“Empress Dowager, you should be grateful that you only used techniques on Qiaoqiao,” Shen Xihe’s eyes flashed with severity.

Xue Jinqiao had encountered misfortune in her childhood, perhaps accidentally meeting the Empress Dowager or her people. As the legitimate daughter of the Xue family, using a technique on her was a casual investment that might prove useful someday.

If Xue Jinqiao had been like Xiao Wenxi – not passive, but always an enemy spy – Shen Xihe would have made the Empress Dowager pay a terrible price for this.

At least when the soul-controlling technique was removed from Xue Jinqiao, she would forget her actions while under control. She hadn’t truly betrayed Shen Yunan; her feelings for him and her affection for Shen Xihe weren’t fake, and she had been put under the technique before they even met.

No grave mistake had been made. Shen Yunan wouldn’t mind, and would instead be more caring toward Xue Jinqiao. The bond between husband and wife would remain undamaged.

“Such arrogance,” the Empress Dowager snorted coldly. “Do you think you hold all the winning cards?”

“How dare I be overconfident when matching wits with the Empress Dowager?” Shen Xihe remained composed and serene.

“Inside and outside the palace, even thousands of miles away, you’ve planned every step. But have you considered your flesh and blood?” the Empress Dowager asked meaningfully.

Shen Xihe maintained her composure: “Since I gave birth, Fifteenth Brother has frequently visited the Eastern Palace. The Empress Dowager must think he was under your orders, coming to lower my and Junqu’s guard.”

“Isn’t that so?” the Empress Dowager said coldly.

“Earlier, I asked the Empress Dowager – how do you know Beihen never suspected you?” Shen Xihe smiled gently. When mentioning Xiao Huayong, her expression softened. “The Empress Dowager wanted to push Fifteenth Brother to power, then take the throne from his hands. That day when Noble Consort Su schemed to raise Fifteenth Brother, ultimately the right to raise him was personally handed to the Empress Dowager by Beihen.

Fifteenth Brother was Beihen’s spy placed by the Empress Dowager’s side. Junqu is quite safe with him.”

The Empress Dowager spoke so openly with Shen Xihe and revealed everything because she knew Xiao Honglong had succeeded. If Xiao Honglong hadn’t yet succeeded, the Empress Dowager wouldn’t have torn down all pretenses with Shen Xihe so thoroughly, laying everything bare.

“Impossible!” The Empress Dowager’s raised voice covered the increasingly clear sounds of fighting outside the Hall of Diligent Government.

How could he have suspected her so early? If so early, why didn’t he mention it to Shen Xihe? Why did he need Shen Xihe to gradually draw her out?

Shen Xihe could understand all the Empress Dowager’s doubts. She spoke coldly: “The Empress Dowager was his closest person, I am his beloved. He didn’t want to expose such ugly power-hungry thoughts before me. With Fifteenth Brother by the Empress Dowager’s side, I think before the Crown Prince’s death, the Empress Dowager never instilled thoughts of seizing the throne in Fifteenth Brother. Therefore, before then, Beihen only suspected the Empress Dowager and Fifteenth Brother were just a precautionary piece.

After the Empress Dowager revealed herself, she only spoke words to tempt Fifteenth Brother’s ambition. The Empress Dowager wouldn’t reveal any useful pawns to the Fifteenth Brother – he was just a stepping stone to the Empress Dowager’s throne.

The Empress Dowager thought Fifteenth Brother was young and easily manipulated, but princes born in the imperial family who are truly easy to manipulate don’t live long.”

With Xiao Honglong by Empress Dowager’s side, Xiao Huayong didn’t need to inform her early about his unconfirmed suspicions. Deep in his heart, he still held onto a thread of unrealistic hope and fantasy – at its root, it was simply humanity’s yearning for genuine feelings.

If the Empress Dowager meant her harm, Xiao Honglong would warn her immediately.

Until the very end, Xiao Huayong never verbally expressed his suspicions about the Empress Dowager.

The person who raised him since childhood, who showed him the world’s filth without letting him descend into madness or be consumed by hatred – perhaps it was the Empress Dowager’s trace of warmth, though tainted with impure motives from the start.

“Your Highness, the Fifteenth Prince’s whereabouts are unknown,” a person following Xiao Honglong hurriedly reported from outside.

The Empress Dowager had no choice but to believe Shen Xihe’s words. She stared at Shen Xihe for a long while: “I had planned to deal with you last, but it seems that’s no longer possible.”

Keeping Shen Xihe until the end wasn’t out of admiration, but because the crime of forcing the palace coup needed Shen Xihe to take the blame, allowing the Empress Dowager to better execute her plans.

As soon as the Empress Dowager finished speaking, the guards waiting outside rushed in with drawn swords. The consorts scattered in fear, their faces pale with terror.

Yet Shen Xihe seemed to pay no attention, showing not the slightest intention to flee. These men couldn’t even get close to her. Tianyuan and Hongyu had already found an excuse to withdraw after she entered, and Moyu had also infiltrated the Hall of Diligent Government with Emperor Youning’s tacit permission.

His Majesty’s hidden guards were all concealed in the sleeping chambers.

In the blink of an eye, several shadows darted out, with Moyu taking a defensive position in front of Shen Xihe.

“Kill them all!” the Empress Dowager ordered in a grim voice.

Shen Xihe was protected as she retreated, with a circle of people surrounding her. The people the Empress Dowager brought were no ordinary fighters – they had likely entered through the secret passage earlier and had been hiding in the palace.

His Majesty’s hidden guards hadn’t appeared. Shen Xihe stood amid the killing ground, her ears filled with the consorts’ sharp screams. Occasionally, droplets of fresh blood would fly through the air, and despite Moyu’s careful protection, she couldn’t prevent drops of blood from blooming like red plum blossoms on the gauze shawl around her arms.



Chapter 830: The Chaos in Southern Shu
On the thirteenth day of the third month in the twenty-fourth year of Youning’s reign, a blood-soaked evening that would be recorded in history unfolded.

Within the palace, the Empress Dowager held control. Ever since Shen Xihe devoted herself to protecting her pregnancy, the Empress Dowager had temporarily assumed palace authority. She could easily eliminate people placed by other factions while avoiding those loyal to Shen Xihe and Emperor Youning, replacing them with her supporters.

Although Shen Xihe had made arrangements after suspecting the Empress Dowager, her actions were inevitably limited to avoid alerting her target. She wanted to draw out all of the Empress Dowager’s forces at once, leaving no future troubles. Moreover, this wasn’t her concern alone – didn’t she still have His Majesty?

The conflict in the imperial city affected all the capital’s citizens. They remained anxious but dared not venture outside, only huddling in their homes, waiting for daybreak to learn what had caused these changes and who would rule thereafter.

What they didn’t know was that far away at the Prince of Southern Shu’s residence, the main gate was struck just as night fell. The steward supported a blood-covered soldier who seemed to have only one last breath: “Your Highness, Your Highness, the Military Commissioner of Jiannan requests aid…”

This man wore the uniform of the Jiannan Military Commissioner’s army and carried their token.

“Tibet has attacked.” Only a Tibetan offensive, especially an unexpected one, could drive the Jiannan Military Commissioner to seek aid from Southern Shu. Shen Twenty-seven’s face showed concern as he looked toward the capital, lost in thought.

Xiao Wenxi approached silently. She gazed at Shen Twenty-seven, her eyes gentle and filled with affection: “You plan to provide relief?”

Shen Twenty-seven turned to look at her, solemnly nodding: “They’ve come to our door. If I don’t provide aid, the court will surely blame us.”

“Tibet’s sudden rebellion must be suspicious. It’s a hundred li from here if there’s an ambush…” Xiao Wenxi worried, her expression revealing her disapproval of Shen Twenty-seven’s departure. “It’s already deep into the night. Couldn’t you decide whether this person came or not?”

Beneath her eager anticipation lay careful calculation and probing. Shen Twenty-seven’s expression remained unchanged. He was someone carefully cultivated by the Crown Princess. From the day of bone-setting, the Crown Princess had said he might become the true Prince of Southern Shu.

To become a prince of different surnames, shouldering the responsibility for the peaceful lives of Shu’s people, he naturally had to learn many things. During that year of bone-setting, the Crown Princess personally taught him what made a great general, what constituted strategy, and what defined a capable minister!

How could he disappoint the Crown Princess?

Shen Twenty-seven placed a hand on Xiao Wenxi’s shoulder: “You know my identity. Tibet’s rebellion concerns not just the court, but will disturb the northwest as well. If I don’t go personally, how will I know their true purpose?”

“In your heart, the northwest is still most important.” Xiao Wenxi smiled bitterly. “What about me? Have you thought of me? If you lead troops out of the city, and someone takes advantage to harm the residence…”

Shen Twenty-seven’s gaze intensified. His hand on Xiao Wenxi’s shoulder loosened then tightened, tightened then loosened. Finally, he sighed, as if making a momentous decision, and took out a token, solemnly handing it to Xiao Wenxi: “This is the Bu family’s Master Token. The leader of the Bu family’s secret guards remains in Shu. You can command the Bu family’s secret guards with this token.”

This token was very similar to the one Bu Shulin had given Shen Twenty-seven in that cave between life and death, except Bu Shulin had given him the Young Master’s Token. This one was the Master Token that Shen Twenty-seven had inherited from the late Prince of Southern Shu’s belongings after returning to Shu.

Xiao Wenxi’s eyes flickered as she took it with both hands, gripping it tightly: “You must return safely.”

Shen Twenty-seven smiled and nodded: “I will return safely.”

Time was pressing, so they delayed no further. Shen Twenty-seven quickly selected his guards and rode with them to the main camp. In just half an hour, he gathered fifty thousand cavalry and galloped toward the border between Tibet and Shu.

Xiao Wenxi sat before her mirror combing her hair, her gaze on her reflection but her thoughts elsewhere. The glossy wooden comb moved absently through her chest-length hair. After an unknown time, a partridge’s call came from outside the window. Her hand paused, and she lowered her eyes, set down the comb, and stood.

Her black silk dress accentuated her jade-like skin, appearing ethereal and graceful.

She had dismissed all the servants in the room, and the skilled guards had all been taken by Shen Twenty-seven. Several black-clad figures leaped down before her, kneeling on one knee: “Princess Consort.”

“There are clothes inside. Change into them and hide at the city gate, await my orders.” Xiao Wenxi commanded coldly.

Soon these people had changed into city patrol uniforms and silently vanished from the residence. Xiao Wenxi went to the chamber next to the bedroom. In the warm, cozy room, a small child slept soundly. The nearly one-year-old child was fair and chubby, looking very healthy.

The wet nurse watched Xiao Wenxi cautiously.

Xiao Wenxi merely stroked the child’s face gently with her fingertips: “Pack some belongings and take the young master away.”

The child was naturally Bu Shulin’s son. After being weaned at six months, he had been sent back, and Xiao Wenxi, who had been pretending to be pregnant, announced the birth of a son right on schedule.

This child was the most effective threat against Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai.

Taking the child to the side gate, there was a carriage and a horse. Xiao Wenxi had the wet nurse board the carriage with the child, nodded to two subordinates disguised as drivers, and the carriage departed first. Xiao Wenxi mounted her horse and quickly caught up, passing the carriage and leading it out of the city.

At a fork in the road outside the city gates, Xiao Wenxi watched the carriage disappear into the vast night before turning her horse in another direction.

What she didn’t know was that less than a quarter-hour after leaving her, the carriage was stopped in the deserted outskirts.

Several men sat on tall horses, one in the lead with cold features and a handsome face. The night breeze carried the scent of plum blossoms.

Seeing this situation, the drivers immediately reined in their horses, wanting to retreat but it was too late. Cui Jinbai waved his hand, and the mounted men behind him leaped forward, bright blades in hand, swiftly surrounding the carriage.

Meanwhile, Xiao Wenxi galloped to the village where Zhapu and others had relocated. They were all very surprised to see her. Xiao Wenxi showed an urgent expression and presented the token: “Sir, please join me in attacking the city. The city gates are controlled by unknown enemy troops. The Prince led troops to quell the rebellion several hours ago. The city’s people are in danger now.”

Zhapu’s eyes flickered as he looked at the token gleaming in the moonlight: “Please wait, Princess Consort. I will gather my men immediately.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Xiao Wenxi clasped her hands while holding the reins.

Xiao Wenxi’s plan was simple: gain control of the city gates, secretly kill Zhapu and his men, then wait for the Empress Dowager’s people to enter the city.

Zhapu didn’t delay, quickly gathering his men and following Xiao Wenxi on horseback toward the city gates.

By now, signs of battle were already visible at the city gates.

Chapter 831: The Twin Sister of the Prince of Southern Shu
“Open the gate! I am the Princess Consort!” Xiao Wenxi reined in her horse before the moat at the city gate, shouting.

She had used the token to leave the city gates earlier, but now they remained closed.

The gate was heavily guarded. The commanding officer’s face was half in shadow, half in firelight, unclear to see. He responded in a gruff voice: “There was just an attack on the city. The Governor ordered that the gates must not be opened. The Princess Consort is still in the residence. What kind of petty criminal are you to dare impersonate her!”

“I am the Imperial-appointed Princess Consort of Southern Shu! I hold the token – you treasonous rebels dare spread such lies!” Xiao Wenxi raised the token high.

Those on the tower wall ignored her, even shooting a cold arrow that would have struck Xiao Wenxi’s horse if not for Zhapu’s quick reactions.

“Sir, we must attack the city, or the Southern Shu residence will face disaster. The young master is still inside,” Xiao Wenxi said anxiously.

Zhapu’s expression was grave as he looked at the gate commander who had another arrow nocked. He said carefully: “Princess Consort, we only have a few dozen men. Even with our martial skills, taking the city would be extremely difficult.”

“Sir, the Prince seemed to sense something was wrong before leaving, but the Tibet situation was urgent and he had no time to make arrangements,” Xiao Wenxi hurried to explain. “Besides giving me the token, the Prince also left me a private force. I’ve already signaled them – they’ll arrive within half an hour.”

“In that case, let’s withdraw and wait for reinforcements,” Zhapu suggested.

Xiao Wenxi didn’t object. They retreated to a safe distance from the gates while keeping watch on all movement there.

About half an hour later, heavy hoofbeats indeed approached from afar. A group of sturdy young men in tight black clothing rode up. Though unremarkable in appearance, their eyes held a coldness, unlike ordinary men.

Zhapu surveyed the seven or eight hundred men and their mounts: “The Prince left the Princess Consort with elite troops.”

Not just the horses but the men were no ordinary soldiers. In battle against regular troops, each could handle two opponents.

“The Prince is far-sighted, likely anticipating unrest in the city after his departure,” Xiao Wenxi showed a gratified smile. “It’s getting late. Sir, we must attack quickly – I fear for the young master’s safety.”

Zhapu nodded. They all charged toward the city gates again, but this time the gate commander was even more alert, clearly viewing them as enemies.

“Open the gates now and I’ll be lenient,” Xiao Wenxi shouted.

“Lenient? Who are you to show leniency to an Imperial Commander?” A mocking voice drifted through the night, familiar to many.

Xiao Wenxi’s body trembled as she looked toward the sound. In the flickering firelight, a slender figure emerged from the shadows.

They wore a lapelled robe with hair half-bound by a green hairpin, and elegant tassels hanging level with their bold eyebrows.

“You…” Xiao Wenxi saw that familiar face and went deathly pale, as if an invisible hand gripped her throat, preventing any sound.

Bu Shulin – the real Bu Shulin!

Zhapu still didn’t know Bu Shulin was female. Seeing that familiar face in an unfamiliar dress, he couldn’t help shouting: “Who are you!”

“Me?” Bu Shulin brushed the beads hanging by her brow. “I am the Prince’s twin sister.”

This was the explanation Bu Shulin and Cui Jinbai had agreed upon and reported to Shen Xihe. She was to marry Cui Jinbai, and with the Crown Prince’s return uncertain, if they succeeded today, the Crown Prince’s son would ascend the throne before his first birthday. A child emperor would spark ministers’ greed, and Cui Jinbai couldn’t abandon this situation.

Cui Jinbai would return to the capital to assist the young emperor. As husband and wife, they couldn’t remain secretive, and they had a child who needed to enter the Cui family records. So she had to create a daughter for her late father.

“Nonsense! The Prince never had a twin sister. You’re some demon who took his appearance!” Xiao Wenxi raged, turning to Zhapu: “Sir, she must have bewitched the city guards.”

“Hahaha…” Bu Shulin laughed unrestrained, looking at the woman she had performed marriage rites with, feeling countless emotions.

Fortunately, they had encountered Shen Xihe. Bu Shulin considered herself somewhat clever, but such deep schemes and disguises – she truly couldn’t see through them.

When first receiving Shen Xihe’s falcon message mentioning suspicions about Xiao Wenxi, Bu Shulin even wondered if Shen Xihe had misjudged.

Xiao Wenxi had hidden herself too well from the beginning, never showing any harmful intent toward them. She was cultured, understanding, intelligent, and had always helped them…

“Zhapu, who commands in Shu?” Bu Shulin suddenly spoke.

Zhapu started – this was the code phrase. He immediately waved his hand, and twenty-some people scattered quickly, forming a semicircle with weapons aimed at Xiao Wenxi and her hundreds of followers.

The Bu family’s secret guards recognized code phrases, not tokens. Xiao Wenxi’s expression changed as she seemed to realize something, but she still didn’t speak further, showing she didn’t know the token’s code phrase.

“Sir, don’t listen to her deceptions. The Prince left in haste, he didn’t…”

“Why struggle in vain?” Bu Shulin, standing on the city wall, waved her hand.

The gates lowered, and cavalry waiting behind them instantly charged across the bridge over the moat, their powerful hoofbeats creating an unending thunder.

Bu Shulin leaped down from the wall, her sword flashing cold light as she engaged the leader of Xiao Wenxi’s forces.

Less than a thousand men, yet they thought to control her Southern Shu city!

Bu Shulin’s blade rose and fell, blood spraying as she released all her anger and fear.

If Shen Xihe hadn’t exposed their plan early, truly allowing Shen Twenty-seven to take all forces from the city for relief, these people might have easily captured an entire city.

A long blade swept toward her. Bu Shulin leaned back to dodge, though her left temple ornament was still caught by the blade tip. Her eyes flashed fiercely as she struck back more viciously.

How she wished to dress as a man!

But Cui Jinbai had insisted – if she didn’t want to expose her identity and raise suspicions about Shen Twenty-seven, she could no longer cross-dress. She could wear men’s clothes but must wear lapelled robes openly like capital ladies, with makeup not concealing her femininity.

Bu Shulin had scoffed at this. Cui Jinbai was just jealous that when she dressed as a man, she was more popular in Blackwater than he was.

Those enchanting, flower-like ladies had all been captivated by her gallant bearing.

When Cui Jinbai arrived from settling their son in the city, the battle’s outcome was clear. His restless wife wore a fierce grin of excitement as she fought…

Chapter 832: The Empress Dowager’s Hatred
Before the third watch, the area before Southern Shu’s city gates was stained red with blood. Bu Shulin’s clothes were soaked through. Just as she was about to strip them off, a cloak draped over her shoulders. Cui Jinbai frowned: “No undressing in public!”

“Hey hey hey, Cui Rockhead, don’t push me too far!” Bu Shulin protested loudly.

This man thought he had her bound and was becoming increasingly controlling. One of these days when she couldn’t take it anymore, she would… she would run away with their son!

Cui Jinbai was used to her fierce demeanor. He took out a bamboo tube, chose high ground, and buried it in a hole. As he lit a match, Bu Shulin snatched it away, raising her eyebrows triumphantly before lighting it herself.

Brilliant fireworks bloomed in the night sky – the Northwest Army’s special signal. When those waiting in the next city saw it, they immediately lit their prepared fireworks.

The same fireworks continued from Shu to outside the capital. As the final burst illuminated Qinzheng Hall, it seemed to lessen the bloodiness of the battle there.

With Southern Shu’s residence secured, Shen Xihe turned to look at the Empress Dowager, who was also under protection and had seen the fireworks, her face dark with rage.

Shen Xihe’s eyes remained cold and calm, showing no pride or joy: “Empress Dowager, have you been feeling more fatigued than usual lately?”

Though they were in protected areas of opposing sides, separated by intense fighting and the clear ring of clashing weapons, they were close enough for Empress Dowager to hear Shen Xihe.

“You…” The Empress Dowager scrutinized Shen Xihe suspiciously, disbelieving.

She had poison experts by her side. How could Shen Xihe have poisoned her when all her meals came from the palace kitchen?

“The Empress Dowager not only feels fatigue and throat dryness but coughs uncontrollably every morning, likely mistaking it for a cold,” Shen Xihe said frankly. “This has continued for three months.”

The Empress Dowager’s expression finally changed.

She hadn’t even alerted the Imperial physicians. Just as Shen Xihe had Zhenzhu and Sui Axi, she had her medical experts. Shen Xihe couldn’t possibly have seen her medical records, yet described her symptoms perfectly.

Either Shen Xihe had bought off someone close to her, or had poisoned her long ago!

“When I first met the Empress Dowager, your Tibetan incense was especially pleasant,” Shen Xihe’s smile held deep meaning.

Shen Xihe had created two harmful incenses: one causing weakness, used on Emperor Youning; another mimicking a persistent cold leading to death by bloody cough, used on the Empress Dowager.

Neither was poison and left no toxins to detect – even the most skilled physicians couldn’t discover them.

After Xiao Huayong left, once Shen Xihe confirmed it was the Empress Dowager, she didn’t hesitate. All the Tibetan incense the Empress Dowager used afterward was specially prepared by her. Under the Empress Dowager’s piercing gaze, Shen Xihe’s red lips parted: “Fifteenth Brother.”

The Empress Dowager’s pupils contracted.

That seemingly naive child who only threw tantrums before her, whom she had carefully kept close as a foundation for the throne, never guarding against him, ready to discard this pawn at any time.

“Kha kha kha…”

Sweet blood surged up from her aching chest as the Empress Dowager coughed out a mouthful.

“Empress Dowager!”

Her people were startled by the blood. In their moment of distraction, Mo Yu, Tian Yuan, and others quickly seized the advantage.

The previously even battle turned sharply. The Empress Dowager sat in her chair, clutching her chest but still raising her chin proudly to glare at Shen Xihe: “You think you can defeat me?”

Shen Xihe’s gaze swept over the bed, her tone still steady: “It’s too early to speak of victory or defeat.”

His Majesty hadn’t made his move yet.

The Empress Dowager didn’t understand Shen Xihe’s meaning: “Even in such favorable circumstances, you remain humble. It’s been worthwhile to contend with you – I’d have no regrets in losing.”

Though she said this, the Empress Dowager didn’t seem to believe she would lose.

Seeing her people still stubbornly resisting, knowing it wouldn’t be easy to capture the Empress Dowager even in half a watch’s time, Shen Xihe suddenly spoke: “Empress Dowager, I’ve always had a question that perhaps only you can answer.”

Having caught her breath and feeling less congested, the Empress Dowager knew she mustn’t get upset or she’d cough blood again. She eyed Shen Xihe warily: “What do you want to ask?”

“How did Beichen’s father die?”

At Shen Xihe’s question, everyone except those still fighting looked at the Empress Dowager, including Liu Sanzhi.

The Empress Dowager hadn’t expected this question. She was stunned briefly, her eyes blinking rapidly: “What do you think?”

“You told Beichen that His Majesty killed his brother for the throne. I never doubted this before.”

When had she begun to doubt? When Shen Xihe started admiring Emperor Youning, especially when he learned he was dying yet never wrongly ordered the execution of physicians.

He was truly a rational emperor who never abused his power to take out his emotions on innocent people.

Throughout history, how many young enlightened rulers avoided facing aging by becoming suspicious of their wives, children, and capable ministers?

Like Emperor Wu of Han with his great achievements.

But Emperor Youning hadn’t. Being able to do this proved he was a benevolent ruler.

Thus, Shen Xihe dared speculate that Emperor Youning hadn’t failed to suspect Xiao Huayong, nor was he ignorant. He simply chose self-deception rather than face the truth he’d already concluded in his heart.

He didn’t want to kill Xiao Huayong.

Could such an Emperor Youning truly be someone who killed his brother for the throne?

Shen Xihe doubted it. Though Emperor Youning might not value relationships as much as Prince Qian, he was a man of honor. As for the Empress Dowager…

Meeting Shen Xihe’s eyes that seemed questioning but condemned, the Empress Dowager didn’t deny it: “As you suspect.”

Indeed!

“You used sorcery on His Majesty.”

What a madly cruel person, using sorcery on her young son for power, making him kill his elder brother!

Emperor Youning had felt guilty his entire life!

He did desire power and yearn for the throne, but he wasn’t ruthless enough to destroy his humanity by killing the brother who had protected him like a father.

“What? Think I’m heartless?” The Empress Dowager sneered. “They don’t just have my blood! They have the blood of the one I hate enough to grind his bones to dust!”

Her entire clan was destroyed by the man who shared her bed. A noble lady, mother to the empire, she was banished to the northwest, doing the most degrading work!

Her hatred for the Xiao imperial bloodline was unmatched!

Power was only reliable when held in one’s own hands.

Neither husband nor son could be trusted!

Chapter 833: The Empress Dowager’s Last Move
She had once been a peony blooming on the branch but was ground into mud, trampled into dust.

In her youth, she had a mutual love with her cousin. Both sets of parents were delighted with the match, having no thoughts of seeking the dragon’s favor.

It was the Late Emperor. The Late Emperor had fallen for a lowly palace maid, knowing he couldn’t marry her. So he meticulously selected a virtuous lady from a noble family. For his selfish desires, without asking for her consent, with one imperial edict she became the mistress of the imperial harem, envied by all.

Imperial favor, the Emperor’s command – who dared defy?

She had no choice but to sever ties with her beloved. She thought that as a daughter, since her family had given her wealth and education, her parents had given her care and warmth, she should repay them. Upon entering the palace, she strived to be a magnanimous, virtuous, and obedient Empress.

She didn’t seek to be the Late Emperor’s equal companion, nor did she mind whether he loved her. As long as he gave her enough dignity, she could manage the imperial harem well for him and bring glory to her family.

Unfortunately, the Late Emperor went back on his word. He had asked her to take care of his beloved, to help elevate his loved one’s position. How much effort had she put into helping that palace maid become a Noble Consort? Initially, the Late Emperor did reward her – she had two legitimate sons, and her father and brothers received important positions. Her clan gradually rose to prominence because of her.

Father had once worriedly told her with gravity: “Extreme prosperity leads to decline.”

Firmly believing the Late Emperor to be an honorable man who kept his word, grateful for his deep affection and righteousness, she never doubted him. Her ignorance and naivety devastated her clan – nine generations were slaughtered, all due to her sins!

From the moment the Late Emperor turned on her overnight, she hated everything about him, including her two children!

Their features all carried shadows of the Late Emperor. She didn’t like looking at them – if she looked too long, she couldn’t help but feel murderous!

“You’re truly terrifying,” Shen Xihe watched the Empress Dowager, who had fallen into a possessed-like frenzy, her eyes seemingly bloodshot.

“I’m terrifying?” The Empress Dowager laughed, a laugh both mocking and strange. “My terrifying nature was forged by their heartless torment. How could someone like you, who grew up sheltered from storms, untroubled and pampered, never experiencing hardship or torture, possibly understand?”

To this, Shen Xihe had no rebuttal, so she remained silent.

Meanwhile in the great hall, led by Mo Yu and Tian Yuan, all of the Empress Dowager’s people who had rushed in were executed. Mo Yu’s sword was now at the Empress Dowager’s throat.

The Empress Dowager remained seated regally, maintaining her imperial dignity. She smiled at Shen Xihe: “Do you dare kill me?”

“I won’t kill you,” Shen Xihe replied calmly. It wasn’t her place to do so anyway.

“Hahaha, girl, if you don’t kill me now, you’ll regret it later,” the Empress Dowager laughed with deep meaning.

“It seems the Empress Dowager has another move planned,” Shen Xihe felt wary of the deeply scheming Empress Dowager.

The Empress Dowager merely smiled without speaking. Seemingly ignoring Mo Yu’s sword at her throat, she turned to pick up a teacup from the nearby table, brushed the lid, and lowered her head to taste the tea.

An eerie silence filled Qinzheng Hall. Consort Su and others created a blank space with their commotion, while the increasingly massive sounds of killing from outside became clearer.

The Empress Dowager had built up considerable influence over the years. If she hadn’t been at her peak when information was accidentally leaked, allowing Xiao Huayong to almost completely uproot the Rouge Case, by today, they might not have had any chance of victory against her.

She had replaced most of the palace personnel, and her influence had infiltrated both the Five Cities Command and the Forbidden City Guard. The palace was tightly surrounded. Xiao Changqing and others who rushed in after hearing the death knell took a full hour just to force open the palace gates, suffering heavy casualties.

Xiao Changqing was the first to breach the city gate, leading troops from Vermillion Bird Gate in, killing many before meeting up with forces from the Eastern Palace. The commander reported: “Prince Xin, the Crown Princess is in Qinzheng Hall. The officials who entered the palace first are all being held hostage outside Qinzheng Hall.”

Just then, a gust of wind brought the clear sound of bells. Xiao Changqing suddenly felt a headache as chaotic voices seemed to surge in waves through his mind, as if countless people were arguing around him, making his face contort.

“Prince Xin, you…”

The commander noticed something wrong with Xiao Changqing and immediately moved forward in concern, but unexpectedly, Xiao Changqing’s eyes suddenly fixed, filled with murderous intent, and his blood-stained sword swept toward the commander.

The commander sensed the killing intent but was too late to dodge. Xiao Changqing’s sword was too swift and fierce, cleanly severing an arm from the armpit.

This scene happened to be witnessed by Xiao Changying, who had arrived a step behind after breaching the palace gates. He was shocked: “Brother—”

His body reacted faster than his mind, quickly drawing an arrow and shooting at Xiao Changqing’s raised sword, giving the commander a chance to escape from Xiao Changqing’s continuous attacks.

The commander’s men had already engaged with Xiao Changqing’s forces. Xiao Changying rushed forward to Xiao Changqing: “Brother, you’re…”

Xiao Changying’s words stopped abruptly when he met Xiao Changqing’s gaze.

He had seen such eyes filled with hatred and coldness before – outside Mother’s palace chambers the day they escorted Mother out of the palace, Brother had looked just like this. He suddenly felt his limbs go cold, frozen in place.

But Xiao Changqing had already thrust his sword at him. A great force pulled Xiao Changying away, but the cold blade still grazed his arm, splitting flesh and drawing blood.

“Your Highness, something’s wrong with Prince Xin!” You Wenjun’s voice sounded in Xiao Changying’s ear.

Xiao Changying turned to see You Wenjun dressed as a junior general: “Why did you follow?”

“Mother told me to come,” You Wenjun lowered his eyes.

Xiao Changying’s expression changed slightly, but this wasn’t the time to discuss such matters. He turned to see Xiao Changqing now surrounded by the commander’s men. Though still his brother, he emanated an unfamiliar and bloodthirsty aura.

Just then, Xiao Changying noticed his men starting to kill each other.

Some were his guards, others were his brother’s guards.

He suddenly turned back and saw Xiao Changqing waving a command flag.

His heart raced – he had never doubted his brother, and neither had the Crown Princess. All the troops deployed this time had been arranged by Xiao Changqing. Not only did his forces include his brother’s men, but the Twelfth Brother and Duke Xie’s forces did too!

“Keep yourself safe,” Xiao Changying pushed You Wenjun aside.

He quickly raised his sword to stop Xiao Changqing, but his brother seemed unwilling to engage with him. Xiao Changying held back in every move, and Xiao Changqing quickly drove him back, waving for many men to surround him.

Xiao Changqing held his sword, blood gathering along the blade and collecting at its tip, dropping slowly, leaving a trail of blood marks along his path.

The commander, gravely wounded, also noticed Xiao Changqing’s strange behavior and immediately ordered all forces to stop him.

Chapter 834: Brothers in Lethal Combat
“The wind rises…” in Qinzheng Hall, the Empress Dowager suddenly sighed with cryptic meaning.

Among the wind came the clear, melodious tinkling of bells – those hanging beneath the flying eaves. Occasionally palaces would hang one or two, but today the bell sounds seemed particularly heavy, layered upon layers, high and low, as if many bells were harmonizing in the wind.

Initially, Shen Xihe paid it no mind, but somehow the sound grew increasingly irritating. Looking again at the Empress Dowager toying with her teacup, her gaze gained a gravity she couldn’t quite grasp: “Mo Yu, order someone to shoot down those bells.”

As she gave the order, Shen Xihe watched the Empress Dowager intently, indeed seeing her fingers pause. That ominous feeling grew stronger, and she immediately demanded coldly: “Who have you cast your spell on?”

After learning about the soul-manipulating sorcerer from Xiao Changyan’s side, Shen Xihe gradually collected bits and pieces about soul manipulation. Over the past year, while not mastering it, she had gained a deep understanding. She knew it was a strange art that could control people’s thoughts, bewitch minds, making those under its influence become like puppets.

Those under the spell remained unaware unless triggered by specific dark commands. Once triggered, they would become possessed, forgetting everything except the commands planted deep in their bones by the spell!

“You’re so clever, why not take a guess?” The Empress Dowager watched Shen Xihe with composure.

Mo Yu and others flashed out of Qinzheng Hall, targeting the copper bells swaying beneath the flying eaves. The bells were about the size of a grown man’s fist, swaying in the wind, making clear ding-a-ling sounds.

When Mo Yu ordered them shot down, arrows were intercepted mid-flight by arrows from unknown directions. The opponent’s archery was incredibly precise, alarming Mo Yu and others into deep vigilance.

They shot again, only to be blocked again.

Mo Yu personally leaped up along the corridor pillars, trying to reach the eaves to cut down the bells. Before she could get close, arrows flew at her. She quickly dodged, countering with her sword to cut down the incoming arrows. Just as she rose and approached within a few steps of the bells, another arrow shot as swiftly as a meteor.

“Your Highness, there’s more than one,” Tian Yuan watched the arrows’ directions intently, realizing they came from multiple distant positions.

Even with Mo Yu’s skills, she couldn’t reach the bells. Especially when suddenly three directions shot arrows at her simultaneously, making Shen Xihe’s heart tighten. Mo Yu rolled down from under the eaves, fortunately avoiding the arrows.

She suddenly looked at the composed Empress Dowager: “It’s Prince Xin.”

The Empress Dowager started, and then admiration again filled her eyes. She hadn’t expected Shen Xihe to guess correctly in one try.

Soul manipulation worked best on those with weak will and unstable minds. The Empress Dowager had failed once with young Xiao Huayong, making her extremely cautious afterward. Normally, she would never risk trying it on someone like Xiao Changqing.

But when Xiao Changqing was in turmoil, his mind unstable, it became too easy.

Half a year ago, just such an opportunity arose.

Having figured it out, Shen Xihe grew calmer instead. Among Xiao Changqing’s group, he was the leader. Shen Xihe didn’t want to believe he was under a spell, but besides him, no one could make the Empress Dowager so confident!

Anyone else could be suppressed by Xiao Changqing, but no one could suppress him.

“Now, does Youyou still have any chance of winning?” The Empress Dowager’s smile deepened.

“How can victory be determined before the final moment?” Shen Xihe showed no panic.

The Empress Dowager had always admired Shen Xihe. She said: “Why must we both suffer losses? I promise you the northwest will be secure – why not turn hostility into friendship?”

Shen Xihe’s gaze was serene as she quietly watched the Empress Dowager. She believed the Empress Dowager’s words now were not deceptive, but sincere.

But she disliked allying with people like the Empress Dowager.

Though Shen Xihe disapproved of the Empress Dowager’s actions, she had to admit one thing she said was right.

Power was only secure in one’s own hands.

The Empress Dowager yearned for power but lacked a ruler’s vision and breadth. Perhaps because she wasn’t yet in position – when she held great power later, truly becoming the second Empress, she would understand she couldn’t tolerate the northwest either.

Shen Xihe had already spent too much energy planning for her clan. She didn’t want to maneuver for this her whole life.

In today’s struggle, she would not yield!

“It seems my overtures still can’t move you.” The Empress Dowager understood Shen Xihe’s choice, unsurprised, having expected it.

How could one so exceptional willingly submit to others?

Shen Xihe didn’t care how the Empress Dowager imagined her. She worried about Xiao Changqing, fearing he might kill Xiao Changying under the spell’s influence.

She knew well how deep the brotherhood between them ran. If Xiao Changqing truly killed Xiao Changying, even upon awakening, he would likely go mad.

What Shen Xihe didn’t know was that the brothers were already locked in desperate combat.

In martial arts, Xiao Changying surpassed his brother Xiao Changqing, but he held back everywhere, unable to use killing moves or even harsh moves against Xiao Changqing. In contrast, Xiao Changqing seemed to treat Xiao Changying as an enemy, with every move lethal.

After their exchanges, Xiao Changqing remained unharmed while Xiao Changying bore many sword wounds.

Xiao Changying believed Xiao Changqing had fallen victim to some scheme, anxiously trying to get close enough to knock him unconscious. But Xiao Changqing’s martial arts weren’t weak, and Xiao Changying never got the chance.

As for Xiao Changqing’s men, though following his orders, they knew of the brothers’ deep bond. While they surrounded others, they didn’t move against Xiao Changying.

Xiao Changqing deflected Xiao Changying’s sword. In Xiao Changying’s eyes, his brother’s sword flourishes. He could easily dodge, but somehow, suddenly seeming to realize something, he didn’t move away.

A sword pierced Xiao Changying’s chest. Xiao Changqing’s eyelids suddenly trembled, unconsciously withdrawing his blade so only two inches of the tip penetrated Xiao Changying’s flesh.

Seeing his brother indeed hold back, Xiao Changying’s heart lifted: “Brother…”

Just as Xiao Changying began to speak, Xiao Changqing withdrew his sword, leaped up with a kick sending Xiao Changying flying, and coldly ordered: “Surround him!”

“Brother, stop, I beg you to stop—” Xiao Changying tried to rush forward but was trapped by several men in black fitted clothing.

He could only watch helplessly as Xiao Changqing walked further away.

Under the eaves, the evening wind brushed, blood surged, and copper bells rang.

As if some mysterious guidance pulled at Xiao Changqing’s mind, leading him and his men to follow the bell sounds.

While Xiao Changying held back against Xiao Changqing, he showed no mercy to Xiao Changqing’s men. These men dared not truly try to kill him, and Xiao Changying soon forced his way through, though his chest was now stained red with blood.

“Your Highness, you can’t go after Prince Xin!” You Wenjun blocked Xiao Changying’s path.

Chapter 835: The Tragedy of Prince Lie
“Move aside.” Xiao Changying’s eyes turned cold as he pushed You Wenjun away.

You Wenjun nearly stumbled and fell. Steadying herself, she turned and shouted at the striding Xiao Changying: “Prince Xin will kill you, Prince Xin is not your real brother!”

The shout stopped Xiao Changying in his tracks. He turned, his eyes bloodshot, staring at You Wenjun: “What did you say?”

You Wenjun bit her lip: “Yesterday…”

Xiao Changqing had brought Noble Consort Rong to Prince Xin’s mansion, but the events of that day remained vivid. Noble Consort Rong didn’t believe Prince Xin truly lost his memory – how could it be such a coincidence that he just went out once and lost his memory?

Noble Consort Rong thought Prince Xin was pretending, that he surely wanted to torture her and their children to death. She stayed at Prince Xin’s mansion only one night before fleeing to Prince Lie’s mansion, making outsiders think Prince Xin mistreated her.

Xiao Changying was furious about this, but Noble Consort Rong refused to return to Prince Xin’s mansion. Xiao Changqing didn’t mind, so Noble Consort Rong stayed at Prince Lie’s mansion.

Noble Consort Rong could still hear some palace news, having managed palace affairs for twenty years. She could guess tonight would be sleepless. Thinking of Xiao Changying joining forces with Xiao Changqing, she couldn’t sleep, fearing Xiao Changqing would kill Xiao Changying amid the chaos, cleanly and without a trace.

But she couldn’t rashly seek out Xiao Changying to tell him everything. Once Xiao Changying knew, he would surely apologize to Xiao Changqing. Though she suspected Xiao Changqing was faking his memory loss, she still held some hope. If he truly had amnesia, wouldn’t revealing everything be seeking death?

After long consideration, she could only tell You Wenjun. You Wenjun had good martial arts skills. She helped You Wenjun infiltrate the army to watch Xiao Changying. If Xiao Changqing truly had amnesia, all would be well.

If he was pretending, You Wenjun must save Xiao Changying immediately. Even if their marriage was only superficial, she didn’t want to become a widow.

You Wenjun briefly explained everything to Xiao Changying. He heard each word clearly, but together, he seemed unable to grasp their deeper meaning. A storm raged in his heart.

The killing sounds around him suddenly faded, the huge impact shattering his thoughts.

His brother who had protected him since childhood, shared pure innocence with him, wasn’t his real brother.

His mother was the culprit who killed his brother’s mother.

Not only did his mother know this, but even his sister knew, and mother and daughter had been concealing it, deceiving his brother.

While they enjoyed the peace and luxury his brother brought them, they shamelessly demanded things from him as his mother and sister.

He had always thought his mother just loved the Emperor too much and was just somewhat arrogant. His sister seemed even more understanding and sensible. But You Wenjun’s words crushed these beautiful illusions, exposing the filth beneath the flowers and brocade!

Though You Wenjun spoke gently, even using Noble Consort Rong’s tone to paint her as a victim of circumstances, how could Xiao Changying, who had stayed by Xiao Changqing’s side for so many years, not understand the complete truth?

His chest inexplicably ached, blood suddenly surging from his wound.

His fingers, pressing the wound, were stained red. Xiao Changying, shocked and unstable, stumbled backward, having to support himself with his sword to avoid falling.

You Wenjun watched painfully as the man suddenly became lost and devastated.

When she first knew him, he was like a blazing fire, burning bright and free, radiant as the rising sun.

Later she understood that this brilliance, this unrestrained nature inappropriate for the imperial family, came from having a revered and powerful brother who created space for him to grow freely into who he wanted to be.

To Xiao Changying, Xiao Changqing was the most important person in the world.

“Your Highness…” You Wenjun called weakly, mouth open but unsure what to say.

Xiao Changying suddenly came to his senses and rushed forward. Xiao Changqing’s men followed, seeing him not pursue Xiao Changqing but climb a high tower, looking toward Vermillion Bird Gate and White Tiger Gate.

Xiao Changzhen and Xie Yunhuai were both trapped in difficult battles. Because of Xiao Changqing’s betrayal, their men fell one by one.

On the other side, the Eastern Palace forces were also locked in a fierce battle with Xiao Changqing’s men.

“It can’t be, even if Brother suddenly hated me, he wouldn’t become like this…” Xiao Changying murmured.

He remembered that day at Mother’s palace gates. Brother knew then but didn’t harm him. Afterward, Brother simply forgot that memory.

He knew Brother truly forgot, not pretending as Mother claimed. Having been close to Brother since childhood, he knew Brother best.

So Brother was…

His pupils suddenly contracted. When the Emperor feigned unconsciousness, the brothers met with the Crown Princess. Brother spoke privately with her while he and Twelfth Brother sat drinking and chatting.

Twelfth Brother mentioned Eighth Brother had someone who knew Western soul manipulation techniques…

Brother’s behavior did seem like he was under soul manipulation.

Yes, it must have been that day. When Brother first learned the truth, his mind was disturbed, thoughts chaotic, giving others an opportunity.

What use was pursuing him now? Brother couldn’t escape others’ control.

And after what Mother did to Brother, what right did he have to stop Brother’s revenge? But as a son, could he watch Brother kill his mother and sister?

Perhaps…

There was one way.

“I hear soul manipulation can only be broken by the bell-ringer.” Xiao Changying stood, murmuring, then looked at You Wenjun. “Help me with something.”

Inexplicably, You Wenjun’s heart tightened. She instinctively shook her head: “Your Highness, I’m small and weak…”

“Help me!” Those proud eyes showed pleading. “Only you can help me.”

Her eyes suddenly stung as she shook her head.

“Return to the Black Water tribe, lead the Yu clan to support the Crown Princess. The Yu clan will enjoy eternal glory,” Xiao Changying’s eyes showed remorse. “You’re an excellent lady, shouldn’t be confined to the inner palace. If you meet a worthy man in the future, don’t miss the chance.”

“Your Highness—”

In You Wenjun’s tear-filled eyes, Xiao Changying raised his sword horizontally, blood spraying from his neck.

His tired eyes gazed at the high moon, vision gradually blurring.

His tall body collapsed into You Wenjun’s rushing embrace: “Take… my head… find Brother… quickly!”

Brother’s men would delay him, he wouldn’t make it in time. But with his suicide, carrying his head, no one would dare stop You Wenjun, they would even clear her path.

He could no longer face Brother.

But he knew Brother still cared for him as a brother.

He would gamble, gamble with heaven that their brotherly bond could overcome all evil arts!

Xiao Changqing’s men were shocked at this scene, frozen in place, unsure how to react.

You Wenjun, face covered in tears, was drenched in Xiao Changying’s blood, her heart pierced by ten thousand swords.

How could he be so cruel? Was that woman worth him going this far?

He worried he wouldn’t make it to stop Xiao Changqing – was he afraid that when he arrived, Xiao Changqing would have already hurt that woman?

This was her husband! She was just an ordinary woman – how could she not fall for someone so magnificent and vibrant?

Why couldn’t heaven let her meet him earlier?

Though the pain was unbearable, You Wenjun still raised her blade, closing her eyes and striking down hard.

This was his dying wish; she couldn’t let him be restless in death.

She held his head and ran wildly. When Xiao Changqing’s men recovered, they left two to guard Xiao Changying’s body while the rest quickly followed.

As Xiao Changying predicted, no one dared stop You Wenjun. Even among the Empress Dowager’s chaotic forces, Xiao Changqing’s men cleared her path.

Chapter 836: A Critical Moment
As Xiao Changqing walked to the entrance of Qinzheng Hall, something suddenly fell from his neck and hit the ground. Looking down, he saw it was his late wife’s memorial tablet. He bent down to pick it up, carefully brushing off the dust and felt an inexplicable emptiness in his heart.

For a moment, he felt lost, his mind blank. A night breeze swept through, causing the bells to chime beneath the curved eaves.

His eyes flashed coldly as he strode across the threshold, dragging his bloodied sword. The hundreds of men behind him, battle-worn and radiating killing intent, followed in his wake.

The civil and military officials were surrounded by the Empress Dowager’s knife-wielding guards. Upon seeing Xiao Changqing, their expressions changed dramatically.

The lead guard, who had a small bell at his waist, walked toward Xiao Changqing and bowed: “Your Highness, the Crown Prince Consort is inside the hall.”

The Empress Dowager wanted to frame Shen Xihe and Prince Xin for forcing their way into the palace. Not just Xiao Changqing, but also Xiao Changgeng and Xiao Changying. Only then could she rightfully execute these people afterward, leaving only Xiao Changhong in the imperial family.

Xiao Changhong would be kept alive to appease the officials, preventing them from suggesting adopting an heir from the Xiao clan’s branch families.

Once Xiao Changhong ascended the throne and she became regent controlling state affairs and stabilizing the situation, she would arrange for Xiao Changhong’s untimely death, smoothly paving her way to the throne.

Her scheme was undeniably brilliant.

“Sixth Brother has arrived. Girl, do you think his sword points at you or me?” The sound of greeting came from outside as the Empress Dowager smiled broadly.

Shen Xihe remained silent. This was her greatest predicament yet. Xiao Changqing had been manipulated into becoming the Empress Dowager’s pawn, while His Majesty was feigning unconsciousness, holding onto his last breath, waiting to deal with the aftermath after they destroyed each other.

The Empress Dowager thought she held the winning hand, not knowing she had no chance of victory at all.

Shen Xihe certainly had backup plans but couldn’t reveal them now, or she would lose her chance to strike at His Majesty.

The sound of armor grew heavier as footsteps slowly approached, the scent of blood gradually intensifying.

Inside Qinzheng Hall, Shen Xihe had only twenty-some people. Xiao Changqing had brought hundreds to fight through – hoping to fight one against ten was merely wishful thinking.

Shen Xihe hadn’t ordered her people to fight their way out to rescue the officials, instead waiting to join forces with Xiao Changqing.

The Empress Dowager hadn’t ordered those holding the officials hostage to enter, waiting for Xiao Changqing to kill Shen Xihe, controlling the officials until they could witness the right scene at the right moment.

Soon, the blood-stained Xiao Changqing stepped into the great hall, walked through the front chamber, around the screen, and stood before them with about ten men.

He still maintained his jade-like appearance, his eyes profound, yet black as though lifeless, dark as midnight, resembling a puppet.

“Sixth Brother, save your grandmother!” the Empress Dowager cried out upon seeing Xiao Changqing.

Without hesitation, Xiao Changqing thrust his sword at Shen Xihe. Mo Yu immediately blocked it, and Xiao Changqing’s men quickly engaged with Shen Xihe’s forces.

Xiao Changqing’s men were far more skilled than the Empress Dowager’s. To avoid harming Shen Xihe, Tian Yuan quickly moved the battle outside, only to find Xiao Changqing’s men had nearly surrounded them.

The Empress Dowager remained in Shen Xihe’s grasp, but the situation looked grim. Liu San Zhi seemed paralyzed with fear, huddled by His Majesty’s bed, ignoring the unfolding events.

Shen Xihe held a bone whistle – one blow would summon half the Embroidered Guards His Majesty had stationed in ambush to rescue her, but now wasn’t the right time.

Mo Yu and Xiao Changqing were evenly matched, but Xiao Changqing’s men were too numerous, with ten attacking each opponent, and more still blocking the door.

When Mo Yu became entangled, Xiao Changqing’s wrist turned, his sword striking directly at Shen Xihe. She grabbed the Empress Dowager as a shield. Xiao Changqing suddenly redirected his strike, his sword splitting a vase instead.

Shen Xihe, holding the Empress Dowager hostage, slowly approached His Majesty’s bed. With the Empress Dowager in hand, Xiao Changqing seemed constrained, hesitating to act rashly. However, one of Shen Xihe’s men fell, pierced by multiple sword blades.

Seeing this, Shen Xihe had no choice but to take out the bone whistle.

Just as she was about to blow it, Consort Su, who had somehow hidden under the bed, unexpectedly pushed her. In that instant, Xiao Changqing flashed forward to pull the Empress Dowager away, spinning to thrust his sword at the fallen Shen Xihe.

“The Fierce Prince has taken his own life—”

At this critical moment, a hoarse voice rang out.

Xiao Changqing’s sword had reached Shen Xihe’s chest, just an inch from piercing her flesh, when he froze in place as if under a spell.

Shen Xihe turned to look, her pupils contracting.

You Wenjun’s hair was disheveled, and her hands were covered in blood as she held Xiao Changying’s head. The head still dripped blood, and though her hands trembled violently, she gripped it tightly.

Face streaked with tears, she gave Shen Xihe a cold glance before fixing her gaze on Xiao Changqing.

She had arrived earlier, and for a moment, she truly wanted to watch Shen Xihe die by Xiao Changqing’s sword. Would that allow Shen Xihe to follow him before he’d gone too far?

But she knew he would hate her for it.

His choice to take his own life may have stemmed partly from shame at facing his brother and atoning for his mother’s sins, but she knew it was more because he couldn’t waste time. He feared his beloved would die by his brother’s sword.

As he had anticipated, had he fought his way in, he wouldn’t have arrived so quickly, and Shen Xihe would have had no chance of survival!

He would rather die than not protect Shen Xihe one last time. How could she, at the final step, leave him with regret?

Perhaps, Shen Xihe would remember for life that there was once a young man who loved her.

His life was the price to ensure she would preside over the realm; his blood would paint her empire beautiful.

“Brother, His Highness has taken his own life,” You Wenjun repeated in a choked, grief-stricken voice.

Xiao Changqing, still holding his sword pointed at Shen Xihe, slowly turned to face his brother’s head.

He was dead.

Yet his lips were curved upward.

He had willingly embraced death.

Something struck hard at Xiao Changqing’s mind as waves of dull pain crashed over him, threatening to consume him.

“Brother, Little Nine will be forever connected with you as brothers, never turning against you.”

“Brother, even if we come to love the same woman, Little Nine would never compete with you.”

“Brother, even if the whole world turns against you, Little Nine will stand behind you.”

“Right or wrong, Brother can do no wrong in Little Nine’s heart. Whatever Brother does, whether seizing the throne or overturning the world, Little Nine will be Brother’s sword, conquering lands for you!”

“Brother…”

His calls echoed endlessly in his ears, scenes of brotherly affection playing out clearly, one after another.

Finally converging on the head in You Wenjun’s hands.

Xiao Changqing opened his mouth and spat out a mouthful of fresh blood!

Chapter 837: His Majesty Awakens
The massive shock caused Xiao Changqing to faint, falling right beside Shen Xihe. Consort Su picked up Xiao Changqing’s sword and was about to stab Shen Xihe, but a figure moved first, raising a sword to slash her throat.

When You Wenjun appeared holding Xiao Changying’s head, all of Xiao Changqing’s men stopped fighting. As his secret guards, they had been sent countless times to protect Xiao Changying and knew how important he was to Xiao Changqing.

Their pause gave Mo Yu an opening, though she was wounded.

After killing Consort Su, she pulled Shen Xihe up, pointing her sword at the unconscious Xiao Changqing.

The secret guards immediately renewed their killing intent.

Shen Xihe pressed down Mo Yu’s sword. She silently gazed at Xiao Changying for a moment before shifting her gaze to address the leader of Xiao Changqing’s guards: “Prince Xin and I were never enemies. You’ve served him and earned his trust. You must know his sudden loss of control today was due to someone’s manipulation. Now that Prince Xin is unconscious, what will you choose?”

The guard leader found himself in a dilemma. He rushed to Prince Xin’s side – Shen Xihe didn’t stop him – and supported the unconscious prince while glancing at You Wenjun.

As Shen Xihe said, he was Prince Xin’s confidant. He knew best that the prince had no intention of turning against the Crown Prince Consort. The prince’s earlier behavior had been too strange – suddenly ambushing Xiao Changgeng and Xie Yunhuai, joining forces with the Empress Dowager’s men to trap them at the city gate – this wasn’t his master’s style.

If Prince Xin had planned to be the mantis stalking the cicada, unaware of the oriole behind, even if he’d hidden it from the Fierce Prince, he wouldn’t have hidden it from him!

“Awaiting the Crown Prince Consort’s orders!” After careful consideration, he decided to trust his understanding of his master.

The Crown Prince Consort was the one the Fierce Prince had died protecting.

Last winter, when the Crown Prince Consort went to the imperial tombs to pay respects to the Crown Prince, the Fierce Prince followed silently through wind and snow. Prince Xin had sent him to protect the Fierce Prince.

“Welcome Prince Yan and Duke Xie into the city,” Shen Xihe ordered immediately.

“Yes!” The guard leader handed Prince Xin to You Wenjun and rushed out with his men.

The Empress Dowager lost her spirit at this sight, looking at Xiao Changqing in disbelief: “How could…”

She took out a bell from her sleeve, shaking it repeatedly but failing to wake the unconscious Xiao Changqing.

Though unconscious, Xiao Changqing seemed immersed in great pain, his features twisting as if something was tearing at his face.

“Mo Yu!” Shen Xihe’s eyes grew cold.

Understanding, Mo Yu raised her sword toward the Empress Dowager’s bell-shaking wrist. The strike could have severed her wrist, but Liu San Zhi, who had been observing silently, blocked it with his whisk and pulled the Empress Dowager away.

Emperor Youning, who had been lying down, suddenly sat up and turned to place his feet on the footstool, frightening the consorts who had already endured several heart-stopping assassinations attempts even paler.

“Your Majesty…” The Empress Dowager’s face drained of color.

Emperor Youning walked down barefoot, each step extremely steady. He helped the Empress Dowager up, his face grave but showing neither joy nor anger. He seated her on the noble consort’s couch by the window: “As a child, I sensed Mother’s dislike for me. I thought then that Mother simply favored my elder brother more. Later, when we three were banished to the northwest, pursued by assassins the whole way, if not for Elder Brother’s protection, Mother and I might not have survived to reach the northwest.

Then I felt Mother’s favor toward Elder Brother was right, and I suppressed my jealousy. While Elder Brother traveled abroad, Mother always praised him before me. With Elder Brother around, everyone seemed to ignore me, and resentment gradually grew. Though Elder Brother’s death was Mother’s doing, was I truly innocent?”

After listening for so long, Emperor Youning understood everything he needed to.

Soul-controlling arts – he had heard of them before.

A mysterious art that could control minds, but without wayward thoughts, how could he have been so easily controlled by the Empress Dowager?

He had craved the throne, and though Shen Xihe was right that without Empress Dowager’s art, he wouldn’t have been so ruthless, if he hadn’t harbored such thoughts, Empress Dowager couldn’t have used her art on him.

In his brother’s death, he was ultimately the executioner; Mother had merely handed him the knife.

“You…” The Empress Dowager’s expression turned frantic as she looked at her calm son, unable to read his thoughts.

Of her two sons, the elder had been more straightforward to understand. The younger’s thoughts ran deeper, harder to fathom.

If not for needing both sons dead to control the court officials, she would have killed them both years ago and put the newborn Xiao Huayong on the throne.

Unfortunately, though the soul-controlling art sounded miraculous, it couldn’t control someone long-term, especially those of strong wills like Emperor Youning and Xiao Huayong. Maintaining control required repeated applications.

She had successfully controlled Emperor Youning once before he became emperor, but how could she get close enough after he ascended the throne?

Even Xiao Huayong, raised by her side, broke free during the second attempt when he was just ten years old.

The soul-controlling art could lie dormant for many years – as long as the trigger wasn’t activated, it could maintain control for ten or twenty years. But once activated, with time, the victim would grow suspicious, and its influence would gradually weaken.

“Mother, I said I would support you to enjoy your golden years,” Emperor Youning seemed to be reassuring the Empress Dowager.

After calming the panicking Empress Dowager, seemingly blind to her anxiety, Emperor Youning turned back with imperial dignity to face Shen Xihe: “I always knew you were a remarkable woman not to be underestimated, yet I still underestimated you.”

At least, he had never noticed Empress Dowager’s actions until Shen Xihe revealed the truth about the real Seventh Prince while he was unconscious.

Thinking back now, he wasn’t even sure if the Seventh Prince from the heaven-worshipping assassination attempt was real, given that Shen Xihe had the bone-shifting technique that created Bu Shulin.

At this thought, Emperor Youning couldn’t help but look back: “Mother, is the Seventh Prince still alive?”

The Seventh Prince Emperor Youning meant wasn’t Xiao Huayong, but his true legitimate son.

Back then, both the Humble Prince’s Consort and the Late Empress had given birth to legitimate sons. For the Empress Dowager to pass off Xiao Huayong as Emperor Youning’s legitimate son, the other child had to be sent away. If the Humble Prince still had a son, it would inevitably cause unrest.

They could only announce that the Humble Prince’s Consort had given birth to a princess who died young, to prevent any complications.

At that time, Emperor Youning didn’t know it was the Empress Dowager’s soul-controlling art that made him lose control, following his inner desires to kill his brother and seize the throne. The Empress Dowager had bitterly reproached him, using His Majesty’s debt to Xiao Huayong to force him to agree to switch the two children.

The true Empress’s legitimate son was also given to the Empress Dowager.

Chapter 838: The Death Knell Has Rung, There’s No Turning Back
All these years, Emperor Youning dared not mention this child, not wanting to recall how his selfish desires and lust for power led him to kill his brother and seize the throne. He thought that since the Empress Dowager was still the child’s grandmother, she couldn’t possibly harm him.

This was why when His Majesty feigned illness and insisted on seeing Xiao Juesong, Shen Xihe presented a real Seventh Prince.

To make His Majesty suspect the Empress Dowager, Shen Xihe had already known the Empress Dowager was the most suspicious person. Therefore, the Empress Dowager’s words about Xiao Huayong must have been untrue. She had deliberately gone to the imperial tombs to pay respects to the Empress.

Legend said the Humble Prince Consort’s “daughter” died young and wasn’t buried in the imperial tombs. But since the Empress Dowager and His Majesty knew this “daughter” was born to the Empress, they should have given the child a grave. Even if not beside the Empress, there should have been some irregularity during memorial services, but Shen Xihe noticed nothing unusual.

She had Zi Yu investigate. The palace servants tasked with offerings didn’t prepare extra sacrificial items, so Shen Xihe suspected the real “daughter” hadn’t died. But if it was just a princess, even if switched to become the Humble Prince Consort’s daughter, her being alive wouldn’t have threatened anyone. Why find a replacement to fake a death and send away the real child?

Thus, Shen Xihe made a bold conjecture – there was no princess at all. That was just a story for the public. Both the Humble Prince Consort and the Empress had given birth to boys.

If the Empress Dowager was truly the mastermind, willing to sacrifice her son, how much more readily would she dispose of a grandson once removed? This grandson alive presented too many variables; she would surely strike ruthlessly.

Those sent to silence him would also be silenced, burying the secret forever.

With this bold theory, though lacking evidence, Shen Xihe took the risk of creating the story that Xiao Juesong had raised the true Crown Prince, instilling in him hatred for being sacrificed, and returning for revenge against His Majesty.

Because of the true Crown Prince’s appearance, even the Empress Dowager couldn’t be certain if he was genuine or fake.

The Empress Dowager couldn’t have personally witnessed the Empress’s son being silenced, or she couldn’t have hidden it from His Majesty. The person sent must have been loyal, but if they failed and Xiao Juesong truly took the child – would they dare return and tell the truth? Wouldn’t that be suicide?

These human nature elements made Shen Xihe’s plan flawless.

She had verified everything that needed verification.

All eyes turned to the Empress Dowager, who, as Shen Xihe predicted, had gradually regained her composure: “I don’t know either.”

She indeed hadn’t intended for that child to live. The person sent to silence him had reported success, and she had silenced them in turn. Last year at the heaven-worshipping ceremony, that child’s appearance…

Just as Shen Xihe predicted, the Empress Dowager couldn’t be certain about past events.

Emperor Youning’s gaze turned to meet Shen Xihe’s cold expression: “What does the Crown Prince Consort think?”

“If the Empress Dowager doesn’t know, how could I?” His Majesty indeed suspected the person from last year’s prayer ceremony, but even with suspicions, he erred on the side of caution and buried him in the imperial tombs, legitimizing his identity.

Whether from guilt toward the Humble Prince or his child, or perhaps both.

Emperor Youning fixed Shen Xihe with a deep stare: “Stop here. Back down.”

“Your Majesty, the death knell has rung. There’s no turning back,” Shen Xihe’s gaze was steady, unyielding.

Everyone drew in sharp breaths – she intended to turn His Majesty’s feigned death into reality.

Otherwise, how could she follow Emperor Youning’s wishes, using herself as bait to draw out the Empress Dowager and confront her first?

Ultimately, for her son to naturally inherit the throne, His Majesty still held the advantage of popular support.

“Such bold words,” Emperor Youning sneered.

“Your Majesty, though I don’t know why you appear healthy, you have at most two days. Why pretend with me? Even if I truly backed down, could Your Majesty spare me and the Northwest?” Shen Xihe challenged.

After a moment’s silence, Emperor Youning answered honestly: “Between Us and the Northwest, there can only be victory or defeat, no letting go.”

This battle was inevitable.

“I am also the Northwest King’s daughter.” Naturally, she would share her family’s fate.

Emperor Youning’s eyes darkened: “If you weren’t a Shen…”

He left the words unfinished because there was no “if.”

Changing the topic, Emperor Youning said: “Then let Us see your capabilities.”

“And let me truly experience Your Majesty’s Divine Brave Army!”

They faced off, neither giving ground. Everyone realized that the seemingly fragile Crown Prince Consort’s presence matched that of His Majesty, who had ruled for over twenty years!

Just then, the drum struck again – it was the fourth watch.

“Fierce Princess Consort, take people to collect the Fierce Prince’s body,” Shen Xihe instructed after having Mo Yu move Xiao Changqing to a nearby couch.

Though tears still stained You Wenjun’s face, she gave Shen Xihe a complex look before following her instructions.

Emperor Youning didn’t stop them. He turned to sit across from the Empress Dowager: “You’re quite composed as if you understand completely how I’ve arranged things.”

“How dare I presume to know Your Majesty’s intentions.” Though Shen Xihe’s words were humble, she gracefully took a seat at the round wooden table. “These are merely self-preservation measures.”

“Since we have nothing else to do, why not tell Us about it?” Though the situation remained uncertain and both sides were clearly at odds, they could sit here calmly waiting for changes in the greater situation.

At Shen Xihe’s gesture, Mo Yu poured her a cup of water. Though it was cold, Shen Xihe didn’t mind and took a small sip.

Her action deepened Emperor Youning’s gaze.

At this moment, given Shen Xihe’s caution, daring to consume anything from Qinzheng Hall meant she was certain the water was safe.

What gave her such confidence?

This was worth Emperor Youning’s deep consideration.

“Your Majesty’s Divine Brave Army, if I’m not mistaken, should be divided into three,” Shen Xihe set down her cup silently. “One portion led by Prince Xun must be on their way to enter the palace, arriving in about a quarter-hour.

One portion has long infiltrated outside the Northwest, and another is moving toward the Northeast.”

Emperor Youning’s expression remained unchanged: “Continue.”

While everyone waited for an outcome, Shen Xihe didn’t want to sit idle, especially with so many of His Majesty’s consorts present, all more or less closely connected to the previous dynasty.

Let them spread today’s events through their mouths so that in the future, no one would dare bully these widows and orphans.

“The Northeast is where Prince Xun’s mansion serves as Your Majesty’s place of stability – the Shiwei, Heishui, and Bohai Governorships. All are Your Majesty’s trusted allies. With one call from Your Majesty, they could gather hundreds of thousands of troops. Even if the palace changes hands, even if the Northwest causes trouble, they probably already have Your Majesty’s pre-prepared imperial edict to suppress treachery and launch an attack,” Shen Xihe explained unhurriedly.

Chapter 839: Vanishing Like Smoke in a Moment of Laughter
“So you were prepared all along. The three northeastern divisions are all fierce warriors. Even if the Crown Prince left you thousands of troops, without a general well-versed in military strategy, you couldn’t hope to stop the iron cavalry of the Northeast,” Emperor Yuning glanced at the Go board beside him.

He carried the board while Liu Sanzhi hurriedly followed with the container of Go pieces.

Moyu drew his sword cautiously as Emperor Yuning approached, but Shen Xihe raised her hand slightly, and Moyu lowered his blade.

“Would you care to play a game with me?” Emperor Yuning set down the board and sat across from Shen Xihe.

The round wooden table was small, with the board placed in the middle. Both could easily reach any position on it. “Your child obeys your command,” she responded.

Emperor Yuning smiled at how Shen Xihe still maintained proper etiquette even in this situation. He gave her the white stones.

White moves first. Understanding this, Shen Xihe placed her first stone. Emperor Yuning followed immediately.

Neither seemed to need time to think. The sound of stones being placed on the board continued without pause. After some time, Emperor Yuning placed a stone, surrounding three of Shen Xihe’s pieces. “Who is your commanding general? What makes you so confident?”

Shen Xihe’s moves remained steady, reflecting her calm state of mind. She showed no signs of panic.

Ever since suspecting the Crown Prince might have faked his death, Emperor Yuning had kept a close watch on Shen Xihe and others like Xiao Changqing – every royal family member in the capital. Shen Xihe had no one left to send unless Xiao Huayong took the field himself.

The white stone landed steadily under the soft light as Shen Xihe spoke without raising her eyes: “It’s not who Your Majesty thinks it is.”

If possible, Shen Xihe wished he would return now. She felt neither tired nor afraid, but longing was like the wind, leaving her heart desolate.

“Besides him, I can’t think of anyone else,” Emperor Yuning said.

Shen Xihe looked up, her obsidian eyes seeming to gather silvery light: “It’s someone beyond Your Majesty’s expectations…”

In the Northeast, Emperor Yuning’s most secure territory, the land that the loyal old Prince Xun had stabilized for His Majesty, war erupted at the first watch. The Black Water Division’s governor’s mansion was ambushed in the dead of night – not from outside, but by enemies who had long infiltrated the governor’s inner circle, killing him swiftly.

The Black Water Division’s headquarters fell into chaos without leadership. Before the underground forces could prepare resistance, someone rode swiftly to the Black Water military camp carrying the governor’s head, shouting: “I am His Majesty’s sixth son, hereby imperial command to arrest traitors! The traitor has been executed – follow my orders!”

Some commanders were bewildered and wanted to object, but one commander immediately knelt in submission: “We obey the Sixth Prince’s commands.”

The confused commanders suddenly understood – this was long planned. The governor’s death was so swift they’d received no warning. The ease with which troops surrendered showed they had already switched allegiance.

What should they do now?

They looked at each other uncertainly. If they questioned it, who knew how many in the army had already turned? Would they lose their lives immediately?

Resistance meant certain death. Not resisting might still mean death if they lost, but victory offered a chance to live.

The Black Water Division had long been Xiao Huayong’s territory. He had simply never moved against the governor, letting His Majesty believe he still controlled it.

Xiao Changyu easily assembled the Black Water Division’s army and led them along with Xiao Huayong’s men in a mighty force toward the agreed gathering point of the three divisions, waiting for His Majesty’s elite troops to arrive.

“Sixth Son!” Emperor Yuning’s hand paused, extremely surprised.

“Sixth Prince didn’t die. He simply grew tired of the palace intrigues and flew from the cage with his beloved to live together,” Shen Xihe placed another stone. “Your Majesty, it’s your turn.”

Xiao Changyu was the child Emperor Yuning paid the least attention to – not out of bias, but because Xiao Changyu appeared mediocre in everything and never competed for power. Even so, Emperor Yuning didn’t doubt Xiao Changyu’s abilities.

None of his sons were truly mediocre!

“Just Sixth Son?” Emperor Yuning’s surprise lasted only a moment, and he placed his stone without hesitation.

“Has Your Majesty seen a gyrfalcon?” Shen Xihe’s eyes suddenly softened. She asked but didn’t wait for His Majesty’s answer, instead taking out a bone whistle with two holes producing different notes – one to summon people, the other…

She blew the whistle. Zhao Zhenghao, the Imperial Investigator, didn’t move. Instead, a clear cry rang out as a massive gyrfalcon circled above Qinzheng Hall. It flew one circle before landing on the window sill Shen Xihe had opened earlier, tilting its head to observe the room.

This gyrfalcon…

How could Emperor Yuning not recognize it?

Back then at the temporary palace, someone had wanted to catch it as a tribute for him. Later, with that giant snake, if not for this gyrfalcon…

So it had always belonged to someone.

“Changling…” Emperor Yuning looked at Shen Xihe.

Ignoring the emperor’s scrutinizing gaze, Shen Xihe extended her arm. The gyrfalcon flew in and landed on it. The hand holding her Go stone gently tapped its head. Shen Xihe raised her arm slightly: “Go…”

The gyrfalcon leaped up and flew out through the main door. It often came to the palace, but previously always silently – almost no one had seen it inside the palace.

“Beichen spent several days in Black Water Division taming this gyrfalcon,” Shen Xihe placed the stone that had touched the gyrfalcon’s head. This move was extremely aggressive, transforming the previously gentle game into a deadly dance of swords. “I forgot to tell Your Majesty, Beichen has a falconry in Black Water Division with thousands of birds. Unfortunately, he never had the chance to show it to me.”

A falconry with thousands of birds – how vast must it be?

Yet no one had reported it to him. What did this mean? It meant the Black Water Division had long been under Xiao Huayong’s control!

Having brought this up, Shen Xihe didn’t plan to stop there. Her tone, like her moves, grew sharp: “Your Majesty gathered the three divisions’ troops, waiting for news from the Northwest. Once the elite troops fall there, those sent to the three divisions will join their armies. If these three divisions have already become my people, Your Majesty’s elite troops sent there will be like fish in a barrel.”

With a click, a stone landed, trapping black in one corner.

Emperor Yuning’s gaze grew cold: “It seems you and your husband have long plotted in the three divisions. Are you so certain of victory in the Northwest?”

“The Northwest is also thanks to Beichen, who cleared out Your Majesty’s spies for me early on.” When she and Xiao Huayong visited the Northwest, they had thoroughly cleaned the house. “Your Majesty has few useful people left, though one person could be unexpected.”

Emperor Yuning placed another stone, remaining silent.

“Master Xue,” Shen Xihe said, looking toward the Empress Dowager. “In this game, I can defeat Your Majesty – thanks to the Empress Dowager’s help.”

Master Xue naturally wasn’t His Majesty’s man – otherwise, knowing Xiao Huayong’s true nature, he would have told His Majesty.

But with the Xue family in the capital, however open-minded Master Xue might be, if His Majesty threatened his entire clan, he might compromise.

The Empress Dowager excelled at using young ladies, being limited to such schemes herself.

His Majesty wasn’t so small-minded. Someone both useful and unexpected – Shen Xihe could only think of Master Xue.

The Turks had been scattered and couldn’t regroup. Even with the Northwest in chaos, no outside force could invade quickly.

As for Tibet, it would face attacks from both the Northwestern and Southern Shu armies.

However, after suspecting Master Xue, she hints to her brother to turn the situation to their advantage. She revealed to Master Xue how the Empress Dowager had manipulated Xue Jinqiao. Once Master Xue confirmed this, he would lower his guard against Xue Jinqiao.

Then she had her brother secretly order someone taken from Xiao Changyan to borrow Xue Jinqiao’s soul-controlling technique. Learning the truth, Xue Jinqiao would surely feel too guilty to face her brother and herself, perhaps even becoming suicidal.

To comfort Xue Jinqiao, they could only let her earn merit to wash away her guilt.

Now Xue Jinqiao was watching Master Xue, likely not wanting her grandfather to wrong her husband’s family again.

“Brother will let Qiaoqiao steal the Northwest’s ‘defense map.’ Master Xue will receive a copy to send to Your Majesty’s elite troops. When Tibet rises in chaos, Brother will lead troops to assist, and Master Xue will personally guide the elite troops into the city.”

Shen Xihe calmly placed a stone and met His Majesty’s increasingly cold gaze, still unhurried: “With Brother leading troops away and Father inspecting the borders, Your Majesty’s elite troops will surely enter the city for a quick victory.”

She paused, her white stones pressing into black’s territory: “But what if Father isn’t inspecting the borders?”

The elite troops’ entry would be walking into a trap.

As for victory or defeat, that would depend on each side’s ability.

Father must be eager to properly test his skills against His Majesty’s carefully trained elite troops.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe’s lips curved slightly – not in smug satisfaction, but imagining how her father and brother must have argued over such an opportunity to face the elite troops.

Both were eager to fight, but one had to lead the main army away as cover. Without needing communication, Shen Xihe knew certainly that Father had stayed to wait for the elite troops.

Father must have won by insisting this might be his last battle in life while Brother was still young and would have other chances, using both soft and hard tactics.

They couldn’t ignore Tibet – the Empress Dowager had used Noble Consort Shu to reach an agreement with the Tibetan prince.

But the Tibetan king was following His Majesty’s orders, waiting for his chance.

Whether His Majesty’s arrangements or the Empress Dowager’s schemes…

She, Shen Xihe, would shatter them all!

Chapter 840: A Trap Within a Trap
The Northwest, two months ago.

When Xiao Junzhu had just turned one month old, Shen Xihe received thoughtful gifts from her father and brother. At that time, she had begun planning the necessary strategies and sent someone to inquire about the Xue family. This person wasn’t just anyone – it was Ding Jue, the heir of Marquis Zhenbei, who was still tediously organizing documents at the Court of Judicial Review.

Ding Jue normally wouldn’t contact Shen Xihe, and the Marquis Zhenbei’s household didn’t excessively associate with any prince. Ding Jue particularly had many frivolous friends among the capital’s noble youth with Bu Shulin, all being young men who only knew how to eat, drink, and make merry.

The Xue family’s influence had weakened, with countless incompetent descendants. Ding Jue easily gathered information about the Xue family and reported it to the Eastern Palace. Only then did Shen Xihe confirm that His Majesty indeed held the Xue clan hostage to coerce Xue Heng.

She immediately sent word to Shen Yueshan and his son.

Shen Xihe, with her deep understanding of human nature, had also anticipated Xue Jinqiao’s inner turmoil and conveniently gave Shen Yunan a way to resolve it.

After reading it, Shen Yunan – an iron-willed warrior who never shed tears on the battlefield – became misty-eyed.

Before the new year, when his sister had sent word that his wife might be under a spell, Shen Yunan was shocked, anxious, and secretly worried that his wife’s feelings for them were only produced by mind control.

Whatever the outcome, he had to face it. The person they had taken from Xiao Changyan and sent to the Northwest had been imprisoned there since. His sister said to keep them alive but guarded, saying they would prove useful someday.

It was Xiao Huayong’s mention of being mind-controlled in his youth that had troubled Shen Xihe. Since Xiao Changyan had been just a confused child then, it couldn’t have been done by someone close to him. That’s why she hadn’t killed Xiao Changyan’s advisor.

Since the mind-control spell on Xue Jinqiao had been broken, she had become very melancholic. The formerly bright and cheerful young lady had grown quiet and withdrawn. Shen Yunan had put in great effort to make her appear more cheerful.

But Shen Yunan knew Xue Jinqiao carried a burden in her heart. If not for their daughter Manman, she might have left already.

He could only spend more time caring for and watching over Xue Jinqiao, hoping to soon resolve her unease and guilt.

But it had little effect.

“Sister is always my timely rain!” Shen Yunan felt warmth in his heart, his eyes full of gratitude.

Shen Yueshan glanced at his foolish son with disgust – he couldn’t even comfort his wife and needed his sister to resolve her inner turmoil.

How useless!

“Go find Qiaoqiao first, let me think this through,” Shen Yueshan hurriedly urged.

He had read the entire letter. Unlike his son whose thoughts were all on his daughter-in-law, he had already realized that in the coming battle, either he or Shen Yunan would need to pincer attack Tibet while the other stayed to face the elite troops.

His Majesty’s elite troops, mysterious and elusive, had drained the national treasury – how could he not personally test their mettle?

Knowing his son well, Shen Yueshan anticipated this unfilial child would be just as eager to face the elite troops as himself. By sending him away first and figuring things out himself, his son would have no chance to compete with him for this opportunity.

Focused entirely on his wife, Shen Yunan indeed hadn’t seen the latter part. Hearing his father’s urging, he eagerly went to find Xue Jinqiao.

Now a married woman, Xue Jinqiao’s brow had lost its former melancholy and gained a mother’s gentleness, but a thin veil of worry still shrouded her eyes. Watching the wet nurse play with their daughter Manman and hearing her clear laughter, she would occasionally smile, but more often seemed lost in thought.

This wasn’t the first time Shen Yunan had seen her like this. Since the mind-control spell had been broken, that sprite-like, mischievous, and lively young lady had vanished without a trace.

“Young Master,” the maids and wet nurse saw Shen Yunan first.

Raising his hand to let them rise, Shen Yunan first stroked his nearly one-year-old daughter’s head, and held her briefly before handing her to the wet nurse: “You may all leave, I need to speak with the Young Mistress.”

After dismissing the servants, only the couple remained. Xue Jinqiao smiled: “What is it, being so mysterious?”

She appeared no different from before the spell was broken, but Shen Yunan still noticed her forced naturalness. With an almost inaudible sigh, he stepped forward and took her hand: “Today we received a letter from Youyou.”

“Fourth Sister wrote? What did she say? Is she well? How is the Imperial Grandson…” Xue Jinqiao grabbed Shen Yunan’s arm, asking a string of questions.

Given the current tense situation, she had avoided frequently writing to Shen Xihe privately to prevent causing her unnecessary worry, but she truly missed Shen Xihe.

Leading Xue Jinqiao to sit nearby, Shen Yunan said gently: “Youyou is well, but there’s one matter I need to tell you about and need your help with.”

“What is it, tell me!” Xue Jinqiao asked eagerly.

“It’s… about Grandfather…” Since Xue Heng had adopted Xue Jinqiao, he was naturally their grandfather. Shen Yunan continued, “Youyou in the capital have noticed His Majesty controls the Xue clan members. However much Grandfather looks down on the clan members, they’re still blood relatives – how could he become responsible for the clan’s extinction?

Youyou will does your utmost to protect the clan members in the capital. As for Grandfather… I want your help to let him know you work for the Empress Dowager. We need to keep this from Grandfather to protect the Northwest and ensure Youyou stands undefeated in the capital.”

“Grandfather he…” Xue Jinqiao’s face paled, and then she gave a bitter smile, feeling even more ashamed to face Shen Yunan and Shen Xihe.

If she had merely been a victim, causing harm to the Shen family unwittingly, then Grandfather had a choice. But Grandfather chose the Xue clan members. She felt terrible because her only true connection to the Xue family was Grandfather – the rest were cold strangers.

But Grandfather was different. He had once led the Xue family and didn’t want to become their downfall.

“Qiaoqiao, both Youyou and I need you, need your help,” Shen Yunan squeezed Xue Jinqiao’s slightly cold fingertips, looking at her sincerely and expectantly.

Xue Jinqiao couldn’t blame Grandfather’s choice, but to her, those demons of the Xue family couldn’t compare in importance to her married family.

Her eyes grew determined: “Don’t worry, I know what to do.”

Those under mind control would forget their actions while enchanted before the spell was broken. But after breaking it, as long as it wasn’t forcefully broken through willpower like Xiao Huayong had done, but rather gently dissolved by someone, they could remember everything.

Xue Jinqiao still remembered how to pass messages to the Empress Dowager. Shen Yunan told her about Lady Tan’s matter.

This was when Xue Jinqiao passed Lady Tan’s secret to the Empress Dowager.

Working together with Shen Yunan, they let Xue Heng discover subtly that his granddaughter was the Empress Dowager’s agent.

When His Majesty used the Xue family to coerce him, he had somewhat hesitated. But if Xue Jinqiao was the Empress Dowager’s person, once the Shen family discovered this, she would likely have no chance of survival. This strengthened Xue Heng’s resolve to compromise with His Majesty.

But Xue Heng didn’t know this was a trap within a trap, nor did the Empress Dowager know that the letter she received was also part of Shen Xihe’s strategy against her.

Chapter 841: Manipulation within Manipulation
The letter couldn’t be delivered to the Empress Dowager too early. It had to wait until Shen Xihe was certain the Emperor’s days were numbered and the Empress Dowager could no longer contain herself. Delivering it too early would give them too much time to strategize, preventing Shen Xihe from achieving her desired effect.

During this period, Xue Jinqiao’s unusual behavior caught Xue Heng’s attention. He had noticed her melancholy earlier, but at that time she had still tried to conceal it, even leading Xue Heng to misunderstand it as mere marital discord.

Now Xue Jinqiao not only stopped hiding it but was also secretly conducting clandestine activities. None of this escaped the notice of Xue Heng, a grandfather concerned for his granddaughter. When he discovered through subtle clues that Xue Jinqiao was stealing and transmitting information about the Northwest, he caught her in the act.

Taking Xue Jinqiao to a private location, Xue Heng couldn’t help but ask, “Qiaoqiao, what are you doing!”

Xue Jinqiao’s face was full of panic and hesitation.

“When did this begin? Who’s forcing you? Is it His Majesty!” Thinking of how the Emperor had already used the Xue family to threaten himself, Xue Heng couldn’t help but wonder if his delayed response had caused the Emperor to grow impatient and threaten Xue Jinqiao instead.

But Xue Jinqiao had no attachment to the Xue family, so why would she betray Shen Yunan for their sake?

Her feelings for Shen Yunan couldn’t possibly be fake!

At Xue Heng’s question, Xue Jinqiao knew that Shen Xihe’s prediction was correct—the Emperor had indeed approached her grandfather. Her eyes reddened: “Grandfather, don’t concern yourself with my affairs. Leave the Northwest soon.”

“How can I not concern myself? Do you understand what you’re doing?” Xue Heng was furious. Fortunately, he had discovered this first. If Shen’s father and son discovered it first, how would she face them? What would they do to her?

“I…” Xue Jinqiao knew her grandfather truly cared for her. She didn’t want to manipulate him, but this battle needed a victor. Only by using her grandfather could they break the deadlock quickly and minimize casualties in the Northwest, a land she had grown to love deeply.

“What difficulties are you facing? Tell me, and grandfather will find a way!” Xue Heng pressed anxiously.

Xue Jinqiao lowered her eyes, afraid her grandfather would see the guilt within them. Her grandfather hadn’t considered siding with the Emperor yet. He didn’t want to become a traitor to the Xue family, but he also feared his actions would lead to their family’s destruction. It was an impossible choice.

But, she, this piece of his heart, weighed heavier than all the Xue family members in his grandfather’s heart. She was making herself the final straw that would break her grandfather’s resistance.

Hesitantly, she pulled a map from her sleeve and handed it to Xue Heng: “Grandfather, I’m not acting under His Majesty’s orders. The Empress Dowager has controlled me for a long time…”

Xue Heng didn’t understand soul-controlling techniques. Whatever Xue Jinqiao said about this, he believed, because, in Xue Heng’s eyes, Xue Jinqiao would never deceive her grandfather. When he heard that if she didn’t comply, she would lose control and go mad like in her childhood, Xue Heng’s eyes bulged with rage.

He recalled Xue Jinqiao’s tragic, frenzied state from her childhood: “This is outrageous!”

At this moment, Xue Heng felt deep hatred for the Empress Dowager and the imperial family. He strode forward, intending to find Shen Yueshan and reveal everything. Xue Jinqiao, guessing his thoughts, immediately threw herself forward to hold him back: “Grandfather, no! This evil technique has already been used on Manman. Qiaoqiao might not care about living or dying, but what about Manman?”

Xue Heng froze, his face full of fury with nowhere to direct it.

Seeing this, Xue Jinqiao could only repeatedly apologize to her grandfather in her heart.

Shen Yunan had suggested they could be honest with Xue Heng, letting him act out a play to deceive the Emperor’s people, but this was too risky. If Xue Heng showed even the slightest flaw, the Emperor’s people might silence him.

Better to let Xue Heng become a thoroughly self-interested person under her influence.

Only if Xue Heng sincerely sided with the Emperor would his every action be believed by the other side.

After all, the Emperor had sent Wang Zheng to liaison with Xue Heng. Having associated with their grandfather for many years, Wang Zheng should be able to determine whether his grandfather’s defection was sincere.

“Do you know what will happen to you if the Northwest falls and the Crown Princess loses power?” Xue Heng turned around, his expression both tender and pained.

Eyes stinging, Xue Jinqiao’s heart was also full of anxiety and guilt, though this anxiety and guilt were for deceiving and using her grandfather. Large tears fell: “Grandfather… Grandfather, Qiaoqiao… Qiaoqiao can’t turn back now…”

Xue Heng assumed Xue Jinqiao was heartbroken because she had chosen to betray Shen Xihe and Shen Yunan, which made him even more distressed.

“Grandfather… I… have already revealed everything about the Northwest to the Empress Dowager…” Xue Jinqiao chokingly told Xue Heng about all the things she had done to wrong the Shen family. To prevent Xue Heng’s suspicion, she attributed everything to actions taken while unknowingly under the soul-controlling technique.

Later, she gradually noticed something was wrong and, staying alert, tricked the truth about being under the technique from her contact.

Xue Heng’s mind was instantly in chaos. The Empress Dowager had hidden her true nature so deeply—if she succeeded, would she spare Xue Jinqiao?

Not!

They couldn’t let the Empress Dowager succeed, but given everything Xue Jinqiao had done against the Northwest and the Shen family, would there still be hope if they went to confess to the Shen family now?

Xue Heng wavered between the Shen family and the Emperor, troubled by how much Northwest information Xue Jinqiao had leaked.

In his heart, Xue Heng still leaned toward being honest with the Shen family. Given Shen Yunan and Shen Yueshan’s character, even if the marriage bond was broken, they wouldn’t take their lives.

“Qiaoqiao, let’s go find the Prince and the Young Master…”

“No, Grandfather, we can’t.” Xue Jinqiao refused, “The Empress Dowager has people around Anan. She will immediately take Manman’s life.”

“You—” Xue Heng looked at the resistant and terrified Xue Jinqiao. Though he knew this was the wrong path, he couldn’t bear to force her. That left only one path.

Xue Heng yielded to the Emperor, immediately sending him information, revealing the Empress Dowager’s true face and what she had done to Xue Jinqiao. The Emperor had always been lenient toward those who recognized the situation and didn’t cling to power.

Perhaps if the Emperor won, he could protect Xue Jinqiao and Manman.

However, regarding the Shen family, Xue Heng felt extremely ashamed.

The Empress Dowager received Xue Jinqiao’s message on the sixth day of the third month. Two days later, Yu Sangning was rescued.

Emperor Youning received Xue Heng’s message on the tenth day of the third month. That night, he coughed up blood. The information in Xue Heng’s letter was extensive, including details about the soul-controlling technique, which led to many unsettling associations. After Shen Xihe’s true Seven Sons strategy, Emperor Youning had already begun to suspect the Empress Dowager. This letter gave him a deeper look at her true face, leading to tonight’s scheme of faking death with the death bell to hear for himself.

“Lord Xue has indeed sincerely turned to His Majesty. Only because of this could his information make His Majesty believe in his sincerity,” Shen Xihe placed another piece.

Chapter 842: Meticulous Planning
Emperor Youning never imagined they would utilize Xue Heng this way. Xue Heng likely still didn’t realize he was being manipulated. It was precisely because of this that Emperor Youning believed Xue Heng and Wang Zheng’s Divine Warrior Army would deeply trust him as well.

These people entering Northwestern Prince’s city would be walking into a trap and the result…

Emperor Youning closed his eyes briefly, suddenly seized by another violent fit of coughing. Liu Sanzhi offered a handkerchief, but Emperor Youning didn’t take it. He quickly suppressed the coughing, his face, which had seemingly regained some color, rapidly turning ashen gray. He stared at the increasingly disadvantageous position on the board, forcing down another piece. How similar was this desperate maintenance of the game to his body’s current struggle?

“In terms of meticulous planning, perhaps no one in the world can match you.” Emperor Youning slowly opened his eyes, his gaze falling on Shen Xihe. “What you just told Mother about Yu confirming that Mother’s spy in the Northwest was from the Xue family—that was meant for my ears.”

The truth was she had long confirmed Xue Jinqiao was the Empress Dowager’s spy and had broken Xue Jinqiao’s technique even before Xue Jinqiao sent messages to the Empress Dowager. She had even directed Xue Jinqiao to tell the Empress Dowager about Tan’s secret.

This was to bait Xue Heng, forcing him to completely side with His Majesty to protect Xue Jinqiao.

“In my contest with the Empress Dowager, victory remains undecided. How could I dare show my hand before Your Majesty?” Shen Xihe didn’t deny it; the answer was obvious. “The Northwest and the Three Northern Departments were beyond Your Majesty’s reach. If Your Majesty had known earlier that everything was my scheme, I fear the Divine Warrior Army under Prince Xun wouldn’t have attacked the palace gates.”

Having come this far, how could she allow any fish to slip through the net?

If His Majesty had known the truth earlier, he would have had time to change plans, ordering Xiao Changfeng to take the Divine Warrior Army far from the capital, constantly lurking somewhere, watching her.

Shen Xihe had no intention of overthrowing the dynasty, but if Xiao Changfeng led his men into hiding, they would have to live their entire lives in anonymity. Perhaps influenced by Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe disliked the feeling of anything escaping her control.

Emperor Youning pondered—if Shen Xihe had revealed to the Empress Dowager earlier that everything was orchestrated by her, what would his choice have been? Perhaps he still would have risked everything, or perhaps, as Shen Xihe predicted, he would have ordered them to retreat in time.

Since the situation was decided and he had no power to stop Shen Xihe, why not keep a watchful eye on her?

But Shen Xihe wanted to cut off even this possibility, cleanly and decisively.

Setting aside his identity as emperor, Shen Xihe was a Shen family daughter, and Emperor Youning had to admit that perhaps if Shen Xihe were to rule, it would be a blessing for the common people.

“In that case, Prince Xun has no chance of victory either? Who was it? Aruo?” Emperor Youning’s hand trembled slightly as he placed his piece.

He could feel his body’s strength gradually weakening. His time must be near.

Shaking her head slightly, Shen Xihe said: “I have never been false to Prince Xun’s wife.”

She had treated Shen Yingruo as someone dispensable, so naturally wouldn’t seek her help at this crucial moment under the banner of blood ties. However, Shen Yingruo’s choice did make her feelings somewhat complicated…

After Yu Sangning was rescued by the Empress Dowager, she went to sow discord between Shen Yingruo and Shen Xihe. If Shen Yingruo could be made to hate Shen Xihe because of this, it might give the Empress Dowager unexpected joy.

Besides Yu Sangning, the Empress Dowager had few options.

At this sensitive time, with the Imperial Grandson’s investiture imminent, Shen Yingruo would be wary of anyone connected to the various forces in the capital, suspecting attempts to drive a wedge between them. Even if seeds of doubt were planted in her heart, she absolutely wouldn’t dig deeper before the situation became clear.

Shen Yingruo had this sense of propriety, and the Empress Dowager knew it.

Yu Sangning was different. She had nothing left to rely on, and there was another advantage: if something happened to Yu Sangning and Shen Yingruo brought her before His Majesty, it would be difficult to trace it back to the Empress Dowager.

Just like when they used Yu Sangzhi’s matter—the Empress Dowager had never appeared before Yu Sangning. Even now, Yu Sangning didn’t know who had threatened her or who had rescued her through the secret passage.

Using anyone else would inevitably cause complications.

After the prayer ceremony, the Empress Dowager must have also sensed that His Majesty was subtly suspicious of her. She wouldn’t dare act rashly or find others to make this move. Even though this move, even if Shen Xihe hadn’t suspected her before, would make people suspect Princess Imperial Ruyang when someone was rescued through the secret passage, the Empress Dowager couldn’t care about so much.

His Majesty’s Divine Warrior Army was in Xiao Changfeng’s hands. If Yu Sangning could bewitch Shen Yingruo, she could not only use Shen Yingruo against Shen Xihe but also Xiao Changfeng—killing two birds with one stone. The benefits outweighed the risks, so the Empress Dowager chose to make this move.

She even sent people skilled in soul-controlling techniques. If provocation failed, they would try to hypnotize Shen Yingruo.

But heaven didn’t cooperate with human plans.

The day Yu Sangning approached Shen Yingruo, Shen Yingruo had just discovered she was pregnant…

She listened to Yu Sangning’s words expressionlessly. For the sake of the child in her womb, she struggled to control her emotions. Earlier, due to the increasingly tense situation in the capital, unable to see her elder sister, and knowing her elder sister didn’t welcome her or need her meddling, she had suppressed her anxiety, leading to signs of potential miscarriage.

The physician had just advised her to avoid agitation and anger.

After Yu Sangning’s emotional revelation about Tan’s first marriage, Shen Yingruo asked with extreme coldness: “Are you finished?”

Both Yu Sangning and the palace servant sent by the Empress Dowager were stunned.

Shen Yingruo showed no anger at being deceived or manipulated, remaining as calm as if hearing about someone else’s tragedy.

This left them unable to employ their various tactics, and because Shen Yingruo had just learned of her pregnancy, even when Yu Sangning mentioned it concerned her birth mother Xiao and that there were spies around her, Shen Yingruo wouldn’t meet with the two alone.

No matter how powerful the soul-controlling technique, it required vulnerability to work, and it couldn’t handle two people at once. Besides, Shen Yingruo had strong guards standing beside her.

“Lock these two up. Don’t let news of my meeting with them reach the Prince’s ears!” After giving these orders, Shen Yingruo rose and slowly left.

Though she appeared unaffected with each step, her nails were digging into her flesh, one hand pressed against her lower abdomen, constantly breathing in and out to maintain her outward calm.

Returning to her courtyard, Tan prepared pregnancy-protecting medicine and brought it to Shen Yingruo. Shen Yingruo’s eyes glazed with tears as she quietly looked at Tan.

This woman in her life who had warmed her protected her, comforted her, always stood by her side, and given her everything that should have come from a mother—was her stepmother, placed at her side from the beginning to monitor her.

Did she hate her? Was she hurt? Was she in despair?

Yes, all of these, but somehow when she saw her, she couldn’t express any of these emotions.

She was even pathetically afraid to expose the truth, not wanting her to leave.

“Princess, what’s wrong? Where are you uncomfortable? Quickly tell this servant.” Tan rushed forward with concern upon seeing her pale face and tearful eyes.

Shen Yingruo hugged her tightly: “Nanny, have you ever lied to me?”



Chapter 843: The Beauty’s Strategy
The soft, fragrant embrace of the young woman made Tan’s body stiffen. She remembered the first time she came to Shen Yingruo’s side, holding her as an infant, feeling that same softness that made her never want to let go.

How could she not understand the child she had raised?

Yingruo wasn’t someone of shallow thoughts, nor would she use schemes against those close to her. She wasn’t trying to trap Tan, nor had she been swayed by rumors. She must have already formed certain suspicions to ask such a question.

Tan gently pushed Shen Yingruo away, leading her to sit on the noble consort’s couch, then slowly knelt before her, holding both her hands: “This servant has never deceived the Princess.”

Over forty years old, Tan had lived well serving Shen Yingruo, appearing no more than thirty, with clear, honest eyes full of transparency.

She hadn’t deceived Shen Yingruo. She was indeed sent by the Madam to Shen Yingruo’s side, but her care and devotion were genuine, not because of the Madam’s instructions, but because she truly cherished this young mistress from the bottom of her heart.

The wet nurse’s hands were somewhat rough. Shen Yingruo looked at the burn marks scattered across Tan’s hands, marks left from personally preparing soups for her. Over these many years, Tan had never harmed her, never stirred up trouble between her and her birth mother or His Majesty, and never encouraged her to curry favor with her elder sister and brother.

She hadn’t bewitched her, teaching her only proper principles for conducting oneself in life, and hadn’t used her while monitoring her every move.

“Nanny, you…”

Shen Yingruo opened her mouth to ask if she was sent by her stepmother but felt it unnecessary to pursue the question. The answer was already implicit—wasn’t it enough that she said she had never deceived her?

“Will you deceive me in the future?” Shen Yingruo changed her question.

Tan smiled gently and shook her head: “The Crown Princess has already sent word to this servant. The debt of gratitude I owed to the Madam has been fully repaid. If the Princess is still willing to keep me, this servant will stay by the Princess’s side for life, until the day I’m buried. If the Princess has misgivings, that’s only natural—this servant will accept whatever the Princess decides.”

Though Shen Yingruo was unwilling to speak plainly, Tan didn’t want her to harbor any thorns in her heart.

She had confessed!

Perhaps because she had already guessed the answer in her heart, hearing Tan’s words didn’t sadden Shen Yingruo. Instead, she felt relieved. As for whether Tan, this person sent by her stepmother, was still deceiving her even now, Shen Yingruo felt she could judge for herself.

Especially given Shen Xihe and Shen Yunan’s attitude toward her, which made her deeply aware that they disdained to work against her.

As her emotions gradually settled, Shen Yingruo helped Tan up: “Nanny, how could I be without you?”

Over so many years, some people have become habits, impossible to leave or let go.

Tears glistened in Tan’s eyes as she smiled and nodded: “This servant will accompany the Princess for life.”

The two, as close as mother and daughter, smiled at each other, letting the past scatter with the wind.

Having made peace with it, Shen Yingruo told Tan about Yu Sangning: “Should I… hand her over to Elder Sister?”

She understood clearly that Shen Xihe didn’t need her involvement in matters between the Eastern Palace and imperial power.

Tan shook her head: “Princess, the Crown Princess has her plans. Though the Princess wishes to help with good intentions, it might backfire. Since the Crown Princess wants the Princess to observe quietly, perhaps it’s better to stay uninvolved and hand the person over to the Crown Princess after everything is settled.”

Though Tan didn’t side with Shen Xihe, Shen Yingruo felt Tan admired and trusted her. Privately, she also looked up to her elder sister, sometimes thinking that if she were just an ordinary concubine’s daughter, perhaps her elder sister would treat her more intimately.

After hearing Tan’s words, Shen Yingruo decided to do nothing. But as the situation grew tenser, she vaguely sensed that Xiao Changfeng could no longer extricate himself. Actually, from the beginning, she knew Xiao Changfeng was loyal to His Majesty.

They had married due to pregnancy, without any grand romance or mutual admiration beforehand, but after marriage, she believed she had fulfilled all a wife’s duties. Xiao Changfeng treated her with gentle consideration, never probing about the Northwest or Eastern Palace.

She also never questioned Xiao Changfeng’s affairs outside, keeping Prince Xun’s household clean and proper, her married life particularly peaceful and comfortable.

Tonight she had been restless, as the palace’s tense atmosphere had finally spread. Yet Xiao Changfeng hadn’t acted immediately, remaining in his study while she didn’t seek him out.

When His Majesty’s death knell sounded, she thought he had truly passed away. At that moment, tears flooded forth, her complex emotions difficult to resolve. But just then, Xiao Changfeng opened his study door, glanced at her, returned to their bedroom, changed clothes, and took up his sword.

Beneath his calm expression, Shen Yingruo saw a possibility—His Majesty hadn’t truly passed away, but outside came news that Prince Xin, Prince Lie, and Prince Yan were attacking the city gates.

Shen Yingruo thought this was a contest between her elder sister and His Majesty, and felt somewhat relieved that Xiao Changfeng didn’t plan to participate. But now she felt as if plunged into an ice cellar—it wasn’t like that.

Her elder sister was now contending with others while His Majesty waited for them to fight amongst themselves. She watched Xiao Changfeng return to their bedroom, then after a moment told Tan: “Nanny, please prepare two cups of wine for me.”

Xiao Changfeng was fully dressed and ready, timing his departure from Prince Xun’s mansion, but at the hanging flower gate of the inner courtyard, he saw Shen Yingruo. Understanding why the emperor’s death knell had sounded, she had called for mourning clothes and placed white silk flowers in her black hair.

With a bare face and dark, serene eyes, she turned to face him across the hanging flower gate, their eyes meeting. She asked, “Must you go?”

“Imperial orders cannot be defied,” Xiao Changfeng replied.

Shen Yingruo lowered her eyes, silent for a moment, then took two full cups of wine from the tray Tan held: “Of these two cups of wine, one is poisoned, the other is not.”

“As husband and wife, we shouldn’t come to blows. But once you leave, regardless of success or failure, our marriage ends. Better to make a decision now.”

If His Majesty won, she was still a Shen daughter; if His Majesty lost, how could her elder sister spare him?

Rather than let others later attack her elder sister for being cruel and ruthless, better to let her sever this ill-fated bond herself.

Xiao Changfeng hadn’t expected Shen Yingruo to firmly choose Shen Xihe. She knew His Majesty’s intention in marrying her to him—if she just stayed uninvolved, she could live in glory regardless of who won or lost.

“Why do this to yourself?” Xiao Changfeng’s breath caught, his chest suddenly tight.

“I don’t want Elder Sister to order your death.”

Shen Yingruo firmly believed victory would belong to the Eastern Palace. Once Xiao Changfeng left, it would be a death sentence.

“For the Crown Princess’s reputation?” Xiao Changfeng smiled for some reason, though the smile was bitter.

As if not seeing his desolation, Shen Yingruo said: “You can choose not to go.”

Taking both cups from Shen Yingruo’s hands, he turned and poured out the wine before her. Xiao Changfeng regained his clarity: “Prince Xun’s house is loyal only to the emperor. I cannot blame you, just as you cannot stop me from going. I advise you not to side with the Eastern Palace, yet you still choose them. Whether or not I return, you… take good care of yourself.”

After speaking, Xiao Changfeng strode past Shen Yingruo, who ran after him and embraced him from behind: “I’m with child.”

Xiao Changfeng froze in place.

She held him tightly: “There was no poison in the wine, only sleeping medicine. I too have selfish desires—I don’t want my closest kin and my beloved to meet in armed conflict…”

The cool spring night wind seemed to blow in from the depths of winter. Xiao Changfeng’s limbs were stiff as if beyond his control.

Yet his heart seemed to burn like a raging fire.

“Will you still go?” Feeling his resolve weakening, Shen Yingruo asked softly.

Xiao Changfeng’s hands clenched into fists. Prince Xun’s house had been loyal for generations. If he betrayed His Majesty today, regardless of who became the new emperor, the house’s reputation for loyalty would be shattered in his hands. He couldn’t let the iron-willed spirit of his heroic ancestors be destroyed by him.

“Aruo, I’m sorry…” Before he could finish speaking, his neck stung.

Shen Yingruo had taken advantage of his guilt and turmoil to pierce his neck with a silver needle coated with sleeping medicine. The drug took effect quickly—he only managed to turn around before collapsing.



Chapter 844: Waiting for This One Move
Xiao Changfeng was completely unguarded against Shen Yingruo, never imagining she would scheme against him at this moment, just when he learned he would soon become a father.

Outside, Lu Bing, who had been waiting and could delay no longer, came to the inner courtyard seeking Xiao Changfeng. He met Madam Tan instead: “Guard Lu, the Prince suddenly fainted. The Princess has already called for a physician to examine him.”

“Suddenly fainted?” Lu Bing’s eyes flickered slightly. He demanded to see Xiao Changfeng.

Neither Madam Tan nor Shen Yingruo stopped him. They didn’t know how many were the Emperor’s men, and blocking them might backfire. Lu Bing successfully saw Xiao Changfeng lying on the bed. The physician, who had been warned by Shen Yingruo, dared not speak freely and only said he couldn’t determine the cause of unconsciousness.

Lu Bing wasn’t the real Lu Bing – he was the first person who came out with Axi pushing bones. Over these years, he had become Xiao Changfeng’s trusted confidant. He could roughly guess why Xiao Changfeng lay here.

Shen Yingruo didn’t want Xiao Changfeng involved, so she schemed against him. If Shen Xihe won, all would be well. If the Emperor won, Xiao Changfeng would scheme against rather than truly betray his ruler, so his punishment wouldn’t be fatal.

But if Xiao Changfeng got involved, regardless of who won or lost, he would either lose his life or divorce his wife. Ultimately, Shen Yingruo developed feelings for Xiao Changfeng and wanted the best of both worlds.

Yet Shen Yingruo didn’t understand some things were more important than life itself. If Xiao Changfeng didn’t go today, he would be betraying his ruler. He was a man with loyalty embedded in his bones, and this was also the family precept of Prince Xun’s mansion. Even if he escaped death, it would destroy Xiao Changfeng’s backbone. He would merely exist afterward, living in depression, and after death would have no face to meet the martyrs.

“Princess, the Prince ordered that as long as he has breath, I must take him from the mansion,” Lu Bing wouldn’t reveal his identity to Shen Yingruo. Though Shen Yingruo wholeheartedly supported the Shen family, her perspective was far inferior to the Crown Princess.

The more crucial the moment, the more cautious he needed to be.

“You dare!” Shen Yingruo’s face darkened.

“Princess, why not think carefully about why the Prince gave such instructions to this servant?” Lu Bing reminded.

Why such instructions?

Shen Yingruo froze, then her face paled. This meant Xiao Changfeng knew early on what choice she would make, that she would act against him, yet he still didn’t guard against it or respond, letting her succeed.

What was he thinking?

Was he holding onto a last hope that she wouldn’t act against him?

Or had he developed feelings for her and needed this to become disillusioned?

Shen Yingruo’s reaction fell in Lu Bing’s eyes. He roughly confirmed these spouses had mutual feelings. These words weren’t Xiao Changfeng’s instructions. Xiao Changfeng probably knew what choice Shen Yingruo would make but didn’t think he would fall victim to her scheme.

Never mind, after all, she was from the Shen family and wholeheartedly supported them. Lu Bing added fuel to the fire: “The Prince meant that if this journey has no return, the Princess need not feel guilty nor… worry in the future.”

After speaking, he went forward to support the unconscious Xiao Changfeng and left.

Shen Yingruo didn’t stop them, seeming frozen in place as if under a spell.

No need for guilt because his death would have nothing to do with her – she had tried her best to protect him, and this path was his own choice.

No need to worry because when he trustingly turned his back on her, and she chose to scheme against him, there could be no more trust between them.

Hot tears burst forth.

Shen Yingruo felt her heart aching intensely, empty and void.

She had always thought she had no feelings for him. They married by imperial decree. He was the Emperor’s loyal minister; she was a lady of the Shen family. Sooner or later, they would stand on opposing sides.

After marriage, she guarded against him constantly. Her meticulous care for him was just surface-level. Others saw them as an inseparable pair and thought they were deeply in love, but inside she never truly let down her guard.

Somehow, hearing Lu Bing’s words made her heart ache inch by inch.

Lu Bing took Xiao Changfeng away and naturally found a physician. Shen Yingruo had no intent to harm, using only a sleeping drug. Dispelling its effects wasn’t complicated. Xiao Changfeng soon awakened and immediately asked: “What time is it?”

“Past the fourth watch,” Lu Bing hurriedly replied.

“Let’s go.” Despite still being somewhat dizzy and confused, Xiao Changfeng strode out of the medical hall. He and Lu Bing mounted horses and went to mobilize the ten thousand Divine Brave Army troops waiting outside the city.

Besides mobilization orders, there were secret orders. Only Xiao Changfeng appearing in person could move the troops – this was why Lu Bing had to wake him.

When the army entered the city gates and fought their way to the palace gates, they happened to meet Xiao Changgen and Xie Yunhuai.

The Gold Guards and Military Command stationed in the capital were also fighting each other. Xiao Changfeng couldn’t tell friends from foe. Those Xiao Changgen led included not only Xiao Changqin’s men but also those left by Xiao Changyan years ago. Those Xie Yunhuai led were mostly left by Xiao Huayong.

Each was fierce and valiant. For a time the battle was extremely intense, with the Gold Guards and Military Command forces being overwhelmed.

Xiao Changfeng needed to lead men into the imperial city to rescue the Emperor. Xiao Changgen and Xie Yunhuai knew the situation had changed. With Xiao Changqin in Qinzheng Hall, and Xiao Changqin’s men having fought their way back to the two of them to roughly explain things, Qinzheng Hall remained under Shen Xihe’s control. Naturally, they put all their effort into blocking Xiao Changfeng.

The Empress Dowager’s people ultimately couldn’t match those privately trained by Xiao Changqin, Xiao Changyan, and Xiao Huayong. They had already become ghosts under the blade. The palace gates had been taken from the Empress Dowager’s people by Xiao Changgen and Xie Yunhuai.

The various forces fought fiercely within the four gates, evenly matched.

Seeing that fighting this way would most likely result in mutual destruction-

“Prince, we’ve found a secret passage,” reported someone dressed like the Divine Brave Army at this time.

In the chaotic fighting, intense battle situation, and among people covered in blood – with ten thousand Divine Brave troops, Xiao Changfeng couldn’t remember every face. The person before him wasn’t truly Divine Brave – someone had changed into the uniform of a sacrificed Divine Brave soldier.

The secret passage was mentioned in a message the Emperor sent to Xiao Changfeng just two days ago. But the Emperor had known for too short a time, only knowing there was a secret passage in the palace but not yet finding where its entrance and exit were located.

Earlier when entering the city to gather the Divine Brave Army, this was a secret order passed via note to higher-ranking Divine Brave officers.

Xiao Changfeng had no doubts and withdrew with a small group. Seeing this and receiving Lu Bing’s secret signal, Xiao Changgen tried to break through to intercept.

After a bloody battle, Xiao Changfeng barely managed under the Divine Brave Army’s cover to charge toward the secret passage with Lu Bing, two trusted followers, and the person who reported finding it.

“I let Elder Sister-in-law tell Master Xue about the secret passage, then had Master Xue’s words passed to His Majesty, just to wait for this move.” Though Shen Xihe hadn’t seen the battle situation outside with her own eyes, she could predict each step precisely.



Chapter 845: Your Majesty, I Accept Your Concession
After clearing the Empress Dowager’s people from the secret passage, only her people remained. When Xiao Changfeng entered the passage, the one who emerged was no longer “Xiao Changfeng.”

Xiao Changfeng’s command flag would fall to Lu Bing. Having fought alongside Xiao Changfeng against Xiao Changgen for so long, Lu Bing remembered and mastered most flag commands. With armies facing each other and killing reaching the heavens, troops weren’t commanded by voice but by the flag.

With the flag, Lu Bing led “Xiao Changfeng” out and could command the Divine Brave Army to stand by with flag signals.

“Good!” Emperor Youning forcefully praised with a mix of anger and laughter, then broke into violent coughing.

His increasingly pale face coughed up thin traces of red, looking even more frightening.

“Your Majesty, I accept your concession,” Shen Xihe placed her final piece.

On the board, the black pieces were divided into three, each section surrounded by white pieces, with no escape.

Since nothing could change the situation, Emperor Youning stopped his futile struggles, throwing down the piece he could barely hold steady. Yet he didn’t speak, as if unwilling to accept defeat until the very end.

Shen Xihe didn’t mind, nor was she impatient. She looked at the sky outside: “Half a watch remains before the fifth watch ends.”

After the fifth watch, daylight would break.

The situation in the Northwest wasn’t like the imperial city, easily controlled by Shen Xihe. With “Xiao Changfeng’s” command flag, the Divine Brave Army stood by as ordered. Xiao Changgen and Xie Yunhuai led their army in a face-off, the sides just three to five steps apart.

This conflict was temporarily halted.

In the Northwestern Royal City, after the second watch, Shen Yun’an mobilized troops to help suppress the Tubo uprising.

By the third watch, with Xue Heng’s help, Wang Zheng easily entered the Northwestern Royal City with the army Emperor Youning gave him.

The city’s commoners shut their doors tight. Wang Zheng led his army straight to the Northwestern Prince’s mansion but was intercepted by several forces halfway, his massive formation cut off by troops charging from alleys.

At this point, the armies began fighting chaotically.

Everyone knew this was a battle of life and death and fought desperately.

The Northwest was too far from the capital for Emperor Youning to order an immediate stop even if he wanted. His carefully trained Divine Brave Army didn’t disappoint, showing courage and agility. If the Northwestern Army hadn’t been battle-hardened with slightly better combat experience, they would have had little chance against such troops.

The ink-like night gradually faded. The thick smell of blood swirled in the high air above the Northwestern Royal City like dawn clouds.

From the third watch until the fifth watch ended – a full four watches of encirclement and killing. Of over twenty thousand Divine Brave troops, only a hundred remained. The Northwestern Army also lost thousands. Corpses filled the city. The Northwestern Royal City hadn’t seen such slaughter in a long time.

Only when victory horns sounded did civilians hiding at home emerge cheering. Living in this land, they were used to war. Even with corpses everywhere, they showed no fear, even helping officials handle the bodies.

“Prince, where are these enemies from?”

Shen Yueshan’s battle robe was covered in blood. Facing the clan elder of the great Northwestern family, his gaze fell on the fallen Divine Brave soldiers: “Perhaps tribes seeking revenge against this prince.”

The deputy commander at Shen Yueshan’s side hesitated to speak, finally daring not to say more.

Seeming to notice his oddness, Shen Yueshan turned, his blood-covered face extremely imposing: “Take the remaining prisoners to the capital for the court to handle. Remember to send the signal.”

The signal was naturally the Northwestern Army’s fireworks.

One after another, city by city, until they could be seen from the northwestern corner of Qinzheng Hall in the capital’s imperial city.

As dawn broke while some darkness remained, brilliant fireworks bloomed before Shen Xihe and Emperor Youning’s eyes.

Shen Xihe closed her eyes slightly. Her tightly clenched hands only now loosened slightly. Even with extensive preparations in the Northwest and confidence in her father’s abilities, until the final moment, Shen Xihe still wasn’t at ease.

With the dust settled, she finally felt some sweat on her back.

That burst of fireworks rose and bloomed from a point of light in Emperor Youning’s somewhat blurry and clouded gaze – the Northwestern Army’s victory signal. It instantly took him back to his youth, when he and his brother, accompanied by Shen Yueshan, fought their way from the Northwest to the imperial city. Every time they saw such fireworks, they would share knowing smiles. If they had wine, they would certainly drink heartily.

Back then, they only wanted to hold their heads high, to prove to the late emperor who never took them seriously that they, the legitimate brothers, were united in heart and invincible on the battlefield.

But somehow, the ambition for power gradually corroded him.

Killing his brother to seize the throne was Mother’s doing, but for someone as strong-willed as him, if he hadn’t already harbored such thoughts, how could Mother have succeeded? He didn’t know if the outcome would have been different without Mother.

Perhaps… it would still be the same.

The fireworks were brilliant but fleeting. As the sparks faded, something in Emperor Youning’s eyes gradually extinguished.

He turned to look at Shen Xihe, his dim gaze still hiding a sharp edge: “I can draft an edict passing the throne to Junsu. You return to the Northwest, not to govern at court.”

“Your Majesty, at this moment, you have no right to negotiate with me.” Shen Xihe couldn’t possibly separate from her child.

“Is that so?” Emperor Youning sneered, “Embroidered Guards!”

At the emperor’s call, twelve Embroidered Guards seemed to appear from nowhere, all gripping their sword hilts.

Mo Yu and others immediately prepared for battle.

“I let the Northwest respect your Shen family, made Junsu emperor, and never meant to separate mother and son. If you have no intention to disrupt court order, why stay in the imperial city?” Emperor Youning forced out through gritted teeth.

Shen Xihe smiled faintly: “Your Majesty, I never submit to coercion, not even from the Son of Heaven.”

Emperor Youning broke into another violent coughing fit: “Seize them!”

The sound of unsheathing swords rang out with gleaming blades, but Emperor Youning never imagined that six of the twelve would point their swords at their colleagues’ throats instead of at Shen Xihe’s group.

At this sudden turn, Emperor Youning’s anger attacked his heart. Coughing up blood, he abruptly stood, pointing at Shen Xihe: “You-“

Seeming to exhaust all his strength in an instant, he only got out one word before his vision darkened and he collapsed, hurriedly supported by Liu Sanzhi.

“Axi.” Shen Xihe calmly ordered.

Emperor Youning was helped back to his couch, his face ashen.

Random Axi was quickly brought in. After checking the Emperor’s pulse, he swiftly applied acupuncture. Liu Sanzhi didn’t stop him or suspect Shen Xihe of using this to harm the Emperor – he knew better than anyone that the Emperor was already beyond needing to be harmed.

Emperor Youning, who had fainted from Shen Xihe’s provocation, regained consciousness again. Seeming drained of strength, he stared weakly at the canopy, only managing to say very feebly: “Take… take care of… the Empress Dowager.”

Chapter 846: Reign Title Yonghe
“The Empress Dowager is Beichen’s grandmother and Junsu’s great-grandmother. I will naturally care for her,” Shen Xihe had never intended to kill the Empress Dowager.

Death would be too simple.

For what she did to Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe wouldn’t give her a quick end.

Emperor Youning’s weary eyes gazed steadily at the unflinching Shen Xihe for a moment, his voice already deteriorating, accompanied by rasping sounds: “Summon the Three Excellencies and Nine Ministers…”

Liu Sanzhi looked to Shen Xihe – without her permission, he couldn’t get out.

Shen Xihe raised her hand. Zhao Zhenghao led the way, moving their hostages aside to clear a path. Liu Sanzhi quickly went to summon Cui Zheng and others.

Emperor Youning closed his eyes, seeming to gather strength.

Shen Xihe remained alert. Xiao Huayong once said Emperor Youning had secret guards constantly at his side, surely hidden in the hall now. Mo Yu and Tianyuan protected Shen Xihe almost skin-close, wondering if His Majesty would struggle one last time.

Until Cui Zheng and others arrived, Emperor Youning hadn’t summoned his secret guards. He opened his eyes, his gaze already scattered, voice weak as a candle in the wind, seeming ready to extinguish: “After I… pass away, the throne… the throne…”

His words captured everyone’s attention, except for Shen Xihe’s calm expression.

Faces flashed through the emperor’s mind. He knew he had no choice. Whatever name he spoke now would make no difference. Xiao Changqin’s heart was no longer on the throne, Xiao Changgen had long served the Eastern Palace, and Xiao Hongyong… naming him would only harm another son. Shen Xihe’s desire for the throne was clear.

Now the Northwest, Northeast Three Regions, and entire imperial city were under her control. Not passing the throne to Xiao Junsu would only cause more trouble without changing the outcome.

“Crown Prince…”

Three words, each pronounced with utmost clarity, seemed to exhaust his last breath. He quickly grew weary, eyelids especially heavy. In his haze, he seemed to hear several sighs of relief – these people likely hoped for this outcome. He wanted to open his eyes again if only for one last look, to see who so eagerly anticipated a child emperor, but he couldn’t overcome fate and passed away.

On the fourteenth day of the third month in the twenty-fourth year of Youning, the first ray of light covered the imperial city, marking the end of the palace coup that lasted through the night.

Witnessed by the Three Excellencies and Nine Ministers, His Majesty personally passed the throne to Crown Prince Xiao Junsu.

The Xiao imperial family’s first emperor under six months old was born.

The palace was quickly restored to a state of pending revival and peace. Shen Xihe moved out of the Eastern Palace, converting Zichen Hall back to the new emperor’s chambers, bringing Xiao Junsu to live in his birthplace.

After the emperor’s burial and the new emperor’s ascension, the reign title was changed to Yonghe.

Traditionally, imperial reign titles were carefully selected from the I Ching by the Ministry of Rites, but the new emperor’s was decided by the Empress Dowager.

Yonghe was also two extremely grand characters, and officials dared not object.

Everyone knew from this moment, the empire was under the Empress Dowager’s control.

After the new emperor’s ascension, Prince Lie Xiao Changying’s funeral was finally held. Though already buried, the funeral couldn’t clash with the late emperor’s burial and the new emperor’s ascension, hence the delay.

Now Empress Dowager, Shen Xihe brought the still speechless Xiao Junsu personally to Prince Lie’s mansion.

The Xiao imperial family was present, with Noble Consort Rong and her daughter to one side. They looked especially guilty at the white hemp-wearing Xiao Changqin burning paper with lowered heads, not daring to meet Shen Xihe’s gaze.

Shen Xihe left the mother and daughter’s fate to Xiao Changqin. Since awakening on the day of His Majesty’s death, he’d been silent and haggard, seeming to waste away in just days.

Shen Xihe didn’t know how to speak with him. Sighing softly, she took Xiao Junsu back to the palace.

One dusk after Xiao Changying’s seventh-day memorial, Tianyuan reported: “Empress Dowager, Prince Xin remains on Hanyao Gate tower, refusing to leave. The palace needs to lock up, but servants dare not urge him.”

Shen Xihe set down the memorial, glancing at bright-eyed Xiao Junsu: “Invite Prince Yi to accompany His Majesty.”

Prince Yi was Xiao Hongyong. Though only eight, Shen Xihe still granted him a princedom, keeping him in the palace until moving to his prince’s mansion at fourteen. Xiao Junsu and this young uncle were especially close, seeming to have endless conversations.

Hanyao Gate was the palace’s second wall. Xiao Changying had slit his throat on this tower. Sunset light spilled on the blue stone floor, the orange-red hue like undiminished bloodstains.

In white-collared robes, Xiao Changqin stood where his brother died. His extremely thin frame, wrapped in the evening light, carried an endless desolation as if heaven and earth would dim.

Shen Xihe dismissed everyone, walking alone to his side.

Noticing her arrival, Xiao Changqin bowed: “Greetings, Empress Dowager.”

“Rise.” Shen Xihe raised her hand and then stood beside him. Her gaze passed over the palace’s exquisite pavilions, green forests, and long rivers, toward the distant horizon. “Fifth Brother, if Ninth Brother’s spirit remains, he wouldn’t want to see you like this.”

Xiao Changqin’s lashes fluttered twice. After a while, he said: “I came to bid Brother farewell.”

After today, he should pull himself together. He knew why Xiao Changying killed himself – many reasons mixed, but fundamentally to prevent either loved one from dying unjustly.

That day, if he hadn’t acted so, either he or Shen Xihe would have died – likely him, given Shen Xihe had turned half the emperor’s Embroidered Guards.

If his loss of control had hurt Shen Xihe and disrupted all her plans, causing more casualties, even if she didn’t kill him, it wouldn’t have been enough to quell public anger.

Little Nine traded his life for his. He had to live for Little Nine.

Let these vast mountains and rivers continue endlessly, the dynasty eternal, becoming what he would joy to see.

Shen Xihe turned to look at Xiao Changqin’s thin, handsome face outlined with a sacred and scholarly air by the golden light. He was no longer as melancholy as when she last saw him – at least she saw vitality in him.

“Noble Consort Gui and Princess Pingling… what are your plans?” Shen Xihe asked.

She had dealt with those who needed dealing with. She left no survivors in Princess Ruyang’s family. The Xue clan was demoted to commoners – the clan members were too mediocre, but since their branch families had some talent, better to let them take over, still keeping Xue bloodlines.

Besides the Empress Dowager being served in Dafu Hall, daily enjoying the yellow sorghum incense she prepared, she showed no mercy to others. She didn’t kill Yu Sangning either, placing her in Dafu Hall to serve the Empress Dowager. The two dreamed daily with yellow sorghum incense.

In dreams, one ruled the world, one lived in wealth and glory. Awakening to silent, desolate halls, day after day, year after year.

Chapter 847: Unchanging Is His Original Self (Final Chapter)
“I will enshrine Little Nine’s spirit tablet at Ci’en Temple, letting Noble Consort Gui stay there to accompany Little Nine, praying under ancient Buddha with oil lamps for redemption,” Xiao Changqin had already decided how to handle these mother and daughter. “As for Pingling… her husband’s family only needs to fall from grace.”

Pingling Princess had married into a noble family, but their clan lacked talented people. Moreover, with each new emperor came new officials. Regarding his background, he didn’t plan to hide it – he only needed to make it public. As long as he held power in court, no one would dare support Pingling’s husband’s family.

“What about you?” Shen Xihe asked after listening.

Xiao Changqin turned to Shen Xihe and bowed: “This subject has some minor talents and requests to be appointed as Imperial Tutor, with the Empress Dowager’s blessing.”

Shen Xihe was somewhat surprised. She had better arrangements for Xiao Changqin. The capital was a place of heartbreak for him. She had planned to have someone take over the Northwest. Her father was already eager to travel and seek adventure, pursuing justice as he pleased.

Her brother missed her and wanted to return to the capital to be by her side. The Northwest needed someone of exceptional ability, and skilled in both civil and military affairs to maintain stability. As Empress Dowager, if she issued the decree, neither the Northwestern army nor the common people would strongly object.

She never expected Xiao Changqin would want to stay in the capital to become Xiao Junzhu’s teacher.

But this request, Shen Xihe couldn’t refuse. No one was more suitable than Xiao Changqin to be Xiao Junzhu’s teacher – he had studied true imperial arts and had once fought for the throne himself.

“Fifth Brother willing to be Junzhu’s teacher is more than I could ask for,” Shen Xihe readily agreed.

The next day, Xiao Changqin returned to court. Shen Xihe ordered him to lead the Three Departments and Six Ministries in discussing politics. Most memorials were jointly handled by the Three Departments and Six Ministries, with urgent matters beyond their decision-making authority being passed to Xiao Changqin and Xiao Changgeng.

She pondered who would be suitable to take over the Northwest.

You Wenjun came seeking an audience. Shen Xihe received her in the inner chamber of Zichen Hall. You Wenjun wore white robes, with only two silver flower hairpins in her hair and white silk at her temples.

“This concubine wishes to return home and requests the Empress Dowager’s permission,” You Wenjun said directly.

Shen Xihe: “Return home?”

“Yes, before his death, the Prince asked this concubine to return home,” You Wenjun didn’t want to stay here, nor did she want to live in the Lie Prince Manor.

Seeing objects reminded her of someone – someone who never had her in his heart.

Shen Xihe contemplated for a long while before saying: “I allow you to return home. The Shiwei Governor’s Office has always been hereditary to your You family. You may choose to be either Administrative Assistant or Military Officer.”

You Wenjun was so shocked she forgot protocol, staring at Shen Xihe in astonishment.

Shen Xihe was granting her an official position!

“Though you are Lie Prince’s widow, even if you return home, the You family wouldn’t dare force you to remarry. But your martial skills have no outlet,” Shen Xihe spoke unhurriedly, her voice gentle. “Lie Prince advising you to return home must mean he recognized your abilities.”

The You family could make You Wenjun a sacrifice in a political marriage, but naturally, they wouldn’t give her the same opportunities as their sons. Xiao Changying would have known this point. His telling You Wenjun to return home showed he hoped she would have broader horizons to display her abilities.

You Wenjun’s eyes stung. Since childhood, she had trained in martial arts alongside her brothers, enduring more hardships and learning deeper skills, thinking she would be different. But in the end, she couldn’t change her fate, having to come to the capital for her family’s political marriage.

She thought this would be her fate for life, and she had resigned herself to it.

But it turned out that before his death, he had already paved the way for her future.

If she hadn’t mentioned that Xiao Changying’s final wish was for her to return home, Shen Xihe might not have thought to agree, though she wouldn’t have dwelled on it deeply.

Taking a deep breath, You Wenjun suppressed the bitterness in her throat, trying hard to keep her voice from choking up: “This concubine… this subject wishes to be a Military Officer!”

“Are you sure?” Shen Xihe asked.

The difference in rank between Administrative Assistant and Military Officer was vast, as was their authority.

Administrative Assistant represented the court as a supervisor – even the Grand Governor and Vice Protector had to show respect. A Military Officer was considered the lowest-ranking military official. But the difference was that as an Administrative Assistant, You Wenjun would be the court’s person and could never inherit the position of Shiwei Governor.

But if she joined the military as an Officer and climbed up through her abilities, it wasn’t impossible that she might one day inherit the position of Shiwei Governor.

“This subject has made up her mind,” You Wenjun said firmly.

Shen Xihe personally drafted an imperial edict, sealed it with the emperor’s seal, and sent people to escort You Wenjun back to the Shiwei Governor’s Office.

The first year of Yonghe passed peacefully and in order.

In the second year of Yonghe, Cui Jinbai was recalled from the Heishui tribe. The period of national mourning had passed, and Shen Xihe personally arranged his marriage to Bu Shulin, who was now called Bu Shuyao and was the King of Shunan’s younger sister.

In June of the same year, when both their children were already three years old by traditional counting, they finally held their wedding.

The King of Shunan also brought his only son to the capital to attend his sister’s wedding. At the wedding feast, many people saw the two “cousin brothers” Bu Zhan and Cui Zhu, and were struck by how similar they looked. The next day, seeing the new bride of Cui Shiqing, they were even more shocked by how the siblings’ faces seemed cast from the same mold.

From then on, no one doubted that Bu Shuyao was Bu Shulin’s sister.

In the third year of Yonghe, after multiple assessments, Shen Xihe determined who would take over the Northwest – Xiao Changfeng.

That day in the secret passage when Xiao Changfeng was ambushed, it was because his skills were inferior. He hadn’t disobeyed imperial orders. Now with the new emperor’s ascension, his sovereign was Xiao Junzhu. Since Shen Xihe was still willing to employ him, he would naturally continue to serve loyally.

Shen Yingruo also yearned for the place where her father and brother had once been stationed. Even though she knew going there meant missing them, she was still willing to go. It would also mean she wouldn’t have to interact with Shen Yun’an, avoiding their mutual discomfort.

Shen Yun’an and his wife were summoned back to the capital, meeting their four-year-old niece for the first time. By then, Xue Jinqiao was pregnant again.

The sisters-in-law met and were especially close. Xue Jinqiao was still the same cheerful Xue Jinqiao. That night she stayed in Zichen Hall to sleep with Shen Xihe, and the next day Shen Yun’an reluctantly took her back to the palace.

Shen Xihe found three teachers for Xiao Junzhu, all from the younger generation: Xiao Changqin, Xie Yunhuai, and Cui Jinbai.

One taught imperial arts, one lectured on geography and seas, and one spoke of officials and nobles.

Gradually, some rumors spread, saying they were all the Empress Dowager’s favored courtiers. The source of the rumors was hard to trace. Shen Xihe paid no attention, and the six-year-old Xiao Junzhu, who already understood matters, didn’t mind either.

He knew his mother had someone in her heart – that person was his father. She would always stand lost in thought before his father’s portrait. Every time Baisi mentioned Luming, Mother would smile with particular gentleness and beauty.

“Mother, what kind of person was father?” On this day, seeing his mother stop again before the portrait, the six-year-old Xiao Junzhu couldn’t help asking the question long hidden in his heart.

In Xiao Junzhu’s eyes, his mother was the wisest woman in the world, more noble than any woman he had read about in the history books, including their ancestor, that Empress.

What kind of person could make such a mother never forget, think of him obsessively?

Shen Xihe turned and lowered her head to look at her son, who had one hand behind his back, trying hard to appear reliable and mature. She couldn’t help but smile warmly. She crouched down and gently touched his forehead: “Your father…”

Shen Xihe tried hard to find some words of praise to describe Xiao Huayong but found that no words were adequate. After thinking for a long time, she looked at Xiao Junzhu seriously: “Your father, in mother’s heart, is a perfect person.”

There is no pure gold without alloy, no person without flaws.

Xiao Junzhu blinked. Father was perfect in Mother’s heart!

The figure of his father that he imagined became even more towering and grand.

“I want to meet Father.” Xiao Junzhu’s tone was full of reverence and yearning.

Stroking her son’s head, Shen Xihe said: “You will meet him.”

Regarding the news that Xiao Huayong was still alive, Shen Xihe had never hidden it from Xiao Junzhu.

As Xiao Junzhu grew older, he had more to learn and gradually began to engage with state affairs. Occasionally for discussion and teaching by example, Xiao Changqin and Xie Yunhuai would stay overnight in Zichen Hall.

Even though Shen Xihe had moved back to the Eastern Palace after Xiao Junzhu turned five, watching over the flowers and plants Xiao Huayong had planted, there were still people who secretly slandered her. As long as it didn’t affect Xiao Junzhu’s character, Shen Xihe paid no attention.

In the eighth year of Yonghe, this was a year when all officials watched as the powerful Imperial Uncle Xiao Changqin brought an exceptionally handsome young man into the palace, heading straight for the Eastern Palace.

In previous years, there had been those who thought Shen Xihe was too young to be widowed and tried to present beautiful men to her. Often such people would not end well. She didn’t care about those rumors and gossip because some things became more talked about the more taboo they were.

But presenting men to serve her touched her bottom line – at best they would lose their titles and positions, at worst their heads.

This time many people watched Xiao Changqin. It was reported that Xiao Changqin left the man in the Eastern Palace and immediately departed.

At that time, Shen Xihe wasn’t in the Eastern Palace but was in Zichen Hall accompanying Xiao Junzhu at his meal. When Xiao Changqin brought someone to the Eastern Palace requesting to see her, Shen Xihe didn’t pay much attention – such things had happened before.

Since Zhenzhu hadn’t sent anyone to hurry her, it must not be urgent, so she finished accompanying Xiao Junzhu before leading people back to the Eastern Palace.

At the main gate of the Eastern Palace stood two maple trees. It was golden autumn, the season when red leaves blazed like fire. Shen Xihe could faintly see the maple leaves floating like clouds above the Eastern Palace gate from far away as she walked around the long corridor.

It made her think of that year when they first met in the palace – he wore a light white round-necked robe with a large cape, standing on the stone steps, looking up expectantly.

Thinking of this, Shen Xihe’s eyes couldn’t help but curve. Over these years, she had become increasingly dignified, her bearing majestic.

Walking out of the rain corridor onto the stone path before the Eastern Palace gate, her pearl-decorated upturned shoes occasionally stepped on fallen maple leaves. Shen Xihe casually looked up and saw through the dappled tree shadows a tall figure standing with his back to her at the palace gate.

That cape, that black hair, that golden crown, the light white clothes under the cape, that dignified and magnificent stance.

How many times in midnight dreams had she dreamed of such a familiar scene? For a moment she didn’t know if she was in a dream or reality.

She held her breath and slowed her steps, walking over quietly.

He seemed to hear the sound behind him and turned around amid falling maple leaves. Those eyes hiding profound light and gathering silver radiance met hers, and his voice carried threads of grievance just like years ago: “You’ve come back, I thought you weren’t coming back…”

“You’ve come, I thought you weren’t coming.”

Only one word is different from years ago, yet separated by twelve years, a cycle of time.

But she had waited, hadn’t she?

As the sun and moon cycle and times change, unchanging is his original self.



Chapter 848: Extra Chapter One
After eight years apart, their longing culminated in a passionate reunion, their hearts beating as one.

Their intense connection confirmed they were finally together again, proving this was no dream born of deep yearning.

…

At dawn, the young emperor had already been awake for two-quarters of an hour, properly dressed, and finished with breakfast, sitting upright in Qinzheng Hall awaiting his teacher’s lessons.

Today Xiao Junzhu was particularly distracted. After noticing him lost in thought several times, Xie Yunhuai put down the policy paper: “If Your Majesty wishes to see the Empress Dowager, we can grant Your Majesty leave today.”

Family joy was something everyone yearned for.

Xiao Junzhu had never seen Xiao Huayong since birth. He had heard rumors and wanted to meet him, which was understandable.

The young emperor was somewhat moved. Though his body showed signs of wanting to rise, he only shifted slightly before sitting properly again, his face already showing the imperial trait of concealing emotions. Only his rounded fingertips fidgeting with the edge of his wide sleeves betrayed his unease.

His clear pupils, covered with a watery sheen, were moving and beautiful, just like Shen Xihe’s.

But unlike Shen Xihe’s cold detachment that kept people at a thousand li’s distance, his eyes held a composure beyond his eight years as he gazed hopefully at Xie Yunhuai: “Teacher, is… is he back?”

He wanted to call him father but feared it wasn’t him. Though he knew in his heart that given his mother’s nature, no one but his father could catch her eye, he still strangely needed someone to explicitly confirm it!

Xie Yunhuai smiled gently. Instead of answering Xiao Junzhu directly, he said: “Your Majesty rules all under heaven, never missing morning greetings or meals. Your Majesty is young, with few ways to show filial piety. The Empress Dowager lives in widowhood, and over these years countless men have tried to recommend themselves to her bed. Three years ago, someone presented a man, saying his appearance was ninety percent similar to Emperor Mingzong.

When the Empress Dowager saw this man, she immediately drew her sword and personally executed him in the hall, his blood spraying three chi high.”

Three years ago, Xiao Junzhu was only five, and Shen Xihe hadn’t let him know about this matter.

“Thank you, teacher.” Xiao Junzhu’s expression softened, the smile in his eyes growing.

“Your Majesty doesn’t want to go see him?” Xie Yunhuai was somewhat surprised. Xiao Junzhu seemed relieved yet unmoved.

“Teacher, please continue the lesson,” Xiao Junzhu said with pursed lips and a smile. “I know mother’s loneliness these years. Since the father has returned, they should have time alone. As for meeting Father… there will be plenty of time, no need to rush.”

Xie Yunhuai’s heart trembled slightly. Xiao Junzhu had been under their tutelage since he could speak. Before age six he still had some childishness, but after six he became increasingly steady. They had long known Xiao Junzhu was exceptionally intelligent, but his ability to show such emotional maturity and easily control his desires was truly shocking.

Whether Xie Yunhuai, Xiao Changqin, or even more so Cui Jinbai, they had all been brilliantly talented young men, leading figures among their peers in their youth.

Thinking of themselves at eight years old, they fell far short.

Xie Yunhuai composed himself, picked up the scroll again, and continued teaching at his usual pace.

The young emperor was no longer distracted, listening attentively.

The understanding Xiao Junzhu felt that as a considerate son, he should give his parents ample private time for their reunion after many years.

But after waiting through the first day, on the second day his father hadn’t come to see him. He hadn’t gone to pay respects, and Mother hadn’t sent anyone to check on him either.

He felt a small disappointment. In previous years, if he was late to a meal without sending word, his mother would either personally bring food to find him or send Aunt Hongyu or Aunt Ziyu to check on him.

Now mother seemed to have forgotten him.

On the third day, father didn’t appear, and mother still hadn’t summoned him.

The young emperor’s feelings about his father’s return had gradually changed from joy to disappointment to annoyance! During martial arts practice, the iron sword custom-made for him danced with flourishes, making his sparring partners Bu Zhan and Cui Zhu retreat step by step, their swords flying away after just a few moves.

“Get up, again!” Xiao Junzhu ordered with a stern face, looking at the brothers lying on the ground.

The brothers clutched their chests where they’d been kicked. Though wearing armor, it still hurt. Their twin telepathy made them quickly exchange glances before both throwing themselves at Xiao Junzhu’s feet, each hugging one of his legs.

Cui Zhu: “Your Majesty, whatever our offense, Your Majesty can punish us, but please don’t harm your dragon body with anger.”

Bu Zhan: “Your Majesty, it wasn’t me who secretly took the young princess out to play yesterday, nor was it me who pretended to be a ghost to scare the palace maid in Furong Garden, and the urine in Official Zhang’s teacup wasn’t put there by me either…”

Bu Zhan spilled out a bunch of his pranks, making Cui Zhu beside him roll his eyes: this fool couldn’t possibly be born from the same mother as him!

Xiao Junzhu, originally feeling depressed, watched this troublemaker who had grown up with him crying with snot and tears, spilling all his misdeeds with the obvious cover-up of “it wasn’t me,” and suddenly didn’t know whether to be angry or laugh.

“Your Majesty, I know my sins are deep. But I have an almost eighty-year-old grandfather above, parents still trying for younger brothers and sisters below, and in between a twin brother who needs me to take the blame and act pitiful every day mmph…”

Before Bu Zhan could finish wailing, Cui Zhu covered his mouth!

Seeing His Majesty’s expression no longer as cold and stern as before, Cui Zhu said: “Your Majesty, if you have troubles, why not tell us two brothers? Though we cannot match Your Majesty’s wisdom, we are willing to exhaust our thoughts to help share Your Majesty’s worries.”

“Share worries?” Xiao Junzhu laughed, suddenly smiling with full malice, “Ah Zhu, I haven’t seen Mother for three days and miss her dearly. Do you have any ideas?”

Cui Zhu’s body stiffened. They were a year older than Xiao Junzhu and had grown up together, studying literature and martial arts together most of the time. With their family background, they were naturally more astute than other youths their age.

The whole imperial city knew that Prince Xin had sent a handsome man into the palace and the Empress Dowager had accepted him with a smile. With their parents’ guidance, they naturally knew who this handsome man was.

The former Crown Prince who had been posthumously titled Emperor Mingzong, the Empress Dowager’s rightful husband – just hearing their father’s stories since childhood about Emperor Mingzong’s glorious deeds, Cui Zhu knew this was a tiger they couldn’t touch. If even their parents didn’t dare, how could they?

But having already spoken, and with His Majesty staring at him with that ambiguous smile while his foolish brother gleefully waited to see him stumble, Cui Zhu had to save face: “Your Majesty, in the fourth year of Yonghe, when Your Majesty caught a cold and had a high fever for two days and two nights, the Empress Dowager stayed by your side without changing her clothes, personally handling all medicine and care without delegating to others.”

Xiao Junzhu’s eyes suddenly brightened, and he punched his palm: “Good Ah Zhu, I’ll remember this merit!”

And so, Shen Xihe, who had been kept in the Eastern Palace by Xiao Huayong and would soften every time she tried to break free upon hearing him speak of how difficult the eight years of detoxification had been, received Zhenzhu’s report: “His Majesty injured his arm while practicing swordplay.”

Chapter 849: Extra Chapter Two – The Great Green Tea vs The Little Green Tea
Shen Xihe pushed away Xiao Huayong, who immediately composed himself and held onto Shen Xihe as she quickly adjusted her appearance: “I’ll go with you.”

Shen Xihe hesitated for a moment. She had wanted to formally summon Xiao Junzhu for a proper father-son reunion.

But unexpectedly, since his return, this man hadn’t left her alone. They’d spent most of these three days in passion – looking back now, she could hardly believe she had indulged him so!

Averting her gaze from Xiao Huayong, Shen Xihe nodded.

When the couple arrived at Xiao Junzhu’s sleeping quarters, Sui Axi had already bandaged his wounds.

Sui Axi observed the white silk bandages faintly seeping with blood – this was specifically ordered by His Majesty – and noticed the tall man who arrived hurriedly with the Empress Dowager.

He felt momentarily dazed, yet seemed to understand something.

“No formalities. How is His Majesty? Where is he wounded? Is it serious?” Shen Xihe waved her hand to stop Sui Axi and others from bowing, rushing toward Xiao Junzhu while asking questions.

Seeing the wound on Xiao Junzhu’s arm, a mother’s heart ached for her child’s pain. She had been preoccupied with Xiao Huayong these past days and neglected her son. Shen Xihe was filled with self-reproach.

“Mother.” The young emperor pretended not to notice the magnificent man whose mere presence drew everyone’s attention and smiled purely at Shen Xihe. “Mother, I’m fine. I was just distracted and accidentally hurt my arm. It’s only a minor wound. Zhu Sheng overreacted and alarmed you unnecessarily.”

“It was this servant’s fault. Seeing His Majesty injured, I panicked and sent someone to Yonghe Palace,” Zhu Sheng quickly apologized.

This eunuch, who Shen Xihe had kept for his wisdom, could never have imagined – nor could anyone else – that he would achieve his current position as the new emperor’s Head of Internal Affairs, overseeing the entire eunuch department.

“It’s my fault for neglecting you these past days.” Shen Xihe stroked her son’s head. At eight years old, Xiao Junzhu already reached her chin. Perhaps in another year, he would be as tall as her.

The tall child already possessed a ruler’s dignity and increasingly mature independence. Such intimate moments would become rarer in the future.

“Mother, please don’t blame yourself, or how can I be at ease?” Xiao Junzhu quickly said. “Mother has been alone all these years, and finally…” He glanced at Xiao Huayong, then quickly lowered his gaze. “I understand.”

He resembled an abandoned fawn, lost and helpless, with a hint of caution.

It broke Shen Xihe’s heart. She embraced him: “Mother’s little goldfish is so considerate.”

Nuzzling his mother’s arm, Xiao Junzhu leaned into her embrace. His eyes, so similar to Shen Xihe’s, opened wide as he looked at Xiao Huayong with a faint smile.

Xiao Huayong’s dark pupils fell on Xiao Junzhu’s arm, his lips curling slightly as he ordered Sui Axi and others: “Everyone withdraws.”

Zhu Sheng hurriedly led Sui Axi and all the servants out, leaving only the family of three in the vast chamber.

“Little goldfish.” Shen Xihe released Xiao Junzhu, held his hand, and walked to Xiao Huayong. Looking down at Xiao Junzhu with a gentle expression, she said, “This is your father.”

Regarding Xiao Huayong’s fake death, Shen Xihe had told Xiao Junzhu when he was six.

As for whether Xiao Huayong could return when Shen Xihe didn’t know and never explicitly told Xiao Junzhu.

Mother and son never avoided mentioning Xiao Huayong, and she could sense Xiao Junzhu’s reverence for him and anticipation of his return.

She thought Xiao Junzhu would be overjoyed.

Overjoyed? Oh, he was three days ago.

But now, there was a hint of rejection! This father he’d never met – since his return, he had lost his mother’s attention!

All these years, Shen Xihe had been both mother and father to him. Born as emperor, besides his mother, even his uncle showed respect and courtesy amid their intimacy.

They cared for him, true, but couldn’t forget the difference in status.

Only with his mother could he feel that besides being emperor, he could be ordinary, laugh freely, show weakness, and not have to maintain a fearless facade.

Only with their mother could he truly just be Xiao Junzhu and Little Goldfish, rather than the exemplary emperor of the realm.

With this person’s return, he felt he might lose even this one haven of freedom.

“Father!” In front of Shen Xihe, Xiao Junzhu naturally put on a delighted smile and suddenly rushed into Xiao Huayong’s embrace.

The force was so great that Xiao Huayong stumbled back several steps before steadying himself, instinctively supporting this son who gave him a fake smile.

“Ah…” Before Xiao Huayong could speak, Xiao Junzhu’s suppressed cry of pain rang out.

“Did it hit your wound?” Shen Xihe hurried forward to check Xiao Junzhu’s arm.

Xiao Huayong had indeed gripped his arm but deliberately avoided Xiao Junzhu’s wound. However, Xiao Junzhu blocked her view with his hand, misleading Shen Xihe’s perception.

“It was my rashness, Mother, please don’t blame Father. If Father hadn’t steadied me, I might have fallen with him,” Xiao Junzhu said apologetically to Shen Xihe. “I used to rush into Uncle’s arms like this, and Uncle could catch me. I thought Father could too…”

Listening to his son’s words, Xiao Huayong’s smile grew wider.

Very good, truly his son indeed.

After so many years, Shen Xihe no longer used excessive speculation to interpret the hidden meanings in the words of those close to her. She naturally didn’t notice that their son had inherited his father’s essence, and in their first meeting, had served his father a cup of pre-rain Dragon Well tea.

However, in front of their son, she still had to maintain her husband’s dignity: “Your father was caught off guard. You’ve spent a long time with your uncle, so you have understanding. After spending time with your father, such things won’t happen.”

“Mother is right.” Xiao Junzhu nodded, appearing to humbly accept the teaching. He turned to look innocently at Xiao Huayong, “Father, why don’t you speak? Is Little Goldfish not good? Did Little Goldfish hurt Father just now, making Father angry? Or does Father not like Little Goldfish?”

In Shen Xihe’s eyes, Xiao Junzhu was just a child who had never met his father, suddenly seeing him and being especially nervous and anxious, fearing his father wouldn’t like him.

All these years, Xiao Junzhu had indeed shown imperial dignity in public while remaining childishly innocent before Shen Xihe. This wasn’t an act for his mother; rather, his childlike nature naturally emerged in her presence.

Therefore, Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Huayong with expectation and urgency in her eyes.

Xiao Huayong felt that if he hesitated even slightly or spoke even slightly inappropriately under his wife’s gaze, it would turn to reproach.

If he exposed Xiao Junzhu’s act, Shen Xihe would likely think he disliked their son even more.

Chapter 850: Extra Chapter Three – A Father’s Fault in Neglecting Education
Standing beside Shen Xihe, Xiao Junzhu smiled at Xiao Huayong with curved eyes, waiting for him to expose his act.

Then his mother would know that his father truly didn’t like him!

Unfortunately, his provocation barely registered with Xiao Huayong, who took out a silk pouch from his waist and handed it to Xiao Junzhu: “I’ve failed in my fatherly duties for eight years. This is Father’s welcome gift for Little Goldfish. It’s eight years late – please don’t reject it.”

The smile froze on Xiao Junzhu’s lips.

To say Xiao Huayong had completely lost his place in his heart would be impossible.

He was merely throwing a tantrum. His long-awaited father’s return had filled him with anticipation, leaving him tossing and turning, rehearsing countless times in his mind how to be obedient and proper, hoping to make his father love him instantly, just like his mother did.

But as time passed, these hopes gradually emptied.

He grew anxious, filled with self-doubt. Before, he could immediately seek his mother, pour out his feelings to her, and wait for her gentle comfort.

Now he had lost even his mother.

How could he not act out?

For a moment, he maliciously wished his father truly didn’t care about him, didn’t like him.

Then he could rightfully drive him away! But to his utter surprise, Xiao Huayong bent down to look at him at eye level, with earnest and loving eyes.

This was the gaze he had envied, whenever he saw his uncle looking at his cousins, or Lord Cui gazing at Cui Zhu and Bu Zhan.

Now he had it too, but he felt incredibly awkward. He didn’t even know how to face such a father, and thinking of his earlier attempt to frame him made him even more ashamed.

Yet alongside his remorse was an overwhelming sense of grievance.

He snatched the silk pouch Xiao Huayong offered and ran away quickly.

“Little Goldfish…”

“Let him have a moment alone.” Xiao Huayong stopped Shen Xihe.

He understood that at this moment, Xiao Junzhu didn’t want to see anyone.

“He is…” Shen Xihe frowned at Xiao Huayong.

Naturally, Xiao Huayong wouldn’t tell Shen Xihe that Xiao Junzhu had tried to frame him and was now feeling guilty, unable to face him.

“I’ve been absent for eight years. Expecting him to accept me immediately is asking too much of him.”

“Is that it?” Shen Xihe was skeptical.

“Indeed it is.” Xiao Huayong nodded firmly. “Leave it to me. By tomorrow at the latest, I’ll have him accept me.”

“How will you do that?” No one understood Xiao Junzhu better than her. He was inherently stubborn – once he disliked someone, it was extremely difficult to change his mind.

“Trust me.” Xiao Huayong smiled calmly at Shen Xihe. “I’m going out to meet some old friends.”

Shen Xihe thought he was simply going to meet Cui Jinbai, Zhao Zhenghao, and others.

But after leaving the palace, he went straight to the Bu residence.

After marrying Bu Shulin, Cui Jinbai moved there, regardless of how the Cui family and others viewed it.

Seeing Xiao Huayong, Cui Jinbai froze in place. Even the normally composed Cui Jinbai’s eyes grew moist.

“After all these years, do you not recognize me?” Xiao Huayong asked casually.

“Your High-” Cui Jinbai caught himself, realizing the improper address, and said, “Master.”

Xiao Huayong helped Cui Jinbai up by his arm: “You’ve worked hard these years.”

He had left hurriedly, with the situation unclear, leaving both Shen Xihe and his old subordinates to fight a difficult battle.

“Master is too kind.” Cui Jinbai’s voice was choked.

“I know after Little Goldfish’s ascension, you guarded the Heishui region with utmost dedication. The current peace in the northeast is largely due to your merit.” Xiao Huayong patted Cui Jinbai’s shoulder again. Not waiting for Cui Jinbai’s modesty, he continued, “Though Heishui is peaceful, it’s constrained by three forces and sometimes loses balance. I wish to eliminate future troubles. After much thought, only you understand Heishui well enough. I wouldn’t trust such an important task to anyone else.”

Cui Jinbai didn’t think much of it. His innate loyalty made him immediately agree: “I will request the assignment tomorrow.”

The smile at the corner of Xiao Huayong’s eyes deepened: “Also, though Shunan is peaceful, the regional prince hasn’t presided there for long. It might cause problems. Your second son is young – perhaps your wife should accompany him home for support.”

Cui Jinbai: !!

If he couldn’t tell by now that his master had come to reprimand him, he would have wasted all those years serving Xiao Huayong.

He quickly said: “Master, please tell me what wrong I have committed.”

Let him die knowing why.

“Failure to teach is the father’s fault.” Xiao Huayong left only these six words before departing with steady steps.

His arrival had been sudden, his departure swift.

Cui Jinbai ground his teeth.

On his way to Xiao Junzhu’s chambers, Xiao Huayong had already learned about how Xiao Junzhu was injured.

Xiao Junzhu had cut himself, but this wasn’t his idea. If he could think of such a scheme, he wouldn’t have waited until now to use it.

Xiao Huayong’s trip outside the palace took only half an hour, spending just moments away excluding travel time. Shen Xihe looked at him: “Where did you go?”

“To see Lord Cui.”

“Didn’t you catch up?”

Xiao Huayong embraced Shen Xihe: “I went to reprimand him.”

“Oh?”

“Little Goldfish’s wound was self-inflicted, likely suggested by Cui Zhu who was practicing martial arts with him today.” Xiao Huayong’s tone was certain.

He had heard about the brothers’ personalities from Tianyuan.

“I know.” Shen Xihe hadn’t thought much of it at first, but after Xiao Huayong left, she had figured it out. “They’re just children, as close as real brothers to Little Goldfish. I know what you’ll say – that Little Goldfish is emperor, how dare subjects endanger the emperor? The emperor’s body is precious beyond measure? For others, this would be a capital offense.”

Xiao Huayong remained silent.

Sighing, Shen Xihe held his hand: “Huayong, you were born into the imperial family, learning imperial doctrine from childhood. Your thinking is understandable. But I don’t want Little Goldfish to be alone. Making a big issue of this today would certainly teach Cui Zhu and his brother about imperial dignity, and make them deeply understand the distinction between ruler and subject.

Afterward, even if they remain loyal, they won’t be as open-hearted with Little Goldfish as they are now.

My brother, Duke Xie, Prince Xin, even the maturing Fourteenth Brother – they’ve all started showing reverence to Little Goldfish. He was dejected about this for a long time. Now there are fewer and fewer people around him who can speak straightforwardly.”

Seeing Shen Xihe care so much for Xiao Junzhu, and thinking of how Xiao Junzhu acted childishly awkward with them, Xiao Huayong felt a touch of envy.

Throughout history, how many young emperors could live so peacefully and happily? Not just emperors – no imperial child had ever had a mother like Shen Xihe, who sheltered them so completely.

“With Youyou’s maternal love, how could I crush it?” Xiao Huayong quickly promised.

Shen Xihe was half-believing but didn’t pursue the matter further.

Chapter 851:  Extra Chapter Four – Parental Love
At night, Xiao Huayong was dining with Shen Xihe when Xiao Junzu stormed in angrily. Upon seeing Shen Xihe, he forcibly suppressed the rage on his face.

Shen Xihe’s gaze casually swept over Xiao Huayong, appearing not to notice Xiao Junzu’s agitation. She asked warmly, “Jinyu’er, would you like to join us for dinner?”

Xiao Junzu bowed to Shen Xihe, hesitated for a moment, then perfunctorily bowed to Xiao Huayong before saying, “Mother, I’ve already eaten. I have matters to discuss with Father and will wait in the main hall.”

Xiao Huayong replied, “Return to Qinzheng Hall. I’ll come find you after the meal.”

Thinking of the memorials he had yet to review, Xiao Junzu responded with dignified restraint and left.

“Is this your idea of acceptance?” Shen Xihe asked leisurely.

“It still needs some time,” Xiao Huayong said, using his chopsticks to pick up food. It had been a long time since he’d tasted Shen Xihe’s cooking.

Shen Xihe nodded with a smile. After the meal, she watched Xiao Huayong’s figure disappear into the distance.

The maple leaves rustled as a figure rushed into Shen Xihe’s arms – it was Duanming, whom she hadn’t seen in a long time.

Duanming looked considerably aged. Its lifespan wasn’t long, to begin with, and after eight years apart, it had lost its former agility.

Shen Xihe held it in her arms and turned back into the room.

Standing at the entrance to Xiao Junzu’s sleeping quarters, Xiao Huayong took the palace lantern from Tianyuan and gestured for everyone to remain outside before stepping in.

The lamps in the sleeping quarters had just been extinguished – likely Xiao Junzu knew he was coming and deliberately put them out.

Still so childish indeed.

Shaking his head with a smile, Xiao Huayong held the ruyi-patterned lantern handle and found Xiao Junzu sitting on the threshold between the inner and outer chambers.

Seeing him, Xiao Junzu turned his face away.

Xiao Huayong stood before him, watching him for a while. Neither father nor son spoke immediately. Finally, Xiao Huayong placed the lantern on the long-necked zitan wood stand in front of Xiao Junzu and sat down beside him.

Xiao Junzu deliberately shifted position, leaning to one side, his whole body radiating an aura of “keep away.”

“You said you had matters to discuss with me. I’m here, yet you remain silent,” Xiao Huayong said softly.

“By what right do you assign my officials? I am the Emperor!” Xiao Junzu demanded angrily.

To this, Xiao Huayong calmly replied, “I am your father.”

“You—” Xiao Junzu grew angrier, but the hurtful words that reached his lips were forcibly swallowed back.

“To restrain oneself in great anger – that is admirable,” Xiao Huayong was very pleased. Xiao Junzu was even more exceptional than he had imagined.

It was worth noting how many grown men and women couldn’t control their words and actions when enraged.

“Hmph!” Xiao Junzu snorted heavily.

“I punished them for your sake,” Xiao Huayong turned his head, his gentle gaze falling on Xiao Junzu’s face. “Your body and skin were given by your parents – how could you harm yourself? Know that when children are hurt, parents feel the pain.”

“Do you even feel pain?!” Xiao Junzu retorted loudly.

“I do,” Xiao Huayong answered decisively.

Xiao Junzu’s breath caught. His father’s eyes, deep with hidden radiance, seemed to possess a particularly magnetic force that held his gaze.

“You are the only child of your mother and me, the continuation of our bloodline, proof of our mutual love,” Xiao Huayong spoke each word, sincerely, and seriously. “Your joys and sorrows, your every move, can stir both your mother’s heart and mine.”

Xiao Junzu was stunned, not catching the latter part of the words. He repeated in a daze: “I am your only child?”

His father and mother had reunited, and they were so deeply in love – he had thought…

Seeing through Xiao Junzu’s thoughts at a glance, Xiao Huayong reached out his long arm and embraced him. Ignoring his struggles, he forcefully pressed the boy’s head against his shoulder: “You’re right, you are the Emperor. The Emperor cannot have any blemishes. Even the misconceptions in unofficial histories cannot start with your mother and me.”

Xiao Junzu understood these words. His father had no intention of claiming his rightful status – he planned to let others continue their speculations while remaining nameless and untitled beside his mother.

Years ago, Xiao Huayong had faked his death under the pretext of saving the emperor, thereby paving half the path for Xiao Junzu.

It could be said that if Xiao Huayong hadn’t done this, the previous emperor would never have allowed Xiao Junzu to be born.

Now, if Xiao Huayong were to claim his status, it would overturn the merit of that rescue. Even though they held great power now, how could they silence all the gossip?

Xiao Huayong and Shen Xihe didn’t care about others’ discussions, but they cared about their son the Emperor being criticized.

Perhaps for three generations, no one would dare to make wild speculations, but what about after that? With dynastic changes, those who held great power, if they wanted to do something unsavory, would often use ancestors as a fig leaf to legitimize themselves. The more accomplished the monarch, the more convincing the precedent.

Xiao Junzu’s eyes grew moist. He blinked: “I… I don’t care about others’ baseless talk either!”

That would all be matters for a hundred years later when he would be nothing but white bones!

“But your mother and I care,” Xiao Huayong said in a soft voice.

Xiao Junzu’s small frame trembled. He clenched his fingers and took a deep breath: “You and Mother… you could flee far away.”

Leave this imperial city, let Emperor Mingzong and his wife remain buried forever, change your names, and live freely in the world.

“Do you want to be Emperor?” Instead of answering, Xiao Huayong gazed at him intently.

“Of course I want to be Emperor!” Xiao Junzu answered without hesitation.

Since he could remember, he had known he was the Son of Heaven, learning the way of kings. His throne hadn’t come easily – it was schemed and obtained through many sacrifices by his mother and father.

How could he not be Emperor? He must be Emperor!

“Your mother and I may leave you one day, but not now,” Xiao Huayong stroked his son’s head.

“I can, I can be a good ruler. I have Uncle, Duke Xie, Fifth Uncle, Minister Cui, Twelfth Uncle, Fourteenth Uncle…” Xiao Junzu held his breath as he listed his important ministers one by one.

“I neither doubt your ability nor worry that without your mother and me, your throne would be unstable,” Xiao Huayong said with a soft laugh. “Rather, no one else can give you the protection of a father and mother. And you, right now, need our companionship.”

Because you need it, we will give you everything.

This is how parents love their children.

To travel the world hand in hand with one’s beloved, traverse beautiful landscapes, and see all the world’s wonders – wasn’t this what Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong yearned for? Indeed they did, but compared to these things, Xiao Junzu was more important in their hearts.

“Father!”

The young emperor finally threw himself into his father’s warm, broad embrace, clutching his robes tightly as held-back tears fell silently one by one.

Xiao Huayong’s face bloomed with a gentle smile like spring rain as he held his son, letting him cry to his heart’s content.

Chapter 852: Extra Chapter Five – Life’s Fulfillment
Shen Xihe waited for Xiao Huayong at Yonghe Palace but received news that he was accompanying Xiao Junzu to rest in the prince’s chambers.

She couldn’t help but smile.

Early the next morning, Xiao Huayong came to help her with her morning preparations. After many years, his technique was somewhat rusty.

Xiao Junzu arrived early as well. The family of three had breakfast together before Xiao Huayong instructed Zhenzhu and others to prepare Shen Xihe’s luggage.

“Luggage? Where are we going?” Shen Xihe looked at Xiao Junzu, then fixed her gaze on Xiao Huayong.

They had agreed not to leave him before his marriage.

“Years ago, I promised to take you to the Black Water tribe to see the eagles I raised,” Xiao Huayong said tenderly. “Every promise I made to you, as long as I draw breath, I will fulfill. Jinyu’er will come with us.”

Shen Xihe considered this. The court was stable now, with enough trusted officials in place. A month-long imperial tour would cause no major issues.

Moreover, being confined to the imperial city meant knowledge gained was shallow. Perhaps seeing things firsthand would better help him become a wise ruler.

There was considerable opposition at court to the Empress Dowager taking the Emperor north to the eastern regions, but none could prevent it – after all, real power lay in the Empress Dowager’s hands.

The matter was so significant that the court couldn’t even be bothered to gossip about how the Empress Dowager had finally taken a male companion out of loneliness.

These years had brought peace and prosperity. Even with occasional natural disasters, the common people had time to recover. As the imperial procession headed north, citizens lined the roads to welcome them, with colored silks, flowers, and ribbons flying everywhere.

Local officials along the route mobilized entirely, leaving their offices empty just to control the crowds.

However, neither the Emperor nor the Empress Dowager was actually in the imperial procession. After leaving the capital, Xiao Huayong took his wife and child away from the main group.

They traversed wild grasslands, crossed flowing streams, climbed towering mountains, saw the true lives of impoverished commoners, and ate the coarsest wild vegetables…

Notably, they encountered old acquaintances along the way.

Amid flying silk banners and scattered flower petals, a dancer moved gracefully.

Bian Xianyi leaped from the high platform, her waist sash striking the hanging floral arrangements, scattering petals like celestial flowers in shimmering light.

As she descended, a chance glance nearly startled her off balance, causing surprise among the audience.

Shortly after Bian Xianyi withdrew, Xiao Changyu personally came to greet the three of them, bringing them to the inner quarters.

“Your Majesty, Empress Dowager…” During his bow, he was unsure how to address Xiao Huayong, momentarily lost for words.

Xiao Huayong didn’t mind: “Sixth Brother, no need for such formality. We’re family – just call me Seventh Brother.”

“I told them Yiran Pavilion was your property as a couple, but Huayong insisted on seeing it,” Shen Xihe mediated, seeing Xiao Changyu’s hesitation. She patted Xiao Junzu’s shoulder, “This is your Sixth Uncle.”

“Sixth Uncle.”

Xiao Changyu hastily demurred: “Your Majesty mustn’t humble this commoner so.”

Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi were nervous. Since helping Shen Xihe secure victory in the succession struggle seven years ago, they’d had no contact.

The awe that Shen Xihe and Xiao Huayong inspired in them remained undiminished.

“Sixth Brother, Sister-in-law, please don’t be so formal. We’re just passing through,” Shen Xihe reassured them. “These years, Yiran Pavilion has taken in many abandoned children and helped clean up the entertainment districts. You both deserve great credit.”

Bian Xianyi loved dance. Later, she happened to meet two renowned performers whose attempts to leave the profession and marry had ended badly. Feeling sympathy, the three once-famous performers opened the Yiran Pavilion together.

The dancers at Yiran Pavilion performed only for art, not to sell themselves. The pavilion took in many girls who would have been sold, giving options to women forced into prostitution.

Over the years, Yiran Pavilion opened many branches across the empire. Xiao Changyu was a capable man – without using the royal family’s name, he could protect the pavilion. Bian Xianyi lived her dream life while helping other women live differently.

“We simply follow our hearts – we don’t deserve the Empress Dowager’s praise,” Bian Xianyi could sense Shen Xihe’s goodwill but still couldn’t relax.

Shen Xihe understood their discomfort around her family and didn’t stay long.

She appeared not to praise them, but because she noticed Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi deliberately limiting their expansion, perhaps fearing suspicion. After all, the rouge case during the previous Emperor’s reign had been horrifying, and the couple worried about drawing trouble by expanding too much.

So she appeared to make her attitude clear – if Xiao Changyu and Bian Xianyi wished to expand Yiran Pavilion further, they could proceed freely.

After bidding farewell to the couple, they traveled unimpeded to the Black Water tribe, arriving the same day as the imperial procession. The next day, they received officials from the Black Water, Wei Chamber, and Bohai Protectorates, as well as various regional governors of the northeast.

Here, Shen Xihe met another old acquaintance.

She granted You Wenjun, now a Deputy Protector, a private audience.

Their last meeting was after the palace coup when You Wenjun followed Xiao Changying’s last wishes and requested to return home. Shen Xihe had appointed her as an officer in the Wei Chamber Protectorate.

In eight years, she had risen from the lowest officer position to Deputy Protector through her ability.

“Years have passed, and you’ve grown more spirited,” Shen Xihe was happy to see You Wenjun looking energetic, her face having lost its girlish delicacy but gaining a commanding presence.

“Thanks to the Empress Dowager’s blessing,” You Wenjun wasn’t merely flattering Shen Xihe. Though her current position owed much to her capability, it was also due to Shen Xihe’s original appointment and subsequent control of court power that she’d advanced so smoothly.

Previously she hadn’t understood why Xiao Changying was devoted enough to Shen Xihe to give his life, but over the years she gradually understood – Shen Xihe possessed a commanding leadership charisma.

Such women were exceedingly rare in the world.

“Walk with me,” Shen Xihe stood.

You Wenjun’s eyes flickered slightly as she respectfully followed.

She understood why Shen Xihe had granted her a private audience. It wasn’t for reminiscence – her father was elderly, and the Great Protector position was hereditary. These years, she had been in open and subtle competition with her elder brother, the Protector, reaching a crucial point.

Just as Shen Xihe arrived, her father would need to carefully consider his choice.

Loyalty or rebellion to the court hung on a single thought.

Shen Xihe and You Wenjun walked to the grassland heights, distantly seeing herds by the lake and eagles circling overhead, led by Xiao Huayong’s gyrfalcon.

He was teaching Xiao Junzu to train eagles, and the boy clearly showed great interest.

You Wenjun also saw Xiao Huayong, recognizing him truly as himself rather than the rumored consort who resembled Emperor Mingzong.

“Congratulations to the Empress Dowager on holding power over the realm, finding true love, and enjoying family happiness,” You Wenjun offered sincere wishes.

Life’s three fulfillments – holding power, finding love, and family joy – even one was a luxury, yet Shen Xihe had achieved them all.

On the vast grasslands, father and son chased each other joyfully.

In this magnificent land, their golden age would continue, writing new chapters belonging to their family of three.
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